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Over the past four years the National Assessment Governing 
Board has made a major effort to carry out one of the key respon­
sibilities given it by law: to identify "appropriate achievement 
goals for each .•• grade (and) subject area .to be tested under the 
National Assessment." 

We have consulted widely and listened carefully--both to the 
public and to expert opinion. To conduct the process for setting 
achievement levels for the 1992 National Assessment, we contracted 
with American College Testing (ACT)·, which has extensive experience 
setting standards in many fields. 

We selected a method for·standard-setting that is the nation's 
most widely-used--from certifying surgeons, auto mechanics, and 

. food inspectors to setting graduation and promotion standards in 
colleges and schools. We took into consideration the best 
technical advice we could find. This included a panel of leading 
experts in measurement and standard-setting, convened by· ACT. 
These experts believe strongly in the soundness of the process
used. . 

As the National Academy of Education Panel notes in its 
report, setting· s,tandards is .fundamentally a matter of policy 
judgment, not a scientific search for "truth." That judgment 
should ·be informed and deliberate--and the· process the Governing 
Board used certainly was. The process is described fully in a 
report by ACT, which we urge you to read. We are convinced that 
with its carefulness and complete disclosure, the process fully 
meets the Standards for Educational and. Psychological Testing, 
established by the American.Educational Research Association, the 
American Psychological Association, and the National Council on 
Measurement in Education. 

Are the standards reasonable or are they "too high?" We 
acknowledge setting high standards for the National Assessment; .we 
believe high standards are important for 'the long-term future of 
our nation. Indeed, the central idea in defining the proficient 
level for each grade is· that students demonstrate "competency over 
challenging subject matter." This language is borrowed from the 
National Education Goals. We deliberately did not seek to ratify 
the status quo. 

~North Capitx>l Street, N.W. 

Suite 825 


Mailstop 1583 

Washington. D.C. 200)2-4233 


(202.) 357-6938 . 

http:Comments.on


-2­

The shortcomings of that status guo were illustrated well by . 
the National Adult Literacy Survey, which recently reported about 
90 million Americans functioning at low levels in reading and 

. mathematics. The performance of. young adults, it said, had 
declined since 1985. As Secretary Riley noted, the report was a 
"wake-up call to the sheer magnitude" of the literacy problems in 
our country. 

These results make it even more difficult to believe that the 
NAEP achievement levels are "~oohigh." How: can we suggest 
lowering standards for young .people when nearly one-half of 
America's adults do not read well enough or apply math well enough?. . 
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them in setting achievement levels in other subjects. Many of the 
suggestions made by the Academy panel should be considered. 

Yet, unlike. the panel, we believe standards were set 
reasonably on NAEP this year, using a method employed on many tests 
for more than two decades. The panel contends that this system of 
assembling a range of opinions to set a "passing" score--not the 
execution of it--is "fundamentally flawed. It Yet, the method, named 
for its developer William Angoff, has withstood legal challenge and 
has served well on examinations with much ·greater consequences for 
individuals than the National Assessment. 

Not only is the Angoff method supported by extensive research, 
but ·a number of the Academy' s own research studies confirm the 
validity and reliability of the NAEP achievement levels. Yet, 
these results are passed over in. the panel·' s report. 

In place of the standard-setting method .used for NAEP the 
panel offers no clear alternative and no clear time-table for 
providing one. Instead, it speaks of first establishing a new 
"knowledge base" that will take "some years" to develop. .Despite 
its affirmation that standards should be set, its recommendations· 
are so complex and ill-defined that actually developing them would 
take manr, many years, and with no guarantee of success. 

In the long interim, a period that apparently extends beyond 
the year 2000, the report suggests that the Board pick percentiles 
--perhaps 95th, 75th, and 25th--as "benchmarks" toward which more 
students should strive. Of course, these would not really be 
standards at all, just arbitrarily-selected points on the curve of 
student performance. 
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Unfortunately, in many respects the panel's report reads like 
a lawyer's brief rather than a balanced account based on research 
the panel co;mnissioned. If we ,follow its recommendations, this 
country would, have. no way of measuring progress on academic 
achievement for the National Education Goals--certainly no way 
before the year 2000. 

Research in setting standards is desirable .and must be 
pursued. But the search for improvement--and criticism that 
perfection has not been reached--should not be allqwed to overturn 

!sound standards arrived at through reasonable, widely-used means. 

For this to happen would be a major step backwards for the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress. It would also set 
back the efforts by many states and school districts to transform 
their own testing programs from norm-referenced to standards-based 
exams--to move away from "national norms" that' may well be 
inadequate. It probably would also delay development. of strong 
national performance standards, a task 'in which the National 
Assessment should certainly play an important role. 

# # # 
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BACKGROUND 

The report of the National Academy ofEducation (NAE) entitled "Setting Performance 

Standards for Student Achievement" (hereafter "Report") provides an interpretation of NAE 

investigations into the procedures SUrT<,>,unding establishment of achievement levels for the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The Report synthesizes the investigations 

of other research effons coinmissioned by the NAE Panel on the Evaluation of the NAEP Trial 

State Assessment. The Report provides a few positive comments and a few constructive 

recommendations proposing research effons that may serve to strengthen the NAEP and the 

achievement levels in the long term. The Report also presents many negative judgments about 

the process utilized in the establishment of achievement levels. 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of the present review is to evaluate the conceptual and substantive adequacy 

of the NAE Report. In preparing this review, the following documents were used: 

1) "Setting Performance Standards for Student Achievement" (National Academy 
, ' . 

of.Education, 1993) (including 10 studies commissioned by .the NAE in preparing 

the Report); 
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2) "Setting Achievement Levels on the 1992 National Assessment of Educational 

Progress in Mathematics. Reading, and Writing" (American College Testing, 

1991); 

3) "NAGB Policy Framework and Technical Procedures for Setting Appropriate 

Achievement Levels for the National Assessment of Ed:lcational Progress" 

(National Assessment Governing Board, 1991); and, 

4) "The Reliability and Validity of the 19?2 NAEP Achievement Levels" 

. (American College Testing, 1993); 

It is the conclusion of niy review that the N AE evaluation presents a seriously inaccurate 

representation of the .technical and procedural propriety of the NAEP levels-setting process. In 

my opinion, the inaccuracies and errors in both factual information and conclusions contained 

in the N AE evaluation are so substantial as to seriously weaken the document as a reference to 

inform discussions of the NAEP level-setting process. 

The following sections of this review address four major purposes. First, the errors and 

inaccuracies in the NAE Report are categorized, summarized, and ~ontrasted with the available 

evidence. Second, the accurate conclusions of the Report are summarized and explicated. 

, Third, a section analyzing the recommendations of the NAE- Report is provided. Finally, a 

summary section including some general observations is included; 

I. ERRORS AND INACCURACIES IN THE NAE REPORT 

The NAE Report contains an unacceptable quantity of serious errors and inaccuracies in 

conceptualization, substance, and interpretation. The errors and inaccuracies appear to be the 

result of several related factors. These errors are described under the following four general 

headings, which organize this section of my review: 

2 
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A) Authority and credibility of the evaluation 


B) Conr.:lusions regarding the use of the Angoff method . 


C) Conclusions regarding procedural prop~ety and results 


D) Conclusions regarding the validity of the NAEP levels. 


A. Authority and Credibility of the Evaluation 

A serious. deficiency of the NAE Repon is its foundation in· accepted psychometric 

literature and practice. Because the NAE Repon was intended to provide an evaluation of the 

process used by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB) in establishing achievement 

·level.s for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) , it seems imperative that 

the evaluation be: 1) grounded in rele~ant psychometric guidelines; and 2) based upon the 

expenise of recognizedexperu in the area of standard setting. The NAE Repon falls shon on 
. . I . 

both of these criteria. 

Authoritv of guidelines used in the NAE evaluation 

The NAE Repon does not apply even the most rudimentary guidelines for evaluating test 

development, administration, and reponing procedures promulgated by the professional testing 

community. 

At minimum, a credible evaluation of any standard setting process would be thoroughly 

grounded in the universally accepted Standards for Educational and Psvchological Testing· 

(AERAlAPAlNCME, 1985) or, to a lesser degree, in other guiding documents such as the Code 

of Fair Testing Practices in Education (Joint Committee on Testing Practices, 1988), the primer 

on standard· setting Passing Scores (Livingston & Zieky, 1982), or the chapter on the 

"Cenification of Student Competence" (Jaeger, 1988) found in the professional reference text 

Educational Measurement. Of these sources, the Standards for Educational andPsvchol~gical 

Testing represents the only compilation, by the major professional groups in testing and 

measurement, of principles by which test development procedures such as standard setting can 

be evaluated. 

3 
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Although a recognized weakness of the Standards is that they do not contain a specific 

section dealing with setting cutting scores (see Jaeger, 1991), there is guidance on that topic 

contained within the Standards, with at least six specific guidelines presented in its chapters, 

There also exists an abundance of professional literarure on the subject of standard setting, 

including the selection and training I)f judges, implementation procedures for various 

metliodologies, methods of adjustinl5 passing scores, and methods for reporting results, 

My review fmds the NAE Report to be written almost without recognition of the large 

body of relevant standard setting literature that currently exists, Lacking this foundation, it is 

a natural result that the Report did not adhere to the frameworks for evaluating standard setting 

procedures that are common in, the psychometric community, Further, the Report is not 

strucrured so as to correspond to any of the professional guidelines codified in the Standards, 

nor is there any substantial recognition of the authority of the Standards in guiding the NAE 

evaluation, nor is there even so much as a single reference to the Standards. To put this error 

in perspective, one might imagine evaluating Christian theology without reference to' the Bible 

or evaluating spelling and usage without reference to a- dictionary, The error' is especially 

troubling because the NAE project chairmen and principal investigator are listed in the Standards 

,as key contributors to their development. 
, , 

That theNAE Report generally avoids grounding in the relevant psychometric literarure, 

and ignores the relevant professional standards is a serious and consequential error. ,Such an 

omission cannot simply be ,dismissed as gross, ignorance or careless 'oversight, but reveals an , 

unwillingness to apply accepted psychometric guidelines to ,the evaluation of the NAEP levels­

setting process, The result of this error is that the evaluators used subjective, unrecognized, and 

professionally unaccepted standards of evidence in the evaluation. By applying novel standards 

to guide the evalu'ation, the NAE Report has not only departed from accepted evaluation 

practice, but has also failed to: 1) explicitly state the standards that are used; 2) provide a 

defensible rationale for why accepted, standards were not used; and 3) subject the novel 

evaluation approach employed to the scrutiny of evaluation professionals. 
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Credibilitv of the evaiuation 

In addition to departing from professionally accepted evaluation criteria, the N AE Report 

and its conclusions are weakened by the fact that the ev~Juation studies were not conducted by 

recognized experts in standard setting. Certainly the NAE Report's principal author possesses 

considerable expertise in psychometrics and testing policy. However, my review of the .1 0 

studies upon which the NAE Report is ostensibly based rev~als that none of the principal 

investigators or graduate assistants who authored the 10 studies even assert that standard setting 

methodology is among their areas of expertise. It is apparent that many of these individuals 

possess relevant experience and content area expertise in their disciplines, e. g., reading, 

mathematics, and so forth. However:, such expertiSe is neither germane nor particularly well 

suited to providmg analysis of the NAEP levels-setting process. 

The NAE Report does not describe whether experts in standard setting were solicited to 

participate in preparing or reviewing the Report, or whether standard setting specialists were 

asked to conduct any of the 10 commissioned studies. It is possible, given the time interval 

between when studies could be cortunissioned and when ftnal study reports were needed, that 

suitably qualifted standard setting experts could not be commissioned. TItis is unfortUnate. 

B) Conclusions Regarding the Use of the Angoff Method 

The conclusions presented in the NAE Report regarding the use of the Angoff (1971) 

procedure for establishing achievement levels for the NAEP are largely insupportable and 

unacceptable from a psychometric perspective. In particular, the conclusion that the Angoff 

procedure is "fundamentally flawed II as a standard setting procedure is w~olly unsupported by 

the professional literature. Indeed, the literature of standard setting provides ample 

documentation that the Angoff method is a reasonable, usefuL acceptable, and--in many 

circumstances--preferable method for deriving cutti.l1g scores. Further. in a later section of 

this review, I demonstrate that alternative. procedures proposed in the Report are· 

psychometrically indefensible. inconsistent with the objections raised in the NAE Report, and 

potentially hannfuL 

5 



Cizek, Response to Draft 

Appropriateness of the Angoff methodology 

Th.e various standard setting methodologies that exist have been roughly classified as 

"relative" and "absolute" methods. (An additional category of methods caned "co'mpromise" 

methods exists, though I will not describe them here.) 

The relative methods are perhaps the most familiar to the general pUblic. These methods 

establish a cut-off in a norm-referenced fashion. For example, it might be decided that tte top 

25 % of students should If pass It or receive an "A. ~t. Using this type of methodo logy, the cutting 

score is set so that the top 25 % "pass" regardless of their actual mastery, 'knowledge, or skill; 

in simple terms, the top 25% may not know very much at all; but they have at least performed 

better than the other 75 %. This method of setting passing scores has become quite rare in 

educational settings, possibly because it is so difficult to defend. 

The Angoff method, which is undoubtedly the most commonly used method, is similar 

to many of the other "absolute" passing score methodologies, in that .it involves explicit 

consideration of the knowledge, skills; and abilities of the test takers, the desired levels of 

knowledge and skill, as well a review of the' actual test items that will be used to assess the 

knowledge and skills of the examinees. Panels of standard setting participants (called "judges") 

. generate estimates of the proponion of examinees who should answer test items correctly. 

Angoff suggested that: 

"a systematic procedure for deciding oil the minimum raw scores for passing and 

honors might be developed as follows: keeping the hypothetical 'mini.IDally 

acceptable person' in mind, ~ne could go through the test item by item and decide 

whether such a person could answer correctly each item under consideration. ~f 

a score of one is given for each item answered correctly 'by the hypothetical 

person and a score of zero is given for each item answered' incorrectly by that 

person. the sum of the item scores will equal the raw score earned by the' 

'minimally acceptable person'" (Angoft. 1971, pp. 514-515). 

6 
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In practice, a footnoted variation to· the procedure Angoff originally proposed has 

dominated applications of the Angoft method: 

"A slight variation of this procedure is to ask each judge to state the probabiIitv . \ . 

that the 'minimally acceptable person' would answer each item correctly. In 

effect, judges would think of a number of minimally acceptable persons, instead .. 

of only one such person, and would estimate the proportion of minimally 

acceptable persons who would answer each item correctly. The sum of these 

probabilities would then represent the minimally acceptable score" (Angoff, 

1971, p. 515). 

The central conclusion of the NAE Report is that "the Angoffprocedure is fundamentally 

flawed for the setting of achievement levels" (p. xii). This assertion is both far out of line with 

the preponderance of research evidence and expert opinion in the psychometric community, and 

unsupported by the evidence presented· in the NAE.Report itself. 

On what basis then does the NAE Report fInd the method to be "fund.aritentallY flawed?" 

The following paragraphs recount some of the Report's objections to the use of the Angoff 

methodology and evaluate the evidence for those objections. 

Objection 1 ~ The Angoff method requires an impossible cognitive task. 

The NAE report claims that "the Angoff method requires an impossible cognitive task 

[of panicipants in the procedure]" (p. 55). This claim is the central reason for the N AE 

objection to the use achievement levels for the N AEP, and is the foundation upon which most 

of the Repon's other claims rest. Accordingly, if it can be demonstrated that the central claim 

is false, related objections would be rendered irrelevant. 

The following evidence documents that the NAE Report's central claim is contrary to a 

wealth of research and experience with the Angoff method accumulated over the p~st two 
'. .. 

decades. Further, the claim is inconsistent even with the data and interpretations of NA'"E's own 

conunissioned studies. 
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EVIDENCE: The Angoff method is widely accepted and praised within the community of 

standardsening specialists as a valid method for establishing cuning scores, The weight of the 

evidence accumulated from research by measurement experts comparing the results of the . 

various item-judgment based procedures is compelling: The Angoff approach seems to be the 

preferred absolute standard-sening methodology by several criteria. 

The following quotations from a small sample of the weighty body of research based 

evidence illustrate that the NAE 'Report',s conclusion about the Angoff method is strongly 

contradicted by experts in the field of standard sening: 

Mills and Melican (1988) report that "the Angoff method appears to be the most 

widely used. The ~ethod is not difficult to explain and data collection and 

analysis are simpler than for other methods in this category" (p. 272). Klein 

(1984) noted' that the Angoff method is preferable "because it can be explained 

and implemented relatively easily" (p. 2). ROCk, Davis and Werts (1980) 

concluded that "the Angoff cutting score seems to be somewhat closer to the 

'mark'" (p. 15). Colton and Hecht (1981), in their comparison of the Angoff, 

Ebel, and Nedelsky methodologies, report that "the Angoff technique and the 

Angoff consensus techniques are superior to the others". (p. 15). Cross,et al., 

(1984) concluded that the Angoffmethod "yielded the most defensible standards" 

(p. 113). Berk (1986) advised that "the Angoffmethod appears to offer the best 

. balance between technical adequacy and practicability" (p. 147). Finally, 
. , . . ' 

Meskauskas (1986) concluded that, "the present method of choice for standard­

sening is the Angoff method" (p. 199).· 

Although the references listed above describe the general view of the Angoff procedure 

within the psychometric community, the specific ·Angoff methodology utilized for the NAEP 

achievement-levels sening. task was also subject to scrutiny by. psychometric experts prior to 

implementation. Information and technical documentation related to the extensive psychometric 
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review is referenced in the NAE Repon (see footnote 25 in the Repon) but it is only briefly 

noted that "details of the procedures ... were specified in advance and reviewed bv advisorY." . 
committees." (p. 30). The extensive psychometric review recorded in the technical 

documentation provides funher evidence related to the professional approval of the Angoff 

procedure as implemented in the NAEP levels-setting process. 

Thus, the Repon's opinion about the Angoff methodology gen~rally, or ab.out tile Angoff 

" methodology a~ "implemented in the NAEP levels-setting process is neither founded in nor 

supponed by the" relevant psychometric literature and documentation. Additional examination 

of the Repon's central' claim, reveals a serious error in reponing the fmdings of the studies 

commissioned to suppon the opinion. Specifically, the central claim that the Angoff 

. methodology presents an "impossible cognitive task" rests on speCUlation that the provision of 

three Angoff ratings (Le, Basic, Proficient, Advanced) for a single item is an overly taXing 

departure from the usual Angoff procedure in which only one rating is generated. The single 

srudy that bears directly on this issue was commissioned by the NAE and is reponed in 

Mclaughlin (1993a). The clearly stated fmding of this srudy--no( highlighted in the NAE 

repon--is presented below: 

"The major finding from this study is that the use of the three-ratings-per-item did 

not introduce substantial and statistically significant anifacrual regularity into the 

cutpoints...Therefore, it does not see~ warranted, based on these results, to, 

recommend against using the three-ratings-per item methodology" (p. 128). 

