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June 30, 2020

Dear Commissioner Anthes and State Board Chairwoman Schroeder:

| am writing to raise serious concerns about the proposal from A+ Colorado and nine other
education organizations urging CDE to use its CARES Act monies to fund a statewide
“diagnostic” test to evaluate the academic standing of Colorado students at the start of the school
year. As | explain briefly below, administration of such a test by CDE would be pedagogically,
technically, and morally indefensible.

In their letter, proponents of a statewide test start off on firm ground but then veer into a
disconcerting policy proposal. They rightly acknowledge the heroic efforts of Colorado teachers,
who — in March, April, and May — attended to student and family needs while adapting, almost
overnight, all curriculum and instruction to online platforms. Based on first-hand accounts from
district leaders and an extensive research base regarding summer learning loss, proponents
rightly infer that the well documented “summer slide” will be worsened by the loss of
instructional time due to COVID-19. In addition, as has been shown in the summer-learning-loss
literature, these negative effects on achievement are likely to be greatest for children from low-
income and historically marginalized communities. Although their concerns about the negative
impacts of school interruptions are well documented by research, the same cannot be said about
their proposed remedy.

In fact, the A+ Colorado letter mixes up two distinctly different purposes for achievement tests:
a statewide standardized test and a diagnostic classroom assessment. The differences between
large-scale, comparative tests (such as those used for accountability) and true diagnostic
assessments are so great that tests designed for one purpose will not be valid for the other
purpose. A “uniform,” statewide test as requested by A+ Colorado could tell which children are
proficient or not proficient according to Colorado standards, but that does not make it diagnostic.
Such a test would be blind to children’s emerging bilingualism, special needs, or past learning
experiences and could not tell teachers which particular skills and learning objectives have been
mastered versus those still in need of attention.
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To be truly diagnostic and useful to guide the next steps in instruction, assessments need to be
closely tied to local curricula, in both content and timing, and they need to be responsive to
strengths children bring from their homes and communities. While statewide comparative tests
typically cover a whole year’s worth of learning objectives, curriculum-embedded assessments
are more focused on skills requisite to a particular unit of instruction and therefore create a more
manageable and purposeful context for targeted instruction.

The computer-delivered test products referenced in the A+ Colorado letter provide quantitative
scores about how far behind or ahead students are (one grade level or two) on broad subtest
dimensions such as Number and Operations or Algebra. To permit immediate, machine scoring,
these products include only multiple-choice or short-answer test questions. As a result, they do
not provide insights into children’s thinking. They have not been built, as are more fine-grained
diagnostic assessments, to identify students’ misconceptions. In short, these products designed
originally as interim tests will not accomplish the goals set forth in the A+ Colorado letter.

The sound advice of national curriculum leaders such as Student Achievement Partners! has been
to use prioritized content standards to scaffold students to grade-level content as quickly as
possible. Such an instructional approach can best be supported through the use of open-ended
instructional tasks to help identify learning needs in ways better attuned to children’s social-
emotional needs. Teachers can, for example, invite children to read and talk about grade-leveled
texts, with particular attention to phonological awareness, vocabulary, and comprehension. In
mathematics, richly scaffolded performance tasks are available as well as curriculum embedded
assessments that can be used to elicit children’s thinking as well as mastery of prerequisite skills.
Importantly, these activities do not take time away from instruction and they place teachers in a
helping role with their students at the outset of the school year, rather than in an evaluative or
judgmental one. This is a more equitable and effective approach than the endless, objective-by-
objective remediation that would likely follow from interim assessment results. Experts at the
Colorado Association for Bilingual Education and The BUENO Center for Multicultural
Education especially recommend this learning-focused approach as more appropriate for
emerging bilingual and multilingual learners.

At this time of national trauma, we should not forget that tests have a long history of being the
cause of inequity rather than a resource for educational opportunity. For decades, tests — first 1Q
tests and then achievement tests — have been used to sort children of color and English language
learners into low-track classes where learning opportunities and outcomes have been worse than
in regular classrooms. The same disproportionality and negative effects for children from low-
income households and communities of color have been shown in the grade-retention literature.
Although the A+ Colorado letter sensibly avoids mentioning grade retention, this is a policy
mechanism being advocated nationally by proponents of start-of-school diagnostic assessments,
as seen in editorials in both the New York Times? and Washington Post.®

! https://achievethecore.org/page/3267/2020-21-priority-instructional-content-in-english-language-arts-literacy-
and-mathematics

2 The Editorial Board, The New York Times, April 16, 2020.

3 Michael J. Petrilli, The Washington Post, April 6, 2020.
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Many children who would be asked to take these “uniform” tests will still be in the midst of
staggering experiences related to disease, economic hardship, and racism. Many of these same
children have prior testing experiences of anxiety, frustration, boredom, or even shame, when,
for example, their low scores were posted on data walls.

Colorado can do better than to greet its most vulnerable students with tests specifically designed
to quantify their deficiencies. CARES resources held by CDE would be much better spent on
helping districts identify exemplary tasks within their own curricula and by providing
corresponding professional learning opportunities to help teachers plan both whole class
instruction and individualized support.

Sincerely,

A G

Lorrie A. Shepard, Distinguished Professor
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Jorge Garcia, Chief Executive Officer, Colorado Association for Bilingual Education
Kathy Escamilla, Professor, The BUENO Center for Multicultural Education

The Honorable Governor Jared Polis

Allie Kimmel, Senior Policy Advisor to Gov. Jared Polis
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