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It is if you are:
◆ Implementing a new state test and ready to communicate about the test and the underlying standards

with parents in your state so that they better understand and support these school improvement efforts.
◆ Looking for better ways of communicating your messages about standards and testing, whether or not

you are implementing a new test.
◆ Interested in creating reports of individual student test results that are more meaningful to parents.
◆ Eager to help your state build the capacity to communicate with parents about the importance of

higher standards and the new tests.

Is This Idea Book for You?

This publication presents ideas for state leaders on how to better
inform parents about the issues surrounding changes in statewide
assessments and how to better report the results of those assessments
to parents so that they are more meaningful.

◆ Turn to the tab labeled Section I to learn more about the experi-
ences of a parent and a policymaker when confronted with a new
statewide test for the first time. Build your understanding of why
it is so important that states do a better job of communicating
with parents about the issues surrounding the state test.

◆ Go to the tab labeled Section II for recommendations and exam-
ples on how to make parents more aware of new tests, their pur-
poses, and all the changes they may bring.

◆ Turn to the tab labeled Section III for some ideas on how to better
report testing results to parents so that they are more meaningful.

◆ Go to the tab labeled Section IV for a description of five organiza-
tions that are committed to better communication with parents.
Learn about their structure, the coalitions they have built, and the
type of products they produce to communicate to parents about
the state tests.

◆ Turn to the tab labeled Section V to find out suggestions from the
states with the best success communicating with parents.

◆ Go to the Appendices for a look at some annotated score reports
and a set of resources to assist you in improving communication
with parents.

This Idea Book also presents a series of Close-ups that provide sto-
ries from states on a variety of issues concerning statewide testing,
including:

◆ Reporting test scores using the media;
◆ Evaluating communication tools;
◆ Helping teachers to engage parents effectively; and
◆ Negotiating with the test provider.

For more information, see the Table of Contents, which starts on
page vii.

How to Use This Idea Book
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The National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) is a unique bipartisan and intergovernmental body of federal and state officials creat-
ed in July 1990 to assess and report state and national progress toward achieving the National Education Goals. In 1994, the Goals
Panel became a fully independent federal agency charged with monitoring and speeding progress toward the eight National
Education Goals. Under the legislation, the Panel is charged with a variety of responsibilities to support systemwide reform,
including:

◆ Reporting on national and state progress toward the Goals over a 10-year period;
◆ Working to establish a system of high academic standards and assessments;
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The National Education Goals
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Goal 1: Ready to Learn
By the year 2000, all children in America will start 

school ready to learn.

Goal 2: School Completion
By the year 2000, the high school graduation rate will increase 
to at least 90 percent.

Goal 3: Student Achievement and Citizenship
By the year 2000, all students will leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having
demonstrated competency over challenging subject matter including

English, mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics and government,
economics, arts, history, and geography, and every school in America

will ensure that all students learn to use their minds well, so they may
be prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and productive

employment in our Nation’s modern economy.

Goal 4: Teacher Education and Professional Development
By the year 2000, the Nation’s teaching force will have access to pro-
grams for the continued improvement of their professional skills and the
opportunity to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to instruct and
prepare all American students for the next century.
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Goal 5: Mathematics and Science
By the year 2000, United States students will be first in the world 

in mathematics and science achievement.

Goal 6: Adult Literacy and Lifelong Learning
By the year 2000, every adult American will be literate and will possess 
the knowledge and skills necessary to compete in a global economy and 
exercise the rights and responsibilities of citizenship.

Goal 7: Safe, Disciplined, and Alcohol- and Drug-free Schools
By the year 2000, every school in the United States will be free of drugs, 
violence, and the unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol and will 

offer a disciplined environment conducive to learning.

Goal 8: Parental Participation
By the year 2000, every school will promote partnerships that will 
increase parental involvement and participation in promoting the social, 
emotional, and academic growth of children.
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Executive Summary

tandards for what students should know and be able to do 
in the basic subject areas are being developed or revised

throughout the country. Most states are attempting to align their
tests to these standards so that people know the extent to which
standards are being met. Public reporting of this achievement infor-
mation has become a central aspect of most states’ accountability
systems.

Americans are on board with these efforts. They are convinced that
public schools are not expecting enough from their students, and as
a result, there is broad support for proposals to set clearer and higher
academic standards. Seven out of 10 Americans believe that these
standards should be measured by tests. But more often than not,
when it comes to understanding how these improvement efforts will
affect their children and their schools, most parents have been left in
the dark. A recent Public Agenda report, Reality Check, found that
many parents “appear to lack a solid grasp of their schools’ academic
goals,” as well as the “information essential to properly evaluate how
well their children and schools are doing.”

Clear communication with parents about these issues is critical.
If parents are well informed and made a part of the improvement
efforts from the beginning, they are more likely to be the catalyst
needed for change—they are more likely to support their school’s
goals and demand the instructional changes necessary to meet
those goals. To address these issues, state leaders should start 
asking themselves:

◆ Do parents understand why the state is moving toward higher
standards?

◆ Do parents know what the standards are?
◆ Do parents understand the goals of the tests and what information

the tests are designed (and not designed) to yield?

◆ Do parents know what types of test questions will be on the
assessment that is linked to the standards? Do they recognize good
(and not-so-good) student performance on these questions?

◆ Do parents understand that the scores might be lower than those
on the previous tests? Do they understand why?

◆ Do parents understand what to do with the results once they
receive them?

It may not be necessary to provide all of the different types of
information listed above. Determining what is best for the parents in
your state will depend on the type of assessment system your state
uses—it’s not a one-size-fits-all. But the best combination will also be

S
To simplify the complicated messages about the need for higher standards and the new
tests designed to measure the standards, the Goals Panel recommends the following:

Strategic Recommendations:
◆ Recommendation 1: Address parents’ concerns up front (page 7);
◆ Recommendation 2: Inform parents why the state is making these changes

(page 7);
◆ Recommendation 3: Help parents to understand why scores may be low in

the beginning and what will be done to improve scores over time (page 9);
◆ Recommendation 4: Place the new tests in perspective: don’t overstate the

importance of the new tests and don’t overstate the failings of the more tradi-
tional tests (page 11);

◆ Recommendation 5: Answer questions thoughtfully and honestly (page 13).

Content Recommendations:
◆ Recommendation 6: Provide examples of what students need to know and

be able to do (and let parents know how they can obtain complete descrip-
tions) (page 16);

◆ Recommendation 7: Provide examples of test questions and examples of
student work (those that meet the standard, those that do not meet the stan-
dard, and explanations as to why) (page 18);

◆ Recommendation 8: Use clear and concise language to define technical
terms; avoid jargon (page 21);

◆ Recommendation 9: Provide tips for parents—suggestions they can use to
encourage their children to develop their skills and knowledge and improve
their academic performance (page 21).
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determined by listening to the parents in your state—through the use
of surveys, focus groups, or face-to-face communication.

Simplifying the message
How can the complicated messages about the need for higher stan-
dards and new tests designed to measure the standards be simplified?
The Goals Panel believes that states need to simplify these messages
for parents by providing both background and context (strategic rec-
ommendations) and clarification (content recommendations). The
strategic recommendations listed on the previous page will assist
states in determining what information parents will want to better
understand the issues surrounding the state tests and how that 
information should be presented; the content recommendations will
assist states in thinking about how to make that information clear
through the use of examples (e.g., examples of standards, test items,
and student responses).

Making test results more meaningful
Once a student has taken the test, parents want to know the results.
Most states provide this information through an individual student
report.

Too often, however, individual student score reports are not very
clear. In some cases, these reports provide too little information.

Parents may have a
hard time determin-
ing their child’s per-
formance with just a
percentile rank, a
percentage of ques-
tions answered cor-
rectly, or a term
describing a level of
achievement, if there
is no description of
what these numbers
or words mean. In
other cases, these
reports provide too

much detail and leave parents uninformed as to how their child per-
formed. Translating an individual child’s performance on a state test
requires a balance between providing too little information and too
much information.

Determining how best to answer these questions and design a score
report that clearly and helpfully communicates the test performance
requires listening to those who would be most interested in this
information. It is helpful to recognize that there is a link between
informing parents and reporting to parents. For parents to understand
test scores, they want
answers to a host of
questions, including: 
Why did my child
take this test? What
are the standards?
What did this test
look like? What does
it mean to “meet the
standard”? Essentially,
parents want states to
provide the informa-
tion consistent with
the nine recommen-
dations listed on the
previous page.

The purpose of this Idea Book is to help you more clearly inform
parents about state improvements in testing and the underlying aca-
demic expectations and, more clearly—and more meaningfully—
report the results of those tests to parents.

To create a balance between providing too little
information and too much information on individual
score reports, the Goals Panel recommends that states
answer the following four questions:

◆ Question I: How did my child do?
◆ Question II: What types of skills or knowledge

does my child’s performance reflect?
◆ Question III: How did my child perform in com-

parison to other students in the school, district,
state, and—if comparable data are available—
the nation?

◆ Question IV: What can I do to help my child
improve?

States with the best success communicating with
parents suggest the following:

◆ Listen to the parents in your community.
◆ Use clear and concrete language.
◆ Take the time to plan.
◆ Ensure a consistent message.
◆ Coordinate with others.
◆ Realize that improving your communication

efforts will take resources.
◆ Recognize that moving toward a standards-

based system takes political will.



Talking About Tests: An Idea Book for State Leaders

1

As the Governor of Colorado, I often take a set of trips around the state which 
I call “Dome on the Range.” The trip I took to Greeley, Colorado, in November
1997 was especially revealing.

Colorado had just released the results of a new standards-based assessment of
4th grade reading and writing. The tests showed that only a little more than half of
our 4th graders were proficient or better in reading; less than a third could meet
the standard in writing. The results upset many Coloradans, particularly in
Greeley, where few schools had performed to the state average; this came as a
shock because parents were used to reports that their students were “above the
average.”

As this particular meeting of parents and teachers progressed, I heard many frus-
trations. But those frustrations were not due to the state’s move to a standards-
based system; virtually all supported the idea of establishing benchmarks for what
students should know and be able to do and evaluating their performance on that
basis. Nor was it the results themselves that proved troubling; most of the parents
and teachers with whom I spoke recognized—better than I did—the challenges
their children faced.

Instead, I found that my audience was frustrated with the lack of information
about what their child’s test scores meant. They wanted more than just an individ-
ual score. Parents wanted examples of test items, sample student responses, and
suggestions as to how to help their children succeed. The parents believed this
information would make the results of the test meaningful and provide them with
what they need to help their child achieve to higher levels.

Parents at that meeting underscored for me that standards and assessments will
amount to very little unless they can understand and interpret them.

Summary of comments of Governor Roy Romer, Spring 1998.

A policymaker’s perspective…

Much of my anxiety as a parent reflected the fact that this new test came about
with little advance warning. For many years, the state had used the same test, a
traditional multiple-choice, basic-skills test in reading, mathematics, science, and
social studies. Our district had done very well in previous years; reading scores
were the third highest in the state.

This year though, the state moved to implement higher standards for student per-
formance, just as other states across the country were doing. As part of that effort,
the state was looking to change its testing program to reflect these higher stan-
dards for students. The subject area the state decided to change first was mathe-
matics. Once a test was chosen, a notice was sent home indicating that all stu-
dents would be taking a new 90-minute test the following month.

The notice used the word “performance test” but did not explain what was meant
by the term. No explanation was given as to how this test was going to be differ-
ent from the test used in prior years. There was no indication of the types of ques-
tions my child would be asked, what would be considered “good” work, or how
these questions would be scored. In fact, I didn’t even know what my child was
expected to know in math—or where I could go to find out.

Once I received my child’s individual score, I had even more questions. For
starters, I didn’t know what the report was telling me. For all the numbers and
words on the one-page report, not one word indicated whether my daughter had
actually done “okay.” The report did use the term “proficient” but nowhere was
that term defined. From what I could tell, it did not look as though she had done
very well; I was confused by that and concerned, because she had done so well in
previous years. I wasn’t prepared for a lower score. And I didn’t understand how
the results of this test would be used with other district and classroom testing infor-
mation. In addition, comparisons were not provided, nor was I told where I could
go for information on how well other districts and schools were doing across the
state. I didn’t know what I could do to help my daughter improve—I wanted addi-
tional information so that I could better understand how to help her move to a
higher level of achievement.

Adapted from an article that appeared in Education Week on May 14, 1997, by
Robert Rothman.

A parent’s perspective…

S E C T I O N  I: PERSPECTIVES



Introduction

The National Education Goals Panel has created this Idea Book for
two reasons:

1. So that more parents will have their questions answered and their
concerns allayed about a new testing program. They will better
understand their child’s results, and know what to do with these
results;

2. To provide policymakers with strategies to more effectively com-
municate with parents so that they have the information and
understanding they want about the new testing program.

Standards for what students should know and be able to do in the
basic subject areas are being developed or revised throughout the
country.1 Most states are attempting to align their tests to these stan-
dards so that people know the extent to which standards are being
met.2 Public reporting of this achievement information has become a
central aspect of most states’ accountability systems.3

Americans are on board with these efforts. They are convinced that
public schools are not expecting enough from their students, and as
a result, there is broad support for proposals to set clearer and higher
academic standards.4 Seven out of 10 Americans believe that these
standards should be measured by tests.5 But more often than not,
when it comes to understanding how these improvement efforts will
affect their children and their schools, most parents have been left in
the dark.* A recent Public Agenda report, Reality Check, found that
many parents “appear to lack a solid grasp of their schools’ academic
goals,” as well as the “information essential to properly evaluate how
well their children and schools are doing.”6 As the accounts on the
previous page highlight, parents have concerns, they are confused,
they want information, and they want answers.

Clear communication with parents about these issues is critical
because parents are important for the acceptance and success of any
improvement effort.7 If parents are well informed and made a part of
the improvement effort from the beginning, they are more likely to
be the catalyst needed for change—they are more likely to support
their school’s goals and to demand the instructional changes neces-
sary to meet those goals.

To address these issues, state leaders should start asking them-
selves:

◆ Do parents understand why the state is moving toward higher
standards?

◆ Do parents know what the standards are?
◆ Do parents understand the goals of the tests and what information

the tests are designed (and not designed) to yield?
◆ Do parents know what types of test questions will be on the

assessment that is linked to the standards? Do they recognize good
(and not-so-good) student performance on these questions?

◆ Do parents understand that the scores might be lower than those
on the previous tests? Do they understand why?

◆ Do parents understand what to do with the results once they
receive them?

Report design and audience

This report is designed to help state leaders begin to answer critical
questions about their assessment systems. Section II examines how
states can more effectively inform parents so that they become more
aware of and better understand state efforts to improve standards and
create new assessments. Section III examines how states can more
effectively and meaningfully report individual results of statewide
student assessments to parents. Section IV highlights state agencies
and other organizations that are performing these functions well.

