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November 6, 2013

The Honorable Arne Duncan

Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education

400 Maryland Ave., SW

Washington, DC 20202-6100

Subject: Request for Amendment Relating to the Administration of State-administered Assessments in Mathematics

Dear Secretary Duncan:

I wish to express my appreciation for your approval of the conditional waiver of specific provisions of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), as amended by P.L. 107-110 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001. This letter is to request an amendment to the conditional waiver for additional flexibility beginning in the 2013–14 school year regarding the federal accountability requirements for a high school mathematics assessment, Section 1111(b)(3)(C)(v)(I) of the ESEA and 34 CFR 200.5(a)(2), due to recent statutory changes in the graduation requirements for Texas public school students.

House Bill 5, passed by the Eighty-Third Texas Legislature, Regular Session, 2013, significantly reduced the number of end-of-course (EOC) assessments required for graduation from fifteen assessments to five assessments: English I, English II, Algebra I, biology, and U.S history. The legislation became effective beginning with the 2013–14 school year. 

In mathematics, HB 5 eliminated the geometry and Algebra II EOC assessments, which left Algebra I as the sole mathematics assessment requirement for high school graduation. Therefore, students who take Algebra I in middle school and pass the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) Algebra I EOC test have completed their testing requirements in mathematics and are not required to take an additional mathematics test in high school. As a result, a significant number of Texas students will no longer have a mathematics assessment taken in high school that can be reported for federal accountability purposes.

A solution that other states have used to address this issue is requiring middle school students taking a high school mathematics course to also be tested on their state’s on-grade level mathematics assessment. For Texas, this would mean that middle school students enrolled in Algebra I would take the STAAR Algebra I EOC test and the grade-level STAAR test (e.g., grade 8 mathematics).  

In a letter sent to Texas school districts on August 2, 2013, I reluctantly advised all Texas public schools to plan on administering multiple assessments to students taking Algebra I in middle school or understand the potential federal accountability consequences of testing these students only on Algebra I. I also stated at that time that I did not agree with this federal requirement and encouraged districts to continue to make the best instructional choices for students regardless of the potential accountability impact. If you wish to review the August 2 letter, you may find it at: 

http://www.tea.state.tx.us/index4.aspx?id=25769806228
Due to the concerns described below with double-testing, I am requesting that the USDE consider an alternative solution that would allow Texas to satisfy federal accountability requirements and the legislative requirements of HB 5. 

Double-testing middle school students enrolled in Algebra I is fundamentally unfair to students and schools for a number of reasons. First, I am concerned about attributing test scores to schools that had no control over student instruction. Middle schools that prepare their grade 8 students well—leading to strong performance on the STAAR Algebra I assessment—are in effect penalized by being forced to exclude their best students from their accountability group. In addition, high schools that receive students from low-performing middle schools are also penalized in that these students’ low performance is often a result of weak instructional programs and practices over which the receiving high schools have had no control. 

A core concept of the Texas system is that the state assessments are designed to measure individual student achievement and progress in relation to the curriculum standards for specific grades and courses. In this way, the state assessments are not separate from instruction; they assess only the content and skills that are required to be taught. However, this core concept breaks down when middle school students are forced to take two different assessments. 

Students enrolled in Algebra I are spending all their instructional time learning the Algebra I curriculum standards; therefore, it is appropriate that these students take the STAAR Algebra I assessment since it is the only assessment that comprehensively measures their knowledge of Algebra I content standards. Requiring these students to take a grade-level assessment (e.g., grade 8 mathematics) would result in a score that would not be a true measure of their performance since they are not receiving instruction on the curriculum standards being measured. The lack of alignment between the grade-level assessment and above-level instruction could render the assessment invalid. 

In addition, students working above grade level may be less motivated to demonstrate their best effort on a grade-level assessment; in this case, low student motivation would have a significant impact on results, undermining the capacity of the assessment to accurately measure student achievement.

Further, the double-testing of students is contrary to Texas’ established education policy regarding acceleration. For example, elementary school students are allowed to accelerate by one grade if they meet certain criteria. These students have always been required to take only one state assessment in mathematics—the one that is aligned to the curriculum they are receiving. They have never been required to take an additional state mathematics assessment for the grade skipped. Treating similarly situated students who have received accelerated instruction for grade eight mathematics undermines this state policy.  

Finally, requiring students to double-test for purposes of federal accountability will likely lead to serious unintended consequences because districts might make poor instructional decisions regarding accelerated students. For example, to avoid the dilemma of assessing students on content standards they had learned in a previous year (and, presumably, on which they had already been assessed and had their scores used for accountability purposes) or having these students’ scores attributed to a campus that did not provide them instruction, some districts might reconsider offering Algebra I at the middle school level. This would seriously disadvantage students who move quickly through the mathematics curriculum in grades K–8 and would benefit from taking advanced coursework in middle school. This stalls students’ academic progress and provides them with one less opportunity to take an advanced mathematics course or another relevant upper-level course in high school.  

To avoid these negative consequences for our middle school students taking the STAAR Algebra I EOC test, Texas wishes to use the appropriate mathematics assessment, the Algebra I EOC test, to evaluate the academic performance of the middle school campus. For the reasons described above, Texas does not wish to attribute the same Algebra I test score to these students’ future high school campuses since the high school campus cannot be legitimately held accountable (favorable or not) for the performance of those students. 

Therefore, I request that the conditional waiver be amended to accommodate the lack of high school mathematics assessment results for middle school students who have appropriately completed their high school testing requirements in mathematics prior to entering high school. 

This amendment does not eliminate the use of mathematics results in the accountability evaluations for Texas high schools. The Algebra I test results for all students taking this course during their high school career will be included in the state and federal accountability results. However, instead of arbitrarily assigning the Algebra I test results attained in middle school to the students’ subsequent high school solely to meet federal accountability requirements, this amendment actually increases the rigor of the accountability evaluation in mathematics for Texas high schools. Students who take Algebra I in middle school typically perform extremely well on the STAAR Algebra I EOC test, and, therefore, would artificially inflate the mathematics results for their high school. With this amendment, Texas high schools will be expected to meet state and federal accountability standards in mathematics for the students who were instructed and assessed during the full academic year on that campus. 

Since Texas state law now allows a portion of Texas students to complete part of their testing requirements for high school graduation prior to entering high school, this approach is the only instructionally appropriate and valid evaluation of mathematics for Texas middle schools and high schools. I appreciate the flexibility and guidance you offered over this past year on the conditional ESEA flexibility waiver, and I look forward to your favorable consideration of this request beginning with the 2013–14 school year.    

If you have questions or need further information, please contact Criss Cloudt, Ph. D., associate commissioner for assessment and accountability, at (512) 463-9701.

Sincerely,

Michael Williams

Commissioner of Education

MW/cc








[image: image2.png]