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A Consumer’s Guide to 

Using Tests for High 

Stakes Purposes



• How are your teachers responding to your 
school/district approach to evaluation?

• How easy/difficult have you found the Student 
Learning and Growth (SLG) goal setting 
process to be (and have you already written 
your SLG goals)?

Two Questions



• What is “high-stakes test use”?

– Teacher/Principal evaluation

– 3rd grade retention

– Gifted and Talented Identification

Unfortunately, instructional use of student 
assessment results is becoming secondary – not 
perceived as the “stakes” on which we are most 

focused

Setting the Stage
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How Did We Get to This Point?

“…paint a picture of a K-12 system that remains hesitant to differentiate between the best and 
weakest performers—as well as among all those in the middle doing a solid job who still have 
room to improve.”
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2013/02/06/20evaluate_ep.h32.html

http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2013/02/06/20evaluate_ep.h32.html
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Contrasting Teacher Evaluation 
Approaches

Top-Down States (NY)

Lots of guidance and 
oversight from the State

Goal is to ensure “that 
there is an effective teacher 

in every classroom.”

Bottom-Up States (OR)

Much more flexibility and local 
control

“Promoting professional growth 
and continuous 

improvement….leading to 
improved student achievement”

Emphasis 
on 

Student 
Test 

Results



Be Considerate of the Continuum 

of Stakes Involved

Support 
Teacher 
Goals

Promote 
Improvement

Compensate

Terminate

Increasing levels of required rigor
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1. Selection of an appropriate assessment

• Used for the purpose for which it was designed 
(proficiency vs. growth)

• Can accurately measure achievement for all students

2. Implications of narrow SLG goal focus

3. Alignment between content assessed and 
content taught

4. Adjust for and consider context

Four Primary Issues with Using 

Tests for “High Stakes”



Test Selection for SLG Goals



The Purpose and Design of the 
Instrument is Significant

• Many assessments are not 
designed to measure growth 

• Others do not measure 
growth equally well for all 
students
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http://commons/C19/Marketing/NWEA Images/Photos for Use/boywithpuzzle2.JPG


Simple Visual of a 
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Tests Not Equally Accurate for All 
Students

• Proficiency – CA STAR

Grade 5 Math



Some States Worse Than Others



Tests Not Equally Accurate for 

All Students

• Grade 6 Math: 
New York



Standard Error of Measurement: 

WI State Test
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The further away a 
student is from “average” 
or “grade-level”, the less 
precision we have about 
estimates of student 
achievement



Narrow SLG Goal Focus

(What Happens to 

Everything/Everyone Else?)



What Gets Measured and Attended to 
Really Does Matter
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One district’s change in 5th grade mathematics performance relative to the State proficiency cut scores



Measuring Growth Impacts All Students
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growth
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Number of 5th grade students meeting projected mathematics growth in the same district



Emphasis on Subject Sub-

Goals

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Numbers & Operations (Fractions)

Geometric Measurement & Problem Solving

Analyze Patterns & Relationships

Number & Operations in Base Ten

Average RIT Increase (4th Grade Math)

Average RIT Increase (4th Grade Math)



Alignment Between Content Taught 

& Content Assessed for SLG Goals



6th Grade 
ELA 

Standards

6th Grade 
ELA 

Teacher?

6th Grade 
Social 

Studies 
Teacher?

Art 
Teacher?

What is Measured Should be 

Aligned to What is Taught

1. Answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding of text….

2. Determine the main idea of a 
text….

3. Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain specific 
words…

Would you use a general 
reading assessment for SLG 
goals for….

~30% of teachers teach in tested subjects and grades
The Other 69 Percent: Fairly Rewarding the Performance of Teachers of Nontested Subjects and Grades, 
http://www.cecr.ed.gov/guides/other69Percent.pdf



• Specific advanced content
• HS teachers teaching discipline specific content 

– Especially 11th and 12th grade

• MS teachers teaching HS content to advanced students

• Non-tested subjects
• School-wide results more likely reflect “professional 

responsibility” rather than “effectiveness”

• Teachers providing remedial services

What is Measured Should be 

Aligned to What is Taught



Potential Challenges

“…because their 
grades are based on 

the test results of 
students they didn’t 

teach…”

“…some of the 
plaintiffs teach 

orchestra, art, or 
health…”



Consideration of Context in SLG 

Goal Development



% of Students 
Meeting Growth 

Projections

New York 
Effectiveness 

Category

100% Highly Effective

84% Highly Effective

84% Effective

72% Effective

72% Developing

60% Developing

60% Ineffective

0% Ineffective

When Context Isn’t 

Considered…

Typically 
50%-55%



Comparison of 

Classrooms/Grades/Schools

Should we have the same expectations for these teachers? 

Does different evaluation goals mean different learning expectations? 

What implications might these differences have for teachers?

Classroom 
A

Low 
Achieving

78% FRL

29% SPED

45% ELL
Classroom 

B

High 
Achieving

19% FRL

7% SPED

12% ELL



Need for Context

• Historical context
• How much growth have my students previously shown? What was the prior 

achievement level of my students?

• Similar student context
• How much growth do similar students show?

• Classroom/school context
• Do the students in my classroom/school have certain characteristics that 

may influence how much growth they show?

• Goal context
• Safety goal or stretch goal?

Context helps set goals that 
are fair and realistic for 

teachers, and keep student 
learning at the forefront



• Are you paying attention to the tests you are 
using…are they fair for teachers and students?

• Are SLG goals benefitting all students in all 
areas…or some students in some areas?

• Are evaluation expectations aligned with teaching 
expectations?

• Are equal students/teachers being treated 
equally…and vice versa?

– One size doesn’t always fit everyone

Final Questions



• Questions?

• Comments?

• Feedback?

Thanks!

Nate Jensen, Ph.D.

Research Scientist, NWEA

nate.jensen@nwea.org
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