Funher, Mclaughlin establishes that his "finding [that generating three Angoff ratings represents 

no 'threat to the achievement levels setting process] cannot be easily dismissed as due to 

procedural differences: 

IIAlthough this study was" not intended as an exact replication of the achievement­

level setting process used for the NAEP. it is imponant to establish that it was 

sufficiently similarto warrant generalizations about the results" (1993a, p. 126). 
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CONCLUSION': Some evidence is presented in the NAE Report that judges exhibited some 

. degree of inconsistency in generating item ratings (see a later section of this review). However, 

the issue of consistency is distinct ·from the issue of whether NAEP panelists were able to 

perform the Angoff rating task. Put simply, there is no evidence in the psychometric literature 

to support the Report's contention that the Angoff method requires 3.n "L'11possible cognitive 

task. " Indeed, the literature presents precisely the opposite conclusion, as illustrated by the 

references above. Further, the accumulation of research reports and project summaries of many 

educational and standard-setting entities details thousands of instances in which the Angoff 

method has been successfully utilized. Finally, speculation that the Angoff method requires an 

"impossible cognitive task" is refuted'by studies commissioned by the NAE. 

Objection 2 - The limitation of the Angoff procedure is not merelv technical. 

Because the central claim of the NAE Report is so clearly incorrect, it is logically 

unnecessary to consider claims that are based upon the refuted claim. However, the NAE 

Report does present an additional, different speculation that "the problems with the Angoff 

procedure are not merely technical" (p. 55). At the heart of this speculation is the claim that 

"by focussing on items one at a time, for example, the method prevents judges from arriving 

at an integrated conceptualization 0 f what performance at each of the [achievement] levels should 

look like" (p. 55). Again, when ~e evidence upon which this claim is based is carefully 

scrutinized, the claim is not supported. 

EVIDENCE: The preponderance of evidence from the NAE's'commissioned studies suggests 

precisely the 'opposite conclusion about the opportUnity for judges to forman integrated 

conceptualization of what perf~rmance at each of .the achievement levels (Basic, proficient, 

Advanced) should look like. , 

First, as one of the commissioned studies indicates, "the ~oard [i.e., NAGS] developed 

generic, but clearly distinct descriptors of the three achievement levels at each grade level as a 

first step to assuring clear distinctions in each subject area" (Pearson & DeStefano. 1993a, p. 
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7}: Another NAE commissioned study details that participants in the NAEP levels-setting 

process did have the opportUnity' to arrive at integrated conceptualizations. of student 

, performance: 

"After becoming familiar with the NAEP, tho:! panelists first settled on an 

operational definition for' basic. proficient.' and advanced performance at their 
, ' 

grade in their content area" (Mclaughlin, 1993b, p. 77, emphasis added). 

Incredibly, the. NAE Report itself details that the NAEP levels-setting process was 

structilred so as to ensure that levels-setting participants could arrive at integrated 

conceptualizations of student performance. The NAE Report derails that: "panel members were ,. 
, '. 

given background materials to read prior to the meeting" (p. 30); that "panelists nex.t took and 

scored a grade-appropriate NAEP booklet" (p. 30); that "panelists worked in small groups to 

generate lists describing what students should be able to do at each mde level to be considered 

basic. proficient or advanced" (p. 3D, emphasis added); and that "after discussion to identify , 

'. those elements that best ex.emplifi~d each achiev~ment level. panelists agreed on a final list of 

descriptors"(p.31. emphasis added). 

'" " 

CONCLUSION: The assertion presented in the NAE report that "the [Angoft] method prevents 


judges from arriving at an integrated conceptualization of what performance at 'each of the 


[achievement] levels should look like"(p. 55) is wholly unspbstantiated. The evidence obtained 


from observation and. documentation regarding. how the' process was' conducted and the 


preponderaric'e of evidence from the NAE's commissioned studies suggests precisely the opposite 

, ' , 

conclusion. . 
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c) Conclusions Regardine: Procedural Propriety and Results 

The N AE Report presents several conclusions about the propriety of the procedures used 

to implement the Angoff procedure and conclusions about the reliability of the results of the ' 

, levels-setting process. The major criticisms of the Report focus on the sele~tion and training 

of "judges" (i.e., levels-setting participants) and concerns about the reliability of the ratings 

generated by the judges.' In this section, I compare the procedures actually implemented in the 

levels-setting process with the procedures recommended in the relevant professional literarure; 

I then evaluate these flndings in light of the conclusions reached in the Report.' Second, I 

evaluate the Report's conclusions related to reliability in light of the.acrual evidence that exists 

bearing on that question'. 

Selection and training of judges 

Careful selection and proper training' of judges to serve on standard setting panels is 

critical to the success of standard setting enterprises. These aspects of standard setting affect 

the likelihood that judges will reach consensus in providing their ratings and whether, as 

individuals, they will apply their judgment uniformly. The sampling procedures used to identify 

judges (Le. the selection of judges from relevant populations) is directly related to whether 

consensus is necessary, desirable, or likely. The training used to familiarize judges with the 

methodology is related to the likelihood that judges will be able to consistently (Le., reliably) 

apply their judgment. The following paragraphs address these issues of "interjudge consensus" 

, and "intrajudge reliability." 

, Intetiudge consensus 

A pronounced'criticism infusing the NAE Report is that Angoff judges failed to reach 

,consensus regarding the achievement levels. Careful examination of this criticism reveals that 

it is onlv valid if consensus is deflned as the ae:reement of all judges with one another. and if 

it is assumed that such consensus is both necessarv and desirable .. However, these assumptions 
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are critically deficient as preconditions for or evidence of a successful standard setting 

procedure. The deficiency stems from the fact that NAEP levels-setting panels were not 

constinlted so as to contain like-minded persons representing a single, "approved" perspective. 

Such an approach· would certainly maximize the likelihood that panelists would converge on a 

single, consensus standard. However, as experts in standard setting have noted: 

"The judges. [in standard setting] usually differ in life experiences, specialty, and 

professional skills. Often, in fact, the judQes are selected soecificallv to provide 

a representative distribution of such back~round characteristics" (Plake, Melican, 

& Mills? 1991, p. 15, emphasis added), 

Thus, congruent with N AGB policy and accepted psychometric practice, panels were constituted 

to represent a diverse and knowledgeable group of persons that could represent the varying and 

sometimes conflicting perspectives inherent in the pluralistic society to which the resultulg 

standards would apply. This conscious effort toward the inclusion of diverse perspectives is 
I . 

documented in the NAE Report, which indicates that panelists were sampled from: 

"individuals knowledgeable in each subject area...various professional and 

pol~tical oiganizations... teachers, nonteacher educators. and noneducators, and 

balanced with respect to gender, ethnicity, and geographic region" (NAE, 1993, 

p. 30). 

The NAE Report verifies that the goal of a diversity was attained, noting that "the 

approach to selecting judges for 1992 ensured that the panels were broadly representative" 

(1993, .p. 30). 

However, an inclusive approach to constituting particii'ants in the levels-setting process 

virtually assures that consensus--if defined as the agreement among all participants--wiU not be 
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attained. In fact, it is probable that the only way this kind of consensus can ever be achieved 

in standard setting is by fiat. or by using a sample of only one judge. But, such a definition of 

consensus is incongruent with both the context of a democratic society and the goals espoused 

by NAGS policy. It is also incongruent with current opinion within the· psychometric 

community. An example from a recent journal article on standard setting illustrates that a 

sensitivity to differences, rather than an obfession with consensus is the more appropriate 

measure for judging standard setting procedures: 

"Panelists in standard-setting studies should be chosen to represent all appropriate 

groups in the profession relevant to establishing the cutoff scores for the test. 

These panelists, therefore, will bring a diversity of knowledge, training, and 

opinions about the test and testing session to the rating session .... The goal [of 

training] is not to create an environment in which' all judges agree on item 

difficulty. but rather to ensure that differences in ratings result from differences 

in perceptions of the item difficulty" (Mills, Melican, & Ahluwalia, 1991, p. 9). 

In summary, the N AE Report raises questions about the "adequacy of the consensus 

process" (p. 52). .The primary criticisms contained in the Report center on the fmdings that 

"there was great variation in individual judges' recommended cutscotes around the group 

average;" that ~'individual variation did not diminish much by [the end of the process]" (p.52); 

and that "feedback did not dramatically improve agreement in judgments" (p. 54). A review of 

the available data does reveal that there was variation b~tweenjudges in the NAEP levels-setting 

process. That is, by the end of the . process , there were differences between people regarding' 

where appropriate achievement levels should be set. 

In evaluating the observations of the NAE Report, one, must note that it is certainly a 

matter of degree as to whether one tertns a given amount of variarion"great," whether a 

decrease in individual variation is "much" or whether improvement 'in agreement was 

"dramatic. II These infinitely debatable matters of degree are not the deciding question, however, 
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and do not address the fundamental. underlying purpose for creating diverse panels in the first 

place. 

What is critical is that the same data . on variability can be interpreted to provide strong 

evidence for the success of the empaneling process. That is, the data may well reveal that the 

NAGB's intention to solicit broadly diverse input was successful. The evidence indicates that, 

over the rounds of ratings, the panelists moved toward consensus, although they never did reach 

perfect uniformity in their ratings. In the NAE Repon, this fact is interpreted as indicating a 

weakness in the NAEP levels-sening approach. However, this phenomenon is entirely 
. " 

consistent with the expectations and reponed fIndings in the psychometric literature, when 

standards are set by diverse groups of people representing varying perspectives. For example. 

in a study involving 236 judges' using a modifIed Angoff methodology, Busch and Jaeger 

reponed that: 

"Small. but sometimes statistically significant, changes in mean recommended test 

standards were observed when judges were allowed to reconsider their initial 

, recommendations following review of nonnative information and discussion" 

(1990, p. 145). 

Additionally. the observation of small movem~nt toward consensus is consistent with the 

design and goal of the procedure: that feedback provided to panicipants and their discussions 

of key issues served to refme and temper their judgements, but also that the desirable element 

of diverse perspectives was maintained throughout the procedure. As the Repon concludes; 

"within a range ofp-values that individual judges were contemplating, panicipants 

were probably willing to select values that were still consistent with their own 

beliefs but moved in the desired direction as implied by feedback" (p. 50). 
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In conclusion, the Report's criticism that "the achievement levels in both'reading and 

mathematics do not appear to reflect consensus standards or corrunon expectations" (p. 54) is 

not compelling and is not necessarily even logically consistent with the a priori goals of the 

panel selection and training processes. 

Intrajudge consistencv 

A second criticism in the NAE Report related to the selection and training of judges is 

that the judges were "internally inconsistent." That is, there is a concern that individual judges 

did not maintain personally consistent conceptualizations of performance at the three achievement 

. levels. The NAE Report concludes that the extent of inconsistency is "unacceptable." As with 

conclusions regarding interjudge consensus, the evaluation of intrajudge consistency involves 

, matters of degree. My review of the evidence presented in the NAE Report and co~panion 

studies leads to the conclusion that the evidence for internal consistency is mixed. On the one 

hand, the Report provides much·positive evidence, regarding consistency: "expected correlations 

between judges' estimated percentages and actual item p-values increased from [round to round] 

(p. 49); II "judges tended to rank-order items correctly'" (p. 49); "information [provided to 

judges] served to impro've consistency correlations" (p. 49); and "the fmallevels in reading and 

mathematics follow a reasonable pattern across grades II (p. 50). 

On the other hand, studies corrunissioned by the NAE also illustrate sources of 

inconsistency within the panelists. For example, participants were inconsistent in applying a 
uniform standard to multiple-choice and extended response items and for easy versus hard items 

(see Mclaughlin, 1993b). 

The N AE Report synthesizes this conflicting evidence and concludes that .. the results did 

not suggest any, systematic variation in recorrunended cUlpoints due to substantive dimensions , ' 

of the assessment" (p. 48). Although there are many reasonable conclusions and proposals that 


, could be made based upon the evidence, the NAE Report's conclusion is not one of them. ' In 


my opinion, the conflicting evidence is just that--conflicting .evidence. Such evidence probably 


calls for: 1) further investigation of the sources of information judges actually utilize in 


16 




'. 

Cizek. Response to Draft 

generating their ratings: and 2) inclusion of srecific directions, examples, c monitOring, and 

feedback to panelists regarding the influence of it.:!m format and difficult during standard seuing . 

training and actual implementation of the procedure. However, the suggestion that 

. inconsistencies due to item format and difficulty invalidate the resulting levels is inappropriate 

and inconsistent with cl!-rrent notions of validity as a matter of degree (see Messick, 1988). 

D) Conclusions Regarding the Validity of the NAEP Levels 

The opinion expressed in the N AE Repon is that the N AEP achievement levels lack 

validity. That opinion derives from three beliefs: 1) that faithful implementation of a 

professionally accepted procedure does not provide . evidence of validity; 2) that achievement 

levels were set "too high;" and 3) that the levels are not sufficiently related to the NAEP 

frameworks. Inc the following paragraphs. I evaluate the arguments supponing these three 

beliefs, and draw conclusions about the validity of the NAEP achievement leveis. 

1) Procedural evidence for validity 

As has been described.in the NAE Repon and demonstrated in this review, NAGB 

implemented a process to accomplish the goal of gathering and summarizing opinion regarding 

what the achievement levels should be. And, the Repon recognizes that "a standard setting 

method, even when implemented precisely as recommended in the literature, will not necessarily 

produce a true or valid standard. It will only summarize the judges' opinions" (p. 23). 

It is essential to perceive'the manner in which the issue of validity is cast within the NAE 

. Repon: 

1) The Repon states that a carefully followed procedure does not "guarantee" a 

valid result. This is, of course, strict~y true, though perhaps fatuous. Careful 

attention to procedure only guarantees that a procedure was carefully followed. 

However, it is most definitely true that fidelity to· carefully prescribed, 

professionally accepted procedures provides evidence of validity. By failing to 
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recognize that procedural fidelity is an important element- in evaluating the 

validity of the achievement levels setting process, the Report makes a criticVal 

omission. 

Such an omission is not inconsequential. It means that the NAE Panel failed to 

even consider the relative weight of procedural fidelity in eva.luating the overall 

validity of the process and resulting standards. UnfortUnately, therefore, the 

NAE Report was, by design, incapable· of synthesizing and evaluating. this 

primary source of validity evidence. Thus, even if--as much of the technical 

documentation indicates--the procedure was technically appropriate, based upon 

broad input, founded on professionall~ acceptable principles, and carried out 

exactly as prescribed, the NAE evaluation would faillo caprurethis information. 

2) The NAE Report indicates that the process used does not necessarily lead to 

a "true" or "valid" result. This is clearly incorrect .. As cited in the NAE Repon, 

the result of the Angoff standard setting procedure is a summarization of the 

particular panelists' judgment regarding appropriate achievement levels. In this 

regard then, a "true" result is one that accurately summarizes the judgments. If 

properly sampled from a population of suitable persons, and if the Angoff 

procedure was followed carefully (see above) then the parti~ipants' iud!ffilents 

regarding achievement levels are the best estimates of where the population of 

similarlv qualified judges would set the achievement levels. 

Again, appropriate sampling and procedural fidelity provide strong evidence for 

whether the process resulted in "true" or "valid"· achievement levels. 

In summary. in evaluating the validity of the NAEP achievement levels, the NAE Report 

makes a critical error in failing to investigate and evaluate available evidence of procedural 
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validity. The Report fails to recognize that the contributions of independent judges. sampled 

from a .diverse population. properly trained, and participating in a professionally accepted 

process. add substantial support to the goal of. establishing credible, valid standards of 

. performance. 

2) How high is too hiQ"h? 

Another prominent contention of the NAB Report is that the NAEP achievement levels 

are "too high." . The Report states that: "The weight of evidence suggests that the 1992 

achievement levels were set unreasonably high" (p. xii). In another place, the Report calls the 

levels "unrealistically high" (p.' 28), However, to evaluate these judgments, it is essential to 

review appropriate background for the NABP levels-setting process. 

First, as the Report indicates, the N AEP levels-setting process was initiated in response 

to a Congressional directive which charged NAGB with "identifying appropriate achievement 

g()als for each age and grade in each subject area to be tested under the National Assessment" 

(p. viii, emphasis added). Thus, the charge was given to establish desirable performance levels, 

not simply to--in my opinion--waste time and resources validating a status quo. (A test would' 

be unnecessary if that is the motivation for giving one.) If, as the Report indicates, a large 

number of students do not achieve the level of expectation implicit in the performance levels, 

then that unfortunate result may not be so much a matter of unrealistic expectations as unrealized 

potential (for whatever reason). 

Again, it is important to realize that· N AGB was charged with establishing aspirations-, 

as opposed to (or in addition to) reflections, of educational progress. The salience of this point 

is highlighted in the NAB Report as the "should" versus "can" issue (p. 89). In short, the 

levels-setting process was designed to elicit and summarize the opinions of a diverse and 

representative _group of persons regarding wl:tat level of performance should be expected of 

American students at grades 4, 8, and 12. As the Report indicates, "achievement levels ...are 

intended to establish expectations for what students should know and be able to attain at each 

level. -In this sense the standards are statements of desired rather than actual outcomes" (NAE. 

1993.; p. 89, emphasis added). 
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Logically, then. if high standard~ re~iUlt from the levels-setting process. it cannot be said 

that the standards are "too high." The standards are merely as high as the participants' 

aspirations for students'performance. It seems somewhat improper for the NAE evaluation to 

refute the aspirations of those empaneled to establish achievement goals. Interestingly, the NAE 

Report acknowledges this fact: "Judges are expected to envision performances th:it should be; 

therefore, their judgments do not necessarily have to conform to normative data'; (p. 43, 

emphasis in original). Thus, in essence, claims that the performance goals set by the levels­

setting panels are "too high" are simply invalid on their face. 

Second,' despite the fact that the "too high" claim cannot be supported at its most 

fundamental level, evidence presented in the NAE Report regarding this issue can be subjected 

to examination. A review of the evidence commissioned for the N AE Report does not provide 

support for the contention that the levels are "too high;" rather, a good deal of evidence that 

supports the validity of the achievement levels is found in the NAE studies. It is unclear why 

the NAE Report did not weigh the evidence in making its determination. 

