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Historically, NAEP has designed its contextual questionnaire around single questions and questionnaire results were 

reported as single questions as well.  NCES is pursuing an implementation strategy for developing modules for the 2017 

core contextual questions.  This approach aligns with the Policy Statement on NAEP Background Questions1 and the Use 

of Contextual Data in NAEP Reporting which was unanimously adopted by the Board in August 2012.   

NCES presented initial plans to develop core contextual modules during the Reporting and Dissemination (R&D) 

Committee’s February 2014 meeting. These modules include the following: Socio-Economic Status, Technology Use, 

School Climate, Grit, and Desire for Learning2.   

As a follow up to last meeting’s activity, NCES will further describe the five potential modules capturing opportunity to 

learn and non-cognitive student factors relevant to student achievement that are proposed for future NAEP Core survey 

questionnaires.  NCES will present a research-based rationale for developing each of the proposed modules.   

In addition, a high-level schedule noting the Committee’s opportunities for providing feedback at key junctures during the 

development process will be included in the presentation.  We will also briefly review our development processes, used 

for all contextual questions – both core and subject-specific, with a particular focus on where R&D reviews fall within 

this timeline.   

The first R&D review for 2017 core development will be scheduled off-cycle (i.e., between Board meetings), following 

the May 2014 meeting.  This review would include existing questions that are currently in the core questionnaire pool 

along with draft questions intended to measure respective modules.  Committee input from this first review (along with 

any more general input from the upcoming May meeting) will help inform core contextual questionnaire development 

before cognitive labs are administered later this year.  Cognitive labs are structured interviews with respondents that 

examine how individuals interpret, mentally process, and respond to contextual questions.  All new and/or revised 

contextual questions must be tested in cognitive labs in accordance with Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 

guidelines.    

Following cognitive labs, R&D would review core contextual questions two more times prior to the 2017 operational 

assessment administration.  This would include a review prior to 2016 pilot testing and a final review prior to the 2017 

operational assessment.  The review prior to the pilot would be scheduled for early 2015, whereas the review prior to the 

operational assessment would be scheduled for early 2016.     

 

1 Now referred to by the Board as “Contextual Questions.”   
2 This module was previously referred to as “Need for Cognition” during the February 28, 2014 presentation.      
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May 2, 2014  

Stephaan Harris 
Public Affairs Specialist, National Assessment Governing Board 
800 North Capitol Street, NW, Suite 825 
Washington, DC 20002  

 

Dear Stephaan,     

Attached is a draft paper regarding plans to develop core contextual modules for NAEP.   

The paper is substantially complete in terms of content with very few exceptions.  For example, as we revise this 
document we would want to include references to the multiple surveys NCES has administered that address school 
climate.   

At this juncture, we are certainly comfortable sharing the draft version with the Reporting and Dissemination Committee 
in preparation for the Board meeting later this month.  Their feedback would be timely at this point. 

As we work to refine this paper in the coming months we will also consult experts both inside NCES along with outside 
NAEP-related committees (e.g., Design and Analysis Committee) before revising a final draft to share with the Reporting 
and Dissemination Committee.   

I look forward to seeing you in Boston. 

 

Sincerely, 

Jamie Deaton, Ph.D. 
Statistician  
Assessment Division 
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1  Introduction 

This memo describes the plans to develop core contextual questionnaire modules for the 2017 National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) technology-based survey questionnaires.  

Two main goals for this memo are, first to describe a proposed revised general questionnaire approach that 

focuses on questionnaire modules and indices in addition to stand-alone questions and, second, to describe five 

potential modules capturing opportunity to learn and noncognitive student factors relevant to student 

achievement that are proposed for future NAEP Core survey questionnaires. Evidence from the research literature 

on selection of these modules will be provided. 

We thereby directly address the National Assessment Governing Board’s policy principles laid out in their 2012 

policy statement, particularly the principles that “NAEP reporting should be enriched by greater use of contextual 

data derived from background or non-cognitive questions asked of students, teachers, and schools” (National 

Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p. 2). Proposed Revision of General Questionnaire Approach 

Historically, NAEP has designed its contextual questionnaires around single questions and questionnaire results 

were therefore reported as single questions as well. A revised approach is presented that is a more balanced, one 

that provides a mixture of both breadth and depth of coverage. That is, in addition to single questions that are 

important to providing context for student achievement, indices that are based on aggregation of data and several 

questions that will add more robust policy-relevant reporting elements to the NAEP survey questionnaires. Indices 

can be clustered into a number of distinct modules that each focus on a specific area of contextual variables (e.g., 

socio-economic status). This approach is not entirely new – the existing core questionnaires already contain 

several questions on multiple topics. In the existing approach, however, no aggregate indices were created for 

reporting. While additional questions will be needed to capture all modules proposed here, the main difference 

between the existing and newly proposed approach is aggregating questions into indices that build several 

modules. This approach directly addresses the National Assessment Governing Board’s call for making better use 

of the NAEP contextual variables, specifically the first implementation guideline that, “clusters of questions will be 

developed on important topics of continued interest” (National Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p. 2).  Table 1 

summarizes the differences between the current and proposed approaches in terms of both questionnaire design 

and reporting.
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Table 1 - Proposed revision of general questionnaire approach 

 Current Approach Proposed Approach 
Design Single questions  Modules of questions and select 

single questions  
Reporting  Single questions Indices based on multiple 

questions and select single 
questions  

The proposed modules will comprise multiple questions on the same topic. While this marks a shift to the 

approach to questionnaire design in NAEP, the central interest remains the same, that is assessing topics related to 

student achievement. The NAEP subject area assessments focus on measuring what students know and can do. The 

NAEP survey questionnaires capture relevant contextual data for evaluating the achievement results that can help 

educators and policy makers better understand the circumstances under which learning and instruction take place. 

In addition, the proposed modules can add value to the NAEP survey questionnaires by capturing student, teacher, 

and school factors that might not only be interpreted as important achievement predictors, but that may also 

represent goals of education, and related outcomes, by themselves (see e.g., “Defining and Selecting Key 

Competencies”, Rychen & Salganik, 2003; “Key Education Indicators”, Smith & Ginsburg, 2013). Enhanced 

questionnaire designs with questions being spiraled across multiple forms will be considered for future 

technology-based assessments, in line with the National Assessment Governing Board’s implementation guideline 

that, “whenever feasible, assessment samples should be divided (spiral sampling) (…) in order to cover more topics 

without increasing respondent burden” (National Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p. 3). Spiraling approaches 

are the standard practice for the cognitive (subject area) tests in educational large-scale assessments (Comber & 

Keeves, 1973; OECD, 2013). Recent research findings suggest that questionnaire spiraling can substantially 

increase content coverage of survey questionnaires with very small to negligible impact on the overall 

measurement model, including conditioning and estimation of plausible values (see e.g., Adams, Berezner,& Lietz, 

2013; Kaplan & Wu, 2014; Monseur & Bertling, 2014; Almonte et al., 2014). Different possible spiraling designs for 

the 2017 NAEP questionnaires are currently being explored.  

The idea of questionnaire indices (or modules) is not new. It is the current practice for other large-scale 

assessments and surveys to aggregate multiple questions into scale indices, and analyze relationships with 

achievement results and group differences based on these questionnaire indices, in addition to analyzing 

responses to single questions.  

Since the year 2000, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA; e.g., OECD, 2013) has been providing various questionnaire indices based 

on a 30 minute student questionnaire, plus additional indices from a school principal questionnaire, as well as a 

number of optional questionnaires (e.g., Information and Communications Technology (ICT) Familiarity 

questionnaire) that are administered in selected countries only. Example indices from PISA 2012 are Attitudes 

towards school (4 items), Sense of Belonging (8 items), Perseverance (4 items), Openness for Problem Solving (4 
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items), or Mathematics Self-Efficacy (8 items). PISA also entails an index of economic, social, and cultural status 

that is based on several questionnaire components. With PISA 2012 OECD introduced several new item formats for 

increased cross-cultural validity of the derived questionnaire indices, among them Anchoring Vignettes to adjust 

Likert type responses (Bertling & Kyllonen, 2013), Topic Familiarity items with overclaiming correction (Kyllonen 

& Bertling, 2013), and Situational Judgment Tests to measure students’ problem solving approaches (Bertling, 

2012; see  Kyllonen & Bertling, 2013, for an overview). The International Association for the Evaluation of 

Educational Achievement (IEA) follows a very similar approach with their international large-scale assessments. 

Both the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS; e.g., Martin, Mullis, & Foy, 2008) and the 

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; e.g., Foy & Drucker, 2011) include numerous 

questionnaire indices. While PISA assesses only 15-year olds, TIMSS and PIRLS are administered at grades 4 and 8. 

At both grades, questionnaire indices are primarily based on matrix questions, i.e., questions that comprise a 

general item stem plus multiple sub-items.  Example indices from TIMSS are Home Resources for Learning (5 

items), or School Emphasis on Academic Success (5 items). The Gallup Student Poll measures Hope, Engagement, 

and Wellbeing of fifth- through twelfth-graders in the United States, with 5 to 8 items per index.  

Contextual modules with questionnaire indices can add value to the NAEP survey questionnaires in several ways. 

Modules create more robust reporting through aggregating items into indices. Use of scale indices to describe 

contextual factors instead of single items is not only beneficial from a measurement perspective (e.g., indices will 

minimize wording effects of individual contextual questions), but will also enhance the relevance of NAEP to policy 

makers, educators, and researchers by enriching NAEP reporting and potentially providing trend data on 

important noncognitive student factors as well as alternative outcomes of formal and informal education. 
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2 Overview of Key Factors Relevant to Student Achievement 

The NAEP statute requires that contextual factors included in the NAEP survey questionnaires must be directly 

related to the appraisal of academic achievement. A simple way to think of student achievement is as a function of 

student factors and opportunity to learn factors, and their interplay.  

Student factors can be further divided into a student’s cognitive ability and “noncognitive factors” capturing a 

student’s attitudes towards school and learning, interest, motivation, self-related competency beliefs, and other 

dispositions relevant to learning and achievement. The term “noncognitive factors” will be described in more detail 

in the following section.  

Opportunity to Learn (OTL) describes whether a student is exposed to opportunities to acquire relevant knowledge 

and skills. It was originally defined quite narrowly as whether students had sufficient time and received adequate 

instruction to learn (Carrol, 1963; see also Abedi et al., 2006). Several different aspects of the OTL constructs have 

been highlighted since then and, therefore, broadened the definition of the term. In this memo we use a broad 

definition of OTL as all contextual factors that capture the cumulative learning opportunities a student was 

exposed to at the time of the assessment. These factors comprise both learning opportunities at school and 

informal and formal learning outside of school. Examples for opportunities to learn at school are exposure to 

relevant content, access to resources for learning, and exposure to a positive school climate that encourages 

learning. Outside of school, a student family’s socio-economic background (SES) and the family academic 

climate/home academic resources can determine opportunities to learn. For example, while a student’s 

mathematical reasoning ability will be a core driver for performance on a mathematics test, whether or not the 

student has been exposed to relevant learning material, has access to the resources needed, and received support 

for this learning as needed might play an equally large or even larger role for the student’s success. Student factors 

and opportunity to learn factors can interact as students may differ in how they make use of the opportunities 

provided, and learning opportunities may help learners develop abilities and shape their attitudes. Figure 1 shows 

a graphical illustration of this general model.  
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Figure 1 – A Simplified Model of Student Achievement,  

Note. Contextual variables can be input, process, or outcome variables at the systems level, school level, classroom level, or 

individual student level. Complex moderation or mediation pathways are not shown. 

