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Apparent Defects of the NECAP Tests for 4th and 8th Grades 
Only Vermont does not report false gains in 8th grade reading proficiencies.
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A recent review of the New England Common Assessment Program (NECAP) tests indicates two difficulties with these tests and the content they are designed to measure. They are:

· Exaggeration of proficiencies at 4th and 8th grade. NECAP reported proficiency percentages in mathematics and reading are significantly higher than those measured by the NAEP- The National Assessment for Educational Progress. As an average over these grades and subjects, New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Vermont, inflate their proficiency percentages by 60%, 90% and 50%, respectively, above the NAEP benchmark proficiencies for those states. 
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False gains in 8th grade reading proficiencies in New Hampshire and Rhode Island- but not in Vermont. In New Hampshire and Rhode Island, the NECAP reports year over year reading proficiency gains when, in fact, the NAEP shows statistically significant declines (when data from earlier years is included). 
The graphs show the 8th grade reading proficiencies over time in these three states as measured by the NECAP and by the NAEP.

These plots indicate serious problems. The NECAP proficiencies shown confuse and mislead stakeholders of public education in these three states regardless of whether that was the intent of education officials. What could explain these discrepancies? What variables or inputs affect these phenomena of exaggeration and false gain?

[image: image3.png]~4-"RI NECAP"

"Rl NAEP"

30.0% S —

20.0%
2005 2006 2007 2008





Because false gain is mathematically the time rate of change of the exaggeration factor (the difference of their slopes), both of these measures are affected by the same inputs. Among the parameters affecting exaggeration and false gain of the NECAP are:

· Cut scores. The cut score is the minimum NECAP test score that is deemed proficient. The percentage of students scoring at or above this level is the proficiency percentage. Setting a lower cut score results in a higher proficiency percentage. If cut scores are progressively lowered, year after year, this will result in artificially rising proficiency percentages. 

· Content standards. The extent and breadth of the content being tested is a measure of the difficulty of the NECAP (or any other) examination. As the content being tested is narrowed, this can result in proficiency increases if that narrower content is more familiar to the students. If the breadth of the content is progressively narrowed over time, it can result in artificial increases in proficiency.

· Breadth of actual content taught. If teachers restrict instruction to the tested content of a particular test, it is likely that students will perform better than if the content taught encompasses a wider body of information. If this restriction of content is progressively more and more closely aligned with the NECAP content standard, this could also result in artificial increases in proficiency over time.

· Extent of special accommodations. Special education pupils are generally given more time on NECAP tests and may enjoy other privileges not available to general students. The NAEP testing also provides special accommodations, but they may not be as generous as those of the NECAP. This suggests that states with higher percentages of special education students may see increased exaggeration. Rhode Island’s percentage of such students is roughly double that of NH & VT.
We regard the NAEP examination as the benchmark or reference against which other assessment systems are compared. Its content standards and its testing environment are consistent over time. Then the exaggeration effect is clearly the result of policy choices within the NECAP states. Their motivations for this exaggeration are not clear. Some regard the NAEP content standards as too rigorous and predicate NECAP proficiencies on what they believe is a more realistic standard. Others, including the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), think the content standard they have developed for the NAEP is the more appropriate one. Either way, the NECAP standard is the weaker one. By moving student capabilities towards the higher standard, these children will have a better chance of acquiring the “21st century skills” they will need to compete in our globalized economy. 

But the reports coming out of the NECAP testing regime tend to confuse stakeholders who are generally unaware of the exaggeration effect. Thus our schools sometimes appear to be meeting a higher standard when, in fact, they are only meeting the lower one.
More perplexing is the false gain problem. We have seen no evidence of NECAP officials gaming the examination process by progressive lowering of cut scores. However, anecdotal evidence does suggest that the NECAP curriculum content for 8th grade reading is relatively narrow compared to the NAEP content standard. It’s as if the NECAP content could be contained in a “booklet” while that of the NAEP would fill a “book.” We think the most likely hypothesis for the false gain seen in New Hampshire and Rhode Island holds that teachers are progressively narrowing their instruction towards the “booklet” while moving away from covering the wider content of the “book.” Given that Vermont does not display the false gain effect, we surmise that its teachers are consistently instructing students in the wider content of the “book.” Interestingly, the NECAP gains in Vermont are smaller than in the other two NECAP states. This is further evidence that Vermont is not focusing its instruction on the NECAP content to nearly the same extent as is apparently being done in New Hampshire and Rhode Island.
Given the inconsistent proficiencies reported by the NECAP, both with regard to exaggeration and false gain, we think that Rhode Island needs to reconsider its achievement testing policies. It needs to move in the direction of higher content standards. It needs to report its results clearly and without obfuscation. In particular stakeholders need to understand how NECAP and NAEP relate to one another.

Short of overhauling the NECAP or designing an entirely new test, Rhode Island might consider replacing the NECAP by an existing well-regarded test- such as Massachusetts’s MCAS test. Additionally, consideration should be given to putting the assessment functions under an independent agency so as to remove the structural conflict of interest inherent in the present arrangement.
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