As the NAE Report acknowledges, "no external criteria can serve as the ultimate 

. authority in judging what constitutes advanced, proficient. or basic performance" (p. 15).. 
None~eless, the NAE commissioned studies' to relate performan~e on the NAEP to other 

indicators of domestic and international student performance. Although available for the Report • 

. the following evidence supporting the validity of the achievement levels was overlooked, 

ignored, incorrectly' weighted. or not reported: 

- Results of the reading and mathematics validation panels. These results are not 

reported in the NAE document (see p. 32. NAE Report); 

- Results of "Researcher Validation of Teacher Ratings (see p. 65, NAE Report). 

These results, which ostensibly threaten the validity of the achievement levels, are 

based upon a methodologically silly investigation\: In gathering data for the study, 

"teachers were urged to pay attention to the definitions and not to rate children 
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mrelation to others in the class" (p. 65). In contrast to the detailed materials, 

rigorous training, and monitoring received by the actual achievement levels 

panels, "urging" teachers to read and follow a set of wrinen directions is 

laughable as a "replication" or "yalidation" study methodology .In addition, 

researchers and teachers disagreed in classifying students as below basic, basic, 

proficient and advanced more than 50 percent of the ti!l1e4-hardly a "validation" 

(M~Laughlin, 1993d, pp. B-6, B-7). 

- Results of "Contrasting Groups Studies" (see p. 65, NAE Report) are based 

upon incomparable training in applying the achievement levels descriptors. As 

noted in the NAE Report, variations in training can dramatically affect resulting 

standards. In this instance, the training provided was so markedly different that 

comparisons ,are nearly meaningless. In addition, there are significant 

methodological deficiencies in this study. The most fundamental: is that N AEP 

scores were computed for individual students, even th9ugh it is well-known that 

NAEP is not designed to give individual scores and that such scores are 

unreliable. 

Results of the "Kentucky Comparisons" (see p., 74. NAE Report) are markedly 

underemphasized., From a research design perspective, the Kentucky study 


represents a highly relevant comparison.' As noted in the. NAE Report, "Although 


, many states have assessment programs that would. permit' indirect comparisons 


with NAEP results, Kentucky is rare in that it uses achievement levels similar to 


the NAEP levels" (p. 74). The highly pertinent fmding that the NAEPand 


Kentucky assessments "produced similar percentages of students in the upper twO 


. categories", (p. 74) and that the K~ntucky studies "support the reasonableness of 


the NAEP eighth4grade pr<?ficient and advance cutpoints in mathematics" (p. 75) 


would have received much greater weight in an evenhanded evaluation. 
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- Results from the "Content Expert" studies in reading and mathematics (see p. 

78, NAE Report). are underemphasized. In these instances, the NAE 

commissioned studies found that. for example, "content experts in reading 

consistently identified cutpoints above the official achievement-level cutpoints" (p. 

78, emphasis added). An acc~rate interpretation of these findings would be that 

the NAEP achievement levels were actuallv more reasonable than those set bv the 

content experts. In an: incredible statement reflecting a depanure from scientific 

objectivity, the NAE Report states that "the [NAE] Panel did not in fact take the . 

fmal [content expert study] results as either conflrming or disconflrIlling of the 

NAGB levels. 

- Results of the NAE commissioned "Rated Achievement Levels of Completed 

NAEP Mathematics Booklets" (Mclaughlin, 1993c) are not reported. In this 

c~se, the NAE Repon ignores the results of one of its own validation studies 

which found that. "the official cutpoints of 256, 294, and 331 [for Basic, 

Proficient, and Advanced achievement levels] are not substantiallv in conflict with 

the panelists' ratings in this studv" (p. 11, emphasis added). Interestingly, the 

same study also shed light on the NAE Report's claim that the Angoff procedure 

as .. implemented in the achievement levels setting· process resulted in an 

unacceptable degree of interjudge variability (previously discussed in this review). 

On this matter, the NAE commissioned study found that "the variation in results 

among panelists in this study was similar to that observed in St. Louis, although 

the St. Louis sample was more.broadly representative of the nation" (p. 11). 

Finally, a third perspective on whether the NAEP achievement levels were set "too high" 

can be found in abundance in the . literature of educational reform. For example. the NAE. 

Report cites the well-known A Nation at Risk (U.S. Department of Education, 1983) in which· 

the "rising tide of mediocrity" and generally woeful state of American educational achievement 
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are described. The Nation at Risk report was followed by numerous other reports that 

articulated the same message: Aitieric?n students were not perform~g as well as they should 

perform. When combined with other evidence (e.g, that SAT scores have not increased during 

the period since the Nation at Risk report was issued; that teachers' judgments of student 

performance are 0 ften inaccurate, that teaching methods, etc., have not changed substantially 

in the interim, and so forth) th~ finding that unacceptable percentages of students reach the 

Basic, Proficient, and Advanced levels is unsurprising. Indeed, the fact that application of the 

NAEP achievement levels reveals results that are strikingly consistent with widespread 

perceptions of American educational achievement--and confmned by content experts--provides 

strong evidence for the validity of the achievement levels. 

3) Relationship to the N AEP Frameworks 

A third criticism of the NAEP levels-setting process contained in the NAE Report is that 

the judgments of levels-setting panelists were not sufficiently related to the NAEP frameworks 

(see p. 4Off, NAE Report). However, there is little high-quality evidence to support this notion. 

First, there is a serious methodological flaw in the primary NAE-commissioned study 

upon which the Report's conclusion is based (see Pearson & DeStefano, 1993). Specifically, 

the Pearson and DeStefano study reported that: "when participants who set the [reading] 

achievement levels were asked in a mail survey to describe a good reader 2 weeks after the 

level-setting session, they gave a great variety of answers" (NAE. 1993, p. 40). Unfortunately, 

the methodological choice of a mail survey sent to participants two weeks after the levels setting 

process had ended did not even have the potential to answer .the question of interest: that is, how 

much did participants rely on the reading framework? It is imPOrtant to note that during the two 

week interval. training, discussions, and monitoring did not occur. The tendency to drift from 

appropriate referents is the very purpose for conducting standard setting meetings in a single 

location with intensive training, discussion, monitoring, etc., It is unsurprising that. when these 

controls were removed, panelists' ability to retain appropriate conceptualizations decayed. Thus. 

the evidence cited in the NAE Report does not directly bear on the question of interest. 
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A second primary issue raised in the N AE Report is the "ini:ial failure to tie achievement 

levels to NAEP frame:vorks" (p. 97). The Repon concludes that "the initial achievement-level 

descriptions were not adequately connected to the framework but relied more onjudges' personal 

experience" (p. 97). The Repon presents an "ideal" ~odel of relationships among components 

in the achievement levels setting process (see Figure 3.2., NAE Repon). This ideal model is 

contrasted with an "actual" model of relationships in the l~vels-setting process (see Figure 3.3, 

NAE Repon). Ostensibly, because the NAEP levels-setting process "violates" the ideal model, 

thenthe validity of the achievement levels is threatened. 
, . , 

Two aspects of this modeling are noteworthy. First, the, ideal model is not an accepted 
, ' 

model of validity; it is imponant that this "ideal" model is not referenced to any empirical or 

theoretical work in the field of standard setting. In fact, the components in the "actual" model 

are probably a better model of the experience-based, item-based, and social influences on the 

standard setting process (see Fitzpatrick, 1989; Norcini, Shea, & Kanya, 1988; Smith & Smith, 

1988). The components of the "actual" model account for the influences of feedback to judges, 

personal experience, and diversity of opinion. The "ideal" model denies the importance of these 

influences. In' summary, on theoretical grounds, the model of validity held as the criterion in 

the NAE Repon is actually poorly specified. The model of influences as actually observed is 

closer to reality. 

A second aspect of the NAE conclusion that "the initial achievement-level descriptions 

were not adequately connected to the framework but relied more on judges' personal experience" 

warrants closer scrutiny. A review of the studies commissioned by the N AE does reveal 

anecdotal evidence that some of the panelists considered their own students, their own 

experiences, their own knowledge of reading, etc., as they participated in the levels-setting 

process. However, two considerations are noteworthy. First, as mentioned above, it should be 

expected that personal experience, professional knowledge, etc., would infuse the entire levels­

setting process. These kinds of relevant knowledge, experiences. etc., are thevery reason that 

. the panicular group ofpanelists was selec.ted. Second, and imPOrtant from a critical perspective 

on the research supponing the Repon's conclusion, is that no evidence was gathered to suppon 
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the claim that panelists relied ~ on their personal frameworks than on the content frameworh 

and descriptors. It is indeed a leap to suggest that because panelists called 'upon their relevant 

knowledge and experience, that they relied to a greater degree on these aspects than on the 

frameworks. . The Report's suggestion that an "either/or" phenomenon occurred, i.e., that 

"Panelists...used personal experience and opicions to develop the descriptions and make item 

judgements rather than following the fr:unework tl (p. xU), is not psychologically realistic or 

supported by any of the available evidence presented in the NAE commissioned studies. 
, . 

n. ACCURATE CONCLUSIONS OF THE REPORT 

Several conclusions and recommendations of the N AE Report are accurate and merit 

further consideration. In this section of my review, I identify and explain some of the most 

important positive contributions of the Report. 

A) Link Between Achievement Level Descriptions and Angoff Ratings 

The NAE Report concludes that "the process for developing the descriptions in reading 

and. mathematics was inadequate because it did not ensure that flnal descriptions were agreed 

upon before attempting to set cutscores" (p. 60). The Report and the companion srudies provide 

unambiguous evidence that achievement levels panelists based their item ratings on one set of 

descriptions; the finalized descriptions differed to some. degree. from the ones used by the 

panelists. This is poor practice .. It is reasonable to. assert, as. the NAE Report does, that 

consistency of meaning between descriptors and achievement levels is essential for maximizing . 

the interpretability of NAEP sc;ores. To ensure that valid interpretations could be made, no 

changes in the descriptors should have occurred. 

On the other hand. the effects of these changes are unknown and not clearly illuminated 

by the NAE commissioned smdies. One of the NAE commissioned studies provided a direct 

comparison of achievement levels set using varied descriptors: 
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"This study also offered. an opportunity for two additional comparisons. First. 

the comparison of cutpOL.'1ts generated between the original (St. Louis) version of 

the achievement-level descriptions and the revised (Nantucket) descriptions 

indicated no significant differences at the basic and advanced levels and onlv a 

marginally significantlv hi2her proficient cu!point by panelists using the Nantucket 

descriptions. We do not believe that the level of discrepar.",cv observed in this 

. studv is cause, in itself, for judging the revisions made in Nantucket to have 

invalidated the achievement levels" (Mclaughlin, 1993a, p. 128, emphasis 

added). 

. In short, the Mclaughlin study revealed that the revision ofdescriptors had little effect. 

The only statistically significant difference was for a version of the descriptions that would have 

resulted in an even higher standard. 

Despite the availability of some evidence that the revision of descriptions was 

inconsequential, the "true" effect cannot be stated with certainty. The NAE Report reflects this 

uncertainty by employing the "may" argument: The Report concludes that "the final descriptions 

ngy not be valid for describing the assessment and ngy not correspond to the cutpoints 

. determined on the basis of earlier definitions" (p. 60, emphasis added). The "may" argument 

should be interpreted in two ways. By one interpretation--the interpretation suggested in the 

Report, the final descriptors may not be valid for describing the assessment; on the other hand, 

another interpretation is that they may be perfectly valid for describing the assessment. 

In another place, the Report states that the cutpointS are "potentially inconsistent with'the 

narrative descriptions" (p. 58). Again, this also means that the cutpoints are also potentially 

consistent. The point is that no conclusive evidence has been gathered to settle the issue of 

consistency or equivalence of the descriptors. It is unclear what effect the revision of descriptors 

had, although the available evidence indicates that the effect of the revisions would be slight. 

The Report clearly errs in concluding that revision of the achievement levels descriptors 

"invalidates the agreed upon cutpoints" (p. 57). A more accurate conclusion would be that· any 
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revision of the achievement levels descriptors is likely to have had some unknown degree of 

effect. 

The inaccurate conclusion presented in the Report is particularly striking given the 

evidence that was available to the NAE Panel. For example, in describing the investigations that 

were commissioned to examine the degree of effect, the NAE Report indicates that "the results 

of these experimental comparisons were inconclusive"(p. 58). In contrast to the strongly­

'worded conclusion that the revision "invalidates the agreed upon cutpoints" is the more 

reasonable conclusion--in: the same Report--th:it "the Panel could not draw any general 

conclusion abotit the magnitude of changes likely to occur, in cutpoints when substantive 

descriptions are changed" (p. 58). The latter conClusion.is the only one supported by the 

available evidence. It is unclear why the Report 'highlights ,the much stronger and less 

supportable interpretation. 

B) Within-Grade Score Reporting , 

The recommendation to implement within-grade ~core reporting does not derive directly 

from any of the work commissioned by the NAE. However, many 'other researchers have 

produced extensive discussions of the problem of a single vertical scale for describing 

educational progress. It is a reasonable summary of the literature that a satisfactory scaling of 

complex subject matter, involving developed abilities over several years, is extremely difficult 
,. 

to attain; current attempts to,do so are plagued, with problems of interpretability. The NAE 

recommendation to move toward within-grade scales seems to be a conservative and prudent 

recommendation in the absence of evidence documenting the superiority of a single cross':'grade 

scale. 

C) , Weaknesses in NAEP Item Pools 

At several poin~, and in varying contexts within the NAE Report, the issue of weakness 

in the NAEP item pools arises. It is observed that there were not enough items representing 

higher level performance~ especially at the Advanced level. Similarly. the Report notes that the 
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quality of released NAEP items is poor. Because I have not reviewed all ofthe evidence upon 

which these observations are based, I cannot offer a confident evaluation of this criticism. 

However, mroughout the course of the Report and the companion studies, the issue was raised 

in enough varied and independent contexts that the matter clearly deserves ad,ditional attention . 

.on the other hand, the issue of weaknesses in the NAEP item pools does not seem to 

bear directly on the achievement levels setting process. It is not shown in the N AE Report or 

demonstrated in the companion studies that suspected weaknesses adversely affected the NAEP 

achievement levels. 

D) Cutpoint Adjustments 

, The NAE Report asserts that a concern regarding the flnal achievement levels ,is the 

adjustment (downward) of the mathematics achievement levels by one standard error. The rePOrt 

is correct in observing that "there is ample justiflcation in the technical literature for revising 

the proposed cutpoints in response ,to additional information" (p. 56). However, at least one of 

the objections in the Report deserves consideration. Specifically, no compelling justification is 

provided for why the mathematics cutpoints were adjusted and the reading cutpoints were not. 

If there is "additional information" that justifies adjusting a set of cutp0 ints, the same 

information related to the other sets of cutpoints should be scrutinized. Further, a consistent rule 

for adjusting cutpoints must be applied, and any additional information used to adjust cutpoints 

should be evaluated according to the same criteria. Any adjustment should be made based on 

rational, explicit, clearly articulated, criteria (see Geisinger, 1991). 

In summary, the NAE Report contains some accurate conclusions that deserve further 

consideration. Four such conclusions are listed above: In reviewing these conclusions, 

however, it is interesting to note that only two of the four are related to the achievement levels 

setting process (Le., revisions in frameworks. and cutpoint adjustment). The other issues bear 

more directly on the construction of theNAEP itself (i.e., item pool weaknesses and scaling). 
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ill. ANALYSIS OF NAE REPORT RECOJ:\;fl\.'IENDATIONS 

The NAE Report goes beyond an appraisal of the process used by NAGB for establishing 

achievement levels for the NAEP and. in many instances. recommends alternatives. Logically, 

if sound alternatives exi5:t to the process utilized by NAGB, criticism of the NAGB approach 

would be warranted. Conversely, if sound alternatives cannot be suggested, the NAGB approach. 

would be supported. In this section, I identify three such recommendations suggested in the 

NAE report and evaluate their potential for yielding defensible achievement levels. 

A) Contrasting Groups Methodolol!v 

The NAE Report recommends that; for the furore, n[achievement] levels be validated 

. using the contrasting groups method that was used to evaluate the current set of achievement 

levels" and that "performances both within and across grade should be examined to ensure that 

the observed patterns conftnn predictions based upon the explicit or implicit conceptual models 

used to formulate the performance standards" (p. xix). These recommendations should be 

viewed skeptically for two reasons. 

First, as described in the Report, "to implement the conrrasting-groupsdesign, judges or 

raters must have knowledge of what students can do in th~ domain measured by the test, ...must 

. be able to apply the defInitions of advanced, proficient, and basic performance. and to classify 
.' , . 

. students into appropriate categories" (p. 64)'. This is·an accurate description of the·contrasting 

groups methodology. However, note that the sophisticated knowledge, difficult classifications, 

and complex conceptualizations that apply to judges using .the:contrastinggroups procedure· are 

nearly identical to the characteristics of the Angoff procedure. The two methodologies address 

a common goal, but rely on similar psychological aspects--aspects which the R~port objected to 

as "impossible cognitive tasks." If it were true, the same objection related to the difficultY of 

.the cognitive task in an item-judgment approach would also apply to the contrasting groups 

design. 
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Although it is my opinion that the contrasting groups design is somewhat more easily 

implemented than the Angoff approach. the contrasting groups design still depends on 'the ability 

of humans to apply their judgment in difficult, often high-stakes circumstances. Contrary to the 

implication of the NAE Repon. the contrasting groups design does not represent the magic bullet 

of standard setting, and for other reasons may not be the methodology of choice for setting 

achievement goals. 

B) Linkage to Emerging National Standards 

In its rejection of the achievement levels established for NAEP, the NAE Repon is 

critical of nearly every aspect of the N AEP . It assens .that essentially everYthing about the 

National Assessmentof Educational Progress is invalid--test development proce9,ures, item pools, 

test content, achievement levels, reponing strategies, and so on. 

In particular, the Repon is critical'of the N AEP because Itcurrent N AEP item pools ... are 

not sufficiently congruent with emerging national content standards" (p. xiii) and because the 

NAEP achievement level descriptions "cannot adequately represent ideal future-oriented 

standards" (p. xiii). In another place the Repon recommends that the NAEP should "provide 

a stable basis for comparison as well as for evolutionary change" (p. xx). 

Even a casual readiD.g of these criticisms reveals their logical silliness. Nonetheless, a 

critical examination of these recommendations is in order as a means of illustrating that the 

suggested alternatives would represent a serious weakening of the current achievement levels. 

First, one must ask the obvious questions about the Repon's recommendations: How can 

standards be anchored to Itemerging If. content? How can any.assessment ever be linked to II ideal 

future-oriented" content or standards? How are the goals of providing stable bases for 

comparison as well as evolutionary change to be achieved? I don't think these things make any 

sense. I suspect that the Repon provides so little detail about these recommendations because 

they cannot be explained. As coherent statements about the relationship between curriculum and 

assessment they are illogical. No assessment should be expected to hit a moving invisible target. 

As recommendations for NAEP policy they are seriously deficient. 
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However, beyond a surface appraisal of their logic, a deeper examination zcrually yields 

strong support for the current achievement levels-setting process. At a general level" it is 

important to note that the National Assessment should reflect what is currently taught in 

American classrooms. ' If the NAEP were linked to "emerging" or nascent content, it would 

acrually weaken the test as a measure of what American srudents know and ca."1 do. That is, to 

follow the NAE recommendation would serious Iv threaten the validity of the NAEP for its 

intended uses. 

A closer look at the evidence' gathered as part of the N AE evaluation reveals that, as 

currently constituted, the N AEP achievement levels are a considerably better match with the 

curriculum actually experienced by American srudents than would be the match with "emerging" 

content. For example, the NAE Report indicates- that "experts also criticized the quality of 

items, rmding that as a whole they did not adequately reflect ~ of the NCTM [National 

Council' of Teachers Of Mathematics] content standards" (p. 84, emphasis added). It is 

instructive to evaluate what this' criticism actually means. ' 

First, the Report reveals that the NAEP items do not adequately reflect some of the 

NCTM standards. This necessarily means that the NAEP items do reflect many (or most?) of 

the standards. 

Second, is it an error that the NAEP items do 'not reflect all of the NCTM standards? 

To argue that the NAEP should be entirely consistent with all of the NCTM standards, places 

a severe burden on critics to demonstrate that the NCTM standards are actually in place, and 

an integral part of the classroom experiences of American school children. Unfortunately, it is 

well known that the NCTM standards are not completely in, place, are not as widely or as 

thoroughly implemented as many would ,hope, and do not yet represent the status quo in 

American education. As the NAE Report indicates: lithe NCTM standards have been extolled 

for 3 years and still have not reached most classrooms" (p. 113). 

Thus, while it is true that the NCTM standards are gradually increasing in prominence 

and in practice in American classrooms. they represent an invalid basis for current assessments. 
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Sound resring principles dictate that a defensible assessment would evolve to reflect that increase. 

Current NAGB policy, citt:d in the NAE Report, mirrors these sound testing principles: 

"incorporation of [emerging] standards into the National Assessment should be 

done through successive adjustments of its frameworks and assessments and that 
; , 

the goal should be to achieve a balance between the vision contained in new 

voluntary standards and the reality of current instruction" (p. 114). 

In this light, the observation in the NAE Report .that as a whole, the NAEP items do not 

yet reflect all of the NCTM content standards is, ·on balance, a good thing. As has been noted: 

"NAEP assessments are designed by broad-based. consensus groups and emphasize material that 

is commonly taught for each grade and subject tested" (USGAQ, 1993, p. 9). Thus, although 

the . ~eport interprets this fInding in a negative llght, it actually reflects well on the N AEP 

standards. and supports their validity, 

Finally, one should consider what might occur if, outpacing the curricula and experiences 

of American students, the NAEP were to reflect all of the NCTM standards. Undoubtedly--and 
I ~ . 

\ 

justifIably-the NAEP would be subject~d to charges of "psychometric imperialism" (Le., of 

resting experts imposing their ideas on American education)(Madaus, 1988). Currently, the 

nearly unanimous position of the measurement community is clear: "Tests should be for 

monitoring but should not drive instruction" (Shepard, 1991, p. 5). In summary, the 

recommendation to use .. emerging'II standards as a criterion by which the appropriateness of the 

current NAEP and NAEP achievement levels would, if ,implemented, seriously hann the 

credibility and validity of the National Assessment. 
I, 

C) Usage of Percentiles as Standards 

A fmal recommendation of the. NAE Report is that, as an alternative to the NAEP 

achievement leveis, standards. of performance: 
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"could be set at three levels using thoughtfully chosen percentile scores ... The 

Panel suggests the 95th, 75th, and 25th percentiles for a base year could be used 
. . 

as benchmarks against which to measure future progress" (p. xvi). 

This recommendation, if implemented, has the potential to seriously undermine the 

credibility of the NAEP program. First, this recommendation is contrary to the warnings 

contained in the .::::.Sta=n=da::.:r~d=-s_~fo~r_-=Ed=u"",ca=t""io"",n=a.:...l---=a;:.:;n=d=--...::P-=s~yc:::.:h~o~lo~g~i~ca::.:I__...;;,M~e:::.:a~su~re~m~e~nt 

(AERAIAPAfNCME, 1985) and in measurement textbooks. For example, one textbook advises 

that, 'iperhaps the greatest mistake. is 'to interpret nonns as standards" (Mehrens & Lehmann, 

1984, p. 316). Contrary to this' advise, ·the Report recommends that future perfonnance 

standards should be established at arbitrary levels based upon current norms. 

Additionally. the recommendation is particularly ill-advised given the recent history of 

misuse of norm-based scores in American education. One need only rec~ll the national furor 

over the "Lake Wobegon Report (Cannell, 1989). In that case, a widely discussed report 

illustrated the misuse of norms and described "How Public Educators Cheat on Standardized . 

Achievement Tests." The resulting loss of public confidence in the results of large scale tests 

will take much effort to restore.' If implemented, the NAE Report's recommendation could 

easily wimess a national assessment system iIi wbichy for example, 50% of American students 

could be performing above the 95th percentile. Given the apparent imprudence of repeating the 

"Lake Wobegon" fiasco,the NAEP acbi~vement levels represent a far better alternative. 

CONCLUSIONS AND.'OBSERV ATIONS 

The NAE Report on the NAEP achievement levels-setting process utilized by NAGB in. 

1992 contains some positive evaluation and recoIIllttendations, as well as negative judgments 

about the process utilized by NAGB in setting perfonnance levels. However, in my opinion.. 

the Report provides an oven.vhelmingly an9. overly negative description of the NAEP levels­

setting process--a view that is not supported by evidence available for the NAE Report. 
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In summarizing the results of my review, it is my opinion that the conclusions of the 

NAE Repon: 1) rely on the input of researchers who do not possess reievaut expei1:ise in the 

area of standard setting; 2) do not derive from the application of accepted evaluation'guidelines, 

criteria, or procedures; 3) are presented in a systematically unbalanced mariner; 4) are based 

upon research studies that were not panicula~ly well-suited tq answering the questions of 

interest; and 5) lead to recommendations that' would substantially hann the credibility and 

validity of the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 

However, despite the identification of these serious flaws, it should· not be concluded 

from the above evaluation that the NAE Repon is without merit. The NAE Report identified 

issues associated with the levels setting process ,that warrant' further investigation, and issues 

related to NAEP item developmencand scaling. that are problematic, It can be said that the 

levels- setting process is not without residual difficulties and drawbacks. On the contrary, 

because the nature of all standard setting is judgmental, all standard-establishing procedures can 

be refIned and improved. It is unlikely that ru:!Yprocess could be designed and implemented in 

'such a way as to be beyond reproach. As Jaeger has observed: 

"If the literature on standard setting is conclusive on any point, it· is the diffIculty 

of setting defensible standards on competency tests. There is no agreement on 

a best method, although some procedures are far, more popular than others" 

(1988, p. 491) .. 

Further, as Livingston and Zieky (1982, p. 61) have candidly observed: "You will never 

be able to prove that your passing score is correct. II And, just as a passing score cannot be 

proved correct, a test or levels-setting procedure cannot be "proved" to be valid--or invalid. As 

Messick has noted: 

"What is to be validated is not the test or observation device as such but the 

inferences derived from test scores or other indicators ... It is . imponant to note 
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that validity is a matter of degree, not all or none ... [It1 is an evolving·propeny 

and valiciation is a continuing process" (p. 13, emphasis added). 

The accumulation of evidence from all sources--National Assessment Governing Board, 

National Academy of Education, American College Testing,' etc.:..-must be weighed to arrive at -' 

-any conclusion as to whether the NAEP achievement levels contribute to accurate inferences 

regarding student performance. 

In the process of gathering some of that evidence, the NAE Repon has identified some 

possible procedural and technical refmements for the future. As appropriate, these contributions 

are discussed in Section II of this review. However, by accepted standards of psychometric 
. . , 

propriety. and when evaluating all of the available evidence, it must be concluded that the 

process utilized in establishing the NAEP' performance levels was executed overall in a 

psychometrically sound manner. Further. the process resulted in the establishment of 

achievement levels that can be defended as faithfully responding to the Congressional directive 

to identify appropriate achievement goals for the ages, grades,. and subjects covered by the 

NAEP. This success is clearly not reflected in the NAE ~epon. ' 

F~lly. it is my observation that the NAE Repon is not a panicularly adequate document 

to inform discussions of the quality of the NAEP achievement levels-setting process for two 

reasons. First, in reading the .Report one is struck by the fact that it is more relevant to 

discussions of reshaping the National Assessment program as a whole. As such, it "is not a 

-technical evaluation of the levels-setting process, but a distinctly policy-oriented document. 


And, the Repon does not hide this orientation .. For example,in one'place the Repon notes that 


"Two. themes are critically imponan~ jIl defining the policvcontext for this evaluation" (p~ xi, 


emphasis added). In another place. Repon candidly reveals that "the fundamental issues 


. addressed in this repon are not technical ones" (p. 13). Clearly. it is not relevant to my review 


to judge whether the Repon's broad NAEP policy-setting orientation is appropriate within the 


contextof an evaluation of the achievement levels-setting process. However, it is clear that such 
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a broad policy-setting orientation is beyond the Congressional directive to the National 

Assessment Governing Board. In my opinicn. that charge has been adequately carried out. 

Second, the critical stance of the NAE Report toward the establishment of achievement 

levels for the NAEP represents an extension of a critical stance on the pan of the NAE toward 

competency standards generally. In a 1978 report the NAE argued strongly against then-current 

reform efforts as well--using the same rhetoric as the present Report: 

"The NAE Panel believes that any setting of state-wide minimum competency 
, 

standards--howeyer understandable the, public. clamor which has produced the 

current movement and expectation--is ,basically unworkable; exceeds that present 

measurement arts of the teaching profession, 'and will certainly create more social 

, problems than it can conceivably solve" (NAE, 1978, p. iv). 

Although the earlier NAE Report should be credited for bringing attention-to potential 

concerns, it is clear that much of the improvement in American students' basic skills would have 

been missed luid the Report's advice been heeded. In a similar vein, though caution is 

appropriate, the' present NAE Report has the potential to weaken a similar impetus for 

educational reform. 
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Section t - Gener.al Comments 

The National Academy of Education (NAE) Panel has drawn two major 
conclusions in its evaluation of the National Assessment Governing Board's (NAGB's) 

. efforts to set achievement levels for the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP). In its summary report. Setting Performance Standards for Student 
Achievement, A Repon of the National Academy of Education Panel of the Evaluarion 
of the NAEP Trial Stare Assessment: an Evaluation of the 1992 Achievement Levels, 
the NAE Panel concludes that " ... the Angoff procedure is fundamentally flawed for 
the setting of achievement levels" (p. xii), and that "The 'weight of evidence suggests 
that the 1992 achievement levels were set unreasonably high" (p; xii). However, the 
evidence presented in the fInal report of the NAE Panel and in the reports of the 
studies it cotnmissioned do not justify these conclusions and some of the evidence 
directly contradicts the conclusions. 

, . 
The NAE report is well written and provides a very insightful discussion of 

the general issues involved in standard setting for assessments like NAEP. 
Unfortunately, the NAE evaluation of the NAGB standard-setting effort suffers from 
at least two major weiliesses, and as a result, the conclusions drawn are not well 
supported by the 'evidence that is provided. First, the NAE report generally accepts 
the results and conclusions of the studies it commissioned at face value, even though 
these studies contain serious flaws, some of which are mentioned in the NAE report; 
Second, the NAE report evaluates the NAGB achievement levels in a vacuum, in that 
it fails to consider alternative explanations for anomalous results and fails to examine 
the potential problems in the methods that it proposes for reporting NAEP resul~. 

Problems in the NAE Studies. 

The studies commissioned by the NAE Panel contain a number' of 
. methodological problems. In the second section of this report, I provide some 
comments on the specifIc studies .. In this section,.I will discuss two general 
weaknesses that occur in several of the studies. The fInal report of the N AE 
evaluation acknowledges some problems in some of the studies, but generally accepts . 
the results and conclusions of most' of the studies. . 

, 
The studies involved in the NAE evaluation subjected the process and products 

of the NAGB achievement-Ievel- setting (ALS) process to a number of serious 
challenges, and based on the fInding that the ALS results did not meet. all of the 
expectations embodied in these challenges. the NAE Report concludes that the process 
was fundamentally flawed and that the results are unreasonable. Methodologically, 

. this general approach is consistent with our current views of validation, but there are 
several serious problems with NAE's lmplementation of this approach .. 

Many of the challenges' to the ALS process are based on iriaccurate . 

assumptions about the purposes oithe methodology used in the J\LS process. The 
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I Angoff procedure is not designed to achieve consensus in the sense assumed in most 
of the NAE studies: it is a method for systematically collecting judgementS on 

(	 performance standards and combining these judgementS into an overall cutpoint on the 
scale, and it is neither expected nor required that the judges reach consensus. In 
using the Angoff procedure. it is not necessary to assume ·that judges can or will" make 
the transition from a single point on a latent achievement scale to accurate estimates 
of the associated expected p values. but several of the criticisms of the ALS' in .the 
NAE studies and in the NAEreport seem to assume that the Angoff procedure. 
depends on this assumption. The NAE Report acknowledges, on page 43, that 
Angoff judges are not expected to estimate p values for borderline candidates, but yet 
places heavy reliance on analyses that make this assumption about the Angoff 
procedure. 

A second weakness in the NAE"studies is that many of these studies employ 
. methods that are less well researched, and as a result less well understood, than the 

Angoff procedure as the basis for empirical checks on the Angoff results. In one 
case, the NAE Panel decided after the fact that a procedure used in their studies (i.e., 
the item mapping technique) was seriously flawed, but in most caSes, the alternative 
methods are accepted without any built-in checks on their val,idity. An important 
example of this general failure to subject the alternative procedures to serious" scrutiny 
is the faith placed in the result of the contrasting-groups method. This. method has 
been around for a long time, but it has not been used all that much, and therefore its 
properties have not been as thoroughly examined as those of the Angoff procedure.' 
As indicated later in this report, I think: that NAE's implementation of this method as 
a check on the N AGB results was fatally flawed. 

An argument based on weak or flawed studies might still be considered 
convincing if all of the results, or at least the great preponderance of the results, 
pointed in the' same direction. But the NAE studies are not particularly consistent, 
and a number of the stronger NAE studies tend to support the legitimacy of the ALS 
process and the reasonableness of the resulting NAGB cutpoihts. For example, the 
international comparisons reported by Beaton and Gonzalez certainly do not suggest . 
that the NAGB achievemen~ levels were set too high, and Mclaughlin's comparison 
of the NAGB cutpointS to cutpointS set by a different panel using a holistic assessment 
of completed mathematics booklets supported the reasonableness of the link between 
,the fInal version of the N AGB achievement-level descriptions and the N AGB cutpointS 
in mathematics. 

Iritplications of Anomalous Results 

The second major weakness in the NAE report is that it evaluates the NAGB 
effort to defIne achievement levels in a vacuum. There is no serious evaluation of the· 
methods, in particular the anchor-point methodology, that would be used to report 
NAEP results if the achievement levels were not used. As noted in some of my 
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comments on the individual NAE studies, many of the criticisms of the NAGB 
methodology would apply as strongly,or more strongly. to the reporting of results in 
terms of anchor points. The NAE report makes repeated note of the inconsistencies 
betvieen current and evolving conceptions of content standards, the NAEP 
Frameworics, and the NAEP item pools: . There are indications, in the contrasting­
groups study. of a major inconsistency between N AEP performances and performance 
as rated by researchers and teachers, possibly indicating a tendency for NAEp to 
underestimate achievement. t These problems were not created by the ALS process 
and wiil not go away if anchor points are used, instead of the achievement levels, as 
the main basis for reporting NAEP results. 

The anchor-point method encourages the consumers of NAEP results to make 
, generalizations from individual it~ms to some domain of ,similar items, without 
providing any indication of what domain is appropriate, or any evidence to suppOrt 
the legitimacy of such generalizations. What inference should be drawn from the fact 
that most students at some score level can answer a specific word problem about the 
area of a rectangular room? Should we infer that students at this score level can 
generally answer questions about area, questions about rectangles,' any question about 
geometry, or any word problem? The generalizations to be made from anchor items 
are highly ambiguous. The ALS process has provided the achievement levels as an 
indication of the kinds of generalizations to be made from the results based on the 
cutpoint and some evidence to support such generalizations. 

A second way in which the NAE studies ignore the context in which the ALS 
process was implemented is in attributing almost all anomalous results to problems 
with the ALS process, even when there are obvious alternative explanations. For 
example, the differences in results for extended-response items and short-answer, 
dichotomously-scored items are immediately taken as showing inconsistency on the 
part of the panelists in the ALS process. However, given that the extended-response 

. 	items are intended to tap different aspects, or dimensions, of achievement, and given 
that the IRT methodology used to scale NAEP results is based on a strong 
unidimensionality assumption, it would seem reasonable to at least consider the 
possibility that these differences might be due to artifacts or limitations in the scaling 
process. Such alternative explanations are not even mentioned in most of the NAE . 
studies and in the final report. 

Concluding Remarks 

I think that the evidence provided in the N AE report and in the studies 
commissioned by the NAE Panel do not provide adequate support for the strong 
conclusions in the report .. The conclusion that the Angoff procedure presents judges 
with an unmanageable task is based .on unwarranted 'and unreasonable assumptions 
about what the Angoff procedure is designed to do. The NAE studies attack a straw 
man when they claim that the Angoff procedure is. "fundamentally flawed," because 
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(he ALS panelists exhibited variability in their ratings for different items and because· 
the panelists did not achieve consensus over the three rounds of the 'rating process. 