 

This graphical illustration is simplified in several ways: it does not illustrate the multilevel structure with data 

sources at different levels (such as system level, school level, classroom level and individual level variables) and 

different types of variables (input, process, output) as distinguished in more complex models, such as the Context-

Input-Process-Output (CIPO) model; Purves, 1987; OECD 2013). It also does not depict the possible pathways of 

moderation and mediation that might characterize the interplay between the components shown. In other words, 

not all factors depicted in this model might pose direct influence on achievement but effects can be indirect, i.e. 

mediated through other factors, or variables can impact the relationship between other variables as moderators. 

For instance, noncognitive student factors (e.g., mindset, academic perseverance) might mediate the relationship 

between SES and achievement. Moreover, achievement outputs might take the role of input variables for 

noncognitive or other student factors when, for instance, students with higher achievement levels might develop 

stronger noncognitive factors (for instance, self-efficacy beliefs).  In the context of this memo the model can 

provide a useful basis for categorizing the different contextual factors relevant to achievement and aligns with 

other schematic models proposed in the literature (e.g., Farrington et al., 2012; Heckman & Kautz, 2013). 

Despite the importance to general cognitive ability and content knowledge to student achievement in school 

educational, psychological, and econometric research over the past decades, has shown that psycho-social 

variables or so-called “noncognitive skills” or “noncognitive factors” are of key importance for success in K-12 and 

beyond (Almlund, Duckworth, Heckmann and Kauth 2011; Heckmann, Stixrud and Urzua, 2006; Richardson et al., 

2012), and also have effects in comparable range on achievement as cognitive ability has (e.g., Poropat, 2009). 
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Success in school and beyond depends, for instance, on applying effort and being committed to succeed and persist 

during adversity, seeing learning as an opportunity, and respecting and understanding others. Related educational, 

and especially psychological, research has focused on noncognitive factors for many years, while numerous 

theories on the respective constructs have been proposed and investigated. Economics literature has only recently 

focused more on noncognitive skills. Here, the increased interest in these skills can be explained based on studies 

showing the predictive value of constructs beyond classical cognitive measures of reading and mathematics for 

important academic and workforce-related outcomes. While the term “noncognitive” is currently the most widely 

used term to describe student factors outside of those commonly measured by aptitude tests factors, it might 

reinforce a false dichotomy between traditional academic factors and psycho-social variables when, in fact, almost 

all aspects of human behavior can be linked to cognition (Borghans, Duckworth, Heckman, & Weel, 2008). Given its 

wide use and the current lack of a widely accepted alternative term, we use “noncognitive factors” here to refer to 

skills, strategies, attitudes, and behaviors that are distinct from content knowledge and academic skills, as 

described by Farrington et al. in their 2012 report for the Consortium of Chicago School Research, “Teaching 

Adolescents to Become Learners: The Role of Noncognitive Factors in Shaping School Performance”. Alternative 

labels that have been used in the literature are “non-intellectual correlates of GPA” (Richardson et al., 2012), 

“Personality” (Heckman et al.) or “incentive enhancing preferences” (e.g., Bowles, Gintis & Osborne, 2000) to 

describe parameters “that shift the employee’s best response function upward, leading an employee to work 

harder at every wage rate and holding all else constant” (p. 4).  In the context of educational large-scale 

assessments, this definition can be modified to relate to all student factors that motivate a student to study harder, 

be more actively engaged in learning, and achieve higher grades, but also in a broader sense, factors that make a 

student more successful in education, better prepared for adult life as a student and/or member of the workforce, 

and an active citizen, potentially including factors such as subjective well-being. Most taxonomies of so-called “21st 

Century Skills” (e.g., National Academy of Sciences/National Research Council) include noncognitive factors as 

well. 

The National Assessment Governing Board’s first policy principle in their 2012 Policy Statement on NAEP 

Background Questions and the Use of Contextual Data in NAEP Reporting explicitly highlights the importance of 

“non-cognitive questions asked of students, teachers, and schools” for enriched NAEP reporting (National 

Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p. 1). We propose to include, in addition to the subject-specific contextual 

factors, several domain-general noncognitive student factors in future NAEP questionnaires to broaden the 

coverage of relevant variables and increase the policy relevance of the NAEP database and reports. 

Several larger literature reviews and meta-analyses have recently highlighted the importance of noncognitive 

factors. Richardson et al. (2012) identified 42 noncognitive factors relevant to student achievement and proposed 

clustering these into the following five conceptually overlapping, but distinct, research domains, (1) personality 

traits, (2) motivational factors, (3) self-regulated learning strategies, (4) students’ approaches to learning, and (5) 

psychosocial contextual influences. Meta-analytical correlations in the range of approximately .20 or larger with 

Grade Point Average (GPA) were found for 10 noncognitive factors out of the 42 factors investigated: Performance 
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self-efficacy, Academic self-efficacy, Grade goal, Effort regulation, Strategic approaches to learning, Time/study 

management, Procrastination, Conscientiousness, Test anxiety, and Need for cognition. Correlations with 

achievement for these noncognitive factors are in the same range as the meta-analytical correlation between 

general intelligence and GPA. When controlling for cognitive ability, several studies reported conscientiousness to 

take the role of the strongest predictor of achievement (O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007; Poropat, 2009), and as a 

“comparatively important predictor” (Poropat, 2009, p. 330) in direct comparison with general intelligence. It was 

suggested that effort regulation might be the driving force behind these relationships with achievement 

(Richardson & Abraham, 2009).  

Other reviews have drawn similar conclusions highlighting goal setting and task-specific self-efficacy as the 

strongest predictors of GPA (Robbins et al., 2004. A classification of noncognitive factors that seems especially 

helpful in the context of NAEP is the recent work by the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School 

Research (CCSR). The authors of the report suggest a similar, though slightly different, classification of student 

success factors compared to the classification suggested by Richardson and others. The five clusters of success 

factors identified are: Academic Behaviors, Academic Perseverance, Academic Mindsets, Learning Strategies, and 

Social Skills (Farrington et al., 2012). While some of the research on noncognitive factors (e.g., Heckman & Kautz, 

2013; Nyhus & Pons, 2005; O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007; Paunonen & Ashton, 2001; Poropat, 2009; Roberts, 

Kuncel, Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg, 2007) focuses heavily on personality and the so-called Big Five or OCEAN model 

(Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism; Costa & McCrae, 1992; McCrae & Costa, 

1989) which was seen primarily as a stable person characteristics in a large part of the traditional literature, 

Farrington et al. emphasize the malleability of noncognitive student factors, and the importance of teaching in 

fostering noncognitive factors that help students become active learners who succeed in school. This view is 

consistent with recent findings from individual differences researchers providing ample validity evidence for the 

malleability, amenability for interventions, and lifetime changes of noncognitive factors (e.g., Heckman and Kautz, 

2013; Specht, Egloff, Schmukle, 2011). As Farrington et al. (2012) describe, social investments in the development 

of noncognitive factors may “yield payoffs in improved educational outcomes as well as reduced racial/ethnic and 

gender disparities in school performance and educational attainment” (p. 5). Dweck et al. (2011) highlight that 

educational intervention and initiatives can “have transformative effects on students’ experience and achievement 

in school, improving core academic outcomes such as GPA and test scores months and even years later” (p. 3). 

Several researchers have described effective techniques to positively impact noncognitive factors such as self-

efficacy beliefs in various contexts (e.g., Abraham, 2012; Ashford, Edmunds, & French, 2010; Bandura, 1997) and 

have also highlighted the specific importance of teachers’ behaviors such as setting grades, providing constructive 

feedback and promoting mastery experiences, especially at early grades (Chen et al., 2000; Lent & Brown, 2006; 

Stock & Cervone, 1990). Research suggests that performance-focused interventions show larger expected effects 

on students’ academic achievement than more general counseling services (Richardson et al., 2012). Further, the 

CCSR model aligns well with multidimensional models of students’ school engagement (Appleton, Christenson, 

Kim, & Reschly, 2006; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004), with the three main engagement components 
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behavioral engagement, emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement. Academic behaviors and perseverance 

relate to behavioral engagement, and academic mindsets and learning strategies capture cognitive engagement as 

well as aspects of emotional engagement.  

The first cluster described in the CCSR review, Academic behaviors, comprises behaviors such as going to class, 

doing homework, organizing materials, participating in class, and studying. Academic perseverance (cluster 2; also 

referred to as “grit”) as the second cluster is described as “a student’s tendency to complete school assignments in 

a timely and thorough manner, to the best of one’s ability, despite distractions, obstacles, or level of challenge. (...) 

It is the difference between doing the minimal amount of work to pass a class and putting in long hours to truly 

master course material and excel in one’s studies.” (p. 9). Academic perseverance is conceptualized as a direct 

antecedent to academic behaviors.  Academic mindsets (cluster 3) are described as “the psycho-social attitudes 

and beliefs one has about oneself in relation to academic work” (p. 9) and thereby give rise to academic 

perseverance. Four key academic mindsets highlighted by Farrington et al. (2012) are (1) “I belong in this 

academic community”, (2) “My ability and competence grow with my effort, (3), “I can succeed at this”, and (4) 

“This work has value for me”. Learning strategies (cluster 4) are processes or tactics that help students leverage 

academic behaviors to maximize learning. Four groups of learning strategies distinguished by Farrington et al. 

(2012) are: study skills, metacognitive strategies, self-regulated learning, and goal-setting. Social skills (cluster 5) 

are conceptualized as interpersonal qualities that have mostly indirect effects on academic performance by 

affecting academic behavior, with key social skills being empathy, cooperation, assertion, and responsibility 

(Farrington et al., 2012). Farrington et al. (2012) propose a model “as a simplified framework for conceptualizing 

the primary relationships” (p. 13) for how these five noncognitive factors affect academic performance within a 

classroom context. In their model, academic mindsets build the foundation for the emergence of academic 

perseverance that may result in academic behaviors which, as a next step, lead to academic performance. While 

Harrington’s focus clearly is on noncognitive factors, their model also includes classroom factors and socio-cultural 

context factors that provide a foundation for student learning and may shape noncognitive factors. These factors 

capture the OTL factors previously described on in this section and illustrated in Figure 1.  
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3 Modules Proposed for Future Core Questionnaires  

Based on a review of the research literature, as well as a review of approaches for other large-scale assessments, 

five potential modules, each comprising related constructs, are suggested for future core contextual 

questionnaires. These modules are (1) Socio-Economic Status (SES), (2) Technology Use, (3) School Climate, (4) 

Grit, and (5) Desire for Learning3. Modules may differ in their scope, in terms of the number of questions needed 

on the questionnaire. SES, Technology Use, and School Climate will likely comprise variables at multiple levels (e.g., 

school level, classroom level, and individual level) and, therefore, be represented by questions across all 

respondent groups, while Grit and Desire for Learning are primarily student-level constructs and, therefore, might 

require fewer questions. Table 2 shows how these modules fit in with the overall model of student achievement 

described in the previous section. Some modules capture variables spanning both student and OTL factors. 

Technology use, for instance, includes an ability component (Familiarity with technology), a noncognitive 

component (Attitudes towards technology), and an OTL component (Access to technology). 

Main criteria for selecting these modules were the following: 

(a) Factors captured in each module should have a clear relationship with student achievement. Student 

factors with no clear or low correlations with achievement based on the published research are 

discarded from inclusion. This criterion directly refers to the NAEP statute. Modules with a strong 

research foundation based on several studies (ideally, meta-analyses) and established theoretical 

models will be favored over modules with less research evidence regarding the relationship with 

achievement or modules with a less established theoretical foundation. 

(b) Factors captured in each module should be malleable and actionable in terms of possible interventions 

in an outside the classroom.  

(c) Factors should be amenable for measurement with survey questionnaires. Some of the factors 

summarized above (e.g., social skills, learning strategies) might require other assessment strategies to 

provide meaningful and reliable measures.  

(d) Modules suggested for inclusion in the Core Survey Questionnaires should focus on those student and 

OTL factors that are domain-general, meaning that they are not specific to one of the NAEP subject 

areas but, first, apply equally to all subject area assessments and, second, cannot be measured better as 

part of the subject-specific questionnaires.  

These modules also show high alignment with the modules suggested by the National Assessment Governing 

Board’s first implementation guideline for questions and questionnaires (“Clusters of questions will be developed 

on important topics of continuing interest, such as student motivation and control over the environment, use of 

technology, and out-of school learning, which could be used regularly or rotated across assessment cycles”, 

3 In an earlier presentation of potential modules the term “Need for Cognition” (NFC) was used. We suggest using the more general 
term “Desire for Learning” to replace the previous term as it is less technical and broader than NFC with NFC as one possible facets. 
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National Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p. 2) as well as the “Key Education Indicators” (KEI) suggested by 

Smith and Ginsburg (2013). Technology was suggested as one module and is proposed also in this memo. 

Motivation was suggested as a module and is captured by the two proposed modules of Grit and Desire for 

Learning in this memo. Grit captures predominantly students’ motivation to work hard, apply effort, and self-

regulate their learning. Desire for learning captures intrinsic motives and general learning motivation. Out of 

school activities play a role in several modules, but are primarily covered in the Technology Use module. Out of 

school activities related to specific subject-areas are suggested for inclusion in the subject-specific questionnaires, 

which is in line with current NAEP practices. The Technology and Engineering Literacy (TEL) and Science survey 

questionnaires, for instance, include several questions specifically targeted at learning opportunities and activities 

outside of school. School climate was suggested as one KEI and is captured in this memo.   

Several important noncognitive and OTL factors are not suggested as possible modules for the core questionnaires 

as they can be better measured if questions are contextualized within the subject-area questionnaires. This applies, 

for instance, to self-efficacy, self-concept, confidence, and interest, or to OTL factors such as availability of 

resources for learning and instruction, and curriculum content. Contextual factors specific to a NAEP subject area 

are proposed to be measured via the subject-specific questionnaires, in line with current NAEP practices. Table 2 

lists not only the suggested domain-general modules, but also examples for the domain-specific indicators that are 

considered for future survey questionnaires. For each subject area, an Issues Paper (not part of this document) 

further lays out the contextual variables relevant to each subject area and the subject-specific questionnaires. In 

the following section, the proposed modules will be described in more detail.  
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Table 2 – Overview of integration of suggested modules with achievement model; numbers in parentheses indicate the five 

modules (1: SES, 2: Technology Use, 3: School Climate; 4: Grit; 5: Desire for Learning). 

  Domain-general* 
(Core Questionnaires) 

Domain-specific** 
(Subject Area Questionnaires) 

Foundational 
Skills/Abilities 

 • Familiarity with Technology (2) • Learning Strategies 

Noncognitive 
Student Factors  

 • Grit (4), including: 
o Perseverance 
o Passion for long term goals 
o Effort regulation, self-control, 

Procrastination (-) 
• Desire for Learning (5), including: 

o Need for Cognition 
o Curiosity 
o Openness 

• Attitudes towards Technology (2) 

• Self-Efficacy 
• Self-Concept 
• Confidence 
• Interest 
• Achievement Motivation, 

Grade Goal 
• Locus of Control 

Opportunity to 
Learn (OTL) 

At School: • Access to Technology (2) 
• School Climate (3), including: 

o Physical and emotional Safety 
o Teaching and learning,  
o Interpersonal relationships, 
o Institutional environment 

 

• Resources for Learning and 
Instruction 

• Organization of Instruction 
• Teacher Preparation 

 Outside of 
School: 

• Socio-Economic Status (1), key 
components: 
o Home Possessions (including 

access to technology (2) and 
family academic resources) 

o Parental Education 
o Parental Occupation 

• Out of school educational 
opportunities 

Note. *Basic student background characteristics, such as race/ethnicity are not included in this overview table; 
**This list of domain-specific indicators is not exhaustive; domain-specific contextual factors are described in the 
Issues Papers for each subject area.  

3.1 Socio-Economic Status (Module 1)  

Socio-economic status (SES) is a legislatively mandated reporting category in NAEP and questions about SES have 

been included in all past NAEP survey questionnaires. Along with background variables such as gender, age, and 

race/ethnicity SES-related variables are also among the standard questions and reporting categories in other 

large-scale assessments by OECD and IEA (e.g., PISA, TIMSS). 

SES has been described as an individual’s access to resources for meeting needs (Cowan & Sellman, 2008), the 

social standing or class of an individual or group, or as a gradient that reveals inequities in access to and 

distribution of resources (American Psychological Association, 2007). The first research on SES emerged in the 

1920s when Taussig (1920) analyzed father’s occupational status and observed that students of families with low 

income or low-status jobs demonstrated lower achievement in school. Sims (1927) and Cuff (1934) took a more 
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comprehensive approach using a score card consisting of 23 survey questions including also home possessions 

(e.g., books), rooms in the home, cultural activities, and parents’ educational attainment. Since then multiple 

approaches to SES have been taken, and more complex statistical models were applied (e.g., Ganzeboom et al., 

1992; Hauser & Warren, 1997). Two large meta-analyses of studies published before 1980 (White, 1982) and 

between 1990 and 2000 (Sirin, 2005) consistently demonstrated medium to strong relationships between SES and 

achievement, and further showed that parental educational attainment was the most commonly used measure for 

SES, followed by occupational status and family income. Sirin (2005) suggested six categories to group indicators 

of SES (numbers in parentheses denote the number of studies identified by Sirin): parental educational attainment 

(30 studies), parental occupational status (15 studies), family income (14 studies), free or reduced-price lunch (10 

studies), neighborhood (6 studies), and home resources (4 studies). OECD reports an Index of Economic, Social, and 

Cultural Status (ESCS) in their PISA reports that are based on three main components: the highest parental 

education (indicated as the educational attainment of the parent with the higher educational attainment; classified 

using the ISCED coding), the highest parental occupation (indicated as the occupational status of the parent with 

the higher occupational status; classified using the ISCO coding), and an index of home possessions (derived as a 

composite of approximately 20  items about various wealth possessions, cultural possessions, and home 

educational resources, plus a measure of the total number of books in the home). While different studies have 

taken slightly different approaches to the measurement of SES, a common element across the various definitions 

and measurement approaches for SES is the distinction of the so-called “Big 3” components: education, income, and 

occupation (APA, 2007; Cowan & Sellman, 2008; OECD, 2013). In 2012, NCES created an Expert Panel that 

completed a white paper entitled, Improving the Measurement of Socioeconomic Status for the National Assessment 

of Educational Progress: A Theoretical Foundation.4 Based on a comprehensive review and analysis of the literature 

the NAEP SES Expert Panel (2012) suggested the following consensus definition that is adapted for this memo: 

“SES can be defined broadly as one’s access to financial, social, cultural, and human capital resources. 

Traditionally a student’s SES has included, as components, parental educational attainment, parental 

occupational status, and household or family income, with appropriate adjustment for household or family 

composition. An expanded SES measure could include measures of additional household, neighborhood, 

and school resources.” (p. 14) 

SES indicators can be defined at different levels, with the systems level (e.g., the general wealth of an economy and 

spending on education), school level (e.g., a school’s funding situation and the availability and quality of 

educational resources), and individual level (e.g., home possessions) being three key levels described in the 

literature (e.g., OECD, 2013). An example for another level is neighborhood SES. Studies often compare socio-

economically advantaged with disadvantaged students. OECD considers students socio-economically advantaged if 

their ESCS index falls into the top quartile (i.e., the top 25 percent) in their country or economy, and socio-

4 The SES Expert Panel White Paper is available at 
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pdf/researchcenter/Socioeconomic_Factors.pdf 
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economically disadvantaged if their ESCS falls into the bottom quartile, respectively (OECD, 2013). That is, the 

definition of being advantaged or disadvantaged is, ultimately, relative to a reference population.  

The relationship between SES and student achievement has been well documented in the research literature 

(Bryant, Glazer, Hansen, & Kursch, 1974; Coleman et al., 1966; Cowan & Sellman, 2008; Cuff, 1934; Harwell & 

Holley, 1916; Kieffer, 2012;  LeBeau, 2010; Lynd & Lynd, 1929; Singh, 2013; Sirin, 2005; White, 1982; ). This 

relationship can go in both directions. SES determines students’ opportunity to learn and what skills they acquire, 

and the distribution of skills across the population can have significant implications on the distribution of 

economic and social outcomes within societies (OECD, 2013). Data from OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC), for 

instance, shows that individuals with literacy scores on the highest level are “almost three times as likely to enjoy 

higher wages than those scoring at the lowest levels, and those with low literacy skills are also more than twice as 

likely to be unemployed” (OECD, 2013, p. 26). Recursive models and more complex path models have been 

proposed to explain the observed relationships with achievement based on additional variables such as personal 

aspirations, peer effects, cultural and social capital, and variables concerning home academic climate and 

cognitively challenging home environments (e.g., Blau & Duncan, 1967; Reynolds & Walberg, 1992; Spaeth, 1976; 

Levin & Belfield, 2002; Coleman, 1988). 

The availability of SES as a contextual variable enables researchers and policy makers to study educational equity 

and fairness issues, making the existence of a reliable and valid SES measure an important indicator that can help 

monitoring achievement gaps. PISA 2012 results indicate that socio-economic status strongly relates to 

achievement (“Socio-economically advantaged students and school tend to outscore their disadvantaged peers by 

larger margins than between any other two groups of students”, OECD, 2012, p. 34). At the same time, the socio-

economic gradient (defined as the relationship between SES and performance, OECD, 2013) can be altered by 

policies targeted at increasing educational equity. PISA results show, for instance, that increasing educational 

equity goes along with increased achievement overall in a majority of countries (OECD, 2013). SES further is an 

important covariate with achievement to examine the effects of other variables, and as a matching variable in 

educational intervention studies. (NAEP SES Expert Panel, 2012). 

Current NAEP practice is to measure SES through a set of proxy variables that only partly capture the “Big 3” 

components. Out of the three main components of SES, education, occupation, and income, NAEP currently 

assesses parental education (based on student reported data) and household income via several proxy variables 

including books in the home, household possessions (both student reported), and school reported eligibility for the 

National School Lunch Program (NSLP; 2008), as well as Title 1 status. For reporting purposes, all of these are 

treated as individual variables, rather than as a composite index similar to the index of economic, social, and 

cultural status (ESCS) that is reported by OECD based on PISA. 

After reviewing the current SES indicators used in NAEP, the NAEP SES Expert Panel (2012) concluded with four 

key recommendations for future SES developments in NAEP:  First, developing a core SES measure based on the 

“Big 3” indicators (family income, parental educational attainment, and parental occupational status), second, 
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considering development of an expanded SES measure, which could include neighborhood and school SES 

variables; third, focusing on SES composite measures rather than relying on single proxy measures; and forth, 

exploring possibilities of using  data from the U.S. Census Bureau, such as the American Community Survey (ACS), 

to link to NAEP. Similar suggestions had been made earlier, particularly to create a composite measure rather than 

relying on single proxy measures (Barton, 2003), and to use data linked from other sources, such as the U.S.Census 

to provide more accurate data on income, parental educational attainment, and parental occupation (Hauser & 

Andrew, 2007). 

At the current stage of item development for the 2017 technology-based core survey questionnaires, main 

considerations for future development are the design of parental occupation questions and a possible update of 

existing questions on both household income and education. In this context, we are pursuing a potential link 

between NAEP and Census that will allow us to obtain SES-related information without increasing student burden. 

A special study will be conducted in 2015 to link NAEP with the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS) for 

grade 4 students. A short supplemental questionnaire will be administered to all ECLS students, including new 

questions on parental education and parental occupation. Furthermore, re-evaluating the validity of the NSLP 

measure and some of the key traditional SES questions, such as the number of books in the home, is a priority for 

future development. Particularly the availability of digital technologies has changed the use of physical books and 

created new alternative indicators of wealth. 

With the 2017 Core Survey Questionnaires we attempt to present a SES composite index that captures the “big 3” 

components of SES and adds value to OECD’s ESCS index by improving the validity of the parental education and 

occupation measures and, if feasible, combine student reported data with other data sources in creating the index. 

These plans directly address the National Assessment Governing Board’s implementation guideline that, “The 

development and use of improved measures of socio-economic status (SES) will be accelerated, including further 

exploration of an SES index for NAEP reporting” (National Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p. 3). 

In addition, we attempt to further explore creation of an extended SES measure that might also include 

psychological variables (such as, coping mechanisms, perceptions of the environment; see also, SES Expert Panel, 

2012) and potentially a subjective SES measure.  In doing so we respond to the NAEP SES Expert Panel’s 

recommendation that, “psychological variables and some subjective measures of SES may be useful contextual and 

potentially explanatory variables that could help interpret NAEP scores.” (NAEP SES Expert Panel, 2012, p. 17). 

Such an extension would correspond to an SES model with an emphasis on social gradients and individuals’ 

positions relative to others that was described by the American Psychological Association Task Force on 

Socioeconomic Status as a potential alternative to the traditional materialist SES model (APA, 2007a). 

3.2 Technology Use (Module 2) 

Over the next few years, NAEP will fully transition from paper-and-pencil assessments to technology-based 

assessments (TBAs). This represents not only a change in administration format, but also signals the introduction 
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of potentially new and expansive content in the subject area assessments that reflect the way students are being 

prepared for post-secondary technology-rich environments. Teaching and learning in and outside of the classroom 

increasingly involve using a variety of digital technologies, such as internet resources, laptops, tablets, and smart 

phones.  

As all NAEP assessments move to technology-based delivery, discerning to what extent students have access to 

digital technology, are familiar with it, and whether students have positive attitudes regarding the use of 

technology for learning, is especially important. Thus far, two NAEP assessments, namely the 2011 Writing 

assessment and the 2014 TEL assessment have been administered via computers. When one examines the 

contextual variables from these assessments that were designed to measure previous access and exposure to 

computers, there is only a single contextual item measuring computer access that is common to both assessments – 

“Is there a computer in your home?” There are no common items that measure familiarity with computers or other 

relevant technologies across the assessments. With this suggested module, the intent is to develop a set of 

indicators that help evaluate and monitor over time how prepared students are, in a narrow sense, to take a 

technology-based assessment and, more generally, to deal with digital technologies in their everyday life, both at 

school and outside of school. Self-efficacy regarding major use cases of computer software in and outside the 

classroom, as well as keyboarding skills, will be considered as part of this module as well.  

The literature shows that access to technology at school and outside of school is linked to student achievement 

(Clements, 1999; Clements and Sarama, 2003; Salerno, 1995). For example, studies find that access to technology 

in the home is linked with improved achievement in mathematics and reading (Espinosa, Laffrey, Whittaker, & 

Sheng, 2006; Hess & McGarvey, 1987), as well as other achievement indicators such as graduating from high school 

(Fairlie, 2005). Specifically, Fairlie (2005) found that children who had access to a computer at home were more 

likely to graduate from high school. Researchers also find that access to the technology at school is positively 

related to achievement, that is students who have access to technology at school tend to demonstrate higher levels 

of achievement (Lowther, Ross, & Morrison, 2003; Mackinnon & Vibert, 2002; Siegle & Foster, 2001). Interestingly, 

Lowther et al. (2003) also found that in addition to general access to technology, student achievement is also 

influenced by whether students have their own laptop or have to share a computer with other classmates. 

Specifically, these authors found that students, who had access to their own laptop in the classroom, were more 

likely to have higher Problem-Solving, Science, and Writing scores than students who had access to shared 

classroom computers. One encouraging finding shows that at-risk students attending a school where a 1:1 laptop 

program is implemented (i.e., one laptop is provided to each student) demonstrate the highest gains in Writing 

(Zheng, Warschauer, Farkas, 2013).  

While access to technology does have several educational implications, most notably on student achievement, the 

literature also shows that familiarity with technology (i.e., knowing how to access and search the Internet, use 

functions in Word, Excel, etc.) is crucial to student academic success (Cuban, Kirkpatrick, & Peck, 2001) and shapes 

students attitudes about technology (Peck, Cuban, & Kirkpatrick, 2002). Familiarity with technology, often referred 
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to as computer literacy, technology literacy, or information and communications (ICT) literacy (i.e., knowledge 

about computers and other related technology), encompasses a wide range of skills from basic knowledge/skills 

such as starting a computer, opening software programs (e.g., Word or Excel) or opening a web browser (e.g., 

Internet Explorer) to more advanced skills such as advanced programming.  

OECD conceptualizes ICT literacy as the “availability and use of information and communications technology (ICT), 

including where ICT is mostly used, as well as on the students’ ability to carry out computer tasks and their 

attitudes towards computer use” (OECD, 2009). ICT literacy is considered within the context of the home and at 

school, for example, the 2009 ICT questionnaire included items related to devices available to students, activities, 

or tasks that students complete (e.g., home: “Download music, films, games or software from the Internet”; school: 

“Post your work on the school’s website”). In PISA, the importance of ICT literacy for learning and instruction is 

reflected by a special questionnaire for students that is administered in addition to the regular student 

questionnaire in a growing number of countries (45 countries in 2009). The optional ICT questionnaire includes 

socio-economic factors (e.g., access to technology devices at home and technology equipment at school), familiarity 

with specific tasks (e.g., using a spreadsheet or creating a presentation), and attitudes towards computers (e.g., “it 

is very important to me to work with a computer”) (OECD, 2009). Students who were more confident in their 

ability to perform routine ICT tasks (e.g., open a file or save a file) and Internet tasks (e.g., browse the internet or 

use email) also tended to demonstrate higher levels of mathematics and reading proficiency (OECD, 2003; 2010). 

PISA also includes questions in the school principal questionnaire asking about the availability of computers in 

schools and whether principles experience a shortage in computers that might negatively impact instruction in 

their school (OECD, 2010). 

In line with these results, other studies such as Cuban et al. (2001) and Peck et al. (2002) found that increased 

technology literacy is positively associated with several non-cognitive factors such as self-confidence and 

motivation to excel in school. Similarly, another study found that students who have access to and use technology 

also report higher participation rates in class, more interest in learning, and greater motivation to do well in class 

(Trimmel & Bachmann, 2004). In addition, students also believe that the use of laptops, and technology in general, 

positively affects their study habits and general academic learning (Demb, Erickson, & Hawkins-Wilding, 2004).  

3.3  “School Climate” (Module 3) 

School climate is a concept that captures a variety of experiences from the learning environment. It is best thought 

of as a multidimensional construct. School climate refers to the quality and character of school life. It sets the tone 

for all the learning and teaching done in the school environment (National School Climate Center, 2013) and 

thereby also represents an important opportunity to learn factor. School climate not only sets the tone for learning 

and teaching in the school, but may also relate to student subjective well being (defined as “people’s experiences of 

their lives as desirable”, Diener and William, 2006, p. 28) and happiness at school. The Gallup Student Poll, for 

instance, includes a set of questions addressing student well-being. Several studies demonstrated the strong 
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impact that a student’s well-being and sense of belonging in a school or classroom can have on achievement 

(Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, & Schaps, 1995; Cohen & Garcia, 2008; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Goodenow, 

1992; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Solomon, Watson, Battistich, Schaps, 

& Delucchi; 1996; Wentzel & Asher, 1995; Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997). Particularly the feeling of being part of a 

school or classroom community can have considerable psychological benefits for students and makes them more 

likely to engage in productive academic behaviors. School climate can have impact on students’ academic mindsets 

and thereby, indirectly, impact academic perseverance and behaviors (Farrington et al., 2012). 

The literature suggests some common areas to address with any school climate measure (e.g. Clifford, Menon, 

Condon, and Hornung, 2012; Cohen et al. 2013; Haggerty, Elgin, and Woodley, 2010; Voight and Hanson, 2012). 

One of the latest reviews by Cohen et al. (2013) identifies four areas of focus: safety (emotional and physical), 

teaching and learning, interpersonal relationships, and the institutional environment. The various sub-dimensions 

for these four areas are discussed below.  

Safety includes the sub-dimensions of rules and norms, sense of physical security, and sense of social-emotional 

support. Rules and norms are measured by indicators of how clearly rules about physical violence, verbal abuse, 

harassment, and teasing are communicated and enforced (e.g., “Rules in this school are made clear to students”). 

Sense of physical security refers to a sense that students and adults feel safe from physical harm in the school (e.g. 

“Students feel safe in this school”). Sense of social-emotional security is measured by indicators of students who 

feeling safe from verbal abuse, teasing, and exclusion (e.g. “Students left me out of things to make me feel badly”). 

The contextual questionnaires in TIMSS and PIRLS, for instance, include a scale that captures whether students feel 

that they are bullied at school. 

Teaching and learning includes the sub-dimensions of support for learning, and social and civic learning. Support 

for learning includes indicators of several different types of teaching practices that provide varied opportunities 

for learning, encourage students to take risks, offer constructive feedback, and foster an atmosphere conducive to 

academic challenge (e.g.  “My teachers will always listen to students' ideas”). Social and civic learning is measured 

by indicators of civic knowledge, skills, and dispositions such as effective listening, conflict resolution, and ethical 

decision making (e.g. “I can always find a way to help people end arguments”). 

Interpersonal relationships include the sub-dimensions of respect for diversity, social support from adults, and 

social support among students. Respect for diversity is measured by indicators of mutual respect for individual 

differences at all levels of the school (e.g. “Students respect those of other races”).  Social support from adults is 

measured by indicators of supportive relationships between adults and students, high expectations for student 

success, willingness to listen to students, and personal concern for students (e.g. “Adults who work in this school 

care about students”). Social support among students refers to the level of peer relationship or friendship between 

students (e.g. “Students are friendly with each other”). 
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Institutional environment includes the sub-dimensions of school connectedness or engagement and physical 

surroundings. School connectedness or engagement refers to whether the students positively identify with the 

school and the norms for broad participation in school life (e.g. “I am happy to be at this school”). The physical 

surroundings sub-dimension refers to how appealing the schools facilities are and whether the school has 

adequate resources and materials (e.g. “This school has clean and well–maintained facilities and property.”) 

A great deal of research on school climate has been conducted in the United States at the national level. The School 

Climate Surveys (SCLS) will pilot new questionnaires with middle and high schools in 2015. Longitudinal surveys 

(such as the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, ECLS-K) include measures of school climate on their student, 

teacher, and school administrator survey instruments. State-wide surveys are also common. States such as Alaska, 

California and Delaware have undertaken item development efforts to develop their own surveys of school climate 

(American Institutes of Research, 2011; Bear & Yang, 2011; Hanson, 2011). The PISA student questionnaire 

includes several measures of school climate, such as Student-Teacher-Relations, Sense of Belonging, and Disciplinary 

Climate that have been consistently used in the survey since 2000. PIRLS and TIMSS report several indices related 

to school climate as well (e.g., Students Bullied at School Scale; School Discipline and Safety Scale). Finally, there are 

nonprofit organizations such as the National School Climate Center (http://www.schoolclimate.org) and the Center 

for the Study of School Climate (http://www.schoolclimatesurvey.com) that assists schools with assessing school 

climate and developing strategies for improving it at their school. Item development for the proposed school 

climate module will consider using existing questions from other surveys where appropriate to further strengthen 

the linkage between NAEP and other large-scale assessments and surveys, as called for in the National Assessment 

Governing Board’s implementation guidelines for future survey questionnaires (“NAEP will include background 

questions from international assessments, such as PISA and TIMSS, to obtain direct comparison of states and TUDA 

districts to educational practices in other countries”, National Assessment Governing Board, 2012, p.3). 

Research has shown a relationship between several of the sub-dimensions of school climate and student 

achievement. Information on school-level factors which help improve schools, and thereby also positively affect 

student learning, is of high policy relevance. A positive school climate creates an environment that is conducive to 

student learning and achievement. School climate has been proven to show an increase in a student’s motivation to 

learn (Eccles et al., 1993). It has also been shown to moderate the impact of socioeconomic context on academic 

success (Astor, Benebnisty, and Estrada, 2009).  

There has been research showing that each of the sub-dimensions of school climate effect student achievement. In 

the area of safety, schools without supportive norms, structures, and relationships are more likely to experience 

violence and victimization which is often associated with reduced academic achievement (Astor, Guerra, and Van 

Acker, 2010). The relationships that a student encounters at all levels in school also have an effect on student 

achievement. Students’ perceptions of teacher-student support and student-student support are positively 

associated with GPA (Jia et al., 2009). The student-teacher relationship even very early on in school, such as 

kindergarten, portends future academic success (Hamre and Pianta, 2001). Positive perceptions of the racial 
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climate in a school are also associated with higher student achievement while negative racial climate can 

negatively influence college preparation (Griffin and Allen, 2006).  

Perhaps some of the strongest predictors of achievement related to school climate refer to the teaching and 

learning practices in a school. Several correlational studies have shown a positive relationship between school 

climate in this area and academic achievement in elementary (Sterbinksky, Ross, and Redfield, 2006), middle 

school (Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, and Dumas, 2003), and high school (Stewart, 2008). Research shows that 

positive school climate not only contributes to immediate student achievement, but endures for years (Hoy, 

Hannum, and Tschannen-Moran, 1998). Specific types of social and civic learning practices have been shown to be 

related to higher achievement. For example, evidence-based character education programs are associated with 

higher achievement scores for elementary students. One meta-analysis of 700 positive youth development, social 

emotional learning, and character education programs found that socio-emotional learning led to a gain of 11-17 

percentile points in achievement (Payton et al., 2008). There is also research suggesting that the institutional 

environment is related to achievement. School connectedness or engagement has been shown to be predictive of 

academic outcomes (Ruus, 2007).  

A school climate measure for NAEP should take into account the various major focus areas and sub-dimensions 

reviewed above. A selection of the most important sub-dimensions to focus on in future NAEP contextual 

questionnaires seems important. Also, different respondent groups might be more appropriate for the 

measurement of different sub-dimensions. 

3.4 “Grit” (Module 4) 

One key finding from the research literature reviewed in the previous section is that academic perseverance is one 

of the strongest predictors of achievement. This module focuses not only on academic perseverance but combines 

perseverance with other, related factors that are comprised under the factor “Grit”. Grit is defined as perseverance 

and passion for long-term goals (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly, 2007). Grit can contribute to 

understanding student achievement beyond variables related to SES and other OTL factors. It is related to 

conscientiousness, defined as the degree to which a person is hard working, dependable, and detail oriented (Berry 

et al., 2007), but focuses on its facets perseverance, industriousness, self-control, and procrastination (negatively), 

which are among the facets that are strongest related to achievement (e.g., Barrick, Stewart and Piotrowski, 2002). 

Students’ persistence even on difficult tasks (perseverance, e.g., not to put off difficult problems, not to give up 

easily), general work ethics (industriousness, e.g., prepare for class, work consistently throughout the school year), 

and low level of procrastination are not only among the strongest non-cognitive predictors of GPA (Richardson et 

al., 2012), but are also important predictors of success in higher education and the workforce in general (e.g., 

Heckman, Stixrud & Urzua, 2006; Lindqvist & Vestman, 2011; Poropat, 2009; Roberts et al., 2007). Meta-analyses 

(e.g., Poropat, 2009) have shown that perseverance and related person characteristics predict educational success 

to a comparable degree as cognitive ability measures. In other words, a prediction of a person’s educational 
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outcomes, such as GPA, based on a score reflecting the person’s level of perseverance is about as accurate as a 

prediction of the same outcome based on a person’s IQ.  

Grit goes beyond what is captured with these conscientiousness facets by including the capacity to sustain both the 

effort and interest in projects that take months or even longer to complete. Grit is a noncognitive factor that may 

explain why some individuals accomplish more than others of equal intellectual ability. Early psychologists 

recognized that there are certain factors that influence how individuals utilize their abilities. William James 

suggested that psychologists should study both the different types of human abilities and the means by which 

individuals utilize these abilities (James, 1907). Galton studied the biographical information of a number of 

eminent individuals and concluded that high achievers had “ability combined with zeal and with capacity for hard 

labor” (Galton, 1892). There are also more recent examples in modern psychology that demonstrate renewed 

interest in the trait of perseverance (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). Howe (1999) studied the biographical details 

of geniuses such as Einstein and Darwin and concluded that perseverance must be as important as intelligence in 

predicting achievement. Similarly, Ericsson and Charness (1994) found that in chess, sports, music, and the visual 

arts, dedicated or deliberate practice was an important predictor of individual differences between individuals. 

Interestingly, these same studies show that grit predicts achievement over and beyond the contribution of 

intelligence.  

Grit is related to some of the Big Five personality traits. In particular, it shares some commonality with the trait of 

conscientiousness. In contrast to conscientiousness, however, grit focuses on long-term endurance. Grit may also 

be similar in certain aspects to an individual’s “need for achievement” (McClelland, 1961). Need for achievement 

considers an individual’s ability to complete manageable goals that provide immediate feedback on performance. 

While the idea of working towards a goal may be similar between need for achievement and grit, individuals high 

in grit are more likely to set long-term goals and continue to pursue these goals even without any positive 

feedback. 

Grit has been measured in different settings. It has been measured with both children and adults, and there are 

similar measuring instruments available for both children and adults. The questionnaire has been administered on 

both the Web and by pencil and paper. A series of studies that have been used to validate the measure were 

conducted on a variety of populations (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly, 2007; Duckworth and Quinn, 

2009). These include visitors to a website providing free information about psychological research, undergraduate 

students majoring in psychology, incoming United States Army cadets, and children age 7-15 years old 

participating in a national spelling bee. Grit is highly relevant to NAEP as a noncognitive factor that explains 

individual differences in achievement. Students higher in grit may develop different study habits that allow them to 

use more of their intellectual ability than other students with similar levels of intelligence. Duckworth, Peterson, 

Matthews, and Kelly (2007) have provided some evidence in this direction. When SAT scores were held constant, 

grit was shown to have roughly the same association to GPA as SAT scores. These findings suggest that what 

student’s may lack in general cognitive ability, as reflected in traditional test scores, be able to be made up in 
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“grittiness”.  They have also found that children higher in grit were more likely to advance to higher rounds in a 

national spelling bee than children who were lower in grit. Furthermore, this relationship was mediated by the 

number of hours that the children practiced on the weekend—that is, children higher in grit seem to be more likely 

to spend time practicing on weekends, which leads to better achievement in the spelling bee. Other studies have 

shown that undergraduate students higher in grit have higher GPAs than students lower in grit (Duckworth, 

Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly, 2007). This was true even though grit was associated with lower SAT scores. In 

addition, U.S. military cadets who are higher in grit have been shown to be less likely to drop out than cadets who 

are lower in grit (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly, 2007). This relationship holds even after controlling 

for other factors such as Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores (as mentioned earlier), high school rank, and Big 

Five personality characteristics.  

  

3.5 “Desire for Learning” (Module 5) 

Desire for Learning is proposed as a second main domain-general noncognitive student factor that adds to Grit in 

that need for cognition assesses whether individuals see learning as an opportunity and approach learning 

situations at school and outside of school with an academic mindset that helps them apply effort, persevere, and 

refrain from procrastination attempts. As highlighted in the overview section of this paper, grit and academic 

perseverance are key factors to student achievement in the classroom. At the same time, the research suggests that 

“an isolated focus on academic perseverance as a thing unto itself may well distract reformers from attending to 

student mindsets and the development of learning strategies that appear to be crucial to supporting students’ 

academic perseverance.”(Farrington et al., 2012, p. 27). We therefore suggest including “Desire for Learning” as an 

additional module that will provide policy relevant data on students’ mindset in terms of their need for cognition, 

curiosity, and intrinsic motivation to learn and grow further. Desire for learning plays an essential role in order to 

teach students to become truly engaged learners, as highlighted by the authors of the CCSR review on noncognitive 

factors:  “Teaching adolescents to become learners requires more than improving test scores; it means 

transforming classrooms into places alive with ideas that engage students’ natural curiosity and desire to learn in 

preparation for college, career, and meaningful adult lives. This requires schools to build not only students’ skills 

and knowledge but also their sense of what is possible for themselves, as they develop the strategies, behaviors, 

and attitudes that allow them to bring their aspirations to fruition.” (p. 77). Desire for learning relates to cognitive 

engagement in the multidimensional model of school engagement described earlier on in this memo, particularly 

students’ motivation to learn, intrinsic motivation, and task valuing in school (Ames, 1992; see also Eccles et al, 

1993: subjective value of learning scale), and mastery goal orientations (Wentzel, 1998).  

A main theoretical basis for the relevance of desire for learning comes from research on so-called “Need for 

Cognition”. Drawing on earlier work in social psychology, particularly the work of Cohen (e.g, Cohen, 1957), 

Cacioppo and Petty (1982) described the need for cognition construct (that is, “the tendency for an individual to 

engage in and enjoy thinking,” p. 116), and introduced a scale to measure it, and presented evidence for the scale’s 
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validity. For example, their first study showed that university faculty had higher scores on the need for cognition 

than assembly line workers did. A review of work in the ensuing 12 years (Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, and Jarvis, 

1996) found that the construct had been examined in more than 100 empirical studies; work on the need for 

cognition has continued to the present day. The original scale for measuring need for cognition included 34 items, 

but Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao (1984) introduced a shorter version with 18 items that appeared just a reliable as the 

original.   

More than 30 studies have examined reliability of scale scores, most of them using Cronbach’s alpha; these studies 

generally find that the scale has high reliability. Numerous studies have also examined the factorial structure of the 

original or short forms of the need for cognition scale; most of them find a single dominant factor, with a few 

exceptions. For example, Tanaka, Panter, and Winborne (1988) argue for three dimensions—cognitive persistence, 

cognitive confidence, and cognitive complexity. Generally, researchers have treated the need for cognition as a one-

dimensional construct. Those who are high on need for cognition enjoy effortful cognitive endeavors and engage in 

them; those who are low on need for cognition do not enjoy such endeavors and try to avoid them. 

The need for cognition scale has been translated into several languages (including German, Dutch, and Turkish) 

and has been administered in a variety of settings. The original items were designed for self-administration. 

Respondents are presented with 18 or 34 statements (“Thinking is not my idea of fun”) and are asked to rate each 

statement on a five-point scale, ranging from “extremely uncharacteristic” to “extremely characteristic”. The items 

are balanced in the sense that half of the statements indicate the presence of the need for cognition and half 

indicate the lack of it. 

A few studies have included the need for cognition items in large-scale mail surveys (Verplanken, 1989, 1991, 

reports their use in a mail survey in the Netherlands), and the items would seem to lend themselves to 

computerized administration (such as a web survey).  The vast majority of studies using the scale have 

administered it to undergraduates. The only studies we have found that have used the items with respondents in 

the age range of the NAEP participants were conducted in Germany (Bertrams and Dickhäuser, 2009; Preckel, 

Holling, and Vock, 2014). Some of the items in the English version could exceed the vocabulary of the typical fourth 

grader. Thus, a version of the scale might need to be developed for use with the NAEP student samples. 

Several studies show that desire for learning/need for cognition is related to achievement in school (e.g., Bertrams 

and Dickhäuser, 2009; Preckel, Holling, and Vock, 2006; see also Petty and Jarvis, 1996) and one of the stronger 

predictors of GPA based on meta-analytical data (Richardson et al., 2012).  There are several pathways that could 

account for the link between desire for learning/need for cognition and academic success.  Need for cognition 

reflects willingness to expend cognitive effort and this is clearly a prerequisite for mastering difficult material.  In 

addition, persons with higher desire for learning engage in more effortful cognitive processing and seek out 

information more than their counterparts who are low in desire for learning/need for cognition (Cacioppo et al., 

1996).  Finally, those high on need for cognition also have higher intrinsic motivation to perform challenging 
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cognitive tasks (Cacioppo et al., 1996).  Whatever the exact causal path, need for cognition does seem to predict 

academic achievement, whether measured by GPA or standardized test scores.  

Desire for Learning also captures aspects of Openness, reflecting people’s willingness to make adjustments to 

existing attitudes and behaviors once they have been exposed to new ideas or situations (Flynn, 2005). PISA 2012 

includes a 4-item openness for problem solving scale (e.g., “I like to solve complex problems”) that shows some 

conceptual overlap with the Need for Cognition (NFC) scales described above. Correlations of the scale with 

achievement are among the largest across all noncognitive indices included in the PISA questionnaires based on 

PISA 2012 data. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE 
 NATIONAL ASSESSMENT GOVERNING BOARD’S  

2014 STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS PLAN 
 

Discussion Draft for Reporting and Dissemination Committee 
May 16, 2014 

 
In 2014 and beyond, the National Assessment Governing Board seeks to focus its 
communication efforts strategically and cost effectively to “Make Data Matter” for various target 
audiences. The Board is well-positioned to increase the impact of its outreach, but it must 
prioritize its audiences and identify its objectives for each, while integrating innovative strategies 
to elevate the Board’s work—and NAEP—as a thought leader in education.  
 
Reingold proposes three goals the Board can pursue to amplify its outreach efforts.  
 

I. Make a Connection With Target Audiences 
II. Engage Audiences Between Report Card Releases  

III. Maximize Impact Through Innovation 
 
Reingold’s assumption in developing strategic priorities for the Board is that reporting and 
dissemination activities must support a vision to make an impact in education through 
engagement with NAEP that will enable the use, discussion, and sharing of NAEP data and 
information. A time-phased action plan, including specific tactics and metrics, will be 
developed with Governing Board staff on the Board’s approval of this draft strategic 
communications plan as well as the identification of priority audiences and the calls to action for 
each. It is important to remember that messages and calls to action are intended to move the 
Board’s priority audiences along an engagement continuum, from awareness and education to 
trial, buy-in, and, ultimately, advocacy.  
 
But creating the right messages is only the beginning. It is critical to know which information to 
deliver first, which should follow, and who are the most credible messengers. We will lay out a 
cohesive, practical, comprehensive roadmap for reaching target audiences that identifies how to 
take advantage of existing opportunities, what new strategies to develop, and optimal methods of 
dissemination. The action plan will include a variety of opportunities to connect with each target 
audience to maximize the reach and frequency of each message. 
 
To illustrate the strategies identified above, below we discuss what the execution of each one 
could involve for the parent audience. 
 
I. Make a Connection With Target Audiences 
 
The goal is personal and powerful: “Communicate the Value of NAEP.” This means going 
beyond the distribution of NAEP data to highlighting, developing, and sharing relevant 
messages, content, stories, and calls to action for key audiences. Communicating the “So what?” 
and “Why should we care?” can help the Board move beyond the scores and headlines to clarify 
the value of NAEP and its important role as an indicator of student achievement. 
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 Develop key messages and calls to action for priority audiences. The Governing 
Board’s audience is widely diverse—in their knowledge of and experience with NAEP, 
in their intended uses and consumption of data and information, and in their 
communications networks, favored channels, and approaches. With these differences in 
mind, it is imperative that the Governing Board identify priority audiences and tailor 
messages for each one to inspire deeper engagement with NAEP data. Instead of a one-
size-fits-all approach, we will define and continually test and adjust the messages that are 
the most relevant to each audience. 

 
Example of the strategy in action: Include the tailored messages and calls to action on 
the website’s “Information For” parent pages. The parent landing page could have calls to 
action including “Learn about NAEP,” “Download NAEP resources,” or “Test yourself 
on NAEP questions.” A one-pager featuring important aspects of NAEP and the Board, 
emphasizing useful and relevant resources can also be an important tool. 

 
Impact metrics: The number of downloads of materials such as a PowerPoint or 
frequently asked questions PDF; number of clicks on links for calls to action (e.g., “Test 
yourself on NAEP questions”).  
 

 Expand communications beyond reporting on the scores. We need to get beyond the 
typical report presentations of the data and find meaningful ways to elevate the data (and 
their implications) through materials, messaging, and outreach activities. We will identify 
and highlight hidden gems of NAEP data, connecting the dots between data and practice 
and leveraging resources to reach specific audiences to deliver important messages in a 
meaningful and memorable way.  

 
Example of the strategy in action: Develop a parent leader discussion guide to assist 
parent leaders in using NAEP and other assessment data in their conversations with 
school administrators about improving student achievement for all children.  

 
Impact metrics: The number of guides distributed at stakeholder conferences or 
downloaded from the website; number of groups posting the guide on their websites; 
parent-submitted testimonials and feedback on using the guide to speak with school and 
district leaders. 

 
 Tell the NAEP story through user testimonials. NAEP data become more impactful 

when stakeholders learn how others use the data to fulfill their missions and advance their 
educational goals. We will collect and disseminate real-life testimonials from a variety of 
audiences to become the author of the NAEP story.  

 
Example of the strategy in action: Partner with National PTA to solicit testimonials from 
parents about how they use NAEP and other assessment data, and then promote the 
testimonials through the Board’s and PTA’s online networks. These testimonials and 
other NAEP information could also be featured on the websites of other national 
education groups, encouraging parents to learn about different assessments their children 
might take and how the data can be used. 
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Impact metrics: The number of NAEP user testimonials received; number of testimonial 
views online; number of social media shares and engagement; quality of the engagements 
and comments about parents using data. 

 
II. Engage Audiences Between Report Card Releases 
 
The goal is ongoing and impactful: “Continual Engagement.” This means building tangible 
connections—outside of report card release events—between NAEP and its stakeholders, and 
equipping them with the insight, information, and tools to make a difference in educational 
quality and student achievement.  An overarching goal should be building and sustaining 
relationships with key groups serving the priority audiences the Board ultimately chooses, 
creating trusted partners who can be part of the Board’s outreach responsibilities. 
 
 Expand the report card release life cycle. There is great opportunity for the Governing 

Board to enliven data and engage target audiences by taking a comprehensive, 
reimagined view of releasing and reporting on NAEP results that goes beyond the one-
day release event. The entire life cycle of an assessment—from developing the 
framework to fielding assessments to disseminating results—offers content and 
commentary that, if shared more strategically, will powerfully support the NAEP brand 
and use of NAEP by target audiences. The Board can both enhance the report card 
releases and extend the life cycle to make meaningful connections with target audiences 
by developing pre- and post-release content, and recording and sharing video or audio 
that tease out and illuminate NAEP data. 
 
Example of the strategy in action: For each report card release, develop a highlight reel 
with panelist quotes, select data points, and facts on any contextual variables to send to 
parent stakeholder groups to distribute to their networks and on the Web. 
 
Impact metrics: The numbers of video views and shares; number of groups posting the 
video; quality of comments and conversations under the video; feedback from 
stakeholder groups about the impact of the video and parent engagement with the content.  

 
 Leverage partnerships with stakeholder organizations. As a trusted messenger of 

information to key audiences, the Governing Board needs to mobilize its existing 
networks, engaging stakeholder groups to share and shape future outreach. We will work 
to identify large organizations to be “amplifiers” of our message, reaching a significant 
number of members deemed a key audience that the Board cannot reach by itself. Groups 
like this could include National PTA and Council of Great City Schools. We will also 
help the Board identify key partnership opportunities for its priority audiences and 
develop specific recommendations for engagement, to put their distinct capabilities to 
work in promoting NAEP and extending the Governing Board’s reach. For example, we 
could keep working with the Alliance for Excellent Education to produce and promote 
post-release webinars, provide data infographics to the National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics, and partner with the National Council of La Raza in sponsoring Facebook 
chats in addition to consistently pursuing new opportunities with key stakeholder 
organizations.  
 
Example of the strategy in action: Partner with NBC News’ Education Nation and 
Pearson on their Parent Toolkit (www.parenttoolkit.com), including NAEP materials, 
graphics, and downloadable resources on the website that position the Governing Board 
as an authoritative source of information on student assessment data. Additionally, tap 
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into the conference cycles of leading groups and try to find ways to position NAEP as a 
central aspect to agendas and presentations. 

 
Impact metrics: The number of clicks on the NAEP content; number of downloads of 
NAEP materials; volume of referral traffic from the Parent Toolkit site back to the 
Governing Board’s website; Education Nation engagement that identifies stories of the 
Toolkit in action.   

 
 Equip, empower, and display thought leadership. The Governing Board and National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) are well-positioned as thought leaders among 
researchers and policymakers but could expand their influence with other audiences, such 
as parents and education practitioners. Governing Board members and staff should be 
seen by media representatives and stakeholders as valued spokespeople on educational 
assessment and achievement, including specific topics such as computerized assessments, 
achievement gap trends, 12th-grade academic preparedness, and the importance of 
technology, engineering, and literacy. The Board can also continually secure speaking 
engagements at a variety of events such as the International Reading Association’s annual 
conference or local PTA chapter meetings, or pitch quotes for inclusion in news articles 
and op-eds on relevant topics.  
 
Example of the strategy in action: Develop and pitch op-eds that connect NAEP data 
with important year-round education events, emphasizing the role parents can play in 
raising student achievement. During Black History Month, pitch a piece to HuffPost 
Parents that spotlights achievement gap success stories, or pitch a piece about technology 
and engineering skill-building beyond the classroom to Sacramento Parent magazine.  
 
Impact metrics: The numbers of op-ed placements, shares, and comments; quality of user 
engagements and comments; number of follow-up questions from readers; number of 
new emails collected (from a “Subscribe to the Governing Board” call to action). 

 
III. Maximize Impact Through Innovation 
 
The goal is proactive and cutting-edge: “Lead the Way.” This means reaching and making 
meaningful connections with priority audiences, customizing events, fostering and driving online 
conversations, and creating tech-savvy materials with compelling content.  Possible activities 
will also ensure to leverage resources—including videos, audio, and materials—already created 
by the Board or NCES to be more efficient and cost-effective. 
 
 Customize release event formats. Report cards are not one-size-fits-all; innovative 

release event strategies are needed to achieve the specific goals of each release. Each 
release event strategy should have distinct goals, audiences, messages, materials, 
strategies, and tactics to Make Data Matter. The Governing Board has expanded the 
report card release event structure from physical events for every release to include 
webinars and live-streaming during events, a post-release social media Facebook chat, 
and an online town hall event. We will continue to refine this approach to customizing 
every release.  
 
