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WASHINGTON'S

COMMUNITY & TECHNICAL COLLEGES




Background and Rationale for the Smarter Balanced System Placement Agreement
Spring 2015
Washington is among 40+ states, 2 territories and the District of Columbia implementing the K-12 Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for college- and career-readiness in English Language Arts and Mathematics. The standards represent a critical shift in state standards for K-12 students, setting consistent, high, research-based expectations for all students anchored in a clear vision of the knowledge and skills students need to succeed in first-year college courses and postsecondary professional-technical programs. The CCSS were developed through a multi-state, state-led process that involved higher education representatives from the outset – and continued collaboration will be critical for success. Successful statewide implementation of the CCSS will increase significantly the college readiness of Washington high school graduates and reduce their need for precollege work in higher education (ultimately saving money for both students and colleges).

To establish clear and consistent assessments of these rigorous new standards for college and career readiness, two multi-state consortia have developed state-of-the-art assessments that will replace the existing K-12 student assessments required for federal accountability, effective spring 2015. Washington is a member of the Smarter Balanced assessment consortium; the other consortium is called PARCC (Partnership for Assessing Readiness for College and Careers). Both assessment systems will offer student assessments in grades 3 through 8 and in high school to meet federal accountability guidelines and to provide clear feedback to students and key stakeholders about whether students are on track to be college and career ready by graduation. 

By current Washington state legislation, the high school Smarter Balanced assessment will be required for high school graduation for the Class of 2019 (with a separate graduation performance standard set by the State Board of Education that for now is below the college-readiness performance level defined by the Smarter Balanced consortium). In the absence of a clear college-readiness benchmark for high school graduates in Washington there will continue to be a gap between academic preparation in high school and the skills/knowledge expectations for succeeding in entry-level college courses, increasing the need for meaningful incentives to encourage student achievement of the new standards. 

As part of the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium Washington has been asked as a state to decide whether and how the high school assessment will be used in placement decisions for high school graduates entering higher education. The use of the SBAC high school scores in higher education as a meaningful indicator of college readiness will help encourage students to meet the CCSS standards. Considering these scores as part of the placement process is also timely as national research continues to question the quality and efficacy of existing placement tests.
 Most Washington public higher education institutions are examining the predictive power of the tests being used for placement, shifting away from single point in time placement test scores toward multiple or alternative measures that provide a richer understanding of student potential for success in college-level work, such as transcript-based placement efforts. Incorporating Smarter Balanced high school scores into these ongoing efforts provides real advantages over existing testing alternatives:

a) Cost. The test will be taken by all high school students and funded as part of the K-12 state assessment system.
b) Variety and Level of Expectations. Students will encounter new item types, computer-enhanced items, many more constructed-response items, and performance tasks that ask them to write and to use a broad array of knowledge and skills to solve complex real-world problems. Smarter Balanced employs computer-adaptive testing, which is more accurate for low- and high-performing students, and more engaging for all students. State-of-the-art accommodation and accessibility features for students with disabilities and English language learners ensure that all students have the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge and skills.
c) Transparency and Ownership. The test has been designed and will be overseen through the Smarter Balanced consortium of states with ongoing input from hundreds of teachers, higher education faculty, state content specialists and testing experts. The key documents describing the assessment (content specifications, item specifications, item writing training materials, test blueprints, accommodations framework, achievement level descriptors, technology specifications, etc.) are available to the public on the Smarter Balanced website. 
d) Multiple Measures. Using the required high school assessment as the first option for students moving directly from high school to college is a critical component in the multiple measures approach to placement that the community and technical college system is committed to implementing as a way of reducing remediation and improving student completion and success.
Original Process for Developing the Placement Agreement
A cross-sector work group recruited from a variety of key education stakeholder groups and representing K-12, community and technical colleges, and baccalaureate institutions convened in November 2013 to produce an initial draft of the recommendations for using of the Smarter Balanced high school assessment as an indicator of college readiness in the placement process for postsecondary institutions in Washington. The draft recommendations were then publicized widely January through March 2014 at various stakeholder group meetings and through a web-based survey and comment process. The feedback received was compiled and categorized in early April 2014, after which the policy work group reconvened to review a revised set of recommendations based on the feedback received. The group then produced this final version of the agreement for consideration by higher education institutions in April-May 2014. 

For more details about the work group or questions about the overall process, please contact Bill Moore, Director, K-12 Partnerships, State Board for Community & Technical Colleges, bmoore@sbctc.edu, 360-704-4346.
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