The intended audience for this report is state policymakers who
shape the testing program and report the results—governors, state
legislators, chief state school officers and their testing staff, and state
boards of education. It is also addressed to those outside govern-

2

* This report follows the National Parent-Teacher Association definition of “parent”: the adults who
play an important role in a child’s family life, since other adults—grandparents, aunts, uncles, step-
parents, and guardians—may carry the primary responsibility for a child’s education, development, 
and well-being.
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States and school districts across the country have learned that even the best edu-
cation reform plans fail without significant levels of public support. As states and
districts adopt rigorous academic standards, assessments, and accountability
measures, a strategic communications plan should be in place. A communications
plan not only places everyone—stakeholders, policymakers, and district-level
staff—on the same page; it also serves as a blueprint for building public support
for quality education throughout the state.

The key to improved communications—states to districts and districts to states—is
for states to share the communications plan with districts, including superintend-
ents, communications directors, assessment directors, teacher unions and leader-
ship, and parent and community organizations. States need to let districts know
that a plan is in place and that there is a role for them to play in the journey to
higher standards, better assessments, and increased accountability.

States can help districts to achieve these goals by providing them with a variety 
of tools. These tools can foster consistent and clear communication with parents
about standards and assessments, as well as help encourage more meaningful
conversations between school and home. They are intended to perform a variety 
of functions:

◆ Demonstrating to districts that the commitment to improved communications is
a priority by dedicating time, resources, and expert personnel to communicating
standards and results.

◆ Developing clear and concise messages with no educational jargon and pro-
viding these messages in a series of fact sheets for districts and local schools 
to discuss and distribute to parents, teachers, and other stakeholders on such
topics as
• The need for developing state-level standards and assessments;
• How-to’s for improving student performance results;
• Test-taking tips for students and parents;
• Suggested guides for parent-teacher conferences; and
• Clearly stated and illustrated standards and examples of test questions.

◆ Encouraging assessment and communications staffs (state and districts) to work
together to improve communications to students, parents, and teachers.

◆ Involving district communications directors in developing and evaluating 
communications tools. 

Strategies to help districts build public support

ment—business leaders and others—who have a stake in building
awareness and understanding about the school improvement efforts
of individual states.

The state examples

The examples presented in Sections II and III show how some
states, through their communication pieces targeted toward parents,
have:

◆ built public support for high standards and more rigorous tests;
◆ communicated the standards and good performance;
◆ provided assistance to parents so that achievement can improve;

and
◆ reported state test results in a more meaningful way.

These examples are based on the advice of state, local, and federal
officials (listed in Appendix C), many of whom are seeking better
ways to help parents understand their children’s test results and the
standards that underlie the state’s academic expectations. These offi-
cials reviewed a comprehensive set of existing materials sent from the
offices of the governors and chief state school officers. Examples in
this report were chosen not to endorse states or to offer perfect illus-
trations but rather to highlight the “real-world” practices currently in
use. As states prepare their own documents, they must work hard 
to develop materials that avoid jargon and are understandable to 
the lay reader.

State-to-district communication

We recognize that states do not communicate alone—that commu-
nication about the issues surrounding state assessments needs to
happen in collaboration with local leaders. That is why this report
includes some strategies for how states can strengthen their rela-
tionship with districts to assist them in building public support
and understanding for school improvement efforts aimed at raising
standards, making tests tougher, and increasing accountability (see
Close-up I).



These tools might include all or a combination of the following:

◆ “Questions and Answers” on standards, assessments, and accountability
◆ A list of questions for parents to ask their child’s teacher to help them work

toward better results
◆ Tips for teachers on how to provide information to parents
◆ Web site access for up-to-the-minute changes
◆ A list of state and national resource guides on standards and assessments
◆ Remarks and speeches from key individuals (the Chief State School Officer, 

the Governor, etc.)
◆ A contact list and hotline numbers
◆ A calendar of key state dates such as:

• Test dates
• Test release dates
• Open public meetings

◆ A glossary of frequently used terms 

Building public support also means communicating results honestly, clearly, and in a
timely manner. Recognizing that the turnaround time from the state offices to the dis-
tricts is short, states can provide districts with a number of tools to assist districts in
preparing, analyzing, and reporting their results.

The Ohio Department of Education recently released a toolkit, Putting the Pieces
Together...A Communications Toolkit for the Local Report Card, to help districts design
and implement their communications regarding local report cards. The toolkit con-
tains a number of materials including:

◆ Fact sheets
◆ Local report card prototypes
◆ Frequently asked questions
◆ Questions to consider (questions that districts are likely to hear from the 

community)
◆ Talking points
◆ Suggestions on how to get parents and families more involved in school 

improvement efforts
◆ A technical definitions manual (providing the background information on 

how each data element is calculated)

For more information on Ohio’s toolkit, contact the Ohio Department of Education at
614/466-3641, or visit their web site at www.ode.ohio.gov. 
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Strategies to help districts build public support

(continued)
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t’s important to not underestimate the confusion about new
tests designed to meet higher standards. Parents come to the

table with many questions and a lot of anxieties. Simplifying these
complicated issues is not always easy; in fact, creating a document
that parents would actually want to read is difficult.

How can these complicated messages be sim-
plified? How can states explain the purpose of
new tests and the underlying standards? The
Goals Panel believes that states need to simpli-
fy these messages for parents by providing
both background and context (strategic rec-
ommendations) and clarification (content rec-
ommendations). The strategic recommenda-
tions listed below will assist states in deter-
mining what information parents want and
how that information should be presented.
The content recommendations will assist states in thinking about
how to make that information clear through the use of examples
(e.g., examples of standards, test items, and student responses).

Strategic recommendations:
◆ Recommendation 1: Address parents’ concerns up front;
◆ Recommendation 2: Inform parents why the state is making these

changes;
◆ Recommendation 3: Help parents to understand why scores may

be low in the beginning and what will be done to improve scores
over time;

◆ Recommendation 4: Place the new tests in perspective: don’t over-
state the failings of the more traditional tests and don’t overstate
the importance of the new tests;

◆ Recommendation 5: Answer questions thoughtfully and honestly,
such as:
• What are the standards?
• Who set the standards?
• What are the consequences of the assessment?
• How are the results of the assessment going to be used?
• What if my child has special needs?
• When is the assessment scheduled? How much class time will

it take?
• Where can I get more information?

Content recommendations:
◆ Recommendation 6: Provide examples of what students need to

know and be able to do (and let parents know how they can
obtain complete descriptions);

◆ Recommendation 7: Provide examples of test questions and exam-
ples of student work (those that meet the standard, those that do
not meet the standard, and explanations as to why);

◆ Recommendation 8: Use clear and concise language to define
technical terms; avoid jargon;

◆ Recommendation 9: Provide tips for parents—suggestions they
can use to encourage their children to develop their skills and
knowledge and improve their academic performance.

It is probably not necessary to provide all of the different types of
information listed above. Determining the best combination of infor-
mation for the parents in your state will depend on the type of
assessment system in your state—it’s not a one-size-fits-all. But the
best combination of information will also be determined by listening
to the parents in your state—through the use of surveys, focus
groups, or face-to-face communication.

Georgia is an example of a state that listened. In January 1996,
the Georgia Department of Education released its first annual
report card. Titled The Georgia Public Education Report Card, it pro-
vided data on Georgia’s 180 school systems and 1,800 schools for
the 1994-95 school year. Although the public received the report
card enthusiastically, concerns soon became apparent. In response
to those concerns, and realizing that input from parents would be

Simplifying the Message

S E C T I O N  I I :

Some simple ways 
to be simple:
◆ include graphics and

pictures;
◆ use large print;
◆ use jargon sparingly and

define what you mean;
◆ aim to an 8th-grade

reading level;
◆ keep it short.

I
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In January 1996, the Georgia Department of Education released its first annual
report card and provided it to all its school systems and schools for the 1994-95
school year.

Although the public received the report card data enthusiastically, concerns soon
became apparent. Comments from parents suggested that the amount of data on
schools was overwhelming for the general public and that ways for parents to use the
data were unclear. Instead, parents indicated that they preferred information about
schools in a more user-friendly format. The department therefore decided to produce
the report card in two formats for the 1995-96 school year. One format would be an
expanded version of comprehensive data (with accompanying definitions for educa-
tors); the second would be designed exclusively for parents.

Input from parents was critical to creating a document to meet their needs. A series
of six focus group meetings with parents was held throughout the state. Participants
were asked to keep in mind three overriding questions throughout the focus group
discussion. 1) Are these the data parents want and need about their child’s school?
2) Are the data presented in an understandable format? 3) What other data elements
not currently collected do parents want included on a report card specifically
designed for them?

Information gained from the focus groups with parents included the following:

◆ Overall, parents wanted a concise, easy-to-read document that provided general
data about a school. Such a document should encourage parents to feel more
comfortable in the school, to stimulate questions about the programs in the
school, and to become more actively involved in their child’s education.

◆ Parents wanted a simple, one-page document reporting only the data deemed
most important. The majority of parents would not read a comprehensive docu-
ment.

◆ Parents wanted the document to be titled “Report Card for Parents” to encourage
all parents to become more knowledgeable about their child’s school.

◆ Parents overwhelming agreed that data presented in both graphics and text for-
mats would be more easily understood.

◆ Parents wanted all state-mandated test information reported. They were particu-
larly interested in data showing comparisons with other schools in their system, 
the state, and the nation. Parents generally did not understand the differences
between norm-referenced and criterion-referenced tests. They wanted the text 
to include an explanation of the purpose of the tests and of the scoring.

The Georgia Department of Education took the results of the focus groups and
developed the Report Card for Parents beginning with the 1995-96 school year. The
department produced and distributed 200 copies of the report card to each of the
state’s 1,800 schools. The document was produced on legal-size paper folded in
half, making it easy to duplicate. Schools were encouraged to produce additional
copies of the report card as needed and to send it to parents. The report card was
also produced in an electronic format. Both versions of the report card—the more
comprehensive data report and the Report Card for Parents—were included on a
CD-ROM and on the department’s web page at www.doe.k12.ga.us. Reactions to
both versions have been extremely positive and resulted in the department continuing
to develop and produce two formats of The Georgia Public Education Report Card.

For more information, contact the Georgia Department of Education at 404/656-2800 or
visit their web site at www.doe.k12.ga.us.

Reporting to parents—Lessons from Georgia

critical to meet parents’ needs, the department conducted a series
of focus group meetings.

What Georgia learned about school report cards also applies to the
individual student report (which is further discussed in Section III);
there are inconsistencies in what parents consider important and in
what they want. By taking the time to listen, Georgia was able to rec-
ognize and better understand what parents were asking for—to have

comparative information, definitions, graphs, and text, all on a sim-
ple, one-page document—and acknowledge that these conflicting
demands present challenges in creating reports that meet parents’
expectations.

For details on the inconsistencies Georgia found and the questions
asked, see Close-up II.



Strategic recommendations

Recommendation 1: Address parents’ concerns up front
States should be sensitive to issues that in some states have provoked
anxiety among parents—especially what the test covers and how the
results will be used. In many cases, these concerns may go beyond
the “most commonly asked questions” (see Recommendation 5).
Addressing these issues early before they actually become “concerns”
is critical to avoiding problems later, such as once the test has been
developed or administration has begun. Some concerns states may
want to consider addressing up front include the following:

◆ Does the test cover the basics, such as spelling, grammar, punctua-
tion, and multiplication tables?

◆ Do the test questions have multiple correct answers?
◆ Are the scores subjective—do they reflect the judgments of the

test scorers, rather than a child’s abilities?
◆ Does the new assessment system test values and attitudes?
◆ Is the test culturally and/or racially biased?
◆ Could the test results be used to track children and invade family

privacy?
◆ If a child does not pass the test, will he/she not be promoted to

the next grade (or will he/she not be able to graduate)?

In Oregon’s newsletter, A School Assignment for All Oregonians:
Transforming Oregon Schools to Prepare Students for the 21st
Century, information is provided to parents about “Oregon’s school
transformation” (see Example 1).

Recommendation 2: Inform parents why the state is making these
changes 
One way to inform parents why the state is moving toward a system
of higher standards and tougher tests is to provide hard facts. States
need to show parents that the status quo is no longer good enough.

Scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), if your state participates, or recent polling or focus group
data can provide that information. But numbers will not necessarily
speak for themselves. States need to answer the question—how will
these changes help my child?—by connecting the data to people’s
lives. States should be clear that current achievement levels are not
sufficient to allow students to get a good job or succeed in college—
higher achievement is necessary. The link between preparing chil-
dren for the future and the higher standards and new tests needs 
to be explicit.

The example on the next page comes from the cover of the
Philadelphia school district’s pamphlet on the SAT-9 for parents. 
It underscores for parents the link between high expectations and
better results and drives home the point that the assessment is
important.

7

Example 1

For more information, contact the Oregon Department of Education at 503/378-3573 or
visit their web site at www.ode.state.or.us.
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For more information, contact the Philadelphia School District’s Office of Communications at 215/299-7850.

Example 2



Example 3 (below) provides another example of a state linking the
need for higher standards and the new tests in preparing children for
the future. It appears in the Massachusetts Coalition for Higher
Standards Starting Now flyer.

An April 1998 editorial in the Boston Globe indicated that Mass
Insight Education and Research Institute (the group that manages
the Massachusetts Coalition for Higher Standards) “has shown 

imagination in pinpointing the kind of information most needed by 
students, teachers, parents, and others and has been resourceful in
spreading the word.”

Recommendation 3: Help parents to understand why scores may be
low in the beginning and what will be done to improve scores over
time
The experience of many states shows that initial scores on new state
tests are likely to be low. All parents, especially those who are used
to their child scoring in the 90th percentile or higher, will need to
know to expect something lower. Parents need to know that the tests
are tough. They need to know that lower scores are not, in and of
themselves, bad—but that they represent a picture of achievement
measured against higher standards. States need to explain that these
tests provide information that will help teachers and principals to
determine where a student is academically strong and where addi-
tional work and support are needed. Most important, states need to
remind parents that these changes will take time to make their way
into every classroom, while providing a realistic picture of how
quickly these changes are being implemented. Parents need to be
assured that, over time, these changes will make a positive difference
in their child’s education and that instruction will improve for all
students.

The example on the next page, taken from the Washington State
Partnership for Learning’s brochure Here’s the Truth, addresses this
issue.

9

Example 3

For more information about the Massachusetts Coalition for Higher Standards, see
Section IV, or contact the Coalition at 617/492-0580 or at insight@massinsight.com.
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Example 4

For more information about the Partnership for Learning, see Section IV, or contact the Partnership at 206/625-9655 or visit their web site at www.partnership-wa.org.



Recommendation 4: Place the new tests in perspective: don’t overstate
the importance of the new tests and don’t overstate the failings of the
more traditional tests
The differences between the more traditional tests and the new tests
shouldn’t be presented as a contest between “good” and “bad.” Many
parents continue to see educational value in more traditional tests—
and they get confused and worried when told that the newer tests
are simply better.

This doesn’t mean that the new tests may not have clear advantages
over more traditional tests: they may measure a broader range of
important skills and knowledge, and they may also use more sub-
stantive ways to have students show what they know (e.g., written
response and answer justification). But they may also have disadvan-
tages: they take longer, they are more expensive, and they don’t nec-
essarily yield national comparisons.

One way to illustrate the differences between the more traditional
tests and the new tests is through a chart that lists the differences.
The following is from Understanding the New 4th- and 7th-Grade
Tests, a publication of the Washington State Commission on Student
Learning.