The conclusion that the :-:r.andards that resulted from the ALS process are 
unreasonably high is based mainly on the results of the contrasting-groups srudy, 
which has. I think, serious problems. Taken as a whole, the collection of srudies' 
examining the reasonableness of the cutpoints give conflicting results. The 
international comparisons suggest that the cutpoints may be too low. The comparison 
with the Kenrucky system suggest5 that the cutpoints are about right. The comparison 
with AP results suggest that the advanced level at 12th grade may be too high. The 
comparison with the SAT is ambiguous, because we do not have any clear criteria for 
what should be considered an advanced performance on the SAT. As a group, these 
studies are a mixed bag and certainly do not suppon a strong conclusion that the 
standards are too hie:h. . 	 ~ 

Section 2 - Comments on Individual NAE Studies 

This section discusses the individual srudies, one at a time. Since I have not 

had an opponunity to review the original data for these studies. my comments are 

based mainly on the content of the reports ,of the individual studies . 


.	An Evaluation of the 1992 NAEP Reading Levels-Report One: A Commentary on 
the Process. Pearson, D. and DeStefano,L. June 1993. (1993a) 

This paper provides an extensive qualitative analysis of the process used in 

developing the achievement-level descriptions for reading. On the whole, this study 

seems credible. It makes reasonable assumptions about the Angoff procedure. The 

representation of the Angoff procedure in this study is much more reasonable than 

that in some of the other NAE studies. 


It also provides what appears to be sound ad vice on how to improve the 

procedures being used, inpanicular ways to get better input from public members. 

The suggestion to have drafts of the descriptors developed flrst, with input from 

experts, and then to use the Angoff to reflne the descriptors a bit and to set the 

cutpoints, seems like a good way to avoid potential problems when revisions of the 

descriptions are made after the cutpoints have been set. 


The concern expressed in thiS paper to the effect that the descriptors and the 
exemplar items are not fully consistent with the framework is a legitimate criticism. 
However, it seems evident that this criticism is not a problem with achievement 

. levels, but is a more fundamental issue. 
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An Evaluation of the 1992 NAEP Reading Achievement Levels-Report .Two: An 

Analysis of the Achievement-Level Descriptors. Pearson, D. & D.eStefano,.L., 

June 1993. (1993b) 

. . 


This repon employs numerous sources of data, including observations at 
various meetings, surveys of meeting panicipants and input from an expen panel to 
examine three issues: (1) the quality of the .St. Louis descriptors as a basis for level 
setting in reading, (2) the differences between the St, Louis descriptors used to set 
cutpoints and the flnal des<;riptors used to repon on the achievement levels, and (3) 
the quality of the flnal version of the descriptors as a basis for reponing the results of 
the 1992 NAEP in reading (Pearson & DeStefano, 1993b, p. 3). The analysis is in 
the qualitative tradition and appears .to be well done, given its basic assumptions. 

The authors take agreement with the Reading framework as the main, if not 
the only, criterion for evaluatmg the St. Louis descriptors. It seems to me that this is 
an overly narrow view of the task given to the panelists in St. Louis. If NAGB were 
primarily interested in getting achievement-level descriptors and cutpoints that 
correspond to the Reading Framework, it would have been much more sensible (0 

. employ a panel of experts with a detailed knowledge of the Framework, rather than a . 
broadly representative panel of teachers, other educators, and members of the public. 
One certainly wants the descriptors to be consistent with the Framework (Le., the 
content standard) and with the general content of the reading assessment, but the level 
of achievement (Le., the student perfonnance standard) specifled in each descriptor 
and its corresponding cutpoint should also reflect the values and opinions of the 
panelists. That is why they were selected to be representative of teachers and the 
public. So, I would not see it as a great problem if panelists relied to some extent on 
a "combination of experience, intuition, and opinion" (pearson & DeStefano, 1993b, 
p. 7). 

A second and more serious charge is also made by Pearson & DeStefano 
(1993b, p. 8) that: "the St. Louis descriptors were not consistent with tIie deflnition of 
a good reader put fonh in the framework. Instead, they reflect a traditional skills 
based approach to reading that is contradictory to the philosophy and content of the 
1992 NAEP in reading. II The experts rejected the St. Louis descriptors as 
contradictory to current thinking about the reading process (Pearson & DeStefano, 
1993b, p. 10). 

Pearson & DeStefano (p. 11) conclude with a strong rejection of the St. Louis 
descriptors : 

We conclude that extreme inconsistencies (even contradictions) 
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between the St. Louis descriptors and the Reading Framework render 
them invalid as a basis for level setting. The St. Louis descriptors 
reflect an out-dated, skills-based. developmental approach to reading. 
By differentiating between achievement and grade levels on the basis of 
skills, the St. Louis descriptors are antithetical to the basic 
underpinnings of the framework. namely that the reading process is 
common to all readers and that differences are based on variatipns in 
text and task. 

,However, it appears that much of the concern expressed by the expen panel employed 
. in this study and m.corporated in the conclusions is not limited to the St. Louis 

descriptors but rather to any performance-based or content-based interpretation'for 
N AEP reading: . 

It was concluded by the expen, panel that the very task that St. Louis 
panicipants were asked to complete. to describe performance levels in 
reading using the framework, was antithetical to the basic assumptions 
about reading that underlie the development of the framework. Taken 
seriously, their concerns call into question the very idea of describing 
levels of performance in reading. At the very least they raise questions 
as to what the dimensions of the descriptors might be-favoring 
descriptors that reflect variations in text and task over those that 
differentiate aspects of the reading process by grade or performance 
level. 

Much of the problem here seems to be that the NAE experts think that the NAEP 

tests reflect a more traditional conception of reading than the new framework. 

However. it is hard to judge the accuracy of the conclusions in this kind of analysis 

without repeating the analysis or one like it. 


An Evaluation of the 1992 NAEP Reading Achievement Levels-Report Three: 
Comparison of Cutpoints for the 1992 NAEP Reading Achievement Levels with 
Those Set by Alternate Means. Pearson, D., & DeStefano, L., May, 1993 (1993c). 

TIlls paper compared the cutpoints set in St. Louis to a new set of cutpoints 
that were, based on the ftnal version of the achievement-level descriptions cutpoints 
and were developed using an alternative methodology involving item maps: I think 
that the alternative' methodology for standard setting used in this study is fatally 

,flawed. The results obtained using this methodology necessarily depend on an 
, arbitrarily chqsen constant. and therefore in spite of extensive input from the panel of 
expens. the results are essentially arbitrary. . 
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TIle methodology used in this study employed item maps as a way of 
providing a "visual representation of the relative difficulty of all items for each grade 
level arrayed on the NAEP perfo:mance scale" (Pearson & DeStefano. 1993c. p. 5). 
For dichotomously scored items. r. photocopy of the item was placed on the "scale 
score at which 80% Of the students who achieved that scale score answered the item 
correctly" (Pearson & De Stefano. p. 5). (The constructed response items were 
treated in a way that was inconsistent with this approach, but that is a relatively minor 
matter.) The problem is that there is no panicular reason for choosing 80% rather 
than 75% or 85%, 70% or 90%. The choice of 80% is arbitrary. 

Yet the 80 % criterion is going to determine where items fall on the N AEP 
scale,. If we chose 70% as the criterion, all of the items would move down on the 
scale. If we use 90%, all of the items would slide up on the scale. The judges set 
the cutpoint using the item maps. The panicipants "were asked to consider the 
description, the reading passages. and the items, and to identify the point at which 
item difficulty and content was indicative of borderline performance at each 
achievement level" (Pearson & DeStefano. 1993c, p. 7). The general pattern of 
where items fall in relation to each other is likely to remain relatively fLXed for 
different values of the percentage-correct criterion (70%-80%-90%), but where the 
various groups of items fall in relation to the NAEP scale will depend on the value of 
the percentage-correct criterion chosen. 

So, the choice of the cutoff score resulting from the item-mapping technique is 
likely to be quite sensitive to the choice of the percentage-correct criterion, and this 
criterion is essentially arbitrary. Therefore, the results of this standard setting process 
are essentially arbitrary. 

Most of the anecdotal information included in Pearson & DeStefano(1993c) is 
also subject to the same flaw in procedure. For example, the long quote from one of 
the panelists, which is presented on p. 9, nicely illusu:ates the problem: 

Look here for eighth grade basic. If we look around 244 where the, 
other cutpoint is-most of the items deal with literal comprehension. 
You have to go up the scale a ways before you get to items that even 
begin to address the most simple interpretations. inferences, and 
authors intent. There is nothing that even deals with making 
predictions. 

If they switched from an 80% criterion to a 70% criterion, those items on 
interpretation, inferences 'and intent that are "up the scale a ways" would move down 
the scale. There is likely to be some percentage correct criterion for which these 
items would cluster around 244. 

An interesting footnote here is that the cutpoints set by the alternate procedure 
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are generally higher than the St. Louis cutpoints. At the advanced leveL the alternate 
method proposed by Pearson & DeStefano (1993c) are 17 points (4th grade), 23 
points (8th grade), and 33 pointS (12th grade) higher than th~ St. Louis cutpoints. 

Rated Achievement Levels of Completed NAEP Mathematics Booklets. McLaughlin, 
D.H., May 1993 (1993a) 

This study focuses on the "effectiveness" of the achievement-level descriptions 
in mathematics, and addresses two specific questions. First, are the cutpoints 
reasonable, given the achievement-level descriptions? And, second, wouldcutpoints 
based on the revised Nantucket achievement-level descriptions be comparable to the 
cutpointsbased on the original St Louis achievement-level descriptions? 

A panel similar to the St Louis panel reviewed 160 math booklets from the . 
1992 NAEP, with responses from eighth graders. Each panelist sorted 20 booklets 
intO the four categories: below basic, basic, proficient, and advanced based on the 
achievement-level descriptions. Each panelist therefore implicitly set three cutppints 
for the achievement levels using a holistic assessment of completed student booklets. 
Half of the group used the original St Louis achievement-level descriptions, and half 
used the revised Nantucket achievement-level descriptions. 

The results indicated that the NAGB cutpoints are reasonable, given the 
achievement-level descriptions, and, that cutpoints based on the revised Nantucket 
achievement-level descriptions would be comparable to the cutpoints based on the 
original St Louis achievement-level descriptiOns. According to McLaughlin(1993, 
p.lO), given the very substantial differences in samples and in procedures, these II ... 

results do not, in themselves, cast a serious shadow of doubt on the official N AEP 
achievement levels": 

On the comparability of the St. Louis and Nantucket achievement levels, 
McLaughlin(l993, p.ll) states that, "At all three levels, the average of the assigned 
cutpoints based on the St Louis descriptions were higher, although the individual 
results were not statistically significant ... ". On the last page of the report, 
McLaughlin(1993,p.13) points out mat, in a study using the Angoff method 
conducted the next day, the same panelists set a lower standard for the St. Louis 
descriptions than their colleagues using the Nantucket descriptions, and concludes 
that, "This reversal is not surprising if we accept the perspective that the differences 
are really of a size that would be expected by chance; that is, not statistically 
significant. It . • 

This study constitUtes quite a strong contlrmation of the NAGB ALS process 
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for eighth grade mathematics and. by extension. of the process as a whole. A 
completely independent sample of panelists, using a very different method for setting 
the cutpoints corresponding to the achievement-level descriptions, with a different 
group running the study came up with essentially the same result as the original 
ALS process. This was a very stringent test of the reasonableness of the cutpoints 
given the achievement-level descriptions. The fact that the NAGB ALS process 
passed the test so convincingly suggests that the cutpoints are aligned with the 
achievement-level descriptions in a reasonable way. 

Order of Angoff Ratings in Setting Multiple Simultaneous Standards. McLaughlin, 
D.H., May 1993. (1993b) 

This study involved ratings by 24 individuals of items in the eighth-grade, 
mathematics assessment. This study was completed on the day immediately after the 
study,of completed NAEP mathematics booklets and involved the same group of 
panelists. ' 

The major rmding of this study is that having panelists do the ratings for the 
three achievement levels at the same time did not have a major impact on the 
outcomes. The differences between the levels were a bit more consistent when the 
three ratings were done at the same time for each item than they were when all items 
were rated for one level and then aU items were rated for the second and third levels. 
respectively. McLaughlin (p. 128) concludes that, ".. .it does not seem warranted ... to 
recommend against the use of the three-ratings-per-item methodology." 

A stronger conclusion could be drawn from the data. The fact that the Angoff 
yielded results consistent with reasonable expectations for the different levels, 
independent 9f the order in. whi,ch the ratings were made tends to suggest that the 
results were reasonable. given the achievement-level descriptors. That is, the ALS . 

, process survived a serious check on its consistency with a comparable standard-setting 
effort. . 

The second finding of this study was that the results obtained using the 
original, St. Louis achievement;-level descriptions, were not substantially different 
from the results obtained using the revised, Nantucket achievement-level descriptions. 
This is an important result in that it supports the use of the Nantucket descriptions 
with the cutpoints based on the analyses completed in St. Louis. 

The third rmding is that this replication of the 1992 ALS yielded results that 

were very similar to those obtained in St. Louis. The fact that a new group of, 

panelists, using a somewhat different methodology, and under. different leadership, 

came up with roughly the same cutpoints provides very strong support for the 
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cOIll1ection between the achievement-level descriptions and the corresponding . 
cutpoints. . 

The one depanure frem close agreemellt with the original St. Louis results is 
also informative. According to Mclaughlin (1993, p. 116): 

The comparison between Palo Alto and St. Louis results 
displays remarkable similarity at the proficient and advanced levels, 

. given the major differences in panelist sampling and training as well as 
differences in item sampling. The substantially lower basic cutpoint set 
in Palo Alto is probably due to a specific difference in training. Unlike 
the St. Louis panelists, Palo Alto panelists had, on the preceding day, 
viewed actual eighth grade students' booklets during ".training" and had 
seen actual performance dropoffs, ~cluding omitted items, toward the 
ends of item blocks for poorly performing. students. Therefore, they 
tended to estimate lower percents correct for the borderline basic 
students at the end of the test. Not having expected this. the author did 
not instruct panelists concerning the treatment of not reached items. In 
fact, ·the "not reached" items at the ends of blocks had not been treated' 

, 	 by ETS as "wrong" in developing the NAEP scale. As a result, Palo 
Alto panelists ratings for borderline basic students were lower than 
those of the St. Louis panelists. Overall. the conclusion to be reached 
from this comparison is that the two studies yielded similar results. 

This is one of several places in the NAE studies where we have evidence of patterns 
of performance that are somewhat inconsistent with common interpretations of NAEP 
results and that may introduce bias into the scaling process. The performance 
dropoffs at the ends of blocks for poorly performing students could easily be due to 
lack of motivation or lack of time. Neither of these possibilities is taken into account 
in the usual interpretations, and either of these possibilities would distort the 
estimation of item parameters in IRT. 

Teachers' and Researchers' Ratings of Student Perfonnance and NAEP 
Mathematics and Reading Achievement Levels. McLaughlin et.a1., June, 1993 

This study compared the NAGB cutpoints in reading and mathematics to new 
cutpoints for each achievement level developed using a version of the contrasting 
groups method for standard setting. The stated purpose of this NAE study was to 
determine whether the audiences for the NAEP reports will interpret the words. 
"proficient", "basic", and "advanced", as used in the NAEP reports, "in the same 
rnaIll1er that the panelists who set the cutpoints did" (McLaughlin et.aI.. 1993. pp. 1­
2). 
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The main conclusion drawn in the report of this study seems to be that there 
was, f! •••a nOticeable discrepancy between these teachers' interpretations of the 
achievement level descriptions ... and the interpr:!tations by the panel selected by 
NAGB to set the achievement level cutpoints (McLaughlin et.aL. 1993. p. 13). The 
results reported in the paper do not support this conclusion, because the methodology 
employed in the study suffers from at least three major problems. each of which is a 
serious potential source of bias. 

First, and most serious. the perfonnances raied as pan of the NAE 
contrasting-groups study were not NAEP performances. In particular, there were 
two characteristics of the individual assessments administered to students by the 
researchers in this study that would tend to bias the ratings of student perfonnance . 
upward compared to perfonnance on N AEP. and therefore would tend to lower the 
cutpoints. First, since these assessments were administered one-on-one, it is likely 
that all of the tested students would mak:ea serious effort to answer the questions as 
well as they could. This would be likely to lead to better perfonnance than that 
observed on N AEP, because there is some evidence that at least some students do not 
try as hard as they might on NAEP (e.g., McLaughlin et.aL, 1993, p. 3, mention that 
there was some loss of data in this study because some students failed to attempt any 
items on the NAEP .test). 

In addition, during the individual assessments by the researchers,' mUltiple 
prompts or probes were used to elicit responses from students. So, for example, the 
instructions for the reading assessment suggest that, in questioning students about the 
passages they have read, one probe "...will usually suffice. But, if you get no 
response to one, you may want to try one of the others." (McLaughlin et.al., 1993, p. 
C-37) On the NAEP tests, the students are on their own; if some students 
misunderstand a question, they ,do not get a different prompt and then a second or 
third chance to answer the question. Therefore, the use of multiple prompts/probes in 

. the context of a one-oo-one, individualized assessment is likely to produce better. 
performance for most students than would be observed on N AEP. The impact of 
these two sources of bias are likely to be most pronounced for relatively weak: 
students, but would tend to improve perfonnance to some extent at all levels of 
perfonnance. . 

Therefore at least some of the differences between the researchers' ratings of 
perfonnance and the NAEP results, as reported by McLaughlin et.aL, and quite 
possibly all of these differences~ can be attributed to differences in the perfonnances 
being rated. That is, contrary to the conclusions drawn in McLaughlin et. al. (1993 , p. 
13), the panels selected by NAGB to set the achievement level cutpoints and the 
researchers in the contrasting-groups study may have been using exactly the same 
interpretation of the achievement-level descriptions. andyet gotten different results 
simply because they were applying the standards to very different kinds of 
perfonnances. 

11 




We do not know exactly what perfonnances the teachers were thinking of 
when they categorized students as basic. proficient. and advanced. but we do know 
that the teachers consistently classified even more students as being above each 

. cutpoint than the researchers. It is likely that the t~achers are classifying students in 
terms of what they are capable of doing, i.e., in tenns of their best performances 
over the school year rather than in telms of their performance on specific assessments 
likeNAEP. ' ' 

This first source of bias certainly has some impact on the results, and may 
very well explain all of the differences reported in McLaughlin et.ai. (1993). Now, 
one might argue that even if the results are due entirely to difference in the 
performances being rated, the fact that the teachers seem to be interpreting the results 
in ways that are not consistent with the kinds of performances included in the NAEP 
suggests that these teachers are making inappropriate interpretations of the results. 
There is clearly some logic in this point of view, but note that this argument casts 
doubt on any content-based interpretation of NAEP results, and does not indicate any 
specific problem in the achievement-level descriptions. 

