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Discussion of Revised Draft Policy on Achievement Level Setting (SV #5) 

Background 

Over the past year, COSDAM members discussed the need to revise the 1995 Governing Board 
policy on Developing Student Performance Levels for NAEP. The Board’s formal response to 
the November 2016 evaluation of the NAEP achievement levels (attached) noted that several of 
the report recommendations would be addressed through a revision of the Board policy. In 
particular, the Board’s response stated that the updated policy will specify a process and timeline 
for conducting regularly recurring reviews of the achievement level descriptions (ALDs) and will 
be explicit about the conditions that necessitate consideration of a new standard setting. In 
addition, one of the planned activities for the implementation of the Strategic Vision is to 
consider new approaches to creating and updating the achievement level descriptions in the 
revision of the Board policy on achievement levels. 

Given that the policy is over 20 years old, there is also a need to revisit the policy more generally 
to ensure that it reflects current best practices in standard setting. COSDAM members have 
acknowledged the need to seek input from multiple stakeholders throughout the process of 
revising the policy. To get an initial sense of the potential scope of recommended revisions to the 
policy, Assistant Director for Psychometrics Sharyn Rosenberg conducted informal 
conversations with several standard setting experts in spring 2017. Feedback from those 
conversations was shared with COSDAM in May 2017 and informed the additional work that 
has been performed since then.  

As part of its Technical Support contract, the Governing Board requested that the Human 
Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) undertake several activities to inform the revision 
of the Board policy on setting achievement levels for NAEP. These activities were discussed 
during the March 2018 COSDAM meeting, and the Committee report is excerpted below: 

Excerpt of March 2018 COSDAM Report 

Best Practices in Achievement Levels Setting 
 
Thanos Patelis of the Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO), the project director 
for the Technical Support contract, described several recommendations from a 2-day, in-person 
meeting of experts in achievement levels setting. Mr. Patelis highlighted the following 
suggestions: 1) the policy should be a statement of high level guidance, and procedural details 
should be relegated to a new “processes and procedures” manual; 2) NAEP should develop 
publicly accessible interpretative guides for using achievement level results; 3) the NAEP policy 
definitions for Basic, Proficient, and Advanced should not be changed; and 4) the Board should 
provide clarification on the meaning of “general public” standard setting panelists and consider 
reducing their number. Mr. Patelis noted that this is not an exhaustive list of feedback, and the 
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report from the expert panel meeting, available in the COSDAM materials, contains several 
additional recommendations for the committee’s consideration. 

Next, Karla Egan of EdMetric presented her review of the literature on achievement level 
descriptions (ALDs). She suggested that the Board consider: 1) developing multiple types of 
ALDs for different purposes, including item writing, standard setting, and reporting; 2) using 
“can” statements for reporting instead of the “should” statements that are in the current NAEP 
ALDs; and 3) writing descriptors for the lowest category (below Basic) which does not currently 
have a policy definition. 

Finally, Art Thacker of HumRRO provided a brief description of his technical memo about 
developing a validity argument for the NAEP achievement levels, with the following suggested 
steps: 1) make intended inferences explicit; 2) investigate how stakeholders typically use the 
achievement levels; 3) create an interpretative guide; 4) craft claims necessary to support 
expected inferences; and 5) organize evidence for each claim into a validity argument. 

Identifying Revision Goals for the Board Policy on Achievement Levels Setting 
 
During and following the short presentations, COSDAM members engaged in a rich discussion 
about various aspects of the policy. There was general agreement with the expert panel that there 
is too much detail in the current policy. It was suggested that the Board balance stability and 
flexibility in the policy revision. That is, aspects of the standard setting that are most important, 
such as representation of panelists, should not vary too much across different standard settings. 
On the other hand, it is possible to make a statement to that effect rather than specifying exact 
percentages or numbers of different types of panelists. As the committee moves forward with the 
policy revision, it will be important to determine what should be codified for stability while 
allowing for flexibility to incorporate new developments in standard setting. 

In terms of the standard setting participants, there was extensive discussion about the category of 
“general public” panelists. The current policy specifies, “one-third will represent the public, non-
educator sector, for example, scholars, employers, parents, and professionals in occupations 
related to the content area” (p. 6). In practice, subject-matter expertise has been a requirement 
and these panelists have had some professional experience in the content area. COSDAM 
members discussed whether there should be general public panelists who do not possess subject 
matter expertise, and whether the number of general public panelists should be reduced. Some 
raised concerns that non-educators may have trouble making informed judgments about the 
knowledge and skills necessary for performance in a content area domain. Others noted that the 
general public was already represented on the Board itself, which is ultimately responsible for 
setting achievement levels. However, members acknowledged that it could be problematic to 
reduce perceived or actual general public participation in the development of the Nation’s Report 
Card. Sharyn Rosenberg, the Assistant Director for Psychometrics, will consult documentation 
from previous NAEP standard settings to provide additional information about how the 
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background of general public panelists may have affected their participation in the process. 
COSDAM members generally agreed that the policy should better clarify what is meant by 
“general public,” and that if the current practice is maintained, there may not be a compelling 
reason to reduce the number of panelists in this category. 

COSDAM members discussed whether or not the Board should consider developing a policy 
definition and content ALDs for performance below the Basic achievement level. In the current 
policy, only Basic, Proficient, and Advanced are considered achievement levels. The percentage 
of students whose performance is below the Basic level is reported but not described. COSDAM 
members did not see a compelling reason to develop a description for below Basic. They noted 
that it is difficult to develop an informative description when the bottom of the category starts at 
zero; any statements would need to be in terms of what students sometimes or may be able to do. 
The NAEP item maps do include items below Basic and therefore provide some information 
about performance in this range. 

Some COSDAM members raised questions about whether it is appropriate for the NAEP ALDs 
to be written as what students “should” do rather than what they “can” do. Prior to conducting 
the standard setting, “should” statements indicate the performance that is expected at each level; 
but after the cut scores are established, “should” statements indicate that not every student has 
demonstrated every skill in a given category. It may be more informative to develop separate 
reporting ALDs that are written in terms of “can” statements, but this would need to be based on 
data produced following a standard setting. That is, panels of content experts could use an item 
mapping approach to summarize the knowledge and skills that are typical of students in each 
achievement level and produce reporting ALDs for NAEP. 

COSDAM members agreed that it would be helpful to develop interpretative guides and noted 
that strong communication and clear reporting are keys to guarding against unintended 
inferences. There was a suggestion to provide both examples and non-examples; that is, both 
appropriate and inappropriate examples of interpreting NAEP achievement levels. It is important 
to explain what evidence there is to justify a given use, rather than only focusing on score 
meaning and interpretation. A research study that is currently underway by HumRRO as part of 
the Technical Support contract should help to inform this effort. It would be helpful to engage in 
discussion with the Reporting and Dissemination (R&D) Committee on some of these issues. 

Finally, COSDAM members agreed that the policy should not require gathering public comment 
on the cut scores, since it is not feasible to release those data prior to the official release of the 
Nation’s Report Card. Public comment on the ALDs and the Design Document should be 
sufficient throughout the standard setting process. Multiple stakeholders are engaged in the 
process through the standard setting panels and by representation on the Governing Board, which 
has the ultimate responsibility for establishing NAEP achievement levels. 
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May 2018 COSDAM discussion 

Sharyn Rosenberg worked with COSDAM Chair Andrew Ho and COSDAM Vice Chair Joe 
Willhoft to produce a draft revised policy for COSDAM discussion (attached). Compared to the 
current policy on Developing Student Performance Levels for NAEP, the attached version 
reflects:  

• Reorganization of principles, streamlining of language, minimization of redundancies
• Removal of details on implementation directed to staff and contractors
• Clarification on the standard setting participants, in particular the non-educator group
• Additional details about the achievement level setting process, including some practices

that have become institutionalized over time (e.g., the use of “impact data”)
• The possibility of using multiple types of achievement level descriptions (ALDs),

including reporting ALDs that would be created using empirical data and written in terms
of what students do know and can do

• Reference to an interpretative guide that would accompany the release of NAEP results
and explain how the achievement levels should (and should not) be used

• A new principle on periodic review of achievement level descriptions and cut scores,
prompted by the Board’s response to the evaluation of NAEP achievement levels

• A new principle to clarify participation of multiple stakeholders at various points
throughout process

• A new principle to summarize the role of the Board

During the May 2018 Committee meeting, COSDAM members will discuss the draft policy and 
provide feedback on the revision.  

Additional planned next steps are described below: 

June 2018: COSDAM teleconference to discuss revised draft policy  
August 2018: Revised policy statement for full Board discussion  
September 2018: Seek external feedback and public comment 
October 2018: Full Board (optional) call to discuss revised draft policy 
November 2018: Board action on revised policy statement  
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Adopted: TBD 

Developing Student Achievement Levels for the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress 

Policy Statement 

It is the policy of the National Assessment Governing Board to conduct a 
comprehensive, inclusive, and deliberative process to develop and review student 
achievement levels for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). 
Achievement levels consist of general policy definitions for the Basic, Proficient, and 
Advanced levels, specific achievement level descriptions (ALDs) for each subject and 
grade, cut scores that demarcate adjacent levels, and exemplar items or tasks that illustrate 
performance at each level. This process shall be conducted according to widely accepted 
professional standards, to produce results that are reasonable, appropriate, and informative 
to the public. 

The Governing Board, through its Committee on Standards, Design and 
Methodology (COSDAM), shall monitor the development and review of student 
achievement levels to ensure that the final Governing Board-adopted achievement level 
descriptions, cut scores, and exemplars comply with all principles and guidelines of the 
Governing Board Student Achievement Levels policy. 