Example of the strategy in action: Host a Google Hangout for parents after a NAEP 
release that can feature panelists from the National Council of La Raza talking about the 
importance of parent involvement in education, and encourage parent participants to 
share how they use data to help their students achieve.  

39



Impact metrics: The number of promotions of the Hangout and shares of the URL; 
numbers of Hangout participants and total users viewing it; numbers of comments on the 
Hangout or participants sharing their testimonials; number of follow-up testimonials 
received for inclusion in materials or on the website. 
 

 Engage in the online conversation. It is important to be aware of the conversations on 
important education issues, but to influence and help shape public understanding and 
perceptions the Governing Board needs to participate in the conversation with key 
messages. We will help the Governing Board foster conversations through real-time 
engagement on social media platforms, and develop content and a strategy to join or host 
online chat events, sponsor Q&A sessions, or solicit feedback.  
 
Example of the strategy in action: Develop a “NAEP Matters Because…” user-driven 
social media campaign to collect in-the-field comments and multimedia from parents that 
then can be distributed through outreach.  
 
Impact metrics: Numbers of campaign participants and user submissions; numbers of 
engagements (“likes,” comments, shares, retweets, views) for the multimedia 
submissions; quality of comments on the multimedia submissions; growth in the 
Governing Board social media audience and number of engaged users discussing 
assessment data. 

 
 Create and repurpose multimedia, digital content and materials. The Governing 

Board must present messages, graphics, and images that resonate with target audiences. 
A wealth of materials has been developed by the Governing Board and NCES, and the 
first step will be to audit and catalog resources that may be repurposed through outreach 
and promotional activities. For the materials gaps that are identified, it is imperative to 
develop interactive, multimedia content and materials that deliver key messages to target 
priority audiences and include a call to action. Examples include infographics that 
embellish key report card findings to facilitate understanding and encourage engagement 
with NAEP data among nonexperts; videos, Prezi, and other presentation tools allowing 
exploration of the relationships between ideas and numbers and visual presentations of 
NAEP; and an email newsletter with new content and specific calls to action. 
 

Example of the strategy in action: Create a “NAEP for Parents” email newsletter with 
information on the latest report card data and trends, multimedia content such as video 
clips or NAEP data user testimonials, and links to other resource or news content and the 
interactive data maps on the Board’s parent Web pages, to be distributed bimonthly or 
consistently throughout the year.  
 
Impact metrics: Email open rate; numbers of email shares, clicks from email to website, 
and new email subscribers; number of release participants who list the email as their 
referral source; numbers of email replies or responses with inquiries about NAEP or 
acquiring NAEP materials and resources.  

 
By pursuing these three fundamental communication goals and identifying priority strategies and 
tactics, the Governing Board can more effectively reach its target audiences to Make Data Matter 
and, ultimately, make an impact. 
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Embargo Policy Guidelines 

In August 2011, the Reporting and Dissemination Committee approved guidelines (in full below) 
for handling news media requests for embargoed access to NAEP reports to help prepare 
accurate news stories before the time set for an official release. The guidelines pertain only to 
embargoed pre-release access to NAEP materials by news media personnel and provide for equal 
treatment of all news organizations, regardless of how their news product is disseminated, 
whether published, broadcast, or posted on the Internet. Recipients must agree not to make any 
information public until the time set by the Board for public release. 
 
However, the guidelines do not allow embargoed access to the vast majority of blogs or outlets 
connected to education constituency groups, such as a teachers union or school board 
association, advocacy groups with varying views on education issues, or non-profit think tanks 
that offer commentary and analysis. Several outlets in these two categories who sought embargo 
access and were denied by Board staff publicly criticized the guidelines during the last two 
Report Card releases of 2013 NAEP Reading and Mathematics (national/state and TUDA) 
 
In response, the Reporting and Dissemination (R&D) Committee began discussion on embargo 
guidelines at their December 2013 meeting and how or if those guidelines should be adjusted, 
given the proliferation of online and “non-traditional” media. Committee members generally felt 
that giving access to outlets affiliated with an advocacy group was not a good idea. 
 
The Committee requested Board staff to research how some national journalism organizations 
define who are considered journalists in the changing media landscape and determine their own 
criteria for membership, and share that feedback for discussion. Below are perspectives gathered 
by Stephaan Harris, of NAGB staff, from five major journalism groups and their perspective on 
how journalism can and/or should be defined in the context of the Board’s own embargo 
guidelines. 
 
Although these organizations had varying opinions, the one consensus was the recommendation 
that the Board isolate what its goals and objectives are as far as embargo access and NAEP 
coverage in media to effectively determine embargo guidelines, as opposed to attempting to 
create criteria for defining journalism or journalists.  
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Board staff has suggested several guiding questions to facilitate discussion on the matter: 

1) What do you see as the biggest advantages and disadvantages for potentially broadening 
the embargo policy to include more “non-traditional” media? 

2) If an outlet is funded or affiliated with a group, but operated like a traditional news media 
(news writing staff, original stories, editorial independence, etc.), should that outlet be 
considered for embargoed access? 

3) Should audience size and influence be factors in determining embargo access for blogs or 
other online-only outlets? 

4) Is there a concern that developing any potential criteria for those outlets currently not 
allowed access would create an unfair and inconsistent system? Should the Board's 
current embargo guidelines stay the same and inquiries be considered on a case-by-case 
basis? 

5) Several of the outlets denied access for the 2013 NAEP reports still did stories anyway, 
although these stories appeared a day or so after the report release. Does this suggest that 
regardless of the guidelines, those interested in NAEP will still write about and discuss 
the results? 

6) Were you concerned about the negative reaction by some outlets to being denied access, 
which was broadcast widely? 

 

Organization Feedback 

Society of Professional Journalists: SPJ, founded in 1909, is one of the oldest journalism 
organizations in the United States with nearly 300 chapters and 9,000 members. The stated 
mission of the SPJ is to promote and defend the First Amendment guarantees of freedom of 
speech and freedom of the press; encourage high standards and ethical behavior in the practice 
of journalism; and promote and support diversity in journalism. 

Sonny Albarado, Immediate Past President: SPJ has primarily thought about the definition of 
journalists and journalism mainly in the context of shield laws, not embargoed data. There are 
internal disagreements within the organization on this issue. Some of our members believe you 
define a journalist as someone who gathers information for broader dissemination, regardless of 
the vehicle or affiliation.  

The organization has tried to stay away from defining journalism as it is not so clear-cut. Most of 
our members would say those who write for an outlet that is partly or entirely supported by a 
lobbying or advocacy organization would not be a journalist. Blogs have been harder for us to 
define journalistic value. Someone like Diane Ravitch is an advocate as opposed to a typical 
journalist. But her blog is influential and reaches millions of people, and coverage in that type of 
vehicle could be beneficial to organizations. 
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Education Writers Association: As the professional organization of members of the media who 
cover education at all levels, EWA has worked for more than 65 years to be a resource for 
journalists as they produce stories. Today, EWA has more than 3,000 members participating in 
programs, training, information, support, and recognition. 

Lori Crouch, Assistant Director, and Lavinia Hurley, Interim Director of Membership and 
Marketing: In its effort to define who should be considered journalists, EWA is developing a 
checklist, not yet finalized, of traits to make that determination. It is easier rather than just 
creating a simple definition. Because of the proliferation of online media, the defining lines 
created can be very fine. 

When it comes to media outlets connected with groups and associations, several things should be 
kept in mind. First, an outlet being funded by a group shouldn’t automatically be discounted. 
Journalism groups cannot be non-profits under the tax code. So they have to use organizations as 
pass-throughs to be nonprofit. Examples include Catalyst Chicago and Chalkbeat. We see 
writers for these entities as journalists. They have prize-winning prominent journalists from 
traditional outlets and a dedicated news staff which operates independently, and does original 
reporting. If a group is just a funding administrator for an outlet, it should not count against it. 

An outlet like EdSource is more problematic as it was originally a research organization but has 
evolved into a more journalist organization. Media outlets for unions like the American 
Federation of Teachers and the National Educators Association are different and wouldn’t be 
thought of as journalism vehicles, as their coverage would never counter organization goals and 
is not truly independent.  

Blogs are a gray area. “This Week in Education,” a blog through Scholastic, Inc., is an example 
of a journalistic outlet as it does original reporting and its author, Alexander Russo, is a longtime 
reporter with a policy and education background. Bloggers have to be journalists first. When it 
comes to freelancers, EWA looks at the regular professional input of that person. Andy 
Rotherham, for example, has written pieces for Time magazine, but he primarily works for 
Bellwether Education Partners, an education nonprofit, so he can’t be thought of as a journalist.    

Ultimately, you have to look at the type of journalism an outlet is doing, how it handles funding, 
its relationship with a group, and what that outlet is writing on a consistent basis. 

 

Poynter Institute: Poynter is a non-profit school for journalism located in St. 
Petersburg, Florida, and started in 1975. News University, a project of the institute, offers 
newsroom training to journalists and journalism students through its interactive e-learning 
program and links to other journalist training opportunities. 

43



Ellyn Angelotti, Digital Trends and Social Media Faculty Member: Instead of an outlet or 
petitioner’s title and role, the Board should look at how both function. Instead of asking the 
question—“Is he/she a journalist—ask the question, “Is he/she doing journalism?” Poynter 
defines journalism as the gathering and dissemination of news and information for the wider 
community, and while actors are different in the changing media landscape, duties and values 
should still be the same.  

The Board should be transparent in its ultimate reasons for why it has certain guidelines. If one 
concern of expanding the current guidelines is limited resources in processing potentially dozens 
or hundreds of requests for embargo access and policing for embargo breaks, for example, then 
the Board should proactively explain this. If any new guidelines are married to potential size and 
impact of an outlet’s audience, or relate to values the Board may have in how NAEP is covered, 
that should also be spelled out. 

Poynter acknowledges there are constant changes in publishing platforms and media 
organizations, and “traditional” media is more difficult to define. Moreover, Poynter staff 
members have seen bloggers doing better journalism than traditional journalists in terms of in-
depth, analytical new stories. There should be an overall concern that limiting embargo access to 
more “traditional” media can potentially eliminate audiences for other outlets that can give 
NAEP more exposure and a more robust conversation.  

In recent legal battles, some court decisions are eliminating differences between a journalist and 
a citizen publisher, such as an individual blogger, especially in defamation cases. Poynter sees 
the distinction between a traditional journalist and a non-traditional journalist eroding. 

 

Online News Association:  Founded in 1999, ONA is a non-profit organization made up of 
more 2,000 members and is the world’s largest association of digital journalists. Its mission is 
inspiring innovation and excellence among digital journalists to better serve the public. 
 

Jane McDonnell, Executive Director: It is a very thorny situation in terms of how many types of 
journalists are introduced in the media world. What we look for in determining who should be 
considered a journalist is a variety of traits, including professional affiliation and past journalism 
experience. Our membership includes “data journalists” (online reporters who marry news 
storytelling with data, usually in a digital format), news web designers, and reporters who write 
for outlets exclusive to tablets or other modern media. We do include bloggers in our 
membership but they have to be someone who has covering a topic for some time and who has 
reporting experience. Our membership guidelines dictate that you spend about 75 percent of your 
time practicing journalism and you make a living from it.  
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If the Board’s goal is to control quality and accuracy of NAEP reporting, its current guidelines 
are good. If it is considering wider dissemination and more visibility, and is not worried how 
NAEP could be used or portrayed, then it should consider expansion. ONA is finding out the 
being more inclusive is typically a good thing for an organization. If you close doors, it might be 
hard to open them back up.  

 

Asian American Journalists Association: AAJA is a San Francisco-based nonprofit 
organization founded in 1981 by several Asian-American journalists who felt a need to support 
greater participation by Asian Americans in the news media. It now has 20 chapters in the United 
States and Asia, with over 1,600 members 

Helen Chow, Executive Director: Most journalists these days are mutli-platform and have 
become online media by default. Even if they are journalists for an established newspaper, 
magazine, or television station, their articles or stories will also go online, just like a blog. Lines 
are admittedly blurred when it comes to who qualifies as a journalist.  

AAJA’s membership is largely made up of traditional journalists, and freelancers who write for 
mainstream and traditional media. And some of our members are bloggers. However, a “citizen 
journalist” for a community, such as an individual who posts online items on various issues, is 
not a journalist in the organization’s view. We see journalists as those with training and 
background in conventional news gathering, regardless of the type of media they work for. 
Groups who keep coming back to the Board for embargo access and have been denied should be 
evaluated on a case-by-case basis. It is recommended that these groups should be sent notice in 
advance of a release as to why they can or cannot receive access, just to manage expectations.  
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National Assessment Governing Board 
News Media Embargo Guidelines 

Approved by the Reporting and Dissemination Committee in August 2011 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Under law, the National Assessment Governing Board has the responsibility to “plan and execute 
the initial public release of National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reports.”   The 
NAEP authorizing statute continues that NAEP data “shall not be released prior to the release of 
[such] reports.” 

As part of pre-release activities, information is provided to the media in order to facilitate news 
coverage that reaches the general public.  The practice for many years has been to grant access to 
confidential information to media representatives who have signed an embargo agreement, 
promising not to print or broadcast news of a report before the scheduled time of release. With 
the rapid evolution of the media industry bringing new and influential voices through the 
Internet, more requests for embargoed access are being received from those outside traditional 
print and broadcast news organizations.  

In order for staff to make fair decisions about who should receive embargoed access, objective 
guidelines are needed.  These guidelines establish the criteria and procedures to be used. 

 

FUNCTION AND BENEFIT OF NEWS MEDIA EMBARGOES 

Under a longstanding tradition, organizations that release news and research findings to the 
public have used embargoes as a way to give reporters advance access to the information while 
retaining control of the timing and nature of their releases. Government officials and agencies, 
scientific and medical journals, corporate and consumer businesses, and financial institutions 
often use embargoes, particularly for lengthy or complex information that requires time for 
thorough review and analysis before news stories are completed.  

Embargo agreements can be beneficial to the releasing organization, journalists, and the public 
that reads the news and can lead to broad-based dissemination and fuller coverage. Embargoed 
access may achieve the following: 

• Give reporters the time to read and analyze reports, to do further research on complex 
information, to conduct interviews, and to write more complete, nuanced stories before 
the time set for release. This reduces the chances that a reporter will “dash off” a story 
quickly and as a result make errors in interpreting data. 
 

• Permit news organizations to print or broadcast a story or place it on the Internet as soon 
as an embargo is lifted, promptly spreading news of the report or research findings to 
their audiences.  
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• Create interest and buy-in among journalists who are granted access, which may increase 

coverage.  The additional time provided before stories must be written may help 
journalists appreciate the significance of the information and how newsworthy it is. 

 

RISKS OF EMBARGOES 

Embargo breaks may be committed by a news organization or individual seeking to scoop the 
competition, or they may happen through accident or carelessness.  

For most media outlets and individual reporters, the risks of damaging a relationship with a 
source or attracting negative attention heavily outweigh the possible benefits of violating an 
embargo agreement. Such cases do happen, but they are rare.  

While journalists do not take a formal oath, and need no license, journalistic ethics demand that 
embargoes—once agreed to—be respected. If a journalist working outside of the traditional 
media practices ethical journalism, he or she will not knowingly break an embargo.  

 
CRITERIA FOR ACCESS 

A requestor must meet one of the criteria below in order to receive embargoed access to NAEP 
reports:  

1) The requestor is an editor, reporter, columnist, or blogger affiliated with a print, 
broadcast, or online news organization. 

Print and broadcast news organizations for which qualifying employees may receive access 
would include newspapers, magazines, news services, and radio and television news outlets.  
Some examples:  Associated Press, the Bozeman Daily Chronicle, the New York Times, 
MSNBC, Fox 5 NY, the New Yorker, National Review, the Nation, WTOP, Education Week. 

Examples of online general-interest news organizations that would receive access: 

Huffington Post, Daily Kos, the Texas Tribune, the Daily Caller. 
 
Examples of print and online education trade publications and news providers that would 
receive access: Education Daily, Hechinger Report of Columbia University’s Hechinger Institute 
for Education Journalism, Alexander Russo’s This Week in Education, Inking and Thinking on 
Education by Joanne Jacobs. 
 
2) The requestor is a freelance reporter working on a story for a news organization in one 
of the categories above. 

Requestors may be asked to provide documentation of their employment or freelance 
assignment. 
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PROCEDURE FOR REQUESTS  

Information about the requirements for embargoed access to NAEP reports and embargo 
agreement forms shall be made available to news media prior to NAEP releases.  
 
A separate agreement form must be signed by each person receiving embargoed information 
before each release.   
 
 
DENIAL OF ACCESS 

Reporters shall be denied embargoed access to NAEP information if they are not in one of the 
categories above or refuse to sign the embargo agreement.  Those who knowingly break the 
embargo shall not be granted embargoed access to subsequent NAEP reports for up to two years.   

Appeals regarding denial of access shall be determined by the Commissioner of Education 
Statistics in consultation with the Executive Director of the Governing Board.  
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Overview of Release Events for The Nation’s Report Card: 2013 Mathematics and 
Reading, Grade 12 and NAEP Academic Preparedness 

Results of The Nation’s Report Card: 2013 Mathematics and Reading, Grade 12 Report Card 
will be released as in-person event in Washington, DC on May 7. The event, to be held at 
Dunbar High School, will feature the following panelists. 

 John Q. Easton, Director, Institute of Education Sciences; Acting Commissioner, 
National Center for Education Statistics 

 Dale Nowlin, 12th-Grade Mathematics Teacher, Bartholomew Consolidated School 
Corporation, Columbus, Ind.; Member, National Assessment Governing Board 

 Sue Pimentel, Educational Consultant and Curriculum Specialist; Vice Chair, National 
Assessment Governing Board 

 Cornelia Orr, Executive Director, National Assessment Governing Board (moderator) 
 

On May 14, there will be a media and stakeholder event in Boston to discuss the initial findings 
on relationships between 12th graders’ performance in reading and mathematics on the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and their academic preparedness for college. 
Invited panelists will also discuss how NAEP has informed Massachusetts’ pioneering 
commitment to establishing standards to prepare students for college and careers, as well as the 
close historical connection between NAEP and the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 
System. Panelists are slated to include: 

 Honorable Deval Patrick, Governor of Massachusetts 
 Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner, Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education 
 Richard Freeland, Commissioner, Massachusetts Department of Higher Education  
 Matthew Malone, Massachusetts Secretary of Education 
 David Driscoll, Former Commissioner, Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education; Chair, National Assessment Governing Board (moderator) 
 

Due to the Board materials deadline, an overview and media coverage report of both events will 
not be available for posted materials but can be distributed, shared, and discussed at the R&D 
Committee meeting on May 16. 
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NAEP 2014 Report Cards on Civics, Geography, and U.S. History:  
An Opportunity for Timely Board Input 

 

The Reporting and Dissemination Committee has asked NCES to suggest the most useful time 
frame to offer initial input to the NAEP 2014 Report Cards in the subjects of civics, geography, 
and U.S. history. The Committee would identify high-priority issues concerning these subjects in 
a data-free environment. The intent is to recommend issues of contemporary relevance in these 
areas that might be addressed in the Report Cards, to the extent that available data and the 
constraints on policy-related statements in these types of reports allow. 

The most opportune time for such high-level Board input into the 2014 Report Cards would be at 
the August 2014 Board meeting or shortly thereafter. The assessments were administered during 
January to March 2014. The assessments are being scored at the present time, and the data will 
start to be analyzed over the summer. Knowing what the Committee would like the reports to 
address by that time would allow NCES, the data analysts, and the report authors to take these 
ideas into account as they analyze the information and begin to design the reports. 

NCES welcomes the Committee’s thoughts and recommendations. Having this early input into 
the 2014 Report Cards will help to make them more interesting and relevant to our stakeholders 
and the general public. 
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Upcoming NAEP Reports as of May 2014 

 
Initial NAEP Releases 

 
2013 Reading and Mathematics, Grade 12 
 

May 2014 

Puerto Rico: 2013 Mathematics Grade 4& 8 Spring 2015 
 

Other NAEP Reports 
 

Focus on NAEP 12th Grade Participation & Engagement May 2014 

Focus on NAEP: Sampling May 2014 

Performance of Fourth‐Grade Students in the 2012 NAEP 
Computer‐Based Writing Pilot Assessment 
 

June 2014 

Focus on NAEP: Simpsons Paradox July 2014 

Linking NAEP and TIMSS 2011 Mathematics and Science 
Results for the 8th Grade (Technical Report) 

July 2014 

2013 Achievement Gaps Report August 2014 

NAEP Grade 8 Black Male Students Through The Lens of the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress   

October 2014 

Focus on NAEP: English Language Learners November 2014 

 
International Reports 

Comparative Indicators of Education in the United States and 
Other G-20 Countries 

June 2014 

 
NCES Reports 

Condition of Education 2014 May 2014 

Self-Reported Remedial Coursetaking Among 1st and 2nd Year 
Bachelor's Degree Students: 2008 and 2012  
 

May 2014 

Indicators of School Crime and Safety, 2013 June 2014 
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2014 NCES Assessment Data 

Release Timeline 

Jan Apr Jun Dec May Feb Mar Sep Jul Oct Aug Nov 

NAEP Report Cards 

LEGEND 

Other NAEP Reports 

Grade 4 
Writing 

Pilot 
Website 

2013  
Grade 12 

Reading &  
Math 

2011 

Linking 
NAEP and 

TIMSS 8  
Technical 

Report 

2013  
Achieve-

ment 
Gaps  

Report Grade 8 
Black Male 

Students 
Report 

Focus on 
NAEP: 

Sampling 

Focus on 
NAEP: 

Simpson’s  

Paradox 

Focus on 
NAEP: 
English 

Language 

Learners 

Focus on 
NAEP: 

Grade 12 
Participation 

& 

Engagement 
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2015 NCES Assessment Data 

Release Timeline 

Jan Apr Jun Dec May Feb Mar Sep Jul Oct Aug Nov 

Puerto Rico: 
2013 Math 
Grades 4  

& 8 

NAEP Report Cards 

LEGEND 
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2013 Reading and Mathematics, Grade 12 

Focus on NAEP: 12th Grade Participation & Engagement 

Focus on NAEP: Sampling 

Performance of Fourth-Grade Students in the 2012 NAEP Computer-
Based Writing Pilot Assessment 

Focus on NAEP: Simpson’s Paradox 

Linking NAEP and TIMSS 2011 Mathematics and Science Results for the 
8th Grade (Technical Report)  

2013 Achievement Gaps Report 

NAEP Grade 8 Black Male Students Through the Lens of the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 

Focus on NAEP: English Language Learners 

 

Releases in 

2014  

U.S. History: Grade 8 

Civics: Grade 8 

Geography: Grade 8 

Technology and Engineering Literacy: Grade 8 









Assessment Data Collection Schedule  

2014  
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 Puerto Rico: 2013 Mathematics Grades 4 and 8 

Releases in 

2015 
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