The second major methodological problem in the contrasting-groups study 
reported by McLaughlin et.al. (1993) is the failure to include any consideration of the 
differences in the reliabilities of the various assessment methods being used. The 
errors of measurement that are associated with unreliability cause observed score 
distributions to have a greater variance, and therefore more extreme scores, than the 
corresponding true score distributions. NAEP results focus on the distributions of 
true scores in each content area at each grade leveL The results reported for the 
contrasting-groups analysis are based on observed scores, and are therefore likely, for 
this reason alone, to have a higher frequency of extreme scores, particularly at the 
advanced level than they would if the classification were error free. 

The data in McLaughlin et.al. (1993) indicate that the classifications in the ' 
contrasting-groups srudy were not very reliable. The classifications of srudents by the 
teachers and researchers did not agree very closely in reading, with correlations of 
about 0.70. The correlations in mathematics were much lower, with values around 
0.30. These correlations suggest that the reliability, of the teachers' ratings, or the 
reliability of the researchers' ratings, or both, were not very high, especially in 
mathematics. ' Therefore, the impact of the failure to consider the reliabilities of the 
classification procedures may have introduced substantial bias into the results. 

" ( 

The mechanism whereby die unreliability of the classifications made by 
teachers could introduce bias into the results can be illu~trated by considering the 
boundary between the proticient and advanced categories. Because the classification 
method is unreliable, some students who should be classified as proficient are 
claSSIfied as advanced. Some advanced students will also be misclassified into the ' 
proficient category, but this will happen less often because there are fewer students 
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who are in the advanced category than there are in the proficient category. As a 
result, when the distribution of NAEP scores for "advanced" students is examined, it 
will appear that there are substantial numbers of "advanced" students with relatively 
low NAEP scores, thus suggesting that the cutpoint for the advanced category should 
be set lower than it otherwise would be. A similar pattern will tend to move the 
cutpoint for the basic category a bit higher than it would otherwise be, but this effect 
may have been swamped by the effect of using assessment procedures (e.g., one-on­
one assessment, with multiple probes) that tend to enhance performance, especially 
the performance .. of weaker students. 

It could be argued that the whole idea of using analyses like those reported in 
Tables 1 - 4 of McLaughlin et.al. (1993) is highly questionable. It has been 
consistently maintained that NA..EP results for individuals are too unreliable to be used 
for most purposes. Not only are the contrasting-groups analyses using the NAEP 
scores of individuals in a way that depends on their being fairly reliable, but by 
associating five random normaL imputations with each score, McLaughlin et.al. have 
made the individual N AEP scores even less. reliable than they were to begin with 
(note that the imputation method used by Mclaughlin et.aL is different from that used 
by ETS to generate NAEP distributions). 

The third potential source of bias in the results of the contrasting-groups study 
is in the methods used to equate scores on the 1993· N AEP pilot tests to scores on the 
1992 NAEP assessment. There are not enough details in the report to be completely 
clear about what was done, but the equating of the 1993 booklets to the 1992 booklets 
appears to rest on rather shaky foundations. There were 489 scores available on the 
1992 booklets included for the study, distributed over two grade levels and two 
content areas, thus leaving about 125 scores on 1992 booklets for each grade level 
and content area (McLaughlin et.al., 1993, p. 3). It seems that two 1992 forms were 
used in each case, further reducing the average sample size for each equating to about 
65. This sample size does not seem large enough to get a stable equating relationship 
using equipercentile equating. The instability introduced into the equating by the . 
small sample sizes is likely to be most severe for extreme scores, where the 
population frequencies are low to begin with. The strange patterns in the correlations 
among the 1992 booklets and the 1993 booklets, reported in Appendix BCMcLaughlin 
et.al., 1993, p. B8) may be due in part to the small sample sizes being used. The 
weaknesses in the equating do not necessarily introduce bias In any particular 
direction. but will tend to make the results unstable. 

A particularly disturbing aspect of the contrasting-groups study is the failure to 
examine, or at least to report any analyses, of some highly anomalous results. There 
are a number of tables in Appendix B that report crosstabs between classifications of 
students by teachers and classifications based on the student'S imputed NAEP scores. 
In these tables, there ~re substantial numbers of entries for which the teacher's 
classification is at the advanced level but the imputed score falls below the cutpoint 
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for basic achievement. Such large discrepancies are wonhy of some discussion. Did 
the students fail to respond to some pans of the NAEP booklet, perhaps because of a 
lack of time or motivation? Did the nonnall! dist':'ibuted imputation process have an 
undue influence on some scores? Were the teachers overgenerous? Large numbers of 
outliers can indicate serious problems in a data base or in the choice of analysis, and 

. therefore deserve careful examination. There is no indication in Mclaughlin, et. 
al.(1993) that any of these potentially serious problems were examined .. 

Validity of the 1992 NAEP Achievement·Level-Setting Process. McLaughlin, D.H., 
May, 1993 (1993c) 

TItis paper rep,ons on a number of analyses designed to examine the validity of 
the ALS process by looking for certain patterns in the data. In particular Mclaughlin 
divided the results from the ALS process in various ways (e.g., hard items vs. easy 
items, Me vs. short answer) and assumed that any differences found between 
different pans of the data base constitute evidence against the validity of the ALS 
results. Most of these analyses did not yield the kinds of differences that Mclaughlin 
was looking for, but several substantial differences were found. 

Mclaughlin's paper contains several analyses that raise serious questions about 
appropriate interpretations for NAEP reSUlts. However, the general form of the 
argument in the paper and the conclusions that are reached based on the data 
presented are not appropriate. There are tWo major flaws in this paper. First, 
Mclaughlin claims that the Angoff procedure makes certain assumptions that it does 
not make. Second, Mclaughlin ignores a host of possible explanations for the results 
of certain analyses, in favor of explanations that are consistent with the general thrust 
of his argument. I will discuss these two points in tum and then give some attention 
to several unresolved issues that deserve funher attention.. . 

Assumptions Implicit in the Use of the Angoff Procedure 

The Angoff procedure is basically a systematic .procedure for collecting 
judgements about where standards should be set on examinations. Judges are told to 
think about a marginally qualified examinee. and to record the probability that such an 
examinee would get each item correct. The point of this exercise is to help the judges 
to make their general sense of what would constitute: appropriate standards in a given 
context more explicit. It is not to train the judges to estimatep values or IRT 
parameters for any group of students. The purpose of all of the standard-setting 
methods currently in use (including the Angoff and the contrasting groups method) is 
to help the judges to set reasonable standards by making a highly abstract issue (Le .. 
decisions about how much is enough) a bit more concrete. and perhaps a bit more· 
manageable. . 
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McLaughlinCl993c, p. 80) states that "The major assumption of the Angoff 
process is that panelists can imagine students in the reference population who are at a 
specific performance level (e.g., the borderline between basic.and proficient 
perfonnance) and can. accurately or approximately, estimate the proportion of those 

. students who would respond correctly to each item on the assessment." This view 
may seem somewhat plausible because of the way that the Angoff procedure is usually 
described, but it is fundamentally wrong. The Angoff procedure. is not intended as a 
way of estimating pvalues, and therefore should not be evaluated primarily in terms 
of how well it estimates p values. If we want estimates of p values or IRT 
parameters, we calf get those directly from student performance data.' 

But Mclaughlin (1993c, p. 78) imposes' an even stricter set of requirements on 
the Angoff procedure. He claims that if Angoff ratings of different types of items 
yield different cutpoints on the NAEP scale, "then either panelists are not imagining a 
single point on the NAEP scale for each level (when looking at different items), or 
they are not able to translate accurately from an underlying scale point to the percent 
of students who would get a particular item right". This.is not what panelists were 
asked to do and it is not what they are expected to do. The panelists were chosen to 
provide broad-based input to a policy decision: they were not expected to implement 
IRT models in their heads. 

On page 101,.McLaughiinstates his expectations even more dramatically: 

A fundamental question must be addressed: Can panelists be found and 
prepared who can validly conceive of NAEP achievement levels., and, 
moreover, validly estimate the percent of students at an achievement 
level who would get a test item right? If not, then the Artgoff 
procedure must be abandoned for this taSk. 

It seems that Mclaughlin expects the panelists to mimic a fairly complex set of 

computer routines. 


McLaughlin(l993c, p. 79) also. claims that:' "The acceptability of the 
achievement levels depends on the. demonstration that there' is consensus among the 
panelists, who were selected to represent the nation". The requirement imposed by 
McLaughlin (1993c, pp.78-79) that the.Angoff procedure lead to consensus among the 
panelists is unrealistic and inappropriate. A broadly representative grol,1p of panelists 
were used so that the . achievement leve! descriptions and corresponding cutpoints 
would reflect the views of different groups. J:?ifferences of opinion about the 
standards to be adopted were expected. The use of multiple rounds in the ALS 

. process was designed to give the panelists adequate opporrunities to reflect on the 
choices they were making. The feedback provided to panelists was designed mainly 
to give panelists a chance to reconsider judgements that seemed tobe outliers. The 
process was not designed to reach consensus. 
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Intet:pretations·of Results 

There are many possible interpretations that could be assigned to the results of 
those studies tep;)rted by Mclaughlin that yielded significant differences. 
McLaughlin(1993c) basically dismisses any possible interpretation other than those 
that relate to his main thesis - that the ALS process did not work. Now, the ALS 
process is new and has encountered several unanticipated problems. These problems 
should be recognized as such, and the proposed solutions should be evaluated in ail 
evenhanded way. To automatically assume that every anomalous result is due to 
faults in the ALS process is unfair, and may cause us to overlook other possible 
sources of misinterpretation, and thereby to miss opportUnities to improve the overall 
NAEP program. 

In discussing the differences in cutpoints obtained for extended-response and . 
dichotomously-scored items, Mclaughlin takes it as a given that these differences are 
due to methodological flaws in the ALS process or to "inherently different 
achievement levels". In doing so, he ignores other possible explanations for the . 
differences that are, I think, at least as plausible. One alternative explanation is that 
performance is substantially different for these two item types. For example, it is 
certaitily possible that a lack of mqtivation could effect the two item types differently, 
especially for low-scoring students, because it takes more effon to respond to an. 
extended-response item. To the extent that this phenomenon is occurring, it could 
explain some of the differences between the nyo item types. 

A second alternative explanation would be an artifact in the scaling process . 
. . A major argument for including extended-response items is that they measure 

somethiJlg beyond MC items. If this is so, that is, if the two item types tap different 
kinds or dimensions of achievement, then the basic assumption of IRT theory is 
violated, and it is at least possible that anifacts in the scaling process could explain 
the differences observed.. (In a sense, the possible problem with motivation is a 
special case of this more general problem, with the second dimension being 
motivation. ) 

Similarly, . in discussing differences in cutpoints resulting from different kinds . 
of shon-answer items, McLaughlin(p.87) states that: 

If such differences are found, they may be due either to panelists' 
inability to translate achievement levels into quantitative item 
performance predictions, which is, after all, an extremely difficult task, 
or they may be due to the panelists' imagining different ability factors. 
In either case, the. assumption of the judgement is not met. 

The anomalous fmding reported in this section of the Mclaughlin repon is the 
difference between hard items and easy items. (The reponed difference between MC 
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and short answer items is confounded with this hard-easy difference). McLaughlin 
suggests that this difference may be due to a failure of panelists to take difficulty into 
account. No other possible explanation is considered. Yet there are. many other 
plausible possibilities. The pattern in the data immediately suggests a regression 
artifact, and the IRT models used in scaling NAEP are basically nonlinear regressions 
of observed performance on an unobservable latent ability. I am confident that if one 
used only "easy" items to estimate scores on the NAEP scale, one would not get the 
same result that one would get if one used only "hard lt items. 

McLaughlin's statement on page 91, that: 

There is no plausible alternative to the conclusion that 

this task required skills in item interpretation that were 

beyond the reach of the participating panelists, in the 

context of the training and instruction they were given. 


is simply wrong. There are plausible alternative explanations for the anomalous 
fmdings reported by McLaughlin, and the Angoff task does not require all of the 
skills that McLaughlin says it requires. 

Unresolved Issues 

There are a number of issues in the McLaughlin report that clearly deserve 
further attention. Most of these issues have been discussed by the ACT Technical 
Advisory Committee for Standard Setting, which made some suggestions Jor how to 

. deal with these issues, but more work is needed. 

A major problem is how best to set standards for extended-response items. 
The inconsistency between short-answer items and extended-response items is a 
prac~ical problem because it introduces a kind of sampling error into the estimates of 
cutpoints. Probably more important, it raises conceptual questions that need to be 
answered, in particular, questions about what is causing the discrepancy. We have 
little experience setting standards for extended-response items, and I think that· there 
are a number of fundamental problems in this area. 

. The difference in results for the hard and easy items also deserves further 

attention. I think: that this difference may be an artifact of the scaling procedures 

used for NAEP, but it could also be a problem in the ALS process. 
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Comparisons of StUdent Perjonnance on NAEP and other Standardized Tests. 
Hartka, E., 1993 

This paper basically compares proportions in the advanced .::ategr;ry on NAEP 
to estimates of the proportions achieving relatively high scores on the SAT or the AP 
exams. The results suggest that the cutpoint for the advanced level is pretty high in a 
nonn-referenced sense, but the advanced level was, supposed to be high. However. 
the results for the SAT involve ambiguity in what constitutes advanced perfonnance 
on the SAT. 

Comparing the NAEP Trial State Assessment Results with the, IAEP international 
Results. Beaton A.E., & Gonzalez, E.J., August, 1993 ' 

By. relating results on N AEP and the IAEP, Beaton and 'Gonzalez, are able, 
based on a number ·of assumptions, to estimate the percentages of students in a 
number of foreign countries who would be at each NAGB achievement level if they 
took the NAEP. According to Beaton and Gonzalez (1993, p.20) "Perhaps the most 
striking observation from this table is the large percentage of students in 
Taiwan(24.4%), and Korea(15.6%) who have reached the advanced level". The data 
in this repon suggest that the NAGB cutpoints are not particularly high when 
compared ,to perfonnance in those countries with the best performance on the lAEP. 
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National Assessment of Educational Progress 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE Contact: Lawrence Feinberg 
December 2, 1997 (202) 357-6)42 

. National Assessment Governing Board Plans to Develop 
Voluntary National Tests Based on NAEP Assessments 

The National Assessment Governing Board has set out plans for developing voluntary 
national tests in 4th grade reading and 8th grade mathematics, based on the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP). . 

Under the Appropriations' Act for 1998, passed by Congress and signed by the President 
in mid-November, the Board has been granted "exclusive authority" over development of the 
proposed exams. The law prohibits any pilot testing of questions or field tests before October 
1, 1998, and also provides for studies and evaluations by the National Academy of Sciences. 

At its regular quarterly meeting in Washington on November 22, the 'Board adopted 
procedures for making decisions about the contract and specifications for developing the test 
questions and design. It promise4 wide public input into its deliberations. 

. . 

"We will carry out. the job Congress. has asked us' to do-develop an individualized 
version of the National Assessment of Educational Progress," said Mark D. Musick, chairman 
of the independent, bipartisan 26-member Governing Board, which has set policy for NAEP 
since 1988. The proposed tests would show students whether they can meet NAEP's standards 
for basic, proficient, or advanced perfonnance. 

According to a House-Senate conference report, the new tests, designed for individual 
students, are required to "be based on the same content and perfonnance standards as are u~ 
for NAEP," which is given to groups of'students to measure academic achievement. Congress 
directed that the tests be "linked to NAEP to the maximum extent possible," which the Board 
will try to make sure is done. 

Over the paSt 27 years, results from National Assessment exams have been reported for 
the nation, regions; and states, but not for individual students. 

"The Board plans to act deliberately and fairly," Musick said. "We -will hold public 
hearings. We will listen carefully. We want to give plenty of opportunity fora wide range of 
views to be considered. It 

-MORE­
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Musick added: ."We are aware of the difficulties and ch3Ilenges that are part of the 
directives from the President and Congress. We are not unaware of the complexity and 
controversy surrounding the voluntary national tests. We believe that this task was given to the 
Boardbecause it has proven since 1988 that it is fair, bipartisaI'!, deliberative, and independent 
as it tackles complex and controversial issues." 

The Board's plans include the folloWing: 

• A special committee will review the· five-year, $65 million test development contract 
awarded by the Department of Education on August 15 to a group of major test publishers, 
headed by American Institutes for Research. The committee, composed of seven Board 
members, will make· recommendations to the full Board. Under the law, NAGB has until 
February 11 to approve, modify,. or terminate the contract. If the contract is rescinded, the 
Board has authority to negotiate a new one. 

• A special meeting of the Board will be held on January 22 in Washington to deal with 
national test development issues. 

• The Board's two academic committees will begin· the process of developing 
specifications for the reading and mathematics tests by reviewing recommendations of the expert 
panels convened last summer by the Department of Education. The panels were set up under 
a contract with the Council of Chief State School Officers and MPR Associates. On September 
25, Education Secretary Richard Riley announced that he would not approve the specifications 
proposed by the panels or forward them to the test development contractor. 

• The Board will hold public hearings on test specifications this winter. It aims to adopt 
final specifications at its meeting scheduled for March 7 and 8 in. Seattle, W A. 

( • The Board will review all test questions to make sure they cover the same content and 
meet the same standards of appropriateness and being free from bias that are used in NAEP. 

• The Board will meet with representatives of the National Academy ofSciences, which 
will be conducting three Congressionally mandated studies related to development of the national 
test. The Academy studies deal with (1) the feasibility of developing a common scale to compare 
commercial and state tests and NAEP;· (2) evaluation of national test items and design for 
technical quality and validity and whether they "can be used for tracking, graduation, or 
promotion of students;" and (3) recommendations to avoid discriminatory use of existing and 
new tests. The reports are due to Congress by September 1, 1998, with an interim report on 
the equating study due June 15. 

• The Board will consider policies for test reporting and use through a process that 
ensures wide consultation and input. . 

-MORE­
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• The Board will seek to complete all preliminary development work by September 30; 
1998, so there.can be pilot testing and field testing later, as determined by law. 

"The Governing Board has not endorsed a voluntary n,ational test and we have not 
opposed a voluntary national test," Musick said. "The Board is doing what Congress has'asked 
us to do. 