The achievement level setting process shall be carried out by contractors selected 
through a competitive bidding process. The process shall be managed in a technically 
sound, efficient, cost-effective manner, and shall be completed in a timely fashion. 

Introduction 

Since its creation by Congress in 1988, the Governing Board has been responsible 
for developing appropriate student achievement levels for NAEP assessments. The 
Governing Board has carried out this important statutory responsibility by engaging with 
a broad spectrum of stakeholders to develop student achievement levels. 

Under provisions of the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
Authorization Act of 2002 (P.L. 107-279), Congress authorized the Governing Board to 
continue its mandate for developing appropriate student achievement levels for NAEP, 
consistent with relevant widely accepted professional assessment standards, based on the 
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appropriate level of subject matter knowledge for grade levels assessed, and using a 
national consensus approach.  

Given this mandate, the Governing Board must ensure that all achievement level 
setting processes align with current best practices in standard setting, and that appropriate 
validity evidence is collected and documented to support the intended uses and 
interpretations of NAEP achievement levels. 

To develop student achievement levels for Board adoption, the Governing Board 
engages multiple stakeholders throughout the process, including: 

Teachers Policymakers 
Curriculum Experts  Business Representatives 
Content Experts Parents 
Assessment Specialists Users of Assessment Data 
State Administrators  Researchers and Technical Experts 
Local School Administrators Members of the Public 

This policy complies with the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
Authorization Act of 2002 (P.L. 107-279) and the documents listed below which express 
widely accepted technical and professional standards for achievement level setting. These 
standards reflect the agreement of recognized experts in the field, as well as the policy 
positions of major professional and technical associations concerned with educational 
testing. A procedures manual shall provide additional details about how this policy is 
implemented. As professional standards evolve and new consensus documents are 
released, this policy and the procedures manual shall be updated to the extent that new 
professional standards require. 

The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing. (2014). Washington, DC: 
American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, and 
National Council on Measurement in Education. 

Code of Fair Testing Practices in Education. (2004). Washington, DC: Joint Committee 
on Testing Practices. 

Educational Measurement (4th ed.). (2006). R.L. Brennan (Ed.). Westport, CT: Praeger. 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Statistical Standards. (2012). 
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Principles for Setting Achievement Levels 

Principle 1: Elements of Achievement Levels 

Principle 2: Development of Achievement Level Recommendations 

Principle 3: Validation and Reporting of Achievement Level Results 

Principle 4: Periodic Review of Achievement Levels 

Principle 5: Stakeholder Input 

Principle 6: Role of the Governing Board  
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Principle 1: Elements of Achievement Levels 

The Governing Board is responsible for developing student achievement levels 
for each NAEP assessment. Achievement levels consist of general policy definitions 
for the Basic, Proficient, and Advanced levels, specific achievement level descriptions 
(ALDs) for each subject and grade, cut scores that demarcate adjacent levels, and 
exemplar items or tasks that illustrate performance at each level.  

Guidelines 

a) The following policy definitions will be applied to all subject areas and grades in
which achievement levels are set. It is the Board’s view that the level of performance
referred to in the policy definitions is what students should know and be able to do,
not simply the current academic achievement of students or that which today’s U.S.
schools expect.

Proficient. This level represents solid academic performance for 
each grade assessed. Students reaching this level 
have demonstrated competency over challenging 
subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, 
application of such knowledge to real world 
situations, and analytical skills appropriate 
to the subject matter. 

Basic.  This level denotes partial mastery of prerequisite 
knowledge and skills that are fundamental for 
Proficient work at each grade. 

Advanced. This level signifies superior performance beyond 
Proficient. 

b) Content achievement level descriptions (ALDs) translate the general policy
definitions into specific expectations about student knowledge and skills in a
particular content area, at each achievement level, for each subject and grade.
Content ALDs provide descriptions of the expected knowledge, skills, or abilities of
students performing at a particular achievement level. Content ALDs reflect the
range of performance that items and tasks should measure. During the achievement
level setting process, the purpose of content ALDs is to provide consistency and
specificity for panelist interpretations of policy definitions for a given subject and
grade. During reporting, content ALDs communicate the specific knowledge and
skills represented by Basic, Proficient, and Advanced for a given subject and grade.

c) Cut scores mark the minimum threshold score, the lower bound, for each achievement
level. Performance within a given achievement level begins at the cut score for that
level and ends just below the cut score for the successive achievement level.

d) Exemplar items and student responses illustrate student performance within each of
the achievement levels. They provide specific examples to help the public better
understand what students in each achievement level can do.
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Principle 2: Development of Achievement Level Recommendations 

The Governing Board shall develop appropriate student achievement levels 
for NAEP, consistent with relevant widely accepted professional assessment 
standards, based on the appropriate level of subject matter knowledge for grade 
levels assessed, and using a national consensus approach.   

Guidelines 

a) A Design Document shall be developed at the beginning of the achievement level
setting process, to describe in detail all planned materials, procedures, and analyses
for the project. The Design Document shall be posted for public review with
sufficient time to allow for a response from those who wish to provide one.

b) The development of content achievement level descriptions (ALDs) will be
completed initially through the process that develops the assessment frameworks.
(See the Governing Board Policy on Framework Development for additional
details). The Board may then review and possibly revise content ALDs to advance the
purposes they serve, whether that is guiding an achievement level setting or informing
the public about the meaning of achievement levels. Whether revised or not, the ALDs
that guide achievement level setting will be articulated in terms of what students
should know and be able to do. There will be no content ALDs developed for
performance below the Basic level.

c) An achievement-level setting panel of subject matter experts shall be convened to
recommend achievement level cut scores and exemplars.

i. To ensure that they are qualified to make the judgments required by the
achievement level setting process, individual panel members shall have
expertise and experience in the specific content area in which the levels are
being developed, expertise and experience in the education of students at the
grade under consideration, and a general knowledge of assessment,
curriculum, and student performance. Each panel shall reflect diversity in
terms of gender, race/ethnicity, region of the country, urbanicity, and
experience with students with disabilities and English language learners.

ii. This panel shall include both educators and non-educators who are
considered outstanding in their field. The educator group shall include both
teachers and other educators (e.g., curriculum directors, academic coaches,
principals). Teachers shall comprise the majority of the panel, with non-
teacher educators accounting for no more than half the number of teachers.
The remaining panelists shall be non-educators who represent the
perspectives of additional stakeholders, including parents, researchers,
employers, and other members of the general public.

iii. The size of the panels should be responsive to what current research
demonstrates is best practice and operationally feasible, but should be
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large enough to allow for split panels. Most NAEP achievement level 
settings have included approximately 20-30 panelists per grade, divided 
into two comparable groups with a subset of shared items.  

iv. The size and specific composition of the panels may be adjusted within these
general guidelines if professional standards in the field evolve.

d) Panelists shall receive training on all aspects of the achievement levels setting
process to ensure that panelists are well-prepared to perform the achievement level
setting tasks required of them. Training must include: the purpose and significance
of setting achievement levels for NAEP; the NAEP assessment framework for the
given subject area; and administration of a sample assessment under NAEP-like
conditions that students experience. It is important for panelists to arrive at a
common conceptualization of Basic, Proficient, and Advanced based on the
content ALDs. Panelists shall be trained on each element of the judgmental task
they perform, including the selection of exemplar items. They should be led by
capable content facilitators (who are content experts and have previous experience
with achievement level setting) and process facilitators (who have background in
standard setting and experience leading panelists through the achievement level
setting process). Facilitators shall take a neutral stance and not attempt to
influence panelist judgments.

e) The achievement level setting method that generates cut score recommendations
may differ depending upon the specific assessment. The method must have a solid
research base and be appropriate for the content area, item types, number of items,
scoring rubrics, and mode, as applicable.

f) Evaluations shall be administered to panelists throughout the achievement level
setting process, in accordance with current best practices. Evaluations shall be part
of every major component of the process, and panelists shall be asked to confirm
their readiness for performing their tasks. Evaluation data may be used for
formative purposes (to improve training and procedures in future meetings);
summative purposes (to evaluate how well the process was conducted and provide
procedural validity evidence); and to inform the Governing Board of any relevant
information that could be useful when considering cut score recommendations. The
panelists shall have an opportunity to indicate to the Board whether they believe the
recommended cut scores are appropriate and reasonable.

g) In accordance with current best practices, feedback shall be provided to panelists,
including “impact data” (i.e., the implications of their selected cut scores on the
reported percentages of students at or above each achievement level).

h) The process shall consist of at least two achievement level setting meetings with
distinct groups of panelists, a pilot study, and an operational meeting. The purpose
of the pilot study is to conduct a full “dress rehearsal” of the operational meeting,
including an opportunity to test out materials, training procedures, collection of
panelist judgments, feedback given to panelists through the process, software used
to conduct analyses, meeting logistics, and other essential elements of the process.
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The pilot study may result in minor changes to the procedures, as well as major 
changes that would need additional study before being implemented in an 
operational meeting. The pilot study provides an opportunity for procedural validity 
evidence and to improve the operational meeting. At the discretion of the Governing 
Board, other smaller-scale studies may be conducted prior to the pilot study or in 
response to issues raised by the pilot study. The criteria in Guideline a apply to 
panelists of both meetings. 

i) The Governing Board or its contractor shall convene a Technical Advisory
Committee on Standard Setting (TACSS) to provide technical advice on all
achievement level setting activities. Technical advice provided by standard setting
experts throughout the project is intended to ensure that all procedures, materials,
and reports are carried out in accordance with current best practices, providing
additional validity evidence for the process and results. The Board or its contractor
may also seek technical advice from other groups as appropriate, including the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and the larger measurement
community (e.g., the National Council on Measurement in Education).

j) All aspects of the procedures shall have documentation as evidence of the
appropriateness of the procedures and results. This evidence will be made available
to the Board at the time of deliberations about the achievement levels. A summary
of the evidence shall be available to the public when the achievement level results
are reported.

k) The exemplars chosen from the pool of released items for the current NAEP
assessment shall reflect performance in the Basic, Proficient, and Advanced regions
of the scale. The use of exemplars is intended to help the public better understand
what students who are in each achievement levels actually know and are able to do
for each subject and grade. When possible, exemplars may also be chosen that
reflect performance at threshold scores. The collection of exemplars shall reflect the
content found in the achievement level descriptions and the range of item formats
on the assessment.

l) The outcomes from the achievement level setting panel meetings (cut scores,
exemplars, and ALDs for use in reporting) shall be forwarded to the Board for
their consideration.

Principle 3: Validation and Reporting of Achievement Level Results 

The achievement level setting process shall produce results that have 
appropriate validity evidence for the intended uses and interpretations, are 
reasonable, and are informative to the public. 

Guidelines 

a) Professional testing standards define validity as the degree to which evidence
supports intended interpretations and uses of test scores. The validity of
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achievement level results is a property of their intended interpretations and uses. 
Standard setting is necessarily judgmental. There are no “true” or “correct” cut 
scores. Instead, there is a legitimizing process that results in an authoritative 
consensus. In making a policy judgment to set achievement levels, the Board will 
examine and consider available evidence about due process and the 
reasonableness of results, in order to support intended uses and interpretations. 

b) NAEP achievement levels are intended to estimate the percentage of students
(overall and for selected student groups) in each achievement level category, for the
nation, and for states and trial urban districts (TUDAs) for some subjects and
grades. NAEP is prohibited by law from reporting any results for individual
students or schools, so achievement levels do not apply to individual students or
schools.

c) To facilitate valid uses of ALDs for reporting, the Board shall ensure that the
descriptions of performance for the achievement levels reflect what the empirical
data reveal about the knowledge and skills of students in that score range. The
Board shall revisit and may revise content ALDs following the achievement level
setting to ensure that they are consistent with empirical evidence of student
performance. These revised content ALDs shall be written in terms of what
students do know and empirically can do rather than what they should know and
should be able to do.

d) The Board will examine and consider all evidence related to reliability and validity
of the achievement level setting activities. These data shall include but need not be
limited to: procedural evidence such as training, materials and panelist evaluation
data; reliability evidence such as consistency across panelist type, subpanels,
rounds, and meetings, if appropriate; and external comparisons to other similar
assessments, if appropriate, with necessary caveats. The results from validation
efforts shall be made available to the Board in a timely manner so that the Board
has access to as much validation data as possible as it considers the
recommendations regarding the final levels.

e) In describing student performance using the achievement levels, terms such as
students performing at the Basic level or students performing at the Proficient
level are preferred over Basic students or Proficient students. The former implies
that students have mastery of particular content represented by the achievement
levels, while the latter implies an inherent characteristic of individual students.

f) In reporting the results of NAEP, the three achievement levels of Basic,
Proficient, and Advanced refer to the three regions of the NAEP scale at and
above each respective cut score. The remaining region that falls below the Basic
cut score will be identified as “below Basic” when a descriptor is necessary.

g) In describing the NAEP Proficient level, reports shall emphasize that the policy
definition is not intended to reflect “grade level” performance expectations, which
are typically defined normatively and can vary widely by state and over time.
Proficient on NAEP may convey a different meaning from other uses of the term
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“proficient” in common terminology or in reference to other assessments. 

h) When interpreting student performance using achievement levels, it is important
to discourage incorrect comparisons and interpretations. For example, a Proficient
cut score of 235 in reading should not be interpreted to have the same meaning as
a Proficient cut score of 235 in U.S. history.

i) An interpretative guide shall accompany NAEP reports, including specific
examples of appropriate and inappropriate interpretations and uses of the results.

Principle 4: Periodic Review of Achievement Levels 

Periodic reviews of existing achievement levels shall determine whether new 
achievement level descriptions and/or cut scores are needed to continue valid and 
reliable measurement of student performance. 

Guidelines 

a) At least once every 10 years or 3 administrations of an assessment, whichever
comes later, the Governing Board, through its Committee on Standards, Design and
Methodology (COSDAM), shall review the alignment between the content ALDs
and items, based on empirical data from past and recent administrations of the
assessment. In its review, COSDAM (in consultation with ADC) shall solicit input
from technical and subject matter experts to determine whether changes to the
content ALDs and/or cut scores are warranted, making clear the potential risk of
changing cut scores to trends and assessment of educational progress. Relevant
factors may include but not be limited to: substantive changes in the item types;
changes in the mode of administering assessments; advances in standard setting
methodologies; and changes in the policy environment for using NAEP results.

b) Within the period for a review of achievement level descriptions and cut scores,
changes may occur to a NAEP framework. If a framework is replaced or revised for
a major update, a new achievement level setting process may be implemented
automatically, except in circumstances where scale score trends are maintained. In
this latter instance, COSDAM will determine how to revise the ALDs and review
the cut scores to ensure that they remain appropriate and meaningful.

c) If there are major updates to a NAEP framework, the ALDs will be updated by the
Framework Visioning and Development Panel. (See the Governing Board Policy
on Framework Development for additional details). Following an assessment
administration under the revised framework, COSDAM may decide to use
empirical data to revise content ALDs to align with the revised framework.

d) As additional validation evidence becomes available, the Board shall review it and
make a determination about whether the achievement levels should be reviewed
and potentially redone.
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Principle 5: Stakeholder Input 

The process of developing student achievement levels is a widely inclusive activity. 
There are many opportunities to engage multiple stakeholders throughout the 
achievement level setting process.  

Guidelines 

a) The content achievement level descriptions are developed through the framework
development process, using a panel that represents all major constituents in the
various NAEP audiences, as listed in the introduction above. If it is necessary to
revise the ALDs for use in achievement level setting and/or reporting, a similar
group of content experts will be convened, and public comment will be sought on
the resulting achievement level descriptions.

b) The process of seeking nominations for the achievement level setting panels shall
include extensive outreach to multiple constituencies, such as: state and local
educators; curriculum specialists; business representatives; and professional
associations in a given content area.

c) As noted in Principle 2, Guideline a, the Design Document (describing in detail
all planned procedures for the project) shall be distributed for review by a broad
constituency and shall be disseminated in sufficient time to allow for a thoughtful
response from those who wish to provide one. All interested stakeholders shall
have an opportunity to provide public comment.

d) As noted in Principle 2, Guideline c, achievement level setting panelists shall
include teachers, non-teacher educators, and other interested members of the
general public with relevant educational background and experience, including
parents, researchers, and employers. Each panel shall reflect diversity in terms of
gender, race/ethnicity, region of the country, urbanicity, and experience with students
with disabilities and English language learners.

e) As noted in Principle 2, Guideline i, all achievement level setting activities shall
be informed by technical advice throughout the process. The Technical Advisory
Committee on Standard Setting shall provide ongoing technical input from
standard setting and assessment experts, and other groups with relevant technical
expertise may be consulted periodically as needed.

f) Ongoing input and coordination with staff and contractors from the NCES will
ensure that all achievement level setting activities are carried out in a manner that
is consistent with the design, analysis, and reporting of NAEP assessments.

g) The Governing Board may ask its standing groups representing various
constituencies to provide input on the achievement level setting process.
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Principle 6: Role of the Governing Board 

The Governing Board, through its Committee on Standards, Design and 
Methodology (COSDAM), shall monitor the development and review of student 
achievement levels to ensure that the final Governing Board-adopted achievement 
level descriptions, cut scores, and exemplars comply with all principles and 
guidelines of the Governing Board Student Achievement Levels policy. 

Guidelines 

a) The Committee on Standards, Design and Methodology (COSDAM) shall be
responsible for monitoring the development and review of achievement levels that
result in recommendations to the Governing Board for any NAEP assessment
under consideration. COSDAM will provide direction to the achievement level
setting contractor, via Governing Board staff. This guidance shall ensure
compliance with the NAEP legislation, Governing Board policies, Department of
Education and government-wide regulations, and requirements of the contract(s)
used to implement the achievement level setting project.

b) If there is a need to revise the initial achievement level descriptions (ALDs)
created at the time of framework development for use in achievement level setting
and/or reporting, the Governing Board shall take final action on revised ALDs.

c) COSDAM shall receive regular reports on the progress of achievement level
setting projects.

d) COSDAM shall review and formally approve the Design Document that describes
all planned procedures for an achievement level setting project.

e) A COSDAM member may elect to attend any achievement level setting panel
meeting(s) as an observer at the discretion of the COSDAM Chair.

f) At the conclusion of the achievement level setting project, the Governing Board
shall take final action on the recommended cut scores, exemplars, and ALDs for
use in reporting. The Governing Board shall make the final determination on the
NAEP achievement levels. In addition to the panel recommendations, the Board
may consider other pertinent information to assess reasonableness of the results,
such as comparisons to other similar assessments.

g) Following adoption by the Governing Board, the final ALDs, cut scores, and
exemplars shall be provided to the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) for reporting the results of the NAEP assessment(s) under consideration.

h) Consistent with Principle 4 above, COSDAM shall periodically review existing
achievement levels to determine whether new achievement level descriptions
and/or cut scores are needed to continue valid and reliable measurement of
student performance, while recognizing the value of stability and the value that is
accrued by using achievement levels over time.
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National Assessment Governing Board’s Response to the 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 

2016 Evaluation of NAEP Achievement Levels 

Legislative Authority 

Pursuant to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) legislation (Public Law 
107-279), the National Assessment Governing Board (hereafter the Governing Board) is pleased
to have this opportunity to apprise the Secretary of Education and the Congress of the Governing
Board response to the recommendations of the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine evaluation of the NAEP achievement levels for mathematics and reading (Edley &
Koenig, 2016).

The cited legislation charges the Governing Board with the authority and responsibility to 
“develop appropriate student achievement levels for each grade or age in each subject area to be 
tested.” The legislation also states that “such levels shall be determined by... a national consensus 
approach; used on a trial basis until the Commissioner for Education Statistics determines, as a 
result of an evaluation under subsection (f), that such levels are reasonable, valid, and 
informative to the public; ... [and] shall be updated as appropriate by the National Assessment 
Governing Board in consultation with the Commissioner for Education Statistics” (Public Law 
107-279).

Background 

NAEP is the largest nationally representative and continuing assessment of what our nation’s 
elementary and secondary students know and can do. Since 1969, NAEP has been the country’s 
foremost resource for measuring student progress and identifying differences in student 
achievement across student subgroups. In a time of changing state standards and assessments, 
NAEP serves as a trusted resource for parents, teachers, principals, policymakers, and 
researchers to compare student achievement across states and select large urban districts. NAEP 
results allow the nation to understand where more work must be done to improve learning among 
all students. 

For 25 years, the NAEP achievement levels (Basic, Proficient, and Advanced) have been a 
signature feature of NAEP results. While scale scores provide information about student 
achievement over time and across student groups, achievement levels reflect the extent to which 
student performance is “good enough,” in each subject and grade, relative to aspirational goals. 
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Since the Governing Board began setting standards in the early 1990s, achievement levels have 
become a standard part of score reporting for many other assessment programs in the US and 
abroad. 

Governing Board Response 

Overview 

The Governing Board appreciates the thorough, deliberative process undertaken over the past 
two years by the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine and the expert 
members of the Committee on the Evaluation of NAEP Achievement Levels for Mathematics 
and Reading. The Governing Board is pleased that the report concludes that the achievement 
levels are a meaningful and important part of NAEP reporting. The report states that, “during 
their 24 years [the achievement levels] have acquired meaning for NAEP’s various audiences 
and stakeholders; they serve as stable benchmarks for monitoring achievement trends, and they 
are widely used to inform public discourse and policy decisions. Users regard them as a regular, 
permanent feature of the NAEP reports” (Edley & Koenig, 2016; page Sum-8). The Governing 
Board has reviewed the seven recommendations presented in the report and finds them 
reasonable and thoughtful. The report will inform the Board’s future efforts to set achievement 
levels and communicate the meaning of NAEP Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. The 
recommendations intersect with two Governing Board documents, the Strategic Vision and the 
achievement levels policy, described here. 

On November 18, 2016, the Governing Board adopted a Strategic Vision 
(https://www.nagb.org/content/nagb/assets/documents/newsroom/press-releases/2016/nagb-
strategic-vision.pdf) to guide the work of the Board through 2020, with an emphasis on 
innovating to enhance NAEP’s form and content and expanding NAEP’s dissemination and use. 
The Strategic Vision answers the question, “How can NAEP provide information about how our 
students are doing in the most innovative, informative, and impactful ways?” The Governing 
Board is pleased that several of the report recommendations are consistent with the Board’s own 
vision. The Governing Board is committed to measuring the progress of our nation’s students 
toward their acquisition of academic knowledge, skills, and abilities relevant to this 
contemporary era.   

The Governing Board’s approach to setting achievement levels is articulated in a policy 
statement, “Developing Student Performance Levels for the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress” (https://www.nagb.org/content/nagb/assets/documents/policies/developing-student-
performance.pdf). The policy was first adopted in 1990 and was subsequently revised in 1995, 
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with minor wording changes made in 2007. The report motivates the revision of this policy, to 
add clarity and intentionality to the setting and communication of NAEP achievement levels. 
 
The seven recommendations and the Governing Board response comprise a significant research 
and outreach trajectory that the Governing Board can pursue over several years in conjunction 
with key partners. The Governing Board will implement these responses within resource 
constraints and in conjunction with the priorities of the Strategic Vision. 
 
Evaluating the Alignment of NAEP Achievement Level Descriptors 
 
Recommendation #1: Alignment among the frameworks, the item pools, the achievement-level 
descriptors, and the cut scores is fundamental to the validity of inferences about student 
achievement. In 2009, alignment was evaluated for all grades in reading and for grade 12 in 
mathematics, and changes were made to the achievement-level descriptors, as needed. Similar 
research is needed to evaluate alignment for the grade 4 and grade 8 mathematics assessments 
and to revise them as needed to ensure that they represent the knowledge and skills of students at 
each achievement level. Moreover, additional work to verify alignment for grade 4 reading and 
grade 12 mathematics is needed. 
 
The report’s primary recommendation is to evaluate the alignment, and revise if needed, the 
achievement level descriptors for NAEP mathematics and reading assessments in grades 4, 8, 
and 12. The Governing Board intends to issue a procurement for conducting studies to achieve 
this goal. The Governing Board has periodically conducted studies to evaluate whether the 
achievement level descriptors in a given subject should be revised, based on their alignment with 
the NAEP framework, item pool, and cut scores. The Governing Board agrees that this is a good 
time to ensure that current NAEP mathematics and reading achievement level descriptors align 
with the knowledge and skills of students in each achievement level category. In conjunction 
with the response to Recommendation #3, the updated Board policy on NAEP achievement 
levels will address the larger issue of specifying a process and timeline for conducting regular 
recurring reviews of the achievement level descriptions in all subjects and grades.  
 
The Governing Board agrees strongly with the recommendation that, while evaluating alignment 
of achievement level descriptors is timely, it is not necessary to consider changing the cut scores 
or beginning a new trend line at this time. The NAEP assessments are transitioning from paper-
based to digital assessments in 2017, and current efforts are focused on ensuring comparability 
between 2015 and 2017 scores. The Governing Board articulated this in the 2015 Resolution on 
Maintaining NAEP Trends with the Transition to Digital-Based Assessments 
(https://www.nagb.org/content/nagb/assets/documents/policies/resolution-on-trend-and-dba.pdf).   
 
Recommendation #2: Once satisfactory alignment among the frameworks, the item pools, the 
achievement-level descriptors, and the cut scores in NAEP mathematics and reading has been 
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demonstrated, their designation as trial should be discontinued. This work should be completed 
and the results evaluated as stipulated by law: (20 U.S. Code 9622: National Assessment of 
Educational Progress: https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/20/9622 [September 2016]). 
 
Ultimately, the Commissioner of Education Statistics is responsible for determining whether the 
“trial” designation is removed. The Governing Board is committed to providing the 
Commissioner with the information needed to make this determination in an expedient manner. 
 
Regular Recurring Reviews of the Achievement Level Descriptors 
 
Recommendation #3: To maintain the validity and usefulness of achievement levels, there should 
be regular recurring reviews of the achievement-level descriptors, with updates as needed, to 
ensure they reflect both the frameworks and the incorporation of those frameworks in NAEP 
assessments. 
 
The Board’s current policy on NAEP achievement levels contains several principles and 
guidelines for setting achievement levels but does not address issues related to the continued use 
or reporting of achievement levels many years after they were established. The revised policy 
will seek to address this gap by including a statement of periodicity for conducting regular 
recurring reviews of the achievement level descriptors, with updates as needed, as called for in 
this recommendation. The Governing Board agrees that it is important to articulate a process and 
timeline for conducting regular reviews of the achievement level descriptors rather than 
performing such reviews on an ad hoc basis. 
 
Relationships Between NAEP Achievement Levels and External Measures 
 
Recommendation #4: Research is needed on the relationships between the NAEP achievement 
levels and concurrent or future performance on measures external to NAEP. Like the research 
that led to setting scale scores that represent academic preparedness for college, new research 
should focus on other measures of future performance, such as being on track for a college-
ready high school diploma for 8th-grade students and readiness for middle school for 4th-grade 
students. 
 
In addition to the extensive work that the Governing Board has conducted at grade 12 to relate 
NAEP mathematics and reading results to academic preparedness for college, the Governing 
Board has begun research at grade 8 with statistical linking studies of NAEP mathematics and 
reading and the ACT Explore assessments in those subjects. This work was published while the 
evaluation was in process and was not included in the Committee’s deliberations. Additional 
studies in NAEP mathematics and reading at grades 4 and 8 are beginning under contract to the 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). The Governing Board’s Strategic Vision 
includes an explicit goal to increase opportunities for connecting NAEP to other national and 
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international assessments and data. Just as the Board’s previous research related grade 12 NAEP 
results in mathematics and reading to students’ academic preparedness for college, the 
Governing Board anticipates that additional linkages with external measures will help connect 
the NAEP achievement levels and scale scores to other meaningful real-world indicators of 
current and future performance.  
 
Interpretations and Uses of NAEP Achievement Levels 
 
Recommendation #5: Research is needed to articulate the intended interpretations and uses of the 
achievement levels and collect validity evidence to support these interpretations and uses. In 
addition, research to identify the actual interpretations and uses commonly made by NAEP’s 
various audiences and evaluate the validity of each of them. This information should be 
communicated to users with clear guidance on substantiated and unsubstantiated interpretations. 
 
The Governing Board’s Strategic Vision emphasizes improving the use and dissemination of 
NAEP results, and the Board’s work in this area will include achievement levels. The Governing 
Board recognizes that clarity and meaning of NAEP achievement levels (and scale scores) are of 
utmost importance. The Governing Board will issue a procurement to conduct research to better 
understand how various audiences have used and interpreted NAEP results (including 
achievement levels). The Governing Board will work collaboratively with NCES to provide 
further guidance and outreach about appropriate and inappropriate uses of NAEP achievement 
levels. 
 
Guidance for Inferences Made with Achievement Levels versus Scale Scores  
 
Recommendation #6: Guidance is needed to help users determine inferences that are best made 
with achievement levels and those best made with scale score statistics. Such guidance should be 
incorporated in every report that includes achievement levels. 
 
The Governing Board understands that improper uses of achievement level statistics are 
widespread in the public domain and extend far beyond the use of NAEP data. Reports by the 
Governing Board and NCES have modeled appropriate use of NAEP data and will continue to 
do so. This recommendation is also consistent with the goal of the Strategic Vision to improve 
the dissemination and use of NAEP results. The Governing Board will continue to work with 
NCES and follow current research to provide guidance about inferences that are best made with 
achievement levels and those best made with scale score statistics. 
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Regular Cycle for Considering Desirability of Conducting a New Standard Setting 
 
Recommendation #7: NAEP should implement a regular cycle for considering the desirability of 
conducting a new standard setting. Factors to consider include, but are not limited to: 
substantive changes in the constructs, item types, or frameworks; innovations in the modality for 
administering assessments; advances in standard setting methodologies; and changes in the 
policy environment for using NAEP results. These factors should be weighed against the 
downsides of interrupting the trend data and information. 
 
When the Board’s achievement levels policy was first created and revised in the 1990s, the 
Board was setting standards in each subject and grade for the first time and had not yet 
considered the need or timeline for re-setting standards. To address this recommendation, the 
Governing Board will update the policy to be more explicit about conditions that require a new 
standard setting. 
 
Board’s Commitment 
 
The Governing Board remains committed to its congressional mandate to set “appropriate 
student achievement levels” for the National Assessment of Educational Progress. The Board 
appreciates the report’s affirmation that NAEP achievement levels have been set thoughtfully 
and carefully, consistent with professional guidelines for standard setting, and based on extensive 
technical advice from respected psychometricians and measurement specialists. The Board also 
takes seriously the charge to develop the current achievement levels through a national 
consensus approach, involving large numbers of knowledgeable teachers, curriculum specialists, 
business leaders, and members of the general public throughout the process. This is only fitting 
given the Governing Board’s own congressionally mandated membership that explicitly includes 
representatives from these stakeholder groups. 
 
The Governing Board remains committed to improving the process of setting and communicating 
achievement levels. The Governing Board is grateful for the report recommendations that will 
advance these aims. 
 
 
Reference 
 
Edley, C. & Koenig, J. A. (Ed.). (2016). Evaluation of the Achievement Levels for Mathematics 
and Reading on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Washington, DC: The 
National Academies Press. 
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Communication and Interpretation of Achievement Levels 

At the May 2018 Governing Board meeting in Montgomery, Alabama, COSDAM will hold a 
joint meeting with the Reporting and Dissemination Committee (R&D).  The purpose of this 
joint meeting is to discuss the intersection of the two committees’ work on achievement levels 
for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). 

Background 

From 2014 to 2016, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine evaluated 
the NAEP achievement levels in mathematics and reading, which are the responsibility of the 
Governing Board.  In their evaluation, the National Academies noted eight common uses of 
NAEP achievement levels, specifically: 

• Trends or comparisons of successive cohorts, e.g., the percentage of students at or above 
Proficient in reading has increased over time; 

• Comparison to a state assessment; 
• Point-in-time comparisons across states, districts, or population groups, e.g., more 

students in state A who are at or above Proficient in reading compared to state B; 
• Rank ordering states or districts; 
• Comparison across population groups to examine performance gaps; 
• Comparison across subject areas, e.g., more students perform at or above Proficient on 

mathematics than in reading; 
• Comparison of before and after an action or policy implementation; and 
• Relationships among achievement results and contextual data. 

The evaluation recognized the usefulness and value of the achievement levels but made several 
important recommendations, most of which focus on the work of COSDAM as well as two that 
also address the work of the R&D Committee: 

RECOMMENDATION 5:  Research is needed to articulate the intended interpretations 
and uses of the achievement levels and collect validity evidence to support these 
interpretations and uses. In addition, research to identify the actual interpretations and 
uses commonly made by NAEP’s various audiences and evaluate the validity of each of 
them. This information should be communicated to users with clear guidance on 
substantiated and unsubstantiated interpretations. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 6:  Guidance is needed to help users determine inferences that 
are best made with achievement levels and those best made with scale score statistics. 
Such guidance should be incorporated in every report that includes achievement levels. 
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Since the release of these recommendations in November 2016, Governing Board staff and 
COSDAM members have started working to fulfill these recommendations.  The draft revision 
of the Board policy on developing student achievement levels (scheduled for full Board 
discussion in August 2018 and action in November 2018) establishes an  
 

“interpretative guide [which] shall accompany NAEP reports, including specific 
examples of appropriate and inappropriate interpretations and uses of the results” 
(Principle 3i). 

 
COSDAM will develop the content of this interpretative guide, but the responsibility to include 
and disseminate such a guide in reporting will fall to the R&D Committee and NCES.  This joint 
meeting between R&D and COSDAM will focus, in part, on the development and use of an 
interpretative guide to facilitate the understanding of achievement levels.   
 
As part of the Governing Board’s contract on Technical Support in Psychometrics, Assessment 
Development, and Preparedness for Postsecondary Endeavors, the Human Resources Research 
Organization (HumRRO) is conducting research to understand the various actual uses of NAEP 
data, including achievement levels.  Information taken from published documents and interviews 
will guide development of a Board policy statement on appropriate uses of NAEP and 
development of an interpretative guide.   
 
Within this task, HumRRO started work by providing advice on building a validity argument for 
the NAEP achievement levels.  An excerpt of that memo, which focuses on how various 
audiences use NAEP achievement levels, is attached.   
 
Finally, with the April release of the 2017 Nation’s Report Card in Mathematics and Reading, 
issues in understanding achievement levels re-emerged.  During pre-release briefings with 
media, a reporter asked how the Proficient level on NAEP differs from what proficient means on 
a given state assessment.  Material presented at the same time as the data release explicated what 
achievement levels mean (see attached) in hope of avoiding confusion, but misuses still 
appeared.  During this joint meeting, R&D will seek a more concise and more comprehensible 
way of explaining the achievement levels and of distinguishing them from other uses of the term 
proficient.   
 
Guiding Questions 

With this background, the members of both committees will address the following questions in 
the course of the hour-long discussion: 
 

• Does the revised achievement levels policy (Principle 3 in particular) capture the 
components critical to communicating the achievement levels effectively? 
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• How and to whom should an interpretative guide to the inappropriate and appropriate 

uses of NAEP achievement levels be presented and disseminated?  Knowing the intended 
outcome and audience will inform the content development. 
 

• How should the Governing Board highlight exemplary uses of NAEP achievement levels 
and address misuses of NAEP achievement levels?   

 
• How can the Governing Board clearly and concisely explain achievement levels 

accurately?  How can these explanations most effectively avoid misinterpretation?  How 
can these explanations cleanly distinguish what NAEP means from what states mean by 
terms such as Basic and Proficient and Advanced? 
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Excerpt of Technical Memo:  
Uses of NAEP Achievement Levels1 

Arthur A. Thacker, Ph.D. 
Tonya Longabach, Ph.D. 

Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) 

Introduction 

The National Assessment Governing Board’s (Governing Board) recent Strategic Vision2 
identifies policymakers, educators, researchers and business leaders, the media, and the 
general public as stakeholders who are expected to use National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) results. The Strategic Vision is not so specific as to describe how each group 
is expected to use NAEP results, but it does indicate that they should be informed “about what 
America’s students know and can do in various subject areas and compare achievement data 
over time and among student demographic groups.” The Strategic Vision also states that NAEP 
should “inform education policy and practice.” 

The Governing Board is working towards developing a statement of intended and appropriate 
uses for both scale scores and achievement levels. HumRRO is currently conducting a research 
study to determine how various audiences have used and interpreted NAEP results. However, 
the current lack of specificity in the inferences each group might make represents a substantial 
challenge for validation. We will seek out inferences the identified groups have actually made 
from NAEP results.  

Note that this memorandum is not comprehensive. Our goal is to provide guidance on how 
NAEP achievement levels might be validated for making specific inferences. The number of 
potential inferences that might be made and the amount of documentation available to 
potentially support those inferences is well beyond the scope of this memorandum. The 
examples we include in this memorandum, while important, do not necessarily represent the 
most important validation issues or interpretations of NAEP achievement levels rather, they 
were chosen to be illustrative of the range of inferences. Where possible, we summarize the 
literature related to common claims, but these summaries do not represent an exhaustive 
literature review.  

