Senator Westwood and Representative Moberly:

We are writing to express our concern regarding Section 6 of Senate Bill 130 which calls for the Kentucky Board of Education to potentially replace items on the Kentucky Core Content Test (KCCT) with items from the ACT exam if they are found to align with Kentucky Core Content.  

I want to begin by saying that JCTA strongly supports offering the ACT/SAT at no cost to all Kentucky high school students.  This has the worthy potential to encourage more students who might not otherwise have done so to consider pursuing higher education, which is obviously very positive.  However, we do have significant concerns about using items from the ACT as part of the KCCT.  Although the law calls for the Kentucky Board of Education to do a careful analysis to insure any such ACT items are aligned with our Kentucky Core Content before using them as part of the assessment, we believe the issue goes beyond alignment.  The KCCT should be a criterion-referenced assessment.  In other words, if all the Core Content is taught well and learned well, it should be possible for the KCCT to reflect this by having all students score proficiently.  

Even if we select ACT items that are aligned with our Core Content, these questions have been carefully designed and screened by ACT to insure they have a p-value of about 0.5, which means they are designed to insure that about half those taking the assessment will answer the questions incorrectly.  Each year, when the new ACT (and SAT) exams are developed, the new test questions are administered to field test samples of students.  Questions that less than 40% or more than 60% of the field test students answer correctly, (in other words, questions outside the desired p-value range of 0.4 to 0.6) are systematically rejected or modified.  Often the questions are designed and/or modified in a way that depends on the innate ability of the students to achieve the desired p-value, rather than just the test-taker’s understanding of the concepts assessed.  Because innate ability falls along a normal distribution among populations of students, this helps to spread scores, improve statistical reliability, and produce the normal bell-shaped distribution of scores which is the hallmark of norm-referenced assessments like the ACT and SAT.  (Thus the name, norm-referenced, refers to a normal distribution of scores produced by assessments on which all questions have a p-value near 0.5 or so.)

 

So what this means for us in Kentucky is that as we add ACT items to our state assessment, even though the questions may align with our Core Content, we are adding items that are designed to insure that about half those taking the test will miss them.  We are adding items that are designed to spread scores rather than assess teaching and learning of our Core Content.  We are adding items that depend on the innate aptitude of the test takers, not just what they have learned.  We are adding items that have been demonstrated to correlate with family income, number of parents, and educational attainment of parents, none of which are desirable if we are try to assess how well our teachers are helping students learn what the state says is critical for them to know.  We are adding items that are designed to be a predictor of college performance, not a measure of high school performance.

 

For these reasons, even if these questions align with our Kentucky Core Content, it would be an error to add them to the KCCT.  It would be counterproductive to use these college performance predictive instruments to attempt to make judgments about high school performance because that is not what these questions are designed to measure.  Trying to draw conclusions from data gathered using the wrong student assessment measurement instrument for the job in this way is like trying to measure the temperature with a ruler.  You could do it, but you're apt to get pretty meaningless results.  Then, if we base public policy decisions on these results, we are apt to find ourselves chasing psychometric rabbits all over the Commonwealth.
We respectfully urge you to consider the issues we have placed before you and avoid recommending the addition of ACT items to the KCCT.  Supporting information from “The Truth About Testing” by Dr. W. James Popham has been included for your review.  
Sincerely,

Brent McKim, President



Stephen B. Neal, Executive Director