11

Example 5

For more information, contact the Washington Commission on Student Learning at
360/664-3155 or visit their web site at csl.wednet.edu.
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Maryland provides similar information in a fact sheet from the
Department of Education. Fact Sheet 6 answers the following
questions:

Example 6

For more information, contact the Maryland State Department of Education at 410/767-0473.



Why should we expect the MCAS test to spur improve-
ments in education when previous statewide standard-
ized tests did not?

Communities familiar with previous rounds of education
reform often express doubt that the state standards and
testing program will produce significant results. Many fear
that MCAS scores will only serve to once again stigmatize
their communities. The new program, however, is more
comprehensive than previous reform efforts. Unlike previ-
ous tests, the MCAS tests:

• are rigorous and based on the skills needed in today’s
increasingly complex economy. Research and experience
show that students respond to higher expectations.

• will provide more detailed results, which teachers and
schools can use to improve their teaching and curricu-
lum. Previous tests gave broad indications of school
performance. The MCAS tests will give specific informa-
tion on each student and each skill tested.

• contain accountability mechanisms, including a gradua-
tion requirement, that are making schools and students
take notice and push harder for improvements.

• are based on a uniform set of state academic standards
that every public school student is learning. Previous
tests covered only about 50-60 percent of each local
curriculum.

Q & A

The Massachusetts Coalition for Higher Standards chose to provide
information on the differences between their old test and their new
test through the use of Q&A in their Coalition Update newsletter:
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For more information about the Coalition, see Section IV, or contact the Coalition
at 617/492-0580 or at insight@massinsight.com.

Recommendation 5: Answer questions thoughtfully and honestly
Almost all states use the Q&A format to provide answers to more
commonly asked questions about their new testing programs.
Examples differ among states but it is critical to select questions 
that are important to parents, and to frame the answers in clear 
and simple language. Educational jargon should be used sparingly,
and terms should be well defined.

Questions may include:

• What are the standards?
• Who set the standards?
• What are the consequences of the assessment?
• How are the results of the assessment going to be used?
• What if my child has special needs?
• When is the assessment scheduled? How much class time 

will it take?
• Where can I get more information?

The example on the following page answers questions of this type
and is reprinted from the Massachusetts Department of Education’s
The New Massachusetts Test for Students.

Example 7
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Example 8

For more information, contact the Massachusetts Department of Education at 781/388-3300 or visit their web site at www.doe.mass.edu.

Background

What is the new statewide testing
program?
As mandated by the Education Reform Law of
1993, the new statewide testing program is
designed to evaluate how well students are
meeting the state’s new learning standards in
the curriculum frameworks. In 1998, students
will be tested in English language arts,
mathematics, and science and technology. A
history and social science test will be added
in 1999. A foreign languages test will be
added later, in accordance with an amendment
to the law.

Participation

Are all students required to take
the new tests?
Yes. All 4th, 8th and 10th grade students in
Massachusetts’ public schools will take the
tests every spring. This includes students in
vocational schools and charter schools.

Content

How much time will the tests take?
The tests will be administered in 45 minute
sessions. The math and science & technology
tests take 3 sessions at grades 4 & 8, and 4
sessions at grade 10. The English language
arts test, which is both a reading and writ-
ing test, will take 7 sessions. Schools will
be given three weeks over which to conduct
the tests, so schools can budget about 2 ses-

sions per day, and allow time for make-up
sessions. This amount of testing time is nec-
essary because (1) the test includes open-
ended questions which require significant
time; (2) enough questions need to be asked
to produce reliable student level reports;
and (3) ample time is built into each ses-
sion for all students to complete and check
their work.

Results

Will fourth or eighth graders be
denied promotion to the next grade
if they do poorly on the tests?
Beginning in May 1998, students in grades 4,
8, and 10 will be tested, and given individ-
ual scores. Promotion policies are local
decisions. The statewide test should not be
the only evaluation of a student’s perform-
ance.

What happens to tenth grade students
who do not pass the tests?
Beginning in the year 2001, students will be
required to pass the 10th grade test to grad-
uate. Students will have multiple opportuni-
ties to retake any part of the test they do
not pass.

Will any special services or pro-
grams be offered to students who
score poorly on the tests?
Support for students who score poorly on the
tests will be a local responsibility. Schools
will consider a range of approaches, from
improving and supplementing instruction dur-
ing the normal school day to providing oppor-
tunities for intense assistance after school,

during the summer and other times.

Will parents be informed of their
children’s results?
Yes. Parents will receive their children’s
test scores.

Will the state publish any of the
test questions after the test
results are returned?
Yes. After each administration of the state
test, many of the questions will be made
available to the public. In the case of open-
ended questions, sample questions and answers
illustrating a full range of responses (from
low to high performance) will also be made
available.

★ How do I find out more about the
new learning standards, the curricu-
lum frameworks, and the new tests?
Every school and public library in the
Commonwealth has copies of the learning stan-
dards and curriculum frameworks. In addition,
you may visit the Department of Education’s
website at www.doe.mass.edu to review the
curriculum frameworks and find out more about
the new testing program. Or write or call the
Department of Education at 350 Main St.,
Malden, MA 02148 (781-388-3300) and we will
be happy to assist you.



The following is reprinted from The Gwinnett County Public
Schools’ A Parent’s Guide to Student Achievement.
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As a parent, you want your child to succeed in school and you want to help in any
way you can. That’s the purpose of this brochure—to give you, parents, a clear
understanding of what students are expected to learn in Gwinnett’s schools, how that
learning is measured, ways you can help your child, and how to get your questions
answered.

Keep reading to learn how Gwinnett County Public Schools has combined a rigorous
curriculum, exceptional teaching, and reliable testing to form a comprehensive
instructional program that parents helped us create. Keep reading so you can be a
fully informed member of your child’s “teaching team.”

Since our mission is “to pursue excellence in academic knowledge, skills, and behav-
ior for each student resulting in measured improvement against local, national, and
world-class standards,” you know that we are committed to your child’s academic
achievement. The following are some frequently asked questions regarding student
achievement in Gwinnett.

Why is the AKS, Gwinnett’s curriculum, so special?

The Academic Knowledge and Skills, AKS, was developed by teachers with input
from over 5,000 parents. It reflects what parents and teachers feel is essential for
students to learn in each subject area at each grade level. The AKS provides a
hands-on curriculum, written and organized in a way that makes it easy for everyone
to know what is being taught and learned in Gwinnett’s classrooms.

The AKS guarantees consistency in the curriculum across the district. Although how
students learn may vary from class to class and school to school, what students learn
is the same. Any Gwinnett second grader in any school in any teacher’s class is
taught the same AKS as all other second graders in Gwinnett. The same is true for
any student, at any grade level, or in any course. The AKS ensures it.

How will my son’s teacher know if he’s learning the AKS as well as he should?

Since the AKS outlines what the teacher is expected to teach, the many ways that a
teacher “grades” your son’s work should tell her something about how he is pro-
gressing. That would include tests, projects, reports, quizzes, homework, and daily

classwork. More specific information will come from the Progress Checks in grades
1, 2 and 6, and from the Gateway tests in grades 4, 5, 7, 8, and 10.

In addition, teachers have learned about the AKS and the Gateway tests through
staff development and faculty workshops. Particular resources they have asked for,
such as sample test items and AKS checklists, have been provided. And technology is
playing a bigger and bigger role in helping them teach the AKS and monitor how
well their students are performing. Gwinnett employs the finest teachers in the profes-
sion, and we’re equipping them well for their all-important work with our students.

Students are so different as individuals. Will the AKS work for them all?

The AKS offers a base of academics, a foundation for learning that teachers build on
for each student. Certainly, students come to school with different educational back-
grounds, learning styles, and ability levels. Many even speak a different language.
Yet all students will need to learn the essential knowledge and skills included in the
AKS in order to be successful in life.

So, the difference should not be in what we expect students to learn, but in how we
will teach the AKS and how much time some students will need to learn them. We
are working now to identify the most effective ways of teaching the AKS to students
with special needs. After the trial runs of the Gateway tests in the spring of 1998 and
1999, we will have a better idea of how many students will need extra help, and
what kind of help will be needed.

The concept of the Gateway tests and no social promotion is a little scary. What if
my daughter doesn’t pass?

Be assured we want your child to succeed, not fail. That’s why we developed the
AKS and Gateway structure in the first place. It tells everyone what students should
be learning and provides checkpoints along the way to make sure they are doing so.

Most students will be well-prepared for the Gateway tests through their regular class-
room learning. We are working with reputable test developers to make sure these
important tests match our curriculum. And we’ve spent a lot of time “testing the
tests” in trial runs with our own students.

Example 9



Content recommendations

Recommendation 6: Provide examples of what students need to know
and be able to do (and let parents know how they can obtain complete
descriptions)
Parents want to know what the test is testing. Whether your state
uses the term “standard,” “curriculum framework,” or “goals” to
describe expectations of what a student should know and be able to
do, it is clear that providing this information is effective in helping
parents understand what the test is all about. In most cases, parents
won’t want examples of every standard (and it will be impossible to

include complete sets of standards in an easy-to-read communication
piece), but they will want to know where to go (such as a local
library or web address) or where to call for a more complete set of
the standards.

In Ohio’s Fact Sheet on Twelfth-grade Mathematics, the learning out-
comes are presented in five strands—arithmetic, measurement, data
analysis, algebra/functions, and geometry. These represent the mathe-
matical abilities students are expected to possess and use by the time
they complete high school. On the following page is the description
Ohio gave parents for arithmetic and measurement.
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If your daughter does not pass a Gateway test on the first try, she will have the
chance to improve her score on a retest. But first, her teacher and school will work
with her on areas the test showed to be her trouble spots. She may need to spend
more time on certain skills, or be taught the information in a different way. Many
“interventions” have been developed and will be provided to help her succeed.

Realistically, some students may not be able to pass the Gateway even after extensive
help. For their long-term benefit and future success in school, these students will be
given more time to learn the skills and knowledge they need through an additional
year in the same grade.

At the high school level, passing the 10th grade Gateway test will be required for
graduation. Students will have several opportunities to retake the test before the end
of 12th grade.

Bottom line, why is this structure better for my child?

You answer this one. Ask yourself: Is it important for students, parents, and teachers
to know clearly what is expected in the classroom? Should all Gwinnett schools be

accountable for providing each student a world-class education? Does it make sense
to have consistent standards for teachers to use in planning instruction, interventions,
and extensions for students? As a parent, do you want to know with confidence that
when your child graduates, he is well prepared for whatever path he will take next?

If you feel as we do, you answered ”Yes” to these questions—and in essence have
found the answer to your own.

Who can answer my questions on the AKS, Gateway tests, and my child’s 
education?

If you have a question on the AKS or academic achievement in Gwinnett County
Public Schools, the best place to start is your local school. Specific questions or con-
cerns about the education of your child should be directed first to your child’s
teacher. In addition, your school principal can provide a school-level perspective.
Questions of a systemwide nature can be answered by the Center for Educational
Programs at 770/513-6619.

For more information, contact the Gwinnett County Public Schools at 770/963-8651 or visit their web site at www.gwinnett.k12.ga.us.

Example 9 (continued)
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Example 10

For more information, contact the Ohio Department of Education at 614/466-0223 or visit their web site at www.ode.ohio.gov.
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West Virginia creates brochures targeted toward parents for chil-
dren in specific grades. For example, the 1st grade brochure lists the
instructional goals and objectives in six different subject areas: math-
ematics, English/language arts, science, health education, social stud-
ies, and art and music. The standards presented for English/language
arts include:

Recommendation 7: Provide examples of test questions and examples
of student work (those that meet the standard, those that do not meet
the standard, and explanations as to why) 
Including test questions and examples of student work are critical to
any communications document; they enliven explanations of the
standards and flesh out abstractions such as “rigor” and “challeng-
ing.” In addition, they also provide parents with an idea of what the
test will actually look like.

Including examples of student work that meet a standard (and
examples that do not meet a standard) allows parents to internalize
what “good” and “not-so-good” work looks like. Explaining how
answers are rated and scored helps parents understand what kinds of
improvements are needed. Examples can help alleviate some com-
mon concerns about the new tests, such as how a mathematics prob-
lem will be scored if the student applies the correct concepts and
applications but incorrectly calculates the final number. Finally, pro-
viding examples of test items and corresponding student work, in
addition to the standard that the item tests, creates a powerful com-
munications tool.

Unfortunately, few communications documents manage to bring
together the standard, the test item, and sample student responses
that reflect a range of work. Many include only sample test items. 
A few states make teacher guides to the tests available for parents.
These guides often include descriptions of the scoring method, scor-
ing criteria, and student examples that reflect each of those criteria.
However, rarely are these documents useful to parents.

Two states that are trying to bring at least two of these three pieces
together for parents are Rhode Island and Washington. The
Washington State Commission on Student Learning has published a
guide titled Understanding the New 4th- and 7th-Grade Tests, which
provides parents with test questions from the three areas tested: read-
ing, writing, and mathematics. It provides an overview of each test’s
goals and explains how the tests will be scored. On the following
page is an example of a 4th grade mathematics question, actual stu-
dent answers, and a description of how the answers are rated.

Example 11

For more information, visit the West Virginia Department of Education’s web site at
wvde.state.wv.us.
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For more information, contact the Washington Commission on Student Learning at 360/664-3155 or visit their web site at csl.wednet.edu.

Example 12
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Rhode Island’s Grade 4 Performance Assessment: Interpretation 
Guide for Families provides similar information. In addition to 
presenting an actual student response and an analysis of that

response, the guide explains the standard that the item is testing.
Below is an example of a 4th grade essay (which is an “outstanding”
response).

For more information, contact the State of Rhode Island Department of Education at 401/222-2031.

Example 13
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Recommendation 8: Use clear and concise language to define techni-
cal terms; avoid jargon
Testing can be a technical subject, and it is often assumed that par-
ents understand the terminology used in communication pieces
and reports. More often than not, that assumption is incorrect. At 
a focus group held by the Goals Panel, parents were quick to point
out that the terms “percentile rank” and “percentage” are confus-
ing. They did not understand how if a 50% typically represents a
failing grade on a test, a child who performs at the 50th percentile
rank level would be considered “average.” Other terms such as
“mean,” “stanine,” “normal curve equivalent,” and “proficient” 
also pose problems for parents.

Parents also commonly misunderstand “norm-referenced” and 
“criterion-referenced/standards-based”—two other terms that are

appearing more and more frequently
in communication pieces and
reports. What parents may remem-
ber from their own testing experi-
ences—number 2 pencils, filling in
the bubbles completely, and how
they did compared to others in their
group—probably will not provide

them with the background necessary to understand the differences
between these terms.

One effective way to explain the differences between a norm-refer-
enced test and a standards-based test is through the creation of a
visual. Colorado’s Statewide Assessment Public Engagement Kit presents
a lucid explanation:

Perhaps the best way to understand the difference between the
nationally standardized assessments most of us are familiar with
and the new statewide assessments that are standards-referenced
is to picture a group of students climbing a mountain. A norm-
referenced assessment would tell you which student is in the lead,
how many are grouped around the middle, and who is lagging.

But it will not tell you where they are on the mountainside. On
the other hand, the results of standards-referenced assessments,
such as the one in the Colorado Student Assessment Program
(CSAP), will provide the location of any given student in relation
to the mountaintop.