Inferences from Various Stakeholders 

Policymakers 

For purposes of this memorandum, we define policymakers as national and state legislators, 
board and committee members at the federal, state, and district level who make policy and/or 
recommendations for policy in education, and other individuals who make or influence 
educational policy (e.g., congressional staffers, lobbyists). These individuals are responsible for 
policy across educational institutions and have considerable power to influence curriculum, 

1 This is an excerpt of Technical Memorandum #1 (HumRRO Report 2017 NO. 089), developed under contract #ED-
NAG-17-C-0002, Technical Support in Psychometrics, Assessment Development, and Preparedness for 
Postsecondary Endeavors. 
2 See https://www.nagb.gov/content/nagb/assets/documents/newsroom/press-releases/2016/nagb-strategic-
vision.pdf.  
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instruction, assessment, teacher professional development, and other factors. They must 
address information regarding what students know and can do, and whether students are 
prepared for their next experiences, as policymakers strive to improve the state of American 
education.  

Policymakers use NAEP scores and performance level descriptors for the following purposes: 
 

• making comparisons to other districts, states, and the nation; 

• making within-state subgroup comparisons; 

• analyzing state achievement trends; 

• suggesting changes to state assessments and to aid in defining levels of student 
performance; 

• validating state standards and building the case for educational reform and change in 
their states (Zenisky, Hambleton, & Sireci, 2009); and 

• building arguments for new or amended legislation and for requesting funding related to 
education (Edley & Koenig, 2017). 

NAEP is well-structured in many ways for policymakers, who tend to be most interested in 
aggregate reports of student performance rather than individual student scores. NAEP is designed 
to generate comparable results across states and demographic groups. NAEP maintains a scale 
across years and allows for tracking of trends. However, when policymakers use NAEP to justify 
changes to state assessments or state performance definitions, build a case for educational 
reforms, or for requesting funding, they must support those uses based on their own 
understanding of NAEP and their judgements about NAEP’s suitability for those purposes.  

Educators 
 
For purposes of this memorandum, we define educators as those persons who work most directly 
with students. They are responsible for instruction and for implementing curriculum and 
assessments. Educators include teachers, teachers’ support personnel, content area specialists, 
academic coaches, etc. We also include school principals in this category, although there is some 
overlap with policymakers, since principals greatly influence policy within their particular schools.  

Because NAEP does not produce results for individual students or at the school level, score 
interpretations are of limited use for educators. The achievement level descriptions (ALDs) and 
the frameworks, however, may provide considerable useful information. The frameworks 
indicate the content that students are expected to know in specific subjects at specific grades. 
The ALDs indicate how students will be categorized based on the level of their knowledge and 
skill related to that content. The ALDs help educators better understand how student 
performance is differentiated.  

Educators receive their information about NAEP from various sources, including three main 
NAEP websites. They receive much of their information from their state education agency’s 
website and the media. NCES also supports a NAEP state coordinator in each state who serves 
as a liaison between the state department of education and the NAEP programs. They are 
available to assist in the interpretation of NAEP results. We reviewed a sample of state websites 
as part of preparing this memorandum. We selected websites to reflect either high or low 
performance on NAEP to highlight any qualitative differences in the information presented to 
educators.  
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The three lowest performing states on NAEP 4th and 8th grade reading and mathematics and the 
three highest performing states based on 2015 results3 are shown in Table 1. The state 
Department of Education (DOE) websites and state education agency websites were searched 
to determine whether and how the states use NAEP data. We specifically searched for 
information on using NAEP for standard setting purposes.  

Table 1. Highest and Lowest Performing States on 2015 NAEP Reading and Mathematics, 
Grades 4 and 8 

Subject/Grade High Performing Low Performing 

Mathematics   

Grade 4 MA MN NH AL NM MS 

Grade 8 MA MN NH AL CA MS 

Reading   

Grade 4 MA NH VT NM CA AK MS 

Grade 8 NH MA VT MS NM LA 
 

There were both differences and similarities in how the low and high performing states referred 
to the available NAEP data. The low performing states provided much less information about 
participating in NAEP and the purposes of NAEP, in general, compared to the high performing 
states. High performing states, on the other hand, were more likely to provide details about 
student performance and participation on NAEP. Many state DOE websites include links to the 
state NAEP results on the Nation’s Report Card website. Some state websites made a 
statement that comparisons can be made of how students from different states performed on 
NAEP, or reference studies that linked state standards to the NAEP standards. However, both 
low and high performing states provided little information about the explicit uses of the NAEP 
data for the purposes of creating state level ALDs and informing the determination of cut scores 
at the state level.  

The websites did not include any explicit reference to whether or how NAEP standards may 
inform state performance standards, or how NAEP data may serve as impact data in state 
standard settings. The most explicit statement of the connection between state assessment and 
NAEP was found on the MA DOE website: “…NAEP has taken on a greater prominence under 
the No Child Left Behind Act and serves to externally confirm results of state assessments, such 
as the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS)” (National Assessment of 
Educational Progress Frequently Asked Questions, 2017).” The state of Vermont makes 
another explicit comparison between the structure of its own state science test and the NAEP 
science assessment standards: “The tests were designed to measure different standards, or 
frameworks, on separate scoring scales, but both assessments address similar skills and 
content areas. These assessments provide a way to reference national, state and local science 
achievement” (Vermont Students Score among Best in the Nation on the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, 2016). The state also points out some similarities in the pattern of 
scores on both the state assessment and NAEP.  

                                                
3For more information see the website 
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/profiles/stateprofile?chort=2&sub=RED&sj=AL&sfj=NP&st=MN&year=2015R3. 
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Among the state websites studied, most high performing statues reported: 
 

• trends or comparisons of successive cohorts; 

• comparison of the percentage of students at or above Proficient on NAEP to the 
percentage of students at or above Proficient on a state test; 

• point-in-time comparisons across states, districts, or population groups (e.g., Vermont 
included information showing an increase in the performance of students of low SES); 

• performance on subscales (e.g. algebra, vocabulary, etc.) 

• rank ordering of states or districts; 

• comparisons across population groups to examine performance gaps; and 

• comparisons across subject areas. 
 

Lower performing states tended to mention NAEP reports less often. However, we did find some 
information in the comments of school administrators to the media that NAEP results were used 
as an indication that the current state education system was in need of reform. For example, in 
2013 the superintendent of Louisiana, John White, “used the [NAEP state achievement] report 
to reiterate his push for the Common Core national education standards. ’The growth this 
year was moderate. If we want to see something beyond incremental growth, we've got to 
raise our standards, and the Common Core standards is the best way to do that,’ he said“ 
(Bacon-Blood, 2013).  

Researchers and Business Leaders 
 
For purposes of this memorandum, researchers and business leaders include persons 
conducting educational research and individuals from private industry with an interest in 
elementary and secondary student performance. Currently, NAEP data use and interpretation 
research by these stakeholders may take the following directions (Edley & Koenig, 2017): 
 

• track trends in and compare the performance of successive cohorts, 

• make point-in-time comparisons across states and school districts, 

• compare the performance of population groups within and across states (performance 
gaps), 

• rank order the performance of states and compare state to national performance; 

• compare performance across tested subject areas, 

• examine relationships among student performance and selected student/school/family 
variables, and 

• compare states’ standards for proficient performance in reading and mathematics by 
placing them on a common scale defined by NAEP scores (“mapping studies”). 

Beginning with NAEP results from 2003, NCES conducted a series of studies that mapped each 
state’s grade 4 and 8 reading and mathematics proficiency levels to the NAEP scale. This 
mapping was designed as a mechanism to evaluate the extent to which state standards 
reflected the same rigor as NAEP standards, and it was used as a policy lever to encourage 
states to set challenging standards for their students (Edley et al., 2017). In the mapping study 
report by Bandeira de Mello, Bohrnstedt, Blankenship, & Sherman (2015), the NAEP score that 
corresponds to a state’s standard (i.e., the NAEP scale equivalent score) is determined by a 
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direct application of equipercentile mapping. For a given subject and grade, the percentage of 
students reported in the state assessment to be meeting the standard in each NAEP school is 
matched to the point on the NAEP achievement scale corresponding to that percentage. The 
percentage of students passing the state standard was mapped onto the NAEP scores. The 
results are then aggregated over all of the NAEP schools in a state to provide an estimate of the 
NAEP scale equivalent of the state’s threshold for its standard (Bandeira de Mello et al., 2015).   

Peterson and Ackerman (2015) took a different approach to the comparison of state 
achievement scores and NAEP scores. They calculated the difference between the percentage 
of students considered “proficient” by both the state and NAEP assessments. The magnitude of 
the difference was considered to indicate how rigorous the state standards are as compared 
with NAEP standards.  

These examples indicate that some researchers and policymakers do consider NAEP 
achievement levels to be a standard that states should strive toward. At the same time, some 
researchers caution against using NAEP as an infallible measure of state educational 
achievement due to fundamental differences between the state and NAEP frameworks and 
standards (e.g., Ho & Haertel, 2007). It is important to remember that determining the score 
equivalency between NAEP scale and state scale does not say anything about the equivalency 
or lack thereof in knowledge and skills associated with the score. The NAEP and state 
assessments may or may not measure the same knowledge and skills. An alignment study 
would need to be conducted to assess the extent to which the two assessments measured the 
same construct. 

Many studies focused on validity evidence based on relationships with external variables, that 
is, setting benchmarks on NAEP that are related to concurrent or future performance on 
measures external to NAEP. Examples are academic preparedness for college; international 
tests; state tests and their alignment with NAEP (Edley et al., 2017). The studies indicate that 
there is considerable correspondence between the percentages of students at NAEP 
achievement levels and the percentages on other assessments (Gattis et al., 2016; Jia et al., 
2014; Lim & Sireci, 2017; Neidorf, Binkley, Gattis, & Nohara, 2006; Phillips, 2014a, 2014b; 
Poland & Plevyak, 2015; Provasnik, Lin, Darling, & Dodson, 2013). These studies show that the 
NAEP achievement-level results (the percentage of students at the advanced level) are 
generally consistent with the percentage of U.S. students scoring at the reading and 
mathematics benchmarks on the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), the 
mathematics benchmarks on Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), 
and at the higher levels for College Board Advanced Placement (AP) exams. For example, a 
report by Fields (2014) states that the content of the 12th grade NAEP reading and mathematics 
assessments was found to be similar to widely recognized tests used for college admission and 
placement. A linking study by Moran, Freund, & Oranje (2012) determined that there is a higher 
correlation between NAEP and SAT mathematics scores than between NAEP and SAT reading 
scores. The SAT reading benchmark, however, was closer to the NAEP Proficient score than 
the SAT math benchmark.. Several studies investigated the relationship between NAEP 
Proficient and college and career readiness (Moran, Oranje, & Freund, n.d.; Schneider, Kitmitto, 
Muhusani, & Zhu, 2015), but the relationship was found to be fairly weak. Additional research in 
this area was proposed.  

During the August 2016 Governing Board quarterly meeting, researchers provided the following 
recommendations regarding the use of NAEP data. 
 

• Panelists urged the Governing Board to enable linkages from NAEP data to state-level 
or national-level to conduct research about the long-term effects of educational policies. 
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• All panelists agreed that while NAEP data describe trends in student achievement, the 
data do not support conclusions about the reasons for these trends. Additional research 
is needed to discover factors that can improve schools and student learning.  

• It was suggested that the NAEP data be used to compare the performance of districts 
with similar demographic characteristics, such as poverty levels. NAEP data may be 
used to guide best practices on what works in the improvement of educational 
achievement.  

The Media 
 
While academic and research articles provide scientific, well-reasoned rationales for or against 
the specific interpretations of NAEP, articles by the media present a different side. They tell the 
story of those who are trying to use information under real-life conditions from the assessments 
that the academics are studying, and the real-world challenges and issues experienced by 
practitioners in the field.  

Articles in publications like Education Week illustrate that there is a large degree of confusion 
accompanying the application and interpretation of NAEP standards. While many researchers 
and even state officials may assume the debate about the application of NAEP standards is 
resolved, magazine and newspaper articles question whether it is appropriate for states to 
incorporate NAEP standards into the standards of the state, and what the appropriate uses for 
NAEP scores are in general.  

One point of argument is lack of clarity on the meaning of “proficient” and the application of that 
meaning to state standards. Not all media representatives consistently clarify for the public that 
NAEP Proficient is not grade-level proficiency and that NAEP Proficient is intended to be an 
aspirational standard. What makes this matter more complicated is that under the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB), states had to create achievement levels that were grade-specific and most 
states chose to adopt the ALD title of “Proficient.” Reconciling these sets of standards causes 
additional conflict and confusion when states are trying to create their achievement levels and 
communicate them to the public. One suggestion to make the situation more understandable is 
for policymakers to explain to the stakeholders “what are good goals for educational purposes 
compared to what is appropriate for accountability when establishing cut scores on their state 
assessments” (Hull, 2008), why they may be different, and which performance levels are more 
appropriate for each specific purpose.  

Many researchers are concerned that information from NAEP gets misinterpreted by the media 
and politicians, sometimes to serve the interests of specific groups. Various misinterpretations 
of NAEP results are frequently used by the politicians and media, giving rise to the term 
“misnaepery” (Sawchuk, 2013). One prominent example of this inappropriate interpretation 
includes tying an increase in state NAEP scores to some specific policy or intervention 
implemented by the state, and a decrease – to a policy that was proposed by an organization, 
but then not implemented. In practice, it is very challenging to make these causal connections. 
Organizations that are using NAEP scores to bolster claims about the effects of a specific policy 
are likely not interpreting the NAEP scores correctly (Chingos & Blagg, 2015). 

A number of misinterpretations come from the misunderstanding of NAEP’s definition of 
“proficient”, with some reporters claiming that being below proficient means being “below grade 
level.” Yet another source of confusion comes from comparing state assessment scores with 
NAEP scores and arriving at opposing conclusions. Comparing the achievement of different 
student population groups is often fraught with misinterpretations as well (e.g., treating the 
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NAEP achievement scale as continuous between grades and comparing achievement of one 
population at a higher grade to the achievement of another population at a lower grade).  

At least in part, these misinterpretations arise from a lack of readily available or accessible 
information on how the NAEP scores should be interpreted, what the appropriate uses of these 
scores are, and what conclusions are appropriate to make. Educational researchers call for 
using caution in deciphering which claims are appropriate, and discouraging the propagation of 
false claims about NAEP data interpretation (Polikoff, 2015a, 2015b).  

The General Public 
 
The general public may not have sufficient knowledge and training to deeply understand the 
intent and the meaning of state or national assessments is, and may have a difficult time 
interpreting and critically evaluating information coming from various, often conflicting, sources. 
The media may make the situation in education appear more critical or negative than it really is. 
For example, if a state performs as one of the best on NAEP, but there is no growth in scores, 
the general public may see headlines like “Public education test results are dismal. Schools are 
failing NH children” (Levell, 2016). In addition, as mentioned earlier, the information provided by 
the media may not be completely objective, and score interpretations may be promoting a 
specific political agenda.  

There is some confusion among the general public regarding why their state may have high 
scores on the state assessments, but low scores on NAEP (Weiss, 2016; Dillon, 2005).  This 
may occur if the state set standards lower than NAEP standards, or if the state simply has 
different content standards. There may also be conflicting information on exactly how the state 
standards compare to NAEP standards; this may cause one study to claim that a state has low 
standards, and another study – that the state is either lagging behind others, or low on scores 
from some other perspective. A study by Achieve4, describes several NAEP objectives at grade 
4 contrasted with the grade those same objectives are introduced in several states’ standards 
documents. The objective “Use simple ratios to describe problem situations,” is typically 
introduced in grade 6 in many states. Discrepancies like this add complexity to potential 
comparisons between NAEP results and state testing results.  

One potential goal would be for the general public to be able to use state and national 
assessments to make decisions about whether children are getting the best education in their 
particular state. It is likely impossible to make such inferences at the school or even classroom 
level from state and national assessments. The media, however, may make it sound like those 
conclusions are appropriate and necessary. The same article by Levell (2016) that proclaimed 
the failure of New Hampshire public education, for example, suggests that, based on the fact 
that there was little to no growth in the student scores on state assessments or NAEP, the 
parents should “[e]ngage your local school board and question why they are using College and 
Career Readiness Standards and tests that are not providing a better education for our 
children;” consider a transfer to a charter or private school; or refuse to have their child take a 
state assessment. It may be helpful for the general public to have access to a source of clear, 
easy to understand, reliable information on the kinds of inferences that can legitimately be made 
from state and national assessments. 

  

                                                
4 See https://www.achieve.org/files/16-149_Achieve_NAEP%20math%20report.pdf.  
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BASIC PROFICIENT ADVANCED

ACHIEVEMENT LEVELS

What Are NAEP Achievement Levels 
and How Are They Determined?

Every two years, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in reading and 
mathematics is administered and results are reported. The results are presented for the 
nation, for states and jurisdictions like the District of Columbia, and for 27 select urban 
school districts. The Nation’s Report Card, as NAEP is known, provides more than just 
average scores, so that student performance can be understood more fully. Results can be 
examined by characteristics of schools, teachers, and students, such as urbanicity, teacher 
certification, and student demographics. 

The National Assessment Governing Board was created by Congress in 
1988 as an independent, nonpartisan board to set policy for NAEP. The 
Governing Board’s duties include determining what subjects are assessed 
when and developing student achievement levels for NAEP. Achievement 
levels represent what students should know and be able to do, essentially 
answering the question: How good is good enough on NAEP?

The Governing Board defines the meaning of the achievement levels of Basic, Proficient, 
and Advanced through a careful and deliberate process. Achievement-level setting, also 
called standard setting, is not unique to NAEP or to educational testing. Medical boards and 
state bar organizations use cut scores to determine who may practice in their respective 
professions. More broadly, athletic competitions may set cut scores for what skills need 
to be demonstrated before moving to the next round. For The Nation’s Report Card, the 
process translates content expectations to the NAEP scale, producing cut scores that 
separate each category of performance. 
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NAEP standard-setting involves approximately 20 to 30 content experts, typically teachers 
and other subject-matter experts, who meet for several days and receive in-depth 
training. Standard-setting experts provide technical guidance throughout the process 
and the content experts apply their knowledge and experience to recommend the 
achievement levels. Panelists also recommend exemplars—items or student responses 
that are representative examples of performance at the Basic, Proficient, and Advanced 
levels. Achievement Level Descriptions, specific to each assessment, accompany the 
recommendations to clarify what Proficient means, for example, on the NAEP grade 4 
mathematics assessment.

NAEP defines Proficient differently from other uses of the term. For example, the Every 
Student Succeeds Act refers to student “proficiency.” State assessment systems may use 
the terms “proficient” and “proficiency,” but there is wide variation in how states define 
proficient., e.g., equivalent to grade-level performance or a description of what students 
already know. This variation in terminology is often a source of confusion when it comes to 
understanding the NAEP achievement levels. For NAEP, Proficient represents solid academic 
performance for each grade assessed. Students reaching this level have demonstrated 
competency over challenging subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, application 
of such knowledge to real world situations, and analytical skills appropriate to the subject 
matter. Thus, Proficient represents an aspirational goal for what all students should know. 

The National Assessment Governing Board is responsible for setting achievement levels 
based on the outcome of the standard-setting process. The Board has set achievement 
levels in nine NAEP subjects and always solicits public comment on the plans for the 
standard-setting process and on the content of the Achievement Level Descriptions. The 
Nation’s Report Card includes information about the types of items or responses that 
exemplify each achievement level, which helps to illustrate what performance at each 
achievement level looks like. 

By presenting both average scores and achievement levels, the National Assessment 
Governing Board fulfills its Congressionally mandated obligation to improve the reporting 
of results on The Nation’s Report Card. For more information, please visit the Governing 
Board’s website:  www.nagb.gov.   

What Are NAEP Achievement Levels and How Are They Determined? 

math civicsreading economics

technology and 
engineering literacy

geography U.S. historyscience

writing

The Governing Board has set achievement levels in these nine NAEP subjects:
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Strategic Vision Activities Led by COSDAM 

During the November 2016 Board meeting, a Strategic Vision was formally adopted to guide the Board’s work over the next several 
years. For each activity led by COSDAM, information is provided below to describe the current status and recent work, planned next 
steps, and the ultimate desired outcomes. Please note that many of the Strategic Vision activities require collaboration across 
committees and with NCES, but the specific opportunities for collaboration are not explicitly referenced in the table below. In 
addition, the activities that include contributions from COSDAM but are primarily assigned to another standing committee (e.g., 
framework update processes) or ad hoc committee (i.e., exploring new approaches to postsecondary preparedness) also have not been 
included below. 

The Governing Board’s Assistant Director for Psychometrics, Sharyn Rosenberg, will answer any questions that COSDAM members 
have about ongoing or planned activities. 

Strategic Vision Activity Current Status and Recent Work Planned Next Steps Desired Outcome 
SV #2: Increase opportunities to 
connect NAEP to administrative data 
and state, national, and international 
student assessments 
 
Incorporate ongoing linking studies 
to external measures of current and 
future achievement in order to 
evaluate the NAEP scale and add 
meaning to the NAEP achievement 
levels in reporting. Consider how 
additional work could be pursued 
across multiple subject areas, grades, 
national and international 
assessments, and longitudinal 
outcomes 

COSDAM discussions at May and 
August 2017 board meetings to examine 
how existing findings may be used to 
add meaning to scale scores and 
achievement levels, and what additional 
studies to take on 
 
Ongoing linking studies include: 
national NAEP-ACT linking study; 
longitudinal studies at grade 12 in MA, 
MI, TN; longitudinal studies at grade 8 
in NC, TN; NAEP-TIMSS linking 
study; NAEP-HSLS linking study; 
NAEP Validity Studies (NVS) studies 
 
Informational update on current studies 
was provided in the March 2018 
COSDAM materials 

 
Complete ongoing studies 
 
Decide what new studies to 
take on 
 
Decide how to use and 
report existing and future 
results 
 
Complete additional 
studies 
 

NAEP scale scores 
and achievement 
levels may be 
reported and are 
better understood in 
terms of how they 
relate to other 
important indicators 
of interest (i.e., other 
assessments and 
milestones) 
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Strategic Vision Activity Current Status and Recent Work Planned Next Steps Desired Outcome 
SV #3: Expand the availability, 
utility, and use of NAEP resources, in 
part by creating new resources to 
inform education policy and practice 
 
Research when and how NAEP 
results are currently used (both 
appropriately and inappropriately) 
by researchers, think tanks, and local, 
state and national education leaders, 
policymakers, business leaders, and 
others, with the intent to support the 
appropriate use of NAEP results 
(COSDAM with R&D and ADC) 
 
Develop a statement of the intended 
and unintended uses of NAEP data 
using an anticipated NAEP Validity 
Studies Panel (NVS) paper and the 
Governing Board’s research as a 
resource (COSDAM with NCES) 
 
Disseminate information on technical 
best practices and NAEP 
methodologies, such as training item 
writers and setting achievement levels 

Ina Mullis of the NVS panel spoke with 
COSDAM at the March 2017 board 
meeting and is working on a white paper 
about the  history and uses of NAEP 
 
Technical Support contract specifies that 
the research study topic for year 1 will 
focus on how NAEP results are used by 
various stakeholders. The study is 
currently underway and is planned for 
COSDAM discussion during the August 
2018 Board meeting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This idea was generated during the 
August 2017 COSDAM discussion of 
the Strategic Vision activities 
 

Use research to draft short 
document of intended and 
appropriate uses for Board 
discussion (November 
2018) 
 
NCES produces 
documentation of validity 
evidence for intended uses 
of NAEP scale scores 
 
Governing Board produces 
documentation of validity 
evidence for intended uses 
of NAEP achievement 
levels  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Work with NCES and 
R&D to refine list of 
technical topics for 
dissemination efforts 

Board adopts formal 
statement or policy 
about intended uses 
of NAEP. The goal 
is to increase 
appropriate uses and 
decrease 
inappropriate uses 
(in conjunction with 
dissemination 
activities to promote 
awareness of the 
policy statement) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stakeholders benefit 
from NAEP 
technical expertise 
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Strategic Vision Activity Current Status and Recent Work Planned Next Steps Desired Outcome 
SV# 5: Develop new approaches to 
update NAEP subject area 
frameworks to support the Board’s 
responsibility to measure evolving 
expectations for students, while 
maintaining rigorous methods that 
support reporting student 
achievement trends 
 
Consider new approaches to creating 
and updating the achievement level 
descriptors and update the Board 
policy on achievement levels 

Panel of standard setting experts 
convened in January 2018 to 
discuss technical issues and 
recommendations for achievement 
levels policy 
 
Literature review on considerations 
for creating and updating 
achievement level descriptors 
(ALDs) 
 
Technical Memo on developing a 
validity argument for the NAEP 
achievement levels (February 2018) 
 
The efforts described above were 
discussed at the March 2018 
COSDAM meeting 

COSDAM discussion of draft 
revised policy statement to occur 
at this Board meeting (May 2018) 
 
COSDAM call to discuss revised 
draft policy (June 2018) 
 
Revised policy statement for full 
Board discussion (August 2018) 
 
Seek external feedback and public 
comment (September 2018) 
 
Full Board call to discuss revised 
draft policy (October 2018) 
 
Board action on revised policy 
statement (November 2018)  

Board has updated 
policy on 
achievement levels 
that meets current 
best practices in 
standard setting 
and is useful for 
guiding the 
Board’s 
achievement levels 
setting work 

SV# 7: Research policy and technical 
implications related to the future of 
NAEP Long-Term Trend assessments 
in reading and mathematics 
 
Support development and publication 
of multiple papers exploring policy 
and technical issues related to NAEP 
Long-Term Trend. In addition to the 
papers, support symposia to engage 
researchers and policymakers to 
provide stakeholder input into the 
Board’s recommendation 

White papers commissioned, 
symposium held in Washington, 
DC (March 2017), and follow-up 
event held at American Educational 
Research Association (AERA) 
annual conference (April 2017)  
 
Full Board and Executive 
Committee discussions (March, 
May, and August 2017) and 
webinar on secure LTT items and 
p-values from 2012 administration 
(October 2017) 

Per the discussion and next steps 
at the March 2018 Executive 
Committee meeting, COSDAM 
will discuss design considerations 
for the next administration of 
LTT. Additional information is 
expected to be provided by NCES 
at the August COSDAM meeting. 
 

Determine whether 
changes to the 
NAEP LTT 
schedule, design 
and administration 
are needed (led by 
Executive 
Committee and 
NCES) 
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Strategic Vision Activity Current Status and Recent Work Planned Next Steps Desired Outcome 
SV# 9: Develop policy approaches to 
revise the NAEP assessment subjects 
and schedule based on the nation’s 
evolving needs, the Board’s priorities, 
and NAEP funding 
 
Pending outcomes of stakeholder 
input (ADC activity), evaluate the 
technical implications of combining 
assessments, including the impact on 
scaling and trends 

COSDAM presentation and 
discussion on initial considerations 
for combining assessments 
(November 2017) 
 
Full Board presentation and 
discussion on efficiencies in what 
and how to measure student 
knowledge and skills (March 2018) 

Plenary discussion of Assessment 
Schedule during May 2018 Board 
meeting 
 
Additional discussion planned for 
August 2018, with Board action 
tentatively scheduled for 
November 2018 

Determine whether 
new assessment 
schedule should 
include any 
consolidated 
frameworks or 
coordinated 
administrations  

SV# 10: Develop new approaches to 
measure the complex skills required 
for transition to postsecondary 
education and career 
 
Continue research to gather validity 
evidence for using 12th grade NAEP 
reading and math results to estimate 
the percentage of grade 12 students 
academically prepared for college 

Several studies are ongoing (see 
activities under SV# 2) 
 
Per COSDAM discussion at August 
2017 meeting, additional studies are 
on hold until at least November 
2018 pending Board decision on 
how to move forward with findings 
from Ad hoc Committee on 
Measures of Postsecondary 
Preparedness 
 

Decide whether additional 
research should be pursued at 
grade 8 to learn more about the 
percentage of students “on track” 
to being academically prepared 
for college by the end of high 
school 
 
Decide whether Board should 
make stronger statement and/or 
set “benchmarks” rather than 
current approach of “plausible 
estimates” 
 
Decide whether additional 
research should be conducted 
with more recent administrations 
of NAEP and other tests 

Statements about 
using NAEP as an 
indicator of 
academic 
preparedness for 
college continue to 
be defensible and 
to have appropriate 
validity evidence 
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