"The position of the Board has been that if there is to be a test that essentially is an 
adaptation ofNAEP, then it should come under the'NAEP umbrella," he continued. "If the 
country finds that useful and Congress funds it and moves forward, we hope to aevelop a test 
that is worthy of consideration. " 

The contract review committee, which begins work'immediately, is headed by William 
T. Randall, a former NAGB chairman who was state Commissioner of Education in Colorado 
for many years. Other Board members on the committee include vice-chainnan Mary Blanton, , 
of Salisbury, NC, a lawyer and general public member of NAGB; James Ellingson, of 
Moorhead, MN, a fourth grade teacher; Thomas Fisher, director of student assessment for the 
Florida Department of Education; Edward Haertel, a. professor at Stanford University, who is . 
an expert in educational testing; and Deborah Voltz, assistant professor of special 'education at 
the University of Louisville. 

Also serving is a new Board member, Diane Ravitch, former Assistant Secretary of 
Education under President Bush. Ravitch is a senior r~ch scholar at New York University 
and a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution. 

The National Assessment Governing Board, established by Congress in 1988, includes 

governors and state legislators of both partieS, local school, officials, teachers, testing experts, 

and business and public representatives. The Board sets policy for NAEP, including test content 

and performance standardS. 


Since 1970, the National Assessment, based on nationally~represeritative samples' of 
students, has been the only source of reliable, continuing information about what, American 

students know and can do in various academic subjects. Since 1990,' it has provided the only 


, comparable state-by-state data on academic achievement, based on representative samples of 

students in each participating' state. oVer the, past seven years, 48 states have participated in 

NAEP and agreed to have results reported according to NAEP performance standards. 

. . 
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National Assessment of Educational Progress 

FOR RELEASE Contact: Lawrence Feinberg 
Friday, November 21,1997 202-357-6942 or 

(11/21-22) 703-412-0053 

NATIONAL ASSESSMENT GOVERNING BOARD PLANS 

TO DEVELOP NATIONAL TESTS BASED ON NAEP ASSESSMENTS 


Statement by Mark D. Musick 

Chairman, National Assessment Governing Board; 

President, Southern Region·al Education Board 


The National Assessment Governing Board today outlined plans to handle its 
new responsibilities to develop the tests for the voluntary national test program. As you 
know, the Board was given "exclusive authority" over the test development contract in a 
law passed by Congress and signed by Presiden~ Clinton last week. 

Our aim will be to carry out the intent of Congress, which is clear in the HOuSe­
Senate conference report, that these new tests, designed for individual students, "will be 
based on the same content and perfonnance standards as are used for NAEP," which is a . 
survey of how groups of students perfonn. The Congress also directed that the tests be 
"linked to NAEP to the maximum extent possible," which the Board will try to make sure 
is done. . 

The Board plans to act deliberately and fairly. Our plans include the following: 

• 	 A special committee will review the test development con~act previously 
awarded by the Department of Education and make recommendations to the 
full Board. Under the law, the Board has until February 11 to approve, . 
amend, or tenninate the contract. 

• 	 A special meeting of the Board will be held in mid-January to deal with 
national test development issues. 

• 	 The Board's two academic committees will review the proposed 
specifications for the tests of 4th grade reading and 8th grade mathematics. 
T~e Board will hold public hearings on the test specifications and aims to act 
on them at its March meeting; . 
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• . The Board will review all of the test questions prepared by the. contractor to 
make sure they cover the same content and meet the same standards of being 
appropriate and free from bias that are used in the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress. 

• 	 The Board will meet with representatives of the National Academy of 
Sciences, which will be conducting Congressionally .mandated evaluations 
related to development of the national test. 

• 	 The Board will seek to complete all of the work directed by Congress by 
September 30, 1998 so thatthere can· be pilot testing and field testing later. 

The National Assessment Governing. Board was established by Congress 
in 1988 as an independent, bipartisan board, composed of state and local officials, 
educators, lay citizens, and business leaders. Our new responsibilities for the 

. voluntary national tests are not the first challenges that the Board has been given. 

Congress directed the Board in 1988 to change an assessment that had 
surveyed only' national samples of students into a program that could give 
·individual states a fair and independent measure of academic achievement. The 
Board was asked to develop "appropriate" standards of student achievement for 
each grade and subject tested. Since 1990, 48 states have participated in the state-. 
by-state. National Assessment program, which has been carried out in 
mathematics, reading, and science .. 

Now President Clinton and Congress have directed the Governing Board 
to take an assessment that has been used voluntarily by nearly every state to get a 
state-level measure of achievement and develop an individual version ofNAEP 
that will give information to parents, teachers, apd students.> 

At the Board's regularly quarterly meeting today we have created a special 
committee to review the test development contract. As the new law requires, the 
contract will be carefully reviewed, but under the law, the Board has only 90 
days--until February II-to make any contract changes or decide to terminate it. 
As chairman of this special committee, I have appointed a former chairman of the 
Board, William Randall, who for many years was state Commissioner of 
Education in Colorado. The other members include the Board's Vice Chair, Mary 
Blanton, a general public member of NAGB, and James Ellingson, Thomas 
Fisher, Edward Haertel and Deborah Voltz. I have also appointed one of the 
newest members of the board, Diane Ravitch to the committee. She is a 
distinguished scholar who has written extensively on education standards, and she 
also was an Assistant Secretary of Education under President Bush .. 

In mid-January the Governing Board will hold a special meeting to 
consider the Committee's recommendations and take up other matters pertaining 
to the national test development. 
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The Board is also setting in motion a process to adopt specifications for 
the tests in 4th grade reading and 8th grade mathematics. The process will include 
a review of the test specifications that have already been proposed. We will hold 
public hearings. We will listen carefully. And we will carry out the job Congress 
has asked us to do-develop an individualized version of the National 
Assessment that will be able to show students whether they can meet NAEP' s 
standards ofbasic, proficient, or advanced achievement. 

We are confident that we can meet the timetable that Congress has laid 
out,> We also will make sure that the Board takes care of its regular work of 
setting policy for the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 

Since the Governing Board was established almost a decade ago, we have 
worked hard to develop high student perforniance standards on NAEP. which 
require the mandate and the commitment that only an independent, broadly­
representative Board can give. 

We are aware of the difficulties and challenges that are part of the 
directives from the President and Congress. We are not unaware of the 
complexity and controversy surrounding the voluntary national tests. We believe 
that this task was given to the Board because it has proven since 1988 that it is 
fair, bipartisan. deliberative and independent as it tackles complex and often 
controversial issues. We believe that we > can do what the President and Congress 
have asked of us, 
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National Assessment Gover1!..ing Boa~d 
, 'CARD ... REPOR1~ia· 

National Assessment of Educational Progress 

June 2, 1997 

Honorable Richard A Riley 

Secretary . 

U,S. Department of Education 

600 Independence Avenue, S.W. 

Washington, DC 20202 


Dear Mr. Secretary: 


On May 9, Michael Cohen, Assistant to the President for Education, briefed the 

Governing Board on the President's voluntary national test initiative in fourth grade 

reading and eighth grade mathematics. During his presentation, Mr. Cohen'raised the 

issue of governance and invited advice from the Board .. This letter, which has been 

reviewed by our Executive Committee, is to serve as an initial response/prompted by his 

invitation and by inquiries from the Hill and others. 


We have carefully considered the proposed initiative. In so doing, we found ourselves 

returning to one central conclusion: that the voluntary national test initiative is. in essence •. 

NAEP. The proposed tests will be based on NAEP frameworks. Results are to be 

reported using achievement levels established by the Governing Board. There is an 

imnuc:t r"'liance on·NA.EP's r":"I,,~;"r;~1"I f·y -, ..,l;"-"",~r! i..,~':>""":-,, . T:-'" 1'<,'" o"N.A..EP as the ... ;. '"- ... 4. ....."""_ ... - ..... .."..... ~--.. '-:: \". ... _ .. l. .. __:;;.....;a ....'"- ...J .... , 4.­

basis for the voluntary test initiative is purposeful and ma.1.ces it difficult to argue that the 
initiative is not NAEP.· 

Ifthe voluntary test initiative is NAEP, it foHows that it should be induded under the 

NAEP governance and operations structure (comprised of the Governing Board, NCES, 

and various contractors)~' as opposed to creating a separate, and possibly competing, 

structure. We believe that the initiative wiIl have a better chance of success if it is made a 

part ofNAEP and that there are important, related reasons for following this course. 


On'e reason is to protect the integrity of the National Assessment program itself and to 
enable the voluntary test initiative to benefit from that integrity. The link. to NAEP is a 
fundamental part of the voluntary test initiative, relying on NAEP's challenging COrltent 
and its standards-based reporting. Some observers worry that this link. could have 
negative consequences for the National Assessment program. For example, participation 
in the voluntary test initiative could affect the ability to draw representative samples for 
the National Assessment. This in turn could affect the strength of the comparability of the 
voluntary national test results to the National Assessment. These two actiVities are 
int~rdependent. Decisions and actions that affect the National Assessment will, ultimately, 
affect the voluntary national test and vice versa. 
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Coherent policies are needed to ensure over time that results of the National Assessment 

and the voluntary test initiative are comparable, technically sound, and achieved through 

procedures that are well coordinated and operationally feasible. We do not see how this 

could be accomplished in an efficient, cost effective manner, ifat all, should po jicies and 

operational strategies for the respective activities be developed by separate agencies~ 


Such coherence is most likely where there is a single governance and operations structure 

and least likely where there are multiple structures. 


For example, the Governing Board changes NAEP frameworks periodically. Reading and 
mathematics frameworks both are nearing the ten-year mark and may need to be revised .... 
Framework revisions could affect test design for NAEP and also for the voluntary 'reading 
and mathematics tests, because they are to be based on NAEP frameworks. Obviously, 
the respective test development and testing cycles, contract schedules, and user needs 
would all require consideration and balancing. A single governance and operations . 

. structure would. as a matter of course, take all of these factors into account as a part of 
policy development and program planning. A separate structure for the voluntary test 
initiative would operate under a different set of incentives and assumptions. This could 
lead to ambiguity of roles. uncertainty about key decisions, and inadequate coordination 
with NAEP policies and implementation strategies. The added costs and duplication of 
effortalso argue against having a s~parate structure for the voluntary test initia,tive. 

A tempora.:.-y "wall" has been erected during the c~rrent deveiopment phase between the 
NAEP program and the voluntary test initia.tive. This has been explained as a means for 
the Department to move expeditiously on the voluntarY test initiative. It is based also on 
the fact that the current development phase is being supported by separate funding and 

. separate legislative authority and that NAE;P lacks specific authority to develop an 
individual student test. A'sa result. the Governing Board is not involved. nor has it sought 
to be involved~ in the activities ass9ciated with the voluntary test initiative. However, 
because ofour responsibility for NAEP and the inquiries we have received, we are' now 
thinking about these issues. For the sake of the integrity, effectiveness, and coherence of 
both the Nationat Assessment and the voluritary test initiative, logic and experience argue 
for the Govec-n;ng Board to be'the policy qody for the voluntary national test initiative. 
..~. ... 

Considerations in whether to have the Board involved in the governance of the voluntary 
test initiative should be the Board's composition, independence, and experience. The 
Board is broadly representative of state and local interests. Its members incl~de two 
governors and two state legislators of both parties, two chief state school officers, a . 
member ofa state board of education. a local school board member, a representative of 
private schools, .a district superintendent, elementary and secondary principals, and three 
teachers. In addition,test specialists, curriculum specialists, a business representative. and 
members of the general public round out the Board's membership. By law, the Board is . 
independent of the Secretary and the Department ofEducation. 
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The Board's composition makes it well-suited to develop policies that directly affect state, 
local and private schools. Its independence could help ameliorate the debate about the 
national versus federal character of the voluntary test initiative. Its nine-year experience 
governing NAEP suggests that it has the immediate capacity to set policy for the proposed 
voluntary national test initiative. A new, separate body would need a significant amount 
oftime for initial appointments, organizing itself, and becoming well-grounded on many 
varied technical and policy matters. 

We appreciate the opportunity to provide these initial thoughts to you. Many of these 
matters will need to be addressed through NAEP reauthorization. Toward that end, we 
look fonvard to continued conversations with you on these and related matters. 

Sincerely. 

&~ 
William T. Randall 
Chairman 

cc: Michael Cohen 

Marshall Smith 
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Review Procedure: 

Test Development Contract for the Voluntary National Tests 


PURPOSE 
The purpose of this paper is to describe the procedure for reviewing and 

modifying the Test Development Contract for the Voluntary National Tests. 

BACKGROUND 
Under the FY 1998 Labor, HHS, and Education Appropriation Act (the Act), 

enacted on November 13, 1997, the National Assessment Governing Board is granted 
"exclusive authority over all policies, direction, and guidelines for developing voluntary 
national tests pursuant to the [contract with AIR}..:' The Act provides that no FY 1998 
appropriation may be used to pilot test, field test, implement, administer, or distribute in 
any way, any national tests. 

The Act requires, within 90 days of enactment, the Board to review the national 
test development contract and modify the contract as the Board determines necessary. 
The Act further provides that " .. .ifthe contract cannot be modified to the extent deemed 
necessary by the Board [and in a manner not inconsistent with the Act], the contract shall 
be terminated and the Board shall negotiate a new contract, under the Board's exclusive 
control, for the tests, not inconsistent with this Act or applicable laws." 

The conference report accompanying the Act indicates the conferees' expectation 
,that the national tests "will be based on the same content and performance standards as 
are used for NAEP andu.linked to NAEP to the maximum extent possible." Thus, review 
of the test specifications, because of their bearing on test development, must be a 
consideration in the contract review process and timed and coordinated accordingly. 

ASSIGNMENT 
The review of the voluntary national test development will be conducted by a 

special committee appointed by the Chairman and reporting to the Executive Committee 
of the National Assessment Governing Board. The special review committee will be 
assisted by Governing Board staff and appropriate consultants as needed. ' 

NOTE: A special one-day meeting of the Governing Board shall be conducted on 
January 22, 1998. At this special meeting, the contract review committee shall 
present its recommendations on the contract for review. and action. 



PROCESS 
Step 

1. Obtain relevant documents, including 
the original RFP, copies of the program and 
cost proposals; copies of responses to negotiation 
questions, and final award documents. Obtain 
clarification on NAGB's scope of authority to 
conduct any needed negotiations directly with the contractor. 

2. Provide orientation to special review committee 
on the authorizing legislation and the criteria 
and procedures to be used in reviewing the 
contract (see 3 below). Discuss 
the criteria that would result in a termination. 

3. Conduct initial review 
(a) Review RFP for conformance with authorizing 
legislation and applicable NAGB policies. Identify 
areas of concern and/or non-conformance with the 
legislation and NAGS policies. 

(b) Identify and list all deliverables required under the 

RFP and the due dates, review criteria and timelines 

for review and/or acceptance of the deliverables. 

Identify issues and concerns with respect to the deliverables. 


(c) Identify and list requirements under the RFP for 

advice and/or advisory committees. Identify the criteria 

and process for selection and appointment. Identify 

issues and concerns with respect to advice and advisory 

committees. 


(d) Review program proposals for conformance with 

authorizing legislation, RFP, and applicable NAGB 

policies. Identify areas of concern and/or non-conformance 

with the authorizing legislation, the RFP, and applicable 

NAGB policies. 


(e) Review the cost proposal taking into account 

any issues or. concerns that have.arisen as a result 

of the reviews in ( a) through (d) in this section. 


4. Initial Recommendation 

Determine whether the contract requires modification 

and whether the required modifications reasonably 


Timeline for Completion 

Within 7 days of enactment 
(Completed November 17) 

. Within 14 days of enactment 
(By November 27) 

Within 33 days of enactment 
(By December. 16) 

Within 33 days of enactment 
(By December 16) 

Within 33 days of enactment 
(By December 16) 

Within 33 days of enactment 
(By December 16) 

Within 33 days of enactment 
(By December. 16) 

Witp.in 57 days of enactment 
(By January 9) 



can be made within the current contract ORwhether 
the contract shall be terminated. 
4. (a). IF the determination is to recommend at this point 
enactment 
to terminate, prepare a draft termination letter. 

4. (b) If the contract requires, modifications, prepare 
a draft modification letter listing the issues, concerns, 
and actions required of the contractor. 

4. (c) Present the draft termination letter or the draft 
modification letter to the Governing Board for discussion 
and action. The Board will give prospective authority to 
enact-
the special review committee and the Executive Committee 
jointly to act on behalf of the Board in conducting 
termination proceedings or contract modification 
negotiations, as appropriate. The Board will identify issues, 
if any, that must be brought back to 
the Governing Board for decision. 

5. Send final version of termination letter or 
modification letter to the contractor. 
If termination, go to step1 i below. 

6. Receive contractor's response 

7. Evaluate contractor's response, including 
90ntractor'sevaluation of any cost implications 
of needed changes, and determine whether modifi­
cations of the contract can be made OR whether 
the contract shall be terminated. If, on the 
basis of the contractor's response, 
the special committee and the executive 
committee determine that the contract 
cannot be modified to the extent determined 
necessary by the Board, the .contract 
shall be terminated. Go . 
to step 11 below. 

8. Conclude negotiations with contractor 
on modifications to the contract. 

9. Prepare final modification 

10. All action completed, with NAGB and 
contractor sign-off 

Within 64 days of 

(By January 16) 

Within 64 days of enactment 
(By January 16) 

January 1998 Board 
meeting (Jan. 22) 

(Within 70 days of 

merit) 

Within 71days of enactment 
(By January 23) 

Within 78 days of enactment 
(By January 30) 

Within 83 days of enactment 
(By Feb. 4) 

Within 85 days of enactment 
(By Feb. 6, 1998) 

,Within 88 days of enactment 
(By Feb. 9,1998) 

I 

Within 90 days of enactment 
(By Feb. II, 1998) 



.... 


If contract modifications are made successfully, stop here. 
terminated and a new contract negotiated, follow. steps 11 

11. Institute contract termination procedures 

12. Prepare NEW RFP 

J3. Publish RFP in Commerce Business Daily 

14. Complete contract competition 

15. Make new award 

prepared by: Ray Fields 

If the contract is to be 
~ 15 below. 

Within 90 days of enactment 
(By Feb. 11, 1998) 

Within 90 days of enactment 
(By Feb.ll) 

Within 105 days of enactment 
(By Feb. 26) 

Within 151 days of enactment 
(By April 13) 

Within 165 days of enactment. 
(By April 28) 



ADOPTED UNANIMOUSLY BY NAGB 
November 22, '1997 

Voluntary National Tests r 

Proposed Process for Review and Adoption of Test Specifications, 
by the National Assessment Governing Board 

( 

Background and Overview 

In his January 1997 State of the Union Address, President Clinton proposed a 
voluntary, annual reading test at grade 4 and a mathematics test at grade 8. These testS 
will prov;de parents and teachers with information about how their children are 
progressing compared to high standards and to students in other states,the nation, and ' 
various countries. An individual student's reading achievement level in fourth. grade 
"W-ill be'related directly to information obtained from the National Ass~ssment of ; 
Educational Progress (NAEP) in reading. For math, a student's achievement in grade 8 
will be linked to performance on the NAIP mathematics assessment, and to the Third 
International Mathematics and Science Study (I1JYISS). 

The Voluntary National Tests (VN1) will be based on NAEP Frameworks in reading 
and mathematici,developeci by the National Assess~ent Governing Board (NAGB). 
The Voluntary National Test in Reading v.-ill be developed according to the 1992­
1998 NAEP Reading Framev.-ork. For math, the VNT will be based on the 1996 
NAEP Mathematics Framework. Through statiS'~ical procedures, student performance 
on the VNT in math'and reading will be linkedto the NAEP achievemendevels­
basic, proficient, and advanced-developed by the Governing BoareL 

To begin the VNT development proc~s, the Department ofEducation contracted 
with Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and 'MPR ASsociates to convene 
panels of expertS to recoIIimend test and exercise specifications for reading and 
mathematics appropriate for individual testing. The groups completed their "W-ork on 
September 15, 1997.' The Department also has a'tl.-arded a contract to the American 
Institutes for Research (AIR) to prepare the test instruments, conduct linking studies to 
NAIP, and perform other VNT activities. 

On September 25, Secretary of Education Richard Riley an,nounced that most VNT 
development "W'ork "W'ould be suspended. He said he had d~cided not to fOI'"Ward 
officiallyCCSSO's recommended specific:uions to the test contractor (AIR), in order 
to give the Governing Board time "to ensure th~t the specifications for the national 
tests are fully consistent with those for NAEP." The Secretary said that only test 
specifications approved by the Board v.-ould guide deyelopment of the Voluntary 
National Tests. .. 



On November 13, 1997 President Clinton signed into law P.L 105-78, an 
appropriations bill giving the National Assessment Governing Board "exclusive 
authority over all policies, direction, and guidelines for developing voluntary national 
tests.. ," pursuant to the AIR contract. 'Under the law, the Board has 90 days after 
November 13 to review the AIR contract and, as the Board determines necessary, 
decide whether to modify or rescind it. 

The purpose of this document is to propose a process for the Governing Board's 
review and adoption of VNT specifications, in accordance with P.L 105-78 and the 
conference report language. 

Proces~ for Review of Test Specifications 

The conference report for P.L 105-78 summarizes the Act's content and provides some 
specific guidance not contained in the legislation. Of particular importance is a 
statement that gives the Governing Board exclusive authority over [AIR] "contract 
RJ97153001, which will be based on the same content and performance standards as are 
used for NAEP, and which are linked to NAEP'to the ma..-nmum enent possible." 

Therefore, in carryingout its responsibilities under this new legislation, the Governing 
Board will conduct a thorough review of the proposed specifications for grade 4 . 
reading and grade 8 mathematics. The primary objective of this process is to prepare 
VNT specifications that are consistent with NAEP's content and achievement levels, 
and which yield valid and reliable individual test scores. The VNT specifications 
proposed by CCSSO ~-ould be reviewed with this goal in mind. The review will 
include a technical analysis 'of the proposed specifications, opportunity for public 
comment, and consideration of other analyses and reviews. Upon completion of this 
.work, a set of recommended specifications for 4til grade reading and 8th grade 
mathematics will be presented for final Board action at its meeting of March 5;. 7, 
1998. . . 

Technical Analysis Contract 
The Board should consider. several major components in a specifications review process 
for the VNT. First, it is recommended that an enernal contractor be used to perform 
a comprehensive technical analysis of the proposed reading and math specifications to . 
ensure consistency with NAEP frameworks. 'Given the critical importance and high 
visibility of this revie~' process, the Board would best be served by working with a 
prestigious, independent, national policy. or research organization. Such an 
organization should have no prior or current contractual relationship with the VNT 
development process. Further, the organization shall have a reputation for rigor, 
objectivity, and balance. . . 



The statement of work for this short-term technical analysis 'conrract would include, 

but not be limited to, a detailed description of sources of informltion to be used for 

the analysis, consultant qualificai:ions, tasks, specifications review criteria, timelines, 

and products. The scope of work would clearly delineate, the role of the Board, its 

committees, and its staff . 


. The main purpose of this contract would be to provide the Board with a detailed' 
technical analysis of the proposed reading and math specifications. Major components 
of that work would include a thorough contenr analysis of the VNT specifications, 
items, and scoring criteria in relation to NAEP frameworks, specifications, items, and 
scoring criteria. The contractOr shall identify all VNT deviations from N AEP, and 
classify those deviations that are and are not required to produce individual student test 
scores. In addition, the technical analysis should include a discussion of any non­
standard test administration conditions recommended in the VNT specifications. The 
contractor also should report to the Board on differences betwee:tNAEP and VNT 

. accommodations for students withdisabilities and limited English proficient srudents. 

Results of the technical analysis should be contained in a final report to the Board, to 
be delivered 45 days after the contract is awarded. Tasks, timelines, and dates for 
interim products, reports, and Board and staff review will be specified in the scope of 
work. The timeline for completion of this activity must be carefully coordinated with 
the Board's other major VNT responsibility-review of the test development contract. 

. , 

Public Hearings 
The conference report states that the National Assessment Goyerning Board shall hold 
public hearings on the VNT development activities. Therefore, a second component 
of the specifications review process shall involve such hearings to gather public' 
comment. As stated in the conference report, the conferees intended that "the 
National Assessment Governing Board shall ensure that such hearings are widely 
publicized, and that activities conducted to publicize such hearings communicate 
effectively with the broad and diverse populations that may be affected by 'such tests.'" 

These public hearings, sponsored and conducted by the Governing Board, would 
supplement the technical analysis of the specifications and allow the Board to gather 
comments from a broad range of groups and individuals. The hearings should include 
both invitational and open components, to permit ma.'<:imum feedback from important 

,VNT constituents and the general public. 

The Board should conduct public hearings in early 1998 in m"o or three locations' 
around the country. In preparation for the hearings, the Board should prepare a brief, ' 
clearly written summary of major NAEP features for grade -4 reading and grade 8 
math, and the major points of the proposed VNT specifications. Any important 
differences should.be highlighted. This document could serve as the focus of the 
hearings, to increase the likelihood that participants ,,-ould prO\-ide relevlnt, useful 
comments to the Board. 
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, A thorough analysis of the written testimony and public hearings transcripts will be 
provided to the Board to inform its deliberations and final action on the VNT 
specifications in March. 

NAGB Staff Review 

In addition to the technical analysis contract, NAGB staff will prepare an independe~t 

review of the proposed VNT specifications in relation to the NAEP reading and 

mathematics framework, specifications, and items, and recommend modifications or 

changes to the VNT materials, as necessar:-. Such a review will supplement the external 

analysis and the public hearing comments, to inform the Board's deliberations on the . 

VNT specifications. . . 


Opportunity for Written Comment 

In keeping with its responsibilities in P.L 105-78, the Board should publish a Federal 

Register notice inviting public comment on the specifications the Board should adopt 

for the VNTs in reading and mathematics. To reach the broadest 'possible audience, 

the Board should use additional: means of publicizing this public comment period. A 

summary of these written comments will be prepared for Board consideration at the 

March 1998 meeting. 


Use of the Internet \ 
The Governing Board's Internet web site ~'il1 be an integral component of the 
specifications review process. The web site will provide announcements of public 
hearings, permit on-line registration torthose hearings, contain summary and complete 
versions of the proposed VNT specifications (including sample test items), allow on­
line ordering of specifications documents, and provide users with an opportunity to 
submit comments via email on the specifications. ' 

NAS Workshop 

The National Academy ofSciences (NAS) plans to conduct a workshop in December 

1997 on thecurrent \TNT specifications and their relationship toNAEP. Several 

Board members and staff should plan to attend this ,workshop. All workshop 

proceedings should be summarized and presented to the Board at its January 1998 

meetmg. 




.' 

Proposed Timelines for VNT Specifications Review 

Date I Activities 

1997 November Clarify committee assignments 
Develop and discuss process for specifications review. 
Obtain Board approval of the process for specs review 
Develop statement of work for technical analysis contract 

December Award contract to conduct technical analysis 
Finalize activities and timelines tor specifications review 
Prepare draft staff review of specifications 

Develop interim ~eport for January Board meeting on the 
technical analysis contract and staff analysis 
Take action on acceptable aspects of specifications, if possible 
Finalize preparations for public hearings 
Review NAS conference proceedings at January Board meeting 
Conduct public hearings; summarize proceedings 

1998 January 

Review final technical analysis report from contractor 
Convene Subject Area Committees to review specifications, 

F:ebruary 

, ' 

analyses from contractor and staff and other input 
Compile all materials for March'Board meeting 
Prepare final recommendations on specifications 

March Board takes final action on VNT specifications 

Draft of 11/20/97 

5 



SENT BY: 8-12-98 ;11:11AM ; NAGB.... 94565581; # 11 5 

niE NATION'S 

.National Assessment Governing BoardREPORT-; 
, ' 

CARD ""T 

N.ation~l Assessment of Educational Progress 

FAX TRANSMITTAL COVER SHEET 


FAX NUiWBER: LJ,f""~ - 5 oS g-J . PHONE' it: . 
~--------------

. : . 

FAX #: 202-357-6945 PHONE #: 202-357-6938 

MESSAGE TO RECEIVING PARTY: -------.;...-------c--..:....-----""""-'---­

'TOTAL N'UMBER OF PAGESTRANS~1rlIITED, INCLUDING COVER SHEET: ___ 

IF THERE ARE'ANY PROBL£f.IIfS WITH THIS TRANSMISSION, PLEASE'NOTIFY rHE . 
. SENDER Il'tlltlfEDIATELY AT 202-357-6938. 

BOO North Capiwt Street, N.w. 

, Suite: 825 


. Mlilstop 7383 
- - -.- - - - -- ­



SENT BY: 8-12-98 :11:12AM : NAGB'" 94565581:# 21 5 


AEB:Jiii- .. NationalAssessment Governing Board 

Nation'al Assessment of Educational Progress 

August 10, 1998 ..; 

The Honorable Edward M. Kennedy 
. Ranking Minority Member 

Committee on Labor and Human Resources 
U.S, SeruHe 
Washington, DC 20510 

Dear Senator Kennedy; 

This i!J to provide a l'eport on ilctions taken by the National Assessment Governing Doard 
regarding proposed voluntary natiomtl tests at the Board'!': August 6-8 quarterly meeting. The law 
pertaining to the voluntary national tests, Public Law 1.05-78, gives the Governing Board 
exclusive authority over all policies, direction, and guidelines for developing voluntaty national 

. tests pursuant to contract RJ97153001. originally awarded by the Department of Education. rhe 
contractol'is the American Institutes for Research, . . , 

TIle actions taken by the Governing Board-include: (1) continuation of the test developm~l1t 
contract for a second year; (2) plans for public hearings 0.0 inclusion and accon;unodations in the 
voluntary national tests for students with disabilities and students with limited English . . 
proficiency; and (3) policies for proposed,pilot tests. 

GUirl:vu;e 011 whether to continue the test development contract 

The Governing Board has neitller endorsed nor opposed the initiat,ivt~ t(,' develop voluntary 
national tests in 4th grade reading. and in 8th grade mathematics. The Board views its charge under 
Public Law <105-78 as follows: to develop the best possible tests and carry out activities consistent 

. with relevant authorizing and appropriations legislation enacted into law. 

In accordance with its cho1rge. the Governing Board changcd the period of performaBcefor the 
test development coiltract to end no September 30 each year rather than August 15, as the origiDal 
contract staU:d. This date change was designed to permit the Board to take into account relevant 
auth6rizing or appropriations legislation for FY 1999 enacted into law during FY 1998. Such 
legislation has not yet been enacted into law. . . 

Under thc contract, the Board lIDlst provi~e the contructor with advall<.:c IlUUr..;C abuut r..;onunuation 
or termination. Specifically, the c()ntractrequires that the Governing Board provide the 
contractor by September 1 of each year with a non-1:>indingnotice of the Board's intent with 
respect to continuation of the contract for an additiona112 months. Negotiations 011 the contract 
must be concluded by September 30 of eac1l year; should the decision be to continue theccintract. 

Accordingly, [0 sct.tbccontract review into motion, the Governing Board on August 7, 1998 
unammoilsly passed a resolution (enclosed) outlining the proces:;. The process is bilsed on 
acDlerence to existing law. Followhig existing law and the contract requirements. the Governing 
Board resolution:. . . 

800 North -Capitol Strut, ,N, W. 
Suite US. MollslOp 7SlIJ 

Wa.rhinttall. D. C. 20002-4233 
Phon,: (202) 357·6938 

Fta: (202) 357-6945 
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(1) 	directs Gov~ming'Board staff to notify the contractor, by September I, 1998. of the Board's 
intent to continue the contract through September 3D, 1999; , 

(2) 	 authorizes the Executive COIIUnirtee of the Governing Board to approve the decision letter 

on whether to continue the contract, which is due to the contractor on Septemher 15, 1998 

and which will be based on the adequacy of the contractor's respouse to the September 1 

notification letter and relevant legislation enacted into law; . 


(3) .provides that negotiations must be completed by September 3D, 1998, if the decision is to 

continue the contract; and 


(4) 	requires that the September 1 notification letter. the September 15 decision letter, arid the ' 
contract extension, should there be one, include an explicit acknowledgement that the status 
of the contract rrnlst be consistent with relevant authorizing or appropriations legislation that 
may be enacted into law and that the contract rmy be revised or terminated accordingly. 

Approval of plans for public hearinVA on Inclusi9n and accommgdations 

The Governing Board approved plans to conduct hearings on illchision and accommodatioosJor 
Shldents with disabilities and for students with limited English proficiency. Public law 105·78 
requires the National Academy of Sciences to conduct a study on fairness and appropriate use of 
tests, due September I, 1998, which Will address inclusion and accommodation issues., The 
conference report for PL 105·18 asks the Governing Board to conduct public hearings on the ' 
NAS reports. ThC Board's public hearingsoninclusioll and accOIIlI1llldatioI1S will b~ based ou the 
recommendations in the NAS report. 

The public bearings .win be conducted in October and November at six sites across the countiy. 
Proposed sites are Atlanta. Austin, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York City,and WashingtoD, DC. 
At each site', there will be a separate ~-day hearing on inclusion and accommodations for 
Shldents with disabilities and for students with limited English proficiency. There will be a 
transcript and a written SUmIllAI'Y for each Ih~day hearing. In addition~ two reports will be 
prepared (one addressing shldents with disabilities, the other addressing students with limited 
English proficiency). covering all siX hearings and any additional written testiI:nbny that may be 
submitted. 

The results of the public hearings will b~ published and entered on the National Assessment 
Govemmg Board web site. In addition. the results will be used by the Governing Board to inform 
policy development related to inclusian and acconmrodations for the proposed field test for the 
voluntary national test. scheduled to be conducted in March 2000 unless proruoited by federal 
law. 	 . 

Policies for proposed pilot tests 

The pilot tests for 4th grade reading and 8th grade mathematics test questions are scheduled to be 
conducted in March 1999, unless prohibited by federa11aw. The purpose is to determine whether 
the individual test questions are good. the level of difficulty of each question, and whether any 
question should be eliminated because of race, gender, or cultural bias. Based on the results, 
decisions will be made about whether to keep or reject each test question and about how to 
construct lcst forIllS for tho field tQt.. Beca~sethe pilot test focuses on how individual items 
:function, no shldeut or school will receive test scores from the pilot. 	 ' 
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The Governing Board gave conditional approval to three proposed policies th.ttt are limited to the 
. pilot tests. These policiesaddre..~s: (1) data collection frir the pilot test; (2) data analysis for the 

pilot test; and (3) inclusion and accommodations for the pilot test. The Board directed Ihat 
several changes be made in the policies to clarify the meaning ofeettain terms and to make minor 
editorial improvements. . . 

Thank you for your interest. Please fcel free to contact me if you have any queStions. 

Sincerely. 

I\S{ "-Q 
Mark Musick 

. Chainnan 

. EnClosure 

. ~. 

3 




8-12-98,:11:14AM;: ,NAGB"" 94565581 :# 51 5 

THE NATION'S 

R~RJI; National Ass~ssmentGoverning Board 

.....-. ­

, National Assessment of Educatiotlal Progre'~s 

August II. 1998 

The Honorable Boh Etheridge 
, U.s. House ofRepresenlatives " 

Washington, DC 20515 


Dear Representative Etheridge:. 

As you requested, ,I am enclosing a set ofm~terials about the, voluntary national test 
initiative. 1 have included reports about decisions made by the Natio!lal Assessment 
Governing Board previously sent to members orcogllizanl authorizing and appropriations 
committees ofCongress. Also, having added your name to our list ofMembers to 
receive these reports, I am also including the report from the August 6-8. 1998 meeting. 

One of several significant actions taken by the Governing Board pertains to the test 
developmC11( schcdule. Under the original Deparlmcnt of Education contract, the lest 
developer was to develop nnd pilot test questions by September of 1997 and field test 
proposed test booklets 1n March of I,998. This was needed to achieve the goal of 
administering actual tests in Marchor 1999. 

The Governing Board has revised the schedule. The current schedule calls fcir 
development of test questions during 1998; pilot testing oflhe questions in March of 
1999, and field testillg ofproposed test booklets in March of 2000. This schedulewould 
result in actual testing of students in March of2001. . 

It is important to understand the role that pilot testing plays iiI testdevc10prnenL 

The purpose of the pilot test is to detcnl1ine whether the individual tesl questions are 
good, the level of difficulty of each qLlestion,and whether any question should be 
eliminated because ofrace, gender, OT cultural bias.' As; a result ofthc pilot tests, 
decisions will he made ahout whether to keep or reject each test question and about 
which questions should go on which proposed test booklets in order to hui Id test forms 
ror the n.eld test that are equivalent. Because the pilot test focuses on how individual 
items function, no student or, school will receive test scores Irom the pilot. 

Thank you for your interest. Please feel free to contact me or Ray Fields of my staff if 
you have any questions. 

Sin~erdy, 

.~ 
Roy Truby 

Executive Pirector· 


Enclosure 
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