The Washington State Partnership for Learning puts it this way:

The goal of traditional tests (such as the Comprehensive Test of
Basic Skills) is to learn how students compare to each other. In
this way, these tests are similar to the sorts of tests a pediatrician
gives a newborn baby. For example, the doctor measures and
compares the height of your baby and then tells you how this
information compares to other babies—how many are taller, how
many are shorter, and how many are “about average” for their
age. Think of Washington’s new tests like the tests you take to
earn a driver’s license. It doesn’t matter what the average score
on the test is or whether some drivers scored above or below you.
What matters is whether you can show you have the skills and
knowledge to “meet the standard” and get a license.

Recommendation 9: Provide tips for parents—suggestions they can
use to encourage their children to develop their skills and knowledge
and improve their academic performance
Parents want to know what they can be doing now to help their 
children improve their educational performance. The tips need to 
go beyond “make sure your child gets a good night’s sleep prior to
testing day,” although such suggestions are important. States that
have begun to include “tips for parents” often embrace some of 
the following:

◆ Stressing the importance of education at home by setting high
expectations for a child, monitoring homework, and showing
interest in school;

◆ Reading to and with the child;
◆ Engaging teachers in conversations about the child’s performance

in school and on the state assessment;
◆ Turning “everyday” activities and chores into learning experiences.

Keep in mind that parents don’t
intuitively know that the words
“standards” and “standardized”—
two words that sound an awful lot
alike—don’t mean the same thing
when it comes to testing.
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In Now Your Child Has Good Reason to Act Like a Know-It-All,
the Washington State Partnership for Learning offers a list of
suggestions:

Similar kinds of “tips for parents” can also be provided on the
actual student report. The following suggestions appear on the
Michigan Educational Assessment Program’s 4th-Grade Essential
Skills Mathematics Test student report:

States need to make it clear to parents that helping their child pre-
pare for the new types of assessments require attention. Household
projects and family trips can be invaluable in helping children learn
some of the most basic problem-solving, communication, and think-
ing skills they will need. 

Example 14

How can I help my child do better in mathematics?
• Ask your child to tell you what was discussed in mathematics class today.
• Provide quiet study space for homework.
• Encourage a positive attitude toward mathematics by playing number games or

talking about how numbers are used in stores, in the newspaper, or on TV.
• Most careers now require some mathematical skills; older students need to ask

many different workers about the ways they use mathematics and technology
on the job.

Example 15

For more information about the Partnership for Learning, see Section IV, contact the Partnership at 206/625-9655, or visit their web site at www.partnership-wa.org.

For more information, contact the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP)
Office at 517/373-8393.
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In the kitchen: Have your child help you cook. Cooking usually requires read-
ing, gathering together the proper materials, measuring out exact amounts, and
organizing steps in the proper order.

Traveling: When planning a trip, get out the map and have your child plot the
route and determine the distance you have to travel. If you’re taking public trans-
portation, let your child help pick the best bus route. If you’re taking a car, tell
your child how many miles per gallon your car gets and ask him or her to figure
out how many gallons of gas you will need for the trip. During or after the trip,
help your child create a written travel log to share with family and friends.

Gardening: If you are planting a garden, first go to the library with your child
and read more about what you might want to plant and how to do it. Together,
find out about different plants and let your child help pick some seeds that would
grow well in your area. Ask your child to help figure out how much space you will
need depending on which seeds you plant.

Maryland’s Parent Handbook for Better Schools goes beyond listing
tips by providing examples of household projects to help children
learn:

Example 16

What are the ways that states can communicate with parents?

After listening to the parents in your state, the next step is deciding
how to implement their wants—what type of tools should be creat-
ed? States often publish full-color brochures, flyers, or newsletters.
An increasing number of states have recently launched web sites
from which parents can download information or visit a chat room
and ask questions. Additional ideas on how to communicate with
parents include:

◆ video
◆ television
◆ radio
◆ billboards
◆ cassette tapes
◆ 1-800 line/hotline
◆ CD-ROMs
◆ calendars
◆ religious bulletins
◆ leadership institutes
◆ workshops

The Edmonds School District in Washington State created a school
district calendar that describes some of the measures used to provide
evidence of learning in the district, such as the new Washington
State test and the district assessments. Each month is dedicated to
explaining a different assessment and provides parents with impor-
tant dates to remember (see Example 17 on the following page).

For a description of the Kentucky Parent Leadership Institute pro-
gram and the workshops held by the Florida PTA, see Close-up III
(p. 25).

Some parents may want or be
able to take in more information
than others; communication pieces
disseminated to a particular parent
group should match its capabilities
and wants.

For more information, contact the Maryland State Department of Education at 
410/767-0473.
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Example 17

For more information, contact the Edmonds School District at 425/670-7047.



Building mechanisms for dissemination

Tools can be effective only when
they get into the hands of parents.
And because, more often than not,
states do not send materials directly
to parents, it is critical to build
mechanisms for dissemination from
the state to the local level and then
directly to parents. States need to
clearly understand who they can
rely on for dissemination, as well as
identify the most trusted sources
that parents go to for information.

Some ways to build the mecha-
nisms for dissemination to parents
include:

◆ Subsidizing districts’ costs of
using direct mail;
◆ Considering developing public
service announcements (PSAs) 
to let parents know when test
results will be released—this can act
as a reminder to parents to start

asking for the results, or to look for the results if they are being
mailed directly to homes;

◆ Encouraging districts to work with the local PTA and 
Title I/Chapter I groups;

◆ Ensuring that school districts know and understand the format of
the test reports and the specific timing of the test score release;

◆ Holding school districts accountable for disseminating and com-
municating test score results to parents; and

◆ Regularly reviewing test reporting practices and communications
to parents by conducting surveys and focus group sessions.
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Parent Workshops
The Florida PTA is using its annual convention to share information about the new
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT). Parents come from across the state
to learn about:

◆ The achievement levels and the implication of these levels for students, parents,
and teachers;

◆ How to more effectively prepare students for the FCAT; and
◆ What types of questions the students will have to answer by providing parents a

chance to actually take practice examinations.

For more information, contact the Florida PTA at 800/373-5782 or visit their web site at
www.floridapta.org.

Parent Leadership Program
The Commonwealth Institute for Parent Leadership, a program of the Prichard
Committee for Academic Excellence, the Kentucky Congress of Parents and Teachers
and the Association of Older Kentuckians, seeks to engage all parents, including
those who have the most difficulty being involved. It supports parents as they
become effective advocates for improved education and increased achievement for
all students in their communities. Through substantive, multi-disciplinary learning
and interactive curriculum, it:

◆ Provides parents with information and strategies to take an active role in their
children’s education as well as in the larger education community;

◆ Motivates parents to assume leadership roles in their public schools and 
communities;

◆ Recognizes parents who have been active education volunteers and moves them
to the next level of involvement.

Each year two hundred participants attend regional institutes that include three two-
day sessions, as well as a statewide conference of all participants. Each participant
commits to design and carry out projects to involve other parents in their communi-
ties and schools.

For more information about the Prichard Committee, see Section IV or contact the
Committee at 606/233-9849 or at cipl@prichardcommittee.org.

C L O S E - U P I I I :
Other ways to communicate—Lessons from 

Florida and KentuckyTo disseminate information well,
mechanisms also need to be 
sensitive to language and cultural
barriers.

Some ways to address these barri-
ers include:

• Making district and school
grounds and buildings family-
friendly;

• Addressing language barriers
with interpreters, translated
materials, and bilingual staff;
and

• Reducing mistrust and cultural
barriers by creating parent
resource centers, holding work-
shops, and encouraging home
visits.

Adapted from Strong Families,
Strong Schools. For more informa-
tion, or to request a copy of the
report contact the U.S. Department
of Education at 800/USA-LEARN.



Using the parent-teacher conference and print media

Two of the more trusted sources of information for parents on issues
related to education are teachers and print media (see chart below).
Teachers are critical, particularly in the context of the parent-teacher
conference, because they are an effective resource to help parents
better understand what children are expected to know, what they
must be able to do, and what kind of progress they are making. The
media are also useful, particularly because of their visibility. Both can
be powerful dissemination tools.

Who Parents Rely on Heavily or Somewhat Heavily as
Sources of Information about Education Issues8

Creating a powerful parent-teacher conference
Creating a powerful parent-teacher conference requires recognizing
that the standards and new assessments are also new for teachers.
While parents are their child’s first teacher, most parents do not have
the background to fully understand the details about the assessment.
Their lack of information does not mean that they are uninterested
in knowing more, but it does underscore the importance of provid-
ing teachers with training to effectively engage parents in the parent-
teacher conference. Teachers will need to know how to read and
interpret the assessment and then suggest actions based on the
results of the assessment, both for themselves in their classrooms
and for talking with parents during conferences. Tips to help teach-
ers successfully engage parents in discussion about assessment
results include the following:

1. Make sure teachers know the purpose of the state assessment
results. The purpose should be provided in writing and teachers
should participate in discussions about the purpose of the assess-
ment.

2. Make sure teachers know how to accurately read the report.
Parents expect a fairly clear bottom line: the student is doing bet-
ter, keeping up, or falling behind. Teachers need to be able to pro-
vide this type of information. Once they have the “big picture,”
parents are ready for details on what they can do to help.

Teachers therefore need information explaining how to read the
report. They need to know what kinds of questions were asked
of the students and what parents can be doing at home to help
their child.

3. Make sure teachers know how to tell parents about results that
may not be good. Teachers need models of how to explain low
results on assessments aligned with challenging high standards. In
addition, teachers need to know how to explain why the results on
the different tests seem to tell very different stories about the stu-
dent’s performance. Printed sample scripts that could be used at
“back-to-school” nights or conferences are very helpful. Be honest
about the results, and move on to what is being planned to change
the weak results or to celebrate the good results.
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For some examples from Kentucky on how to implement these
suggestions, see Close-up IV.

Once teachers have been better prepared to discuss the purpose of
the assessment and the results, the parent-teacher conference can
become a more effective tool. Some ways to ensure its effectiveness
include:

1. Define the purpose of the parent-teacher conference to include
discussions around the state assessment. Teachers need to under-
stand early on that the purpose of the conference is to communi-
cate about student progress as a whole, not just classroom assign-
ments. Teachers need to be able to discuss the new standards, the

new assessments, and what the results mean. For tips on how to
help teachers successfully engage parents in a discussion about
these topics, see Close-up IV.

2. Rethink the scheduling of parent-teacher conferences. Teachers
often do not discuss progress on state assessments because they 
do not have access to the results in time for the conferences. 
Plan conferences at times when teachers have all the information
needed to give parents a complete picture on how students are
performing.

3. Maximize the connection between back-to-school night and par-
ent-teacher conferences. Use back-to-school nights to provide
general information about the standards and assessment results
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1. Making sure teachers know the purpose of the state assessment results.

• A monthly newsletter is mailed to teachers at home.
• A toll-free phone line is available for teachers and others for assessment and

accountability information. This line is staffed by the testing contractor so teachers
may ask very specific questions about their school reports as well as receive gener-
al information.

• Each school district has been asked to designate a district assessment coordinator
who is the liaison between the district and the state regarding assessment and
accountability information. They meet with state department representatives as
needed to prepare for assessment administration, release of test data, and so on.
In some of the larger school districts, each school is asked to designate an assess-
ment coordinator who is the liaison between the district and school.

• The state department maintains a web site where teachers can access information
about ongoing projects and events including assessment and accountability.

2. Making sure teachers know how to accurately read the report.

• Eight regional service centers serve the state. Each center has an assessment and
accountability consultant who is available to districts and schools for technical
assistance (analysis of data), training, and information.

• Prior to the release of test data, the state department prepares a briefing packet
that includes a Q & A on assessment and accountability, test data, a glossary of 

terms, and so on. This is distributed to the district and school assessment coordina-
tors for sharing with teachers.

• Prior to the release of test data, the state department holds live broadcasts over
educational television to brief school personnel. These can be watched live or
taped for later viewing.

• The state department produces an “interpretive guide” to help school personnel
understand test data. This is distributed to the assessment coordinators, who are to
share it with teachers.

• Teachers and parents were included in focus groups that looked at individual stu-
dent and school reports for assistance in designing informative reports.

3. Making sure teachers know how to tell parents about results that may not be good.

• Toolkits were made available through the regional service centers so schools could
hold parent and community workshops on performance events, to help the public
understand changes in testing.

• The trainer-of-trainers model was used to help teachers understand how to assess
student writing portfolios. This prepared teachers to assess writing and better
explain good writing to parents.

For more information, contact the Kentucky Department of Education at 502/564-3301 or
visit their web site at www.kde.state.ky.us.

C L O S E - U P I V :
Helping teachers engage parents effectively—

Lessons from Kentucky



(both district and state results), and then follow up with specific
student information at the parent-teacher conference. This sequence
allows parents time to absorb the information and prepare specific
questions to ask during the conference. Give parents some ideas of
questions they might ask the teacher about the state assessment.
State leaders can assist schools and districts by providing a sample
script for a back-to-school night that effectively incorporates discus-
sion of state assessments as part of the important information par-
ents should know.

For some ideas on how to implement these suggestions, see 
Close-up V.

Using the media
Another key tool in communicating the assessment results to parents
is the print media. As indicated on the graph on page 26, nearly 7 out
of 10 parents rely on print media as a source of information about edu-
cation issues. Education Week recently called the local newspaper the
“new accountability player.”

9
States can work with the media in myriad

ways when communicating state test results to parents:

◆ To provide comparative data;
◆ To provide examples of test items and explanations as to how they

are scored;
◆ To show examples of districts or schools that have shown significant

improvement over time, successfully aligned standards to the state

tests and shown improvements as a result, and rallied local commu-
nity support for state tests; and

◆ To provide leads for human-interest stories—linking state tests to
real people, such as individual teachers, parents, business groups,
community and religious groups, and principals.

To best use the print media, states should keep certain issues in
mind:

◆ Define scores clearly and provide descriptions of how parents and
community members can use the information;

◆ Ensure direct access to test score data for reporters (electronic or
otherwise);

◆ Provide resources (national experts or state officials) to reporters on
standards and assessments to add clarity and legitimacy to the
statewide testing effort;

◆ Develop background papers, commonly asked questions, fact sheets,
and calendars with key dates; and

◆ Provide reporters with state-level contacts to answer specific 
questions.

See Close-up VI (p. 30) for some ideas from Indiana and Texas on
how to work more closely with the media when reporting test scores.
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1. Include discussions about the state assessment.

• Review a variety of achievement indicators to provide a more accurate and com-
plete picture of a student’s academic progress. Teachers can help parents gain a
better understanding by describing the child’s performance in situations that
require mostly independent work from the child, such as in state or district testing
situations, compared to classroom performance where teacher prompts, cues, or
help is frequently available during work time. Teachers should treat each piece of
information, including the state assessments, as a piece of the puzzle, each con-
tributing to a greater understanding of the student’s progress.

• Use statements such as, “In our conference today, I want to share several different
pieces of information about John’s progress in meeting standards. Let’s review
John’s district test results in reading, his state reading and writing test results, and
his first quarter report card. All of these can help us plan what instruction John
needs next.” As a result of the conference, the parent wants to know if John is on
the right track related to the expectations, and what the parent can do to help.

2. Rethink when parent-teacher conferences are scheduled.

• Schedule parent-teacher conferences at times of the year when teachers are likely
to have the most information about student progress including results on important
district and state assessments.

– Mary Blair Elementary schedules conferences after the first two weeks of school.
Teachers review achievement results from the end of the previous school year
(which can include state assessment results) and ask parents for information
that will help the student have a successful school year. The purpose of the
early conference is to promote early collaboration in planning for the student’s
instructional needs.

– Conrad Ball Middle School schedules the first conference of the year just six
weeks after school starts. Teachers review initial pretesting and expectations for
the school year.

– Turner Middle School uses the last few days of school to have students individually
present to their parents what they have learned during their three years at Turner
Middle School. Students can also invite other teachers, principals, and community
members. Students can be very insightful when explaining their performance on
important classroom, district, and state assessments to their parents.

• Schools might consider having an early conference and two follow-up teacher
conferences during the year.

3. Maximize the connection between back-to-school night and the parent-teacher 
conference.

When schools connect information provided to parents at back-to-school nights to
information provided at parent-teacher conferences, communication between school
and home can be greatly enhanced.

• Back-to-school night is used as an opportunity for teachers to share expected stan-
dards for students; curriculum maps that outline the units for the year and which
standards are addressed in those units; and what information the teacher will be
collecting to document student progress.

• Teachers share rubrics (scoring guides) and sample test items to clarify what stu-
dents will be expected to learn. Parents leave knowing what the student’s day looks
like, how to contact the teacher, and what level of performance is expected.

Parent-teacher conferences can serve as follow-up to back-to-school night by allowing
teachers to discuss assessment results, make classroom observations, and so forth, that
relate to the standards and examples shared during back-to-school night. The confer-
ence can focus on student progress, effort, and attitude rather than how the classroom
operates. Give parents as much of the information as possible before the conference
so they have time to review it. Many teachers review the information with the students
during class time, have the student review the information with the parent before the
conference, and then use the parent-teacher conference time for interpretation and
planning based on the information.

For more information, contact the Thompson School District at 970/669-3940.

C L O S E - U P V :
Promoting better communication via the parent-
teacher conference—Lessons from the Thompson

School District (Loveland, CO)
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Indiana—Reporters taking the test
In Indiana, State Superintendent Suellen Reed decided that media representatives
should see the high school graduation qualifying exam, newly implemented in 1997,
so that they could accurately report to parents and the public what is expected of stu-
dents. Since the Indiana General Assembly had required the state to release the con-
structed response items, essays, and open-ended math problems once they were
given, Dr. Reed chose to release them to the reporters. Print, television, and radio
media representatives arrived at the state house on the last day of the statewide
administration of the high school qualifying exam and were themselves administered
one-half of the reading items (multiple-choice and constructed response) and one-
half of the mathematics items. They took the test as if they were students, using the
same materials and the same administration procedures. They signed confidentiality
agreements stating that while they could “describe” the kinds of multiple-choice items
that were on the test, they would release only the open-ended items.

The result of this effort was in-depth press coverage that described the content of the
test and refuted some criticisms that the constructed response items were value-laden.
Most of the reporters agreed that the kinds of skills measured on the test were impor-
tant things for students to know and that the test content was “academic,” not person-
al. Now when these media representatives are asked about the test, they can respond
from the experience of having taken it.

For more information, contact the External Affairs Office of the Indiana Department of
Education at 317/232-6614.

Texas—Communicating all year long
Under the Texas Education Code, public school accountability data must be dissemi-
nated, regardless of whether members of the media find the information newsworthy.
However, the print and electronic media in Texas have historically carried the stories
because parents and taxpayers want the information. Effectively, the direct reporting
requirements built into the Code have spurred a demand for additional media 
coverage.

The Commissioner of Education regularly communicates with members of the Texas
media through press conferences and press releases. The agency routinely e-mails its
press releases to over 500 journalists and media outlets as well as to all 20 Regional
Education Service Centers (RESC’s) in Texas. The agency also publishes extensive
accountability-related information on its web site at www.tea.state.tx.us. Many school
districts also use their web sites to disseminate district and campus performance data.

The dissemination of accountability data occurs year round, beginning in May and
continuing through the following March, when the agency distributes its annual
Snapshot publication, which summarizes state- and district-level performance data. In
the latter part of May, each local school district receives the “individual” Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) results for each of the students in the district. In
early June, the Commissioner of Education traditionally holds a press conference to
release the statewide “all students” TAAS results. Local media cover the release of this
information. This information is also posted on the agency’s web site.

In August, district summaries and district- and campus-level data tables are provided
to each school district and RESC. On the same day, the Commissioner traditionally
holds a press conference to release the district and campus performance ratings
(exemplary, recognized, academically acceptable, or academically unacceptable).
Parents, local school districts, and the media can obtain this data on the agency’s
web site. Both print and electronic media report the ratings of the districts and cam-
puses in their coverage areas.

In October, school districts receive district- and campus-level reports from the agency.
The Texas Education Code requires local school boards to publish the annual reports.
Local school boards must also hold a hearing for public discussion of the report.
Taxpayers and parents in the district must receive notice of the hearing. A newspaper of
general circulation in the district and electronic media serving the district must also
receive notice of the hearing. State law further requires district- and campus-level deci-
sionmaking committees to each hold a public meeting to discuss their performance.

In November of each school year, the agency prepares a report card for each cam-
pus. State law requires parents to receive the portions of the report cards that relate
to student performance.

Independent organizations such as the Governor’s Business Council and the Texas
Business and Education Coalition further assist with the dissemination of accountabil-
ity data in Texas. These organizations, whose members come from private industry,
invest in independent analysis and reporting. In Texas, the involvement of private
industry in public education further piques media interest.

The combination of strong accountability laws, private industry involvement, media
coverage, and parental involvement has proved successful in Texas. For years, student
performance has steadily improved. Parents and taxpayers equipped with information
about the performance of their schools are able to hold the schools accountable.

C L O S E - U P V I :
Reporting test scores using the media—

Lessons from Indiana and Texas



Use of the media does not have to be limited to the reporting of
test results. Media can be used prior to test administration too. For
nine weeks prior to the Kentucky Instructional Results Information
System (KIRIS) tests, students, parents, and members of the public
were challenged by the Kentucky Department of Education and the
Kentucky Press Association once a week to try a sample question
from a recent KIRIS test. Printed at no cost by the Kentucky Press
Association and appearing in various newspapers throughout the
state, each weekly item represented a specific area (science, math,
etc.) and level (elementary, middle, or high school) and included 
an annotated sample student response.
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With over 6,000 schools in a highly decentralized system, it is impossible to meas-
ure the precise extent to which some of the less scholastic inputs to public educa-
tion, such as parental involvement or media coverage, affect student performance.
Yet it is clear that their involvement makes a difference, so the agency and private
industry will encourage the continued involvement of parents and the media in
Texas.

For more information, contact the Governor’s Business Council at 512/261-3447.

C L O S E - U P V I :
Reporting test scores using the media—

Lessons from Indiana and Texas (continued)

Example 18

For more information, contact the Kentucky Department of Education at 502/564-3301 
or visit their web site at www.kde.state.ky.us.



Newspapers can also be used to provide tips for parents (see
Recommendation 9, p. 21). In Florida, the Tampa Tribune has recent-
ly published a newspaper insert that includes activities for children
and tips for how parents can engage their child in reading and learn-
ing—tips to assist parents in preparing their child for the new
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT).

Evaluating your tools

Gathering feedback on your communication tools is an important
step too often overlooked. States need to think about evaluating
these tools early on (as part of an entire communications strategy)
and can start by asking a series of questions:

◆ What indicators or measures will we use to determine how well
we are doing?

◆ Who are our audiences for gathering feedback?
◆ How will we gather the feedback?
◆ Are these specific materials (brochures, score cards, fact sheets,

etc.) working?
◆ How will we change our strategy to reflect the communication

gaps?

The Cincinnati (Ohio) public school district, with a student enroll-
ment of over 49,000, measures the effectiveness of its communica-
tions tools annually. Each year, parents, teachers, and community
members are surveyed on the quality, timeliness, and effectiveness of
newsletters, annual progress reports, wall calendars, and back-to-
school mailers.

The results, published and distributed to all audiences, are used to
improve the overall strategic communications plan, which is tied to
the district’s five-year plan, Students First. For information on the
type of questions asked, see Close-up VII.
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1.Read with your children! Read billboards, street signs, maps, books, the infor-
mation channel or the television schedule channel, their textbooks, library
books, anything you see.

2.Get a library card and use it with your child.

3.Let your child see you reading for enjoyment.

4.Talk to your child about the importance of reading.

5.Subscribe to the newspaper.

6.Encourage your child.

7.The idea is for your child to enjoy reading, so try to help him or her find litera-
ture that is at the appropriate age and reading levels, dealing with a subject
that interests him or her.

8.Avid readers “see” the story happening in their head, much like we see a
movie screen. Stop occasionally when you are reading and help your child
“see” the picture. This may take some effort at first, but it is an important part
of reading comprehension.

9.Your child’s reading teacher will have some ideas about helping your child
read. The teacher knows what strengths and weaknesses your child has and
will be able to suggest some books that he or she might enjoy reading.

10.Even if you do not have a child in school, volunteer for a few hours a month
to listen to a child read.

11.Read, Read, Read!

Example 19

For more information, contact the Tampa Tribune at 813/259-7780.
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The following are questions asked of parents, their responses, and actions the school district took to capi-
talize on those responses.

C L O S E - U P V I I

Evaluating communication tools—
Lessons from Cincinnati

Survey/Focus Group 
Question Response Action

Have you heard of “Students
First,” the district’s five-year
strategic plan and where did
you hear about it?

No (67%)
Yes (33%)
Of the 33% that said
“yes,” 29% received
information by mail
through the district’s 
communications 
department.

Developed tool kits and bulletin boards
for principals and schools on Students
First. Increased number of mailing to
parents and included Students First 
initiative articles. Established web site
location dedicated to Students First.
Increased communications to principals
and teachers and encouraged discus-
sion at the local school level.

Rate the helpfulness of reports
on the Ohio State Proficiency
Tests and other standardized
and achievement tests.

Very Helpful (41%)
Somewhat Helpful (40%)
Not Very Helpful (12%)
Don’t Remember
Receiving Reports (6%)

Simplified and aligned student progress
reports with promotion standards and
assessments. Improved the “rubric
label” that defines the child’s progress
toward promotion and standards.
Analyzed standardized achievement
test parent reports with district’s assess-
ment and communications department.

Are you satisfied with the
amount of information received
about your child’s academic
progress?

1996
Very Satisfied (61%)
Somewhat Satisfied (26%)
Not Satisfied (14%)
1997
Very Satisfied (61%)
Somewhat Satisfied (25%)
Not Satisfied (14%)

Although most parents were very satis-
fied or somewhat satisfied, there was
not enough progress made over two
years. District worked with outside con-
sultants to develop more usable class-
room tools to help teachers better
understand and communicate aca-
demic progress to parents. Made
improvement to the progress reports
and the “rubric” label that measures
the child’s progress towards promotion
that is sent home quarterly.

Do you feel adequately
informed about the standards
in the Cincinnati Public
Schools?

Continue to produce parent mailers
from the district office on standards
and assessments. Continue to keep
staff informed on the district’s strategic
plan.

For more information, contact the Cincinnati School District at 513/475-7001 or visit their
web site at www.cpsboe.k12.oh.us.

Aware of the Standards
(89%)
77% of parents who
said that they are aware
felt adequately informed
about the standards.



nforming parents about the standards, the tougher tests, and
the new test questions is only the beginning. Once a student

has taken the test, parents want to
know the results.

In many states, reports based on
the results of the state assessment
are created (and sometimes mandat-
ed) at the state, district, or individ-
ual school building levels. These
reports can offer comparative infor-
mation, such as state assessment
averages at the state, district, or
school levels (which may or may not
be included in an individual student
report), as well as the average per-
formance of various groups within
the population. In addition, they

often include other indicators of performance, such as attendance
rates, dropout rates, and teacher preparation. This additional infor-
mation can provide parents with a more complete picture of the 
academic environment of their child.

But these reports do not provide parents with the information to
properly evaluate how well their child is doing. Individual student
score reports do, and the importance of these reports is growing. 
The most recent reauthorization of Title I of the Elementary and

Secondary Education Act calls for
parents of participating children to
be provided with the following by
the 2000-2001 school year:

School performance profiles
and their children’s individual
student assessment results,
including an interpretation of
those results, in addition to a
description and explanation of
the curriculum in use at the
school, the forms of assessment
used to measure student
progress, and the proficiency
levels students are expected 
to meet.

Too often, however, individual stu-
dent reports are not very clear. In
some cases, these reports provide
too little information. Parents may
have a hard time determining their
child’s performance solely on the
basis of a percentile rank, a percent-
age of questions answered correctly,
or a term describing a level of
achievement if there is no descrip-
tion of what these numbers or words
mean. In other cases, these reports
provide too much detail and leave
the parent without an effective
understanding of how their child
performed. “Translating” an individ-
ual child’s performance on a state
test requires a balance between 
providing too little information 
and too much information.

How is that balance achieved?
How does a state effectively translate
an individual child’s performance on
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Making Test Results More Meaningful

SECTION III:

Creating a school, district, or state
report that is useful and under-
standable to parents is critical. In
Maryland, the School and
Community Outreach Office has
developed an executive summary
brochure of the Maryland School
Performance Report, 1997. This
summary provides parents with
“1997 State Results at a Glance”
and includes key information for
the 24 districts across the state.
Average state information is also
included for easy comparisons
(see example on page 36).

For a detailed look at some of the
more popular score reports from
the major test publishers, and 
parents’ perceptions of these 
score reports, see Appendix A 
on page 65.

John Tanner, Director for
Assessment and Analysis in 
the Delaware Department of
Education, believes that the parent
report can be used as a tool to
communicate to parents and staff
about a new testing program. He
tells the following story:

When new legislation on testing
and accountability was passed in
Delaware, constituents—teachers,
parents, and local districts—were
concerned about the changes the
new legislation would bring and
demanded something tangible that
would clarify the new legislation
for them.

Enter the parent reports.

Delaware education staff designed
hypothetical parent reports with
the kinds of information they
hoped to produce.

These mock reports provided clari-
fication in two ways:

• The reports left staff with a
clearer idea of the task at 
hand and helped to create a
clear and consistent internal
message.

• The reports also enhanced the
department’s ability to commu-
nicate more clearly with parents
by providing the basis for a
standard presentation.

For more information, contact the
Delaware Department of Education
at 302/739-6700.

I



a state test? How can a child’s performance become meaningful to a
parent?

No matter what the title of the report in your state—an individual
performance report, a home report or a parent report—to effectively
translate how a child performed on a state assessment and make it
meaningful, the Goals Panel recommends that states answer four
questions on the individual student report:

◆ Question I: How did my child do?
◆ Question II: What types of skills or knowledge does his/her per-

formance reflect?
◆ Question III: How did my child perform in comparison to other

students in the school, district, state, and if available, the nation?
◆ Question IV: What can I do to help my child improve?

Determining how best to answer these questions and design a score
report that clearly and helpfully communicates performance on the

test requires listening to those who would be most interested in that
information.

Following a strategy similar to Georgia’s school profile report for
parents (Close-up II), the Partnership for Learning in Washington
State convened an informal meeting with parents to examine the
individual score reports for the state’s new assessment.

The lessons of the Partnership for Learning underscore the link
between informing parents and reporting to parents. One of the con-
clusions that emerged from the informal meeting was that parents
wanted context as well as the test scores. Before they could even
begin to make sense of the data, parents wanted answers to a range
of questions, including: Why did my child take this test? What are
the standards? What did this test look like? What does it mean to
“meet the standard”? Essentially, they wanted information that
reflected some, if not all, of the recommendations outlined in 
Section II. For more of the lessons learned from the Partnership 
for Learning, see Close-up VIII.
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Example 20

For more information, contact the Maryland State Department’s School and Community Outreach Office at 410/767-0473.

Numbers in parentheses represent state standards.
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C L O S E - U P V I I I :
Reporting test scores so they make sense to parents—

Lessons from Washington State
Washington State is moving toward a new system of testing that measures every 4th,
7th, and 10th grader against an important set of academic standards. Although test
results will be used primarily for schoolwide accountability and instructional improve-
ment, every student who takes the test—and his or her parent—also receives an indi-
vidual report on performance. Fourth graders took these tests for the first time in
spring 1997, and scores were released that fall.

Partnership for Learning, a non-profit, business-backed organization working to build
greater public understanding of Washington State’s new standards and tests, offered
to convene an informal meeting with parents between the administration of the test
and the release of the test scores to help determine the design and content of the
individual report on performance. The goal was to give state officials insights about
the score reports from the people who would be most interested in them.

As focus group members reviewed preliminary drafts of the test score reports and
talked about the pros and cons of different ways of presenting the information, six
important conclusions emerged:

1. Offer not only test scores but also context. Parents said the test score reports need
to explain and put these new tests in context. Parents have a whole host of valid
questions that need to be answered if they are to make sense of the data, includ-
ing: Why did my child take this test? What are the standards? What does it mean
to “meet the standard” on this test?

2. Use common, clear, consistent language. Parents want to make sense of the
information from the tests, and they need clearly written language that avoids
education jargon to do it. In particular, they told state officials to clearly commu-
nicate the exact skills and knowledge the tests measure (few parents know what
“number sense,” “algebraic sense,” and “mathematics process” mean—but these
words frequently crop up on state mathematics standards).

Just as important, these new score reports contain new information. State officials
were told that they needed to develop a common language and universal words
for every piece of information on the forms (for example, parents did not want
the state to let every individual school and community decide how it will refer to
students who didn’t meet the standards).

3. Stick to the word “standard.” Parents said they understood the concept of a “stan-
dard” and they thought the word communicated well. They wanted to see how a
student’s performance compared to the standard—and thus they suggested that

student performance should be described in relationship to (above, below, or at)
the standard. They weren’t in favor of pseudonyms for performance, such as
“proficient,” “novice,” or “emerging,” which don’t clearly say how close the stu-
dent is to the expected level of performance.

4. Don’t expect consensus on how performance should be reported. A key issue on
every criterion-referenced test is how many levels of student performance should
be reported. Levels above “met the standard” give advanced students a chance
to shine, and levels below give teachers and parents good information about
how much work lies ahead for an individual student. In this area, parents don’t
offer consistent advice, and state officials can have endless debates about the
pros and cons.

Some parents said they believed gradations were important in learning more
about individual student achievement, while others argued the only important
point was whether or not a student met the standard. And while parents want
reports to be clear and unmistakable about whether or not their child met the
standard, they disagreed about how brutally honest to be. (For example, some
parents didn’t want the reports to mince words; they thought unambiguous phras-
es like “well below the standard” to describe the lowest-performing students com-
municated the message best.)

The lesson here is that different parents have a range of responses to questions
about how they want to learn about their child’s performance. Certainly, state
officials should check with parents in their state to see if particular suggestions
consistently emerge. But rather than look for strong consensus—which may be
impossible—state officials should strive to present testing information in a
straightforward manner with clear explanations (this sort of presentation will com-
municate well with every parent).

5. Communicate what it means to meet (or exceed or fail) the standard. Parents
need a reference point. At least in the early years of the new tests, a simple
numeric score designating the standards and a “trust me” from the state may not
be enough information. Parents asked what the numbers meant on the test score
reports and how they were chosen. They wanted to correlate the difficulty and the
content of the standard with the score their child received. Parents frequently
noted, “I don’t know what the standard is.” To address their concerns, they want-
ed to see examples of test questions—precise examples of what it takes to meet
the standard.



Interpretation guides

One way to provide answers to the four questions listed on page 36 
is to include an interpretation guide with the individual score report.
This Idea Book is not advocating that interpretation guides take the
place of informing parents prior to the administration of the state test
about the need for higher standards, the changes in the state test, and
so forth. Rather, it is suggested as a possibility because states might
then be able to provide parents with all of the information they might
want—such as definitions of achievement or performance levels, scor-
ing guides, examples of student work, and ideas on how to help their
child reach a higher level of learning. Such information probably
would not fit on a single page.

Rhode Island, Washington, and Illinois are states that provide
interpretation guides for parents. In Rhode Island’s Grade 4
Performance Assessment: Interpretation Guide for Families, parents are
provided with scoring guides for the math, health and writing assess-
ments; examples of test questions; and student responses and analy-
ses of those responses.

Understanding Your Child’s 4th Grade Test Scores: A Guide for Parents
comes from the Washington Commission on Student Learning, the
Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, the Washington
State Parent Teacher Association, and the Partnership for Learning. 
It offers something similar to Rhode Island’s guide. (Washington has
recently released a new publication called Reaching Higher: A Parent’s
Guide to the Washington Assessment of Student Learning. This new
report replaces Understanding Your Child’s 4th Grade Test Scores: 
A Guide for Parents.)

Included in the section titled “Making Sense of the New Score
Reports” are the following:

◆ a list of the Essential Academic Learning Requirements
(Washington’s state standards);

◆ a definition of what defines “good enough” on the tests;
◆ definitions of such terms as “number sense,” “mathematical 

reasoning,” and “mathematical connections”;
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6. Give parents “actionable” information they can use to help their child improve.
Parents wanted the score reports to give them very clear information about what
and how well their child was learning. They looked for information that told
them what their child did wrong—and for specific ideas about how to help their
children improve. They liked score reports that organized student performance
into two easy-to-read “strengths” and “weaknesses” columns (as opposed to
organizing this information by content area). They also preferred efforts to make
this information personalized and friendly.

In addition to these observations about the design of score reports, two other broad
findings about test score information became apparent from the meeting:

3 Parents like the idea of knowing how their child measures up against a stan-
dard, and they see the importance and usefulness of that information. But they
still want to know how their child performs compared to other children. As they
looked at preliminary drafts of the test score reports, they wanted assurances
that this information also would be presented in the context of how well their
child’s classmates performed. They wanted this information for a simple reason:
they felt it was important to know whether their child alone struggled to meet
certain standards or whether the entire class struggled.

3 Parents are familiar with score reports from traditional standardized tests such as
the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS). Over the years, these reports have
evolved to provide specific information about a child’s academic strengths and
weaknesses in the skill and knowledge areas tested. For example, the reports can
now tell parents a child’s strengths—subtracting whole numbers—and a child’s
weaknesses—using correct verb tense. In comparison, many of the newer tests
measuring standards—because of the scope of content measured—can’t provide
this degree of specificity. With all the attention and cost that has gone into devel-
oping new tests to measure clear standards, parents were surprised to learn that
the information they got from these new tests might not give them as much detail
about their child’s learning as other, more traditional tests.

The score reports for new standards-based tests in Washington State now look very
different from the original design. Within limitations of the form and the information
the test actually yields, Washington State education officials ended up with a report
that was much more useful to its intended parent audience.

For more information, see Section IV or contact the Partnership for Learning at
206/625-9655 or visit their web site at www.partnership-wa.org.

C L O S E - U P V I I I :
Reporting test scores so they make sense to parents—

Lessons from Washington State (continued)



◆ commonly asked questions about the test and answers; and
◆ sample test items.

Answering the questions

Whether or not you include an interpretive guide with your individ-
ual student score report, answering the four questions listed on page
36 clearly and simply is a challenge. Parents want to be able to look
at an individual report, quickly determine their child’s performance,
and understand what the information means in terms of the skills
tested. They want to know whether their child did “okay,” but they
want a great deal of other information as well.

To answer the first three questions—How did my child do? What
types of skills does his/her performance reflect? How did he/she do
in comparison to other students in the school, district, and state?—
clearly depends on the test the state has developed or uses. In some

Sylvia Soholt, Communications Director of the Edmonds School District in
Washington State, tells the following story:

My daughter was born in Japan a couple of decades ago. When she was about six
weeks old, I made my way by three trains to St. Luke’s Hospital in Tokyo to see how
she was progressing. The doctor we saw was quite old but still appeared amused
and intrigued by each baby he held. He talked to my daughter gently as he slowly
and deliberately inspected her. Then he returned her to me with a warmly reassuring
smile, saying, “Your daughter is fine.”

My son was born in Seattle a few years later. We left our initial visit to an efficient
pediatrician with a booklet charting his weight and height. The percentile laden
graphs told me that he weighed as much as 90 percent of babies in some norming
group, although I wasn’t quite sure whether this was a good thing or not.

Sylvia tells this story because she believes the same thing happens in testing—all the
data in the world won’t mean a whole lot if the parent doesn’t know if the child did
“okay.”

Example 21
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For more information, contact the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) Office at 517/373-8393.



cases, the state is examining performance on a set of clearly defined
standards; in other cases, relative to a normative group; and still in
others, relative to both a set of standards and a normative group.

In Michigan, students take the Michigan Educational Assessment
Program (MEAP) Essential Skills Tests. The example on the previous
page presents some of the information a parent of a 4th grader who
recently took the Essential Skills Mathematics Test would receive.

Through the use of explanatory language and graphics, parents 
can quickly grasp their child’s overall performance, see how far that
performance was from the “acceptable” level, and determine what
their child’s performance means in terms of skills and knowledge
acquired.

Because Michigan’s test examines performance solely against a set
of standards, the report is quick to point out that the MEAP results

do not report how a child performed in comparison to other stu-
dents.

Colorado also measures performance against a set of standards.
The Student Performance Report presented on the next page repre-
sents a 4th-grader’s performance on the reading assessment. It clearly
“checks” the levels of performance a child has mastered and provides
a description of the skills and knowledge each level represents. As
does Michigan’s report, the Colorado Student Performance Report
states that “the performance levels have been set by educators and
other citizens. They reflect standards for what Coloradans think
fourth graders should be able to do in Reading. They do not indicate
how achievement of Colorado students compares with that of their
peers in other parts of the United States or in other countries.” In the
example presented, the 4th-grader performed at the “proficient”
level.
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Example 22

For more information, contact the Colorado Department of Education at 303/866-6664 or visit their web site at www.cde.state.co.us. Reproduced with
permission of CTB/McGraw-Hill.



In the Edmonds, Washington, school district, the testing program
includes a test called the Northwest Evaluation Association’s Level
Test, which is administered to students in grades 3 through 8. With
the Level Test Parent Report, parents are provided with a chart that
documents the kinds of test questions a child is likely to answer cor-
rectly and the kinds of test questions that will probably require new
learning. Here’s how it works:

◆ Parents are asked to find the score column closest to the child’s
score.

◆ Parents are then asked to read down the column for sample test
items. The child’s score suggests that he or she can get about half
of the items in that particular column correct—the child is consid-
ered to be actively learning at that level.

◆ Parents are told to examine the items in the column(s) to the left.
The child can likely get most of those correct.

◆ Items in the column(s) to the right probably require new learning.
◆ Over time, the chart allows parents to compare items the child

could do in the past to those the child can do now.

For example, if a 4th grade student scored 219 on the Level Test in
Mathematics, he or she can likely get most of the items correct in
columns 160, 170, 180, 190, 200, and 210 (see Example 23 on the
next page). In addition, he or she can likely get correct answers to
half of the items which appear in column 220; columns 230, 240,
250 and 260 require new learning.
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Example 23

For more information, contact the Edmonds School District at 425/670-7137. 



As with the assessment programs described on the previous pages,
the Illinois Goal Assessment Program (IGAP) also measures student
performance against a set of standards. In addition to an individual
student score, the Individual Student Report also provides averages
for the school, district, and state.

In the example below, parents of 8th grade students receive their
child’s score, as well as the school, district, and state scores. In addi-
tion, through the use of a bar chart, they are provided with an
approximate range within which the middle half of the students 
in the school scored.
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Example 24

For more information, contact the Illinois State Board of Education at 217/782-4823.



National comparisons

As states have moved toward a system of standards-based assess-
ments, the focus has been on student performance relative to those
standards—whether the students are meeting the standard, exceed-
ing the standard, or falling below the standard. Less attention has
been paid to how students are doing compared to other students in
the nation.

A growing number of states are beginning to realize that reporting
performance against a “national percentile rank” is something with
which many parents are comfortable; it represents a common form of
reporting and criteria with which they are familiar. Although a per-
centile rank provides limited information and therefore has limited
value in terms of what to change or improve, more states are consid-
ering such rankings as they configure their assessments. The result is
that more assessments are providing both information against a set of
standards as well as a national percentile rank.
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Besides reporting performance against a national percentile rank, states may want
to think about reporting state assessment performance along with another state or
international assessment—such as reporting performance along with a state’s
National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) score or the Third International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) score. In addition, these tests can serve as a
tool to check the state’s academic performance against a set of national standards
(i.e., NAEP) or international standards (i.e., TIMSS).

Missouri recently did a study that linked their Grade 8 Mathematics Assessment to
the TIMSS test. The data indicated a strong link between the two tests in regard to
content. In a press release, the commissioner of education was quoted as saying,
“success in math and science will be one of the keys to Missouri’s economic com-
petitiveness in the 21st century, so it is important for us to know how our students
and schools are doing in these key subjects. The TIMSS give us a useful tool for
checking progress and evaluating curriculum.”

For more information, contact the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education at 800/845-3545.



Missouri is one state that provides information on how a student
performed against a set of standards, as well as how his or her per-
formance compares to that of other students in the nation. In the
example to the right, the Missouri Assessment Program Student Report
allows parents of 4th graders to easily determine at which achieve-
ment level their child performed and what that level of performance
represents. In addition, parents know how their child performed in
comparison to other students across the nation.
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Example 25

For more information, contact the Missouri Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education at 800/845-3545.



Delaware also has configured its assessment system to provide
information on achievement against the state standards, as well as
against a norming group. In the example below, parents can compare
an individual student’s score with the Delaware Content Standards to
the scores of the school, district, and state; they can also compare
their child’s results against those of students throughout the country
through the use of a national sample. For example, the student
scored 452 out of a possible 700 points on the reading portion of the
test. The average school score was 440; the average district score was
444; and the average state score was 430. In addition, the student
scored in the 85th percentile.

It is important to remember that if comparisons are not easily rep-
resented on the individual report (because of space or other con-
straints)—whether they are comparisons against state standards or
against a norming group—parents should be told where they can go
for this information.

Answering question four: Helping parents to help their child
improve

Providing parents with clear information on how their child per-
formed, what the performance actually means, and appropriate com-
parisons is only part of the picture. Parents also want to better
understand what they can do with their children to help improve
their performance.

Negotiating with the test provider
What kind of information and how much or how little is provided to
parents depends largely on the type of contract that is negotiated
with the test provider. In Delaware, the state testing staff designed
the score reports before finalizing any negotiations. This allowed the
staff to explore the implications of various kinds of scores, using nar-
rative statements (as opposed to sub-scores), and reporting in a vari-
ety of categories. They discovered that involving parents early in the
process is key, so that the design is understood and accepted. For
more information on how Delaware negotiated with its test provider,
see Close-up IX.
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Score Comparisons

Reading Writing

Student 200 - - - - - - -452 - - - - -700 3 - - - - - - - - -11 - - - - -  15

School 200 - - - - - 440 - - - - - - 700 3 - - - - - - - - 10 - - - - - - 15

District 200 - - - - -  -444 - - - - - 700 3 - - - - - - - - 10 - - - - - - 15

State 200 - - - - 430 - - - - - - - 700 3 - - - - - - - - 10 - - - - - - 15

Certain items on the reading part of the test came from a national sample. The percentile below repre-
sents how your child performed on those items compared to students from a national sample:

1%  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 85  - - - - - - - - - - - - - 99% 

Example 26

For more information, contact the Delaware Department of Education at 302/739-6700 or visit their web site at
www.doe.state.de.us.



Interpretation
In some cases, the information provided to parents on how to help
their child improve needs to be viewed through an “interpretive
lens.” In others, the interpretation is already provided, and parents
are left with a list of action steps to guide them as they help their
child refine academic skills.

The Connecticut Mastery Testing Program Grade 8 Parent/Student
Diagnostic Report in Mathematics is an example of a report that
requires interpretation. The report lists the 40 objectives tested on
the assessment in five general areas. For each objective, the report
indicates how many items were needed to be answered correctly 
to “master” the area and how many the student actually answered
correctly.
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Delaware recently had a problem that a great many state testing programs face: the
state needed to persuade a testing vendor to help design a fairly complex program
within an extremely short timeline. In addition, because the state lacked the staff to
deal with every nuance of the program, it needed a way of communicating with the
vendor that would result in a clear understanding of what the state expected of the
vendor and what the vendor could expect of staff. In other words, Delaware needed a
way for both the state and the vendor to adjudicate decisions quickly and easily to
facilitate a difficult process.

Delaware began its negotiations with the vendor with two simple ideas in mind:

1. Always begin with the end in sight;

2. Create a list of clear and explicit rules at the beginning of the process, indicate
that the rules exist, and be sure to enforce them.

Delaware carried out these ideas by doing the following:

1. The state included a section titled “Needs” in its Request for Proposal. The section
was specifically designed to articulate the criteria for the project and the major under-
lying assumptions driving the work. The state made it clear that the vendors had some
flexibility in preparing their proposals so long as they agreed to work within those 
criteria.

2. Delaware defined “the big picture,” believing that it was important to make cur-
rent decisions in line with larger long-term goals and important for the vendor to do

the same to ensure that the decisions would be consistent over time. In addition,
Delaware staff believed that keeping the big picture in mind at decision time would
increase the odds that the long-term plan would actually come to fruition.

3. Finally, Delaware encapsulated the “Needs” section and its idea of the big picture
into a score report design. The state sought a simple means to communicate both its
needs and the big picture, and the score report—the piece that would end up defin-
ing the testing program for the most students and parents—seemed the best way to
do so. Staff worked with teachers and parents to create a design that each party was
comfortable with. Policymakers were also involved from the beginning so that they
could better understand what the end result would look like and what it could be used
for. Not only has this proved helpful in defining the program for the state and for the
vendor, it also increased that state’s ability to communicate with the public in a 
concrete and meaningful way.

While relatively simple, these ideas enabled Delaware to articulate clearly what it
needed from a testing vendor while providing it with a significant amount of flexibility
in making its proposals. Each of the major testing vendors submitted a bid, giving the
state the ability to select from several it believed best matched its criteria. Helping the
vendor see clearly where the state wanted to end up made it easier for the vendor to
offer its service—meaning that it led to their willingness to bid and Delaware’s ability
to choose the bid that best reflected its criteria.

For more information, contact the Delaware Department of Education, Assessment and
Analysis Division, at 302/739-6700.

C L O S E - U P I X :
Negotiating with the test provider—

Lessons from Delaware



In the algebra area example above, a parent would be able to inter-
pret the following strengths and weaknesses of this particular 8th
grader:

◆ He/she was able to use the “order of operations” correctly, use for-
mulas to evaluate expressions, and represent situations using alge-
braic expressions; but

◆ He/she had some problems solving equations involving one step.

Oklahoma uses a similar approach. In the Grade 5 Parent Report,
Priority Academic Student Skills are listed for all the areas tested,
together with the number of questions asked in each area and the
number correct. In addition, parents are provided with an Oklahoma
Performance Index (OPI) score that indicates whether the student
achieved a satisfactory level of performance. Students who achieve
an OPI score of 70 or greater in a subject area have demonstrated
satisfactory performance in that subject area.

In the example below, which measures a 5th grader’s knowledge of
various areas of U.S. history and civics, parents can quickly deter-
mine whether or not their child achieved a satisfactory score on the
test with an easy to understand “yes” or “no.” In this example, the
parent can conclude that the child had difficulty in locating and
describing the states, major climate regions, landforms, and bodies 
of water, as well as in interpreting various pictorial sources of 
information.
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Algebra Mastery Criteria Student Score

37. Solve equations involving 1 step 3 of 4 2
38. Use order of operations 3 of 4 3
39. Use formulas to evaluate expressions 3 of 4 4
40. Represent situations with algebraic 

expressions 3 of 4 4

Example 27

Priority Academic Skills
History/Constitution/Government Satisfactory OPI score of 70 achieved? YES

# of Questions # Correct
Locate and describe the states, major climate regions, landforms
and bodies of water. 5 3
Identify major events of the Revolutionary War period. 5 5
Identify the causes and effects of the Civil War. 5 4
Identify the reasons for writing the Declaration of Independence and Constitution. 5 5
Identify the rights and responsibilities of citizens in a democratic society
and a free enterprise system. 5 5
Identify information using encyclopedias, almanac, atlases,
dictionaries and literature. 5 5
Interpret various pictorial sources of information such as maps,
graphs, charts, globes, pictures and cartoons. 5 2

Example 28

For more information, contact the Connecticut Department of Education at 
860/566-2201 or visit their web site at www.state.ct.us/sde.

For more information, contact the Oklahoma Department of Education at 405/521-3341 or visit their web site at
sde.state.ok.us.



Delaware is one state that essentially does the interpretation for the
parent by listing the student’s instructional needs (based on his or
her performance on the assessment) directly below the student’s

scores. The following example of an English Language Arts Individual
Report provides ideas for what a 3rd grade child should work on to
achieve a higher level in reading and writing:
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Instructional Needs

To achieve a higher level in READING, your child should work on: To achieve a higher level in WRITING, your child should work on:

• Using information to make reasonable interpretations • Using effective and varied introductions and closings
• Drawing conclusions based on information in the text • Writing in a consistent style with precise, vivid word choice
• Connecting and synthesizing information into a clear interpretation within • Writing with a clear logical progression of ideas using smooth 

and across texts, ideas, and concepts transitions
• Formulating, expressing, and supporting opinions • Responding directly to the prompt
• Making and supporting inferences about contents, events, characters, 

setting, theme, and style

Example 29

It is important to remember that providing this type of information
may not be enough; in fact, it may give rise to additional questions
among parents. They may be confused if their child’s class work
indicates adequate performance, but the statewide assessment results
reflect serious weaknesses. Parents need to know where they can go
to get the answers to their questions. Research shows that nearly 9
out of 10 parents rely heavily on teachers as a source of information
about education.10 Therefore, states should encourage parents to con-
tact their child’s teachers to get a better sense of the child’s level of

achievement and the kinds of tasks they can be doing with their
child to help him or her improve. Delaware provides this encourage-
ment by stating the following at the bottom of each child’s score
report:

Please see your child’s teacher for more information 
about achievement in reading and writing.

For more information, contact the Delaware Department of Education at 302/739-6700 or visit their web site at www.doe.state.de.us.



Michigan offers parents questions that they should ask school
staff. On the 4th Grade Essential Skills Mathematics Test Report,
parents are provided with the following:

On the Rhode Island Mathematics Performance Assessment Individual
Student Report, parents are quickly reminded that one test cannot
represent all of a child’s knowledge and skills:

Encouraging parents to ask teachers questions doesn’t just have to
appear on student reports. On the back of its Testing, Testing, Testing
brochure, the Partnership for Learning encourages parents to look at
the “bigger picture” and to recognize that looking at information
from a variety of tests and assessment tools remains the best way to
see how well individual students are learning.
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Your child’s answers provide information about his/her understanding of mathe-
matics and show how well your child can apply mathematics to real life situations.
Answers also provide a way to measure mathematics problem solving, communi-
cation, and reasoning skills. The results do not represent all of your child’s knowl-
edge and skills in these areas. These results, taken with results from other tests
such as the multiple choice Metropolitan Achievement Tests (MAT), and daily
classroom work, provide a more complete picture of your child’s mathematical
skills.

Example 31

What should I ask the school staff?
• Does the district mathematics program include the state’s Core Curriculum

objectives?
• Is enough time spent on mathematics instruction?
• Are teachers using manipulatives, calculators, and different problem-solving

strategies to help students build understanding?
• Are students learning to use mental arithmetic and estimation as well as tradi-

tional paper and pencil computation?
• Does my child participate fully in mathematics class by arriving prepared, pay-

ing attention, completing assignments, and asking questions when my child
does not understand an idea?

Example 30

For more information, contact the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP)
office at 517/373-8893.

For more information, contact the State of Rhode Island Department of Education at
401/222-2031.



arents want to understand why their children are being held
to higher standards. They want to be informed about the
changes that are taking place in the state test, and they want

to know what their child’s scores mean and what they can do to help
their child improve. Parents want to understand how the results will
be used and whether there are “high-stakes” consequences attached
to those results, such as decisions about promotion or graduation.
Parents are eager for more information, presented in clear language
that they can easily understand.

Unfortunately, states do not typically inform parents about these
changes, nor do they report test results in terms parents understand
and know how to use. On the whole, states have invested much
more of their efforts and resources in testing students than in
informing and reporting the results to parents and students.

The following are examples of state agencies and non-government
organizations committed to clear communication with parents. Many
have used some or all of the recommendations included in Sections
II and III to help improve their communication efforts. They use
polls and focus groups to understand the concerns of their commu-
nity, they clarify what they expect of students and provide accurate
information about the extent to which those expectations are being
met, they provide action steps that parents can take with their own
children to help them learn and improve—but they vary in their spe-
cific approaches. They have different structures, they have created
unique partnerships and coalitions, and their coordination efforts are
not alike. But there are at least two similarities among all of them:
these agencies and organizations have made communication central
to their reform and improvement efforts, and they have built the
capacity to communicate. Their improved communication efforts
have begun to create a better informed public that will demand more
and support schools in reaching the academic goals set for them.
They are “making things work.”
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“Making Things Work” at the State Level

S E C T I O N  IV:

P
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The impetus in Delaware for doing a better job of communicating with parents prob-
ably aligns nicely with most other state education agencies: parents deserve to
understand how their son or daughter is progressing and so we need to work hard to
make sure they have that understanding. But it also involves something more; a
recent “back page” article in Education Week suggested what most educators have
long understood: that a child’s achievement can be heavily dependent on factors
external to the classroom. For educators this should be seen as a challenge to be
addressed, and it can only be addressed through a clear, coherent message.

To create this message we have tried hard to listen to parents. We’ve used them in
the design of our communication materials, most specifically in the design of the
score reports that will indicate to them how their children performed. One of the
things they said over and over again was “please tell us what our children need to
do in order to do better.” We listened and the score report is that much improved as
a result. But it doesn’t end there. Constant contact with the state’s parent organiza-
tions, presentations to PTA/PTO meetings, and participation in their conferences
helped us work towards the ideal of a clear and coherent message, and we continue
to do more.

Internally, we have initiated some relatively simple “programs” to help each of us say
the same things when we present the testing program. For example, a set of over-
heads has been distributed to each person who presents the state testing program,
along with instructions and training as to how to use them. All presenters are free to

supplement the core presentation with information they find helpful so long as the
core remains intact. The result is that each of us is saying the same thing.

Other means of ensuring a consistent message that have been or will be used
include brochures, an effective media strategy, interpretive guides to the score
reports written for parents, etc. We are working hard to create a coherent system by
planning each piece within the larger context of when parents will need information
so that our effort at communicating has the highest possible chance for success.

Perhaps our most challenging communications effort is yet to come. Next fall, prior
to the release of the proficiency levels on our state test that will drive our state’s
accountability system, we will conduct public meetings and focus groups for the pur-
pose of validating the cut points on the test. For example, one of the things we hope
to do is to show the public what the cut point looks like on the reading test that will
determine promotion, and then ask whether or not parents and other constituents
support the cut point as set. Our intent is to make the cuts as explicit as possible with
the expectation that the reaction will be to immediately form a team of parent, child
and teacher that can work together in improving the student’s achievement. Again,
only with a clear, coherent message will that be possible.

For more information, contact John Tanner, Director, Assessment and Analysis, 
302/739-6700.

How Delaware Is Making Things Work
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Like the rest of the nation, Maryland learned very early that the task of reforming its
schools was going to be an ongoing effort, multi-layered and devoid of quick fixes,
with no easy, off-the-shelf remedies. Communications with parents and the public
have similarly proved challenging as education tops the public’s list of priorities.
Whereas the Maryland State Department of Education previously had 24 principal
customers (i.e., 24 local school system staffs), it suddenly seemed that four million
citizens wanted to be part of school reform. Maryland realized that good policy had
to be a constant and that communications must be continuous and dynamic, ever-
improving, and clearly in tune with the shifting sands of public opinion.

The current wave of school reforms in Maryland began with the release of the
Maryland School Performance Report in November 1990. A brief press release guid-
ed media through their first foray into education accountability. A sparse 50-page
booklet of numbers reported for the first time how school systems and the state per-
formed on attendance, dropout, and basic skills graduation tests—with checks to
designate when state standards were met. While much of the public yawned, the
media grappled to understand the numbers.

By 1993, the media were becoming more savvy, and the public asked why new state
criterion-referenced tests in grades 3, 5, and 8 showed that no more than a third of
these students were passing. The public was baffled when traditional multiple-choice,
norm-referenced tests were replaced with tests where students occasionally worked in
groups and solved problems, then explained their answers. Student performance
assessments and the standards were incomprehensible, and parents wanted to know
about technical assessment and instructional details that had previously been “insider
stuff.” If reforms were to move forward, the language of reform would need to
change, and the volume of information crafted for the public would need to increase
dramatically.

Early on, public sentiment was gauged through analysis of newspaper clips from the
state’s more than 200 large- and small-market newspapers. Liberal urban centers
such as Baltimore and the Washington-Baltimore suburbs differed dramatically from
more rural, conservative jurisdictions. Public meetings and dialogues with legislators
and education stakeholders helped clarify which messages were resonating with pub-
lic groups and which ones were not. The critical nature of clear and understandable
descriptions of tests, report card data, and reform strategies such as sanctions and
rewards started to become clear.

National polls, such as the series of Public Agenda reports, have helped guide
Maryland’s decision to shift the focus of communications to principals and teachers.
The Department of Education has maintained a steady stream of information on
reforms, packaged in language that is clear to both the public and educators.
Teachers and principals are key to communications because they oversee that impor-

tant interface between education policy and children and families. Their knowledge
and experience become the real messages to parents.

Principals began receiving biweekly bulletins from the Department, and a publication
for teachers, initially called Maryland Education Connections, was developed and
piloted, eventually becoming Maryland Classroom. The four-page tabloid has
become a mainstay of communications with teachers, focusing on information, 
success stories, and the most current news stories on reforms.

A 1994 survey by the Education Commission of the States helped for the first time to
gauge the opinions of Maryland parents with those of parents from several other
education reform states. The poll helped validate national polls that warned of a
public impatient for accountability from their schools and angry when reforms
seemed to stray from academics and the basics.

Among the communications products that emerged was a 30-page handbook for
parents on the state’s testing program for grades 3, 5, and 8—Maryland School
Performance Assessment Program (MSPAP). In the first year of its publication, the
handbook was well received by teachers and parents alike. However, it became clear
that parents wanted to know how the day-to-day lives of their children would be bet-
ter, how they would be challenged. Consequently, the Parent Handbook on MSPAP
was revised in its second year to become the Parent Handbook for Better Schools,
outlining how school reform meant better teaching and learning and how MSPAP fit
into that effort. Distributed initially to parents in the tested grades only, the publica-
tion was more recently sent to all parents in grades 1 through 8. A tear-off request
form for more information, a toll-free phone line, and a web address listed in the
booklet allows parents to access even more information. The web site, which regis-
ters more than 85,000 hits per month, shows the MSPAP information portion to be
among the most popular features for users.

The Department has produced a series of one-page fact sheets in question-and-
answer format and in clear language on nearly 40 topics. Three of those fact sheets
describe what students experience as they sit down to take MSPAP. A series of posters
also helps parents see samples of student responses to portions of MSPAP assess-
ment tasks and a list of the basic skills and applications necessary to do well on
each test item. Principals are encouraged to distribute the posters during parent con-
ferences in which teachers and parents can talk about the expectations for higher
student performance with concrete examples in hand.

Videos and other materials have been distributed to principals as well as a commu-
nications resource binder to encourage a year-long stream of clear and understand-
able information on testing. Principals periodically receive copies of camera-ready
newsletter columns from the State Superintendent that help keep parents up to date

How Maryland Is Making Things Work
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on reforms. These efforts seem to have helped ease a worrisome trickle of misin-
formation and myths propagated by opposition groups.

With the MSPAP experience in mind, Maryland has been working several years on
a new set of high school graduation tests that will begin affecting the high school
class of 2004 as those students enter grade 9 in the fall of 2000. A statewide task
force developed the framework and the core learning goals for the tests over two
years. Focus groups and polls of parents, teachers, and principals revealed the
high level of support for higher expectations as well as worries over the details of
implementation. Town meetings across the state conducted jointly by the
Department and by the test designers aided the State Board of Education and
State Superintendent Nancy S. Grasmick in developing a phase-in plan for the
tests that responded to the concerns voiced by parents and educators that the tests
would be too much too fast and that too many students would fail.

An extensive community effort by the Maryland Business Roundtable for Education
has taken the messages on the new tests to the business community while student
brochures and videos are on their way to middle schools to prepare students and
their families for the new academic focus anticipated in Maryland high schools.
The Maryland Classroom and other communication tools continue a steady
stream of information to schools, while newsletter columns are distributed to
school principals, Parent Teacher Association groups, and education stakeholders,
outlining the most current developments with the new tests. Staff from the
Department and from the Business Roundtable have spoken to hundreds of busi-
ness groups, faculties, PTA groups, and other interested stakeholders. Recently, the
Department has developed a dynamic display booth that operates at conferences
and fairs across the state to disseminate materials and build awareness of reforms.

The complex demands for information and public engagement will only increase
as Maryland continues its work on improving schools. Success will depend on
ensuring that the public does not lose patience with education reformers as
Maryland works its way through a gauntlet of issues to improve schools. The state
believes that public involvement and engagement will be absolutely critical if tax-
payers are expected to pay the bill for better schools.

For more information, contact Ron Peiffer, Assistant State Superintendent, 
at 410/767-0473.

How Maryland Is Making Things Work (continued)
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The Massachusetts Coalition for Higher Standards was organized in the spring of
1997 to help communities in Massachusetts respond successfully to the primary
challenge of the Education Reform Act of 1993—raising student achievement
through new rigorous academic standards and “high stakes” tests.

Recognizing that high failure rates on statewide tests in other states led to watered-
down standards or elimination of high-stakes tests, the Coalition for Higher
Standards has united local school and community leaders, educators, and parents to
bolster the efforts required to raise standards. The Coalition’s grass-roots efforts
engage 16 school districts and two regional collaboratives (representing a total of
47 districts across the state) in outreach programs and targeted school improvement
initiatives.

The Coalition works toward three primary goals:

• Developing local and statewide communications and outreach 
projects, including building support among parents and the public for high aca-
demic standards and organizing community efforts to raise student and school
achievement.

• Building school capacity by developing joint projects among Coalition district
schools and sharing best practices that increase school capacity to raise student
achievement by using the statewide standards and tests.

• Supporting effective state implementation by communicating information
from the field with the Department of Education and state policymakers to ensure
the most effective implementation of the statewide standards and tests.

Three principles guide coalition efforts:

• Education is a local issue. Send out a statewide message on the need for
education reform and the public assumes you are talking about other people’s—
and probably urban—schools. To alert people to the value of education reform in
their schools, outreach efforts must operate on a local level.

• Parents listen to their children’s teachers. The best way to build parental
support for the academic standards and testing is to have their children’s teachers
explain the value of the program.

• An independent group has more credibility. By operating independently
of the Department of Education (DOE), the coalition is able to make statements
and push for action that the DOE cannot.

Information and Materials
During its first year of operation, the Coalition focused its efforts on building aware-
ness of the state’s standards and testing program. Two Coalition information

brochures—the spring and fall issues of Starting Now—were distributed statewide
to broad audiences. The spring issues—which provided an overview of the state’s
standards and testing program and built realistic expectations for first-year results—
reached 250,000 parents, teachers, and community members through school and
business mailings; 50,000 copies were printed in Spanish. The fall issue—which fea-
tured the student Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) report
and addressed the meaning and context of first-year results—was sent to parents of
the 950,000 public school students in the state; a total of 1.2 million copies were
printed. The Department of Education funded the printing and distribution of the
Starting Now brochures.

The Coalition has also produced a larger information packet and periodic fliers,
provided editorial briefings to statewide and local newspapers, produced op-
eds, and publishes a monthly update—all focused on building awareness of the
key points of the statewide standards and testing program.

Local Leadership Groups
Working on a more local level, the Coalition established local leadership groups of
parents, teachers, and community leaders who have committed to making student
achievement a significant and ongoing community project. With information, materi-
als, and organizational support from the Coalition, the groups undertake special
projects, such as forums to introduce community members to the sample test ques-
tions, presentations on the standards and tests to parents on a school-by-school
basis, and other projects.

The Coalition has shown success at refocusing the efforts and messages of
existing groups on raising student achievement. Sometimes this involves partner-
ing with local organizations to present a single, unified message about higher expec-
tations and academic standards and tests. Working with the Black Ministerial
Alliance and 14 other Boston organizations, for instance, the Coalition helped coor-
dinate a Boston citywide forum, attended by 400 parents (largely from minority com-
munities), on the MCAS tests. In other cases, the Coalition provides short briefings at
scheduled meetings of local organizations and talking points to groups for com-
munications with the press or broader public.

Feedback and Evaluations
The Coalition regularly monitors parental and public concerns and attitudes through
annual public opinion surveys, questions raised at Coalition-sponsored
forums, internal focus groups, reviews of statewide and local media
coverage, and telephone calls received from parents and the public. The Coalition
updates its regular information packet (available to parents, businesses, the media,
and the other community members) according to the feedback received.

How the Massachusetts Coalition for Higher Standards Is Making Things Work
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The Coalition will measure the success of its efforts to increase awareness and
understanding of the statewide standards and tests. The Coalition expects public
opinion research to show that increasing percentages of the public are aware of
and supportive of the statewide standards and tests. Press coverage indicating
greater understanding of the technical issues of standards and testing and sup-
porting the value of raised expectations and higher academic standards will also
indicate Coalition success.

Measurable Goals and School Improvement Plans
The other measure of success, of course, is the extent to which change is taking
place in the schools. The Coalition’s success, then, will be evident as greater
numbers of school improvement plans incorporate measurable goals with a focus
on improved student achievement. The Coalition works with school site councils
(which unite parents, teachers, and the principal in determining school improve-
ment plans) to help them set clear and measurable goals for student improve-
ment. The Coalition helped schools realign their business and community part-
nerships to focus on programs critical to making substantial gains in student
achievement. 

The Coalition is managed by the Mass Insight Education and Research Institute
(MERI), an independent non-profit organization focused on improving
Massachusetts’ public schools. MERI also produces special issue reports and runs
ongoing leadership groups and statewide briefings to support the implementation
of the Education Reform Act of 1993.

Coalition members include: Boston, Concord-Carlisle, Gloucester,
Greenfield, Marblehead, Milton, Needham, Newton, Quincy, Rockport, Salem,
Springfield, Taunton, Uxbridge, Watertown, and Woburn, the Pioneer Valley
Regional Education and Business Alliance (REBA), and the EDCO Collaborative of
Greater Boston.

The Coalition receives financial support from: the Coalition communities
and the state, along with BankBoston, The Boston Foundation, Goodwin, Procter
& Hoar, Gorton’s Seafoods, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, Jessie B. Cox Charitable Trust,
Liberty Mutual Group, Microsoft, New England Financial, and State Street Bank
and Trust Company.

For more information, contact Bill Guenther, President, Mass Insight Education and
Research Institute, at 617/492-0580 or at insight@massinsight.com.

How the Massachusetts Coalition for Higher
Standards Is Making Things Work (continued)
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Purpose and Goals
Partnership for Learning has a single-minded goal: to build public awareness and
sustain political support for Washington State’s new academic standards and school
improvement effort. Its efforts are supported by the contributions of more than 50
businesses and community foundations statewide.

The Partnership’s communication and outreach activities reflect these messages:

• the importance of high and clear academic standards for students;
• the rigor of new state tests measuring the standards;
• how the new standards and tests are improving schools and student achievement;
• the broad, statewide support—especially among businesses—for the new stan-

dards and tests.

The cornerstone of Washington State’s efforts to improve public schools and raise
student achievement has been the 1993 School Improvement Act. That act set in
motion a process to develop higher and clearer standards for what students should
be learning, tests to measure progress against the standards, and accountability
requirements that ask students and schools to work hard at meeting these expecta-
tions.

Business and community leaders created the Partnership for Learning in late 1994
because they believed that any attempt to change schools needed broad public
awareness and understanding to succeed; they wanted to ensure the state (and elect-
ed officials) “stayed the course” over the effort’s long implementation timeline.

The Partnership was created as a short-term but powerful effort to ensure the success
of the school improvement effort. Once the effort is well underway (when “school
reform” becomes the regular way schools function and the “new standards” are no
longer new), the Partnership will complete its efforts—probably within the next 5-10
years.

What’s Working: Outreach and Coalitions
Partnership for Learning’s communication strategy is specific and focused: to build
understanding of school reform among individuals with the greatest impact on what
happens in schools—community leaders, parents, and educators. This clearly
focused mission and workplan is the key to the Partnership’s success. The organiza-
tion is not distracted by other issues, and decisions about how resources are used
are strategic (for example: How does a proposed project effectively communicate
with our target audiences?).

Partnership for Learning uses the following channels to inform and improve its work:

• A Working Committee (composed of key business leaders, lobbyists, and
communications specialists) meets regularly to provide ongoing direction and
advice for the Partnership’s work. Committee members have the expertise to iden-
tify emerging controversies related to the standards and tests, to provide market-
ing and public relations advice, and to offer strategic direction to the Partnership’s
workplan.

• The Partnership conducts regular public opinion research that tracks what
Washington citizens think about education, the new standards, testing, and school
accountability. The research results help the Partnership identify communication
themes and issues with low public understanding or support.

• A network of community, business, and education leaders in eight
cities helps the Partnership identify local communication needs and projects.
These local advisors (in Bellingham, Everett, Olympia, Spokane, Tacoma, the Tri-
Cities area, Vancouver, and Yakima) help ensure that Partnership publications,
events, and projects are relevant, timely, and effective in each area of the state.

• Informal focus groups are used to review Partnership publications—ensuring
that these publications address real concerns and are presented with the right
level of detail.

• The Partnership is working to use community agencies and organizations
to distribute information and Partnership materials. Rather than trying to repro-
duce local expertise and contacts, the Partnership increasingly is asking local
organizations—churches, service clubs, agencies serving families—to help distrib-
ute information.

• Finally, the Partnership maintains a close working relationship with the
state agencies responsible for the new standards and tests: the Commission on
Student Learning and the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. All the
organizations work together to ensure themes and messages are consistent and
that their efforts reinforce (and don’t duplicate) each other’s.

The ultimate measure of the Partnership’s success has been the steady progress that
Washington State has made. Despite sweeping political changes since the law was
enacted in 1993, the legislation and strategy have stayed in place, the state has
maintained its funding support, and school districts and schools are beginning to ori-
ent their efforts to helping students reach higher standards.

While the Partnership alone can’t take credit for these successes, its existence has
helped state and local leaders stay focused and has demonstrated the business com-
munity’s serious commitment to this issue.

How the Partnership for Learning (Washington State) Is Making Things Work
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Activities and Products
Partnership for Learning’s communication activities fall into two categories: broad
public information efforts (top-down) and grass-roots and community outreach 
(bottom-up). Specific activities include:

Public Information Community Outreach
• Regular newsletters/updates to 25,000 citizens • Community events and 
• Reports/guides on the new standards and tests workshops
• Targeted advertising • Statewide speakers’ bureau
• Earned media and op-eds • Trained, engaged cadres of
• Ready-to-use materials for schools local activists

• Tools/support for 
community action

Partnership publications include:
• Testing, Testing, Testing...—comparing the new state tests with the more

traditional tests and explaining what information parents and teachers will get
from the new tests.

• A Parent’s Guide to Your Child’s Academic Success—providing an in-
depth overview of the new standards and tests and suggestions for how parents
can help their child meet the new standards.

• A Businessperson’s Guide to Washington’s School Improvement
Strategy—showing businesspeople (from top executives to front-line employ-
ees) how they can ensure that their efforts to work with schools are effective.

• Help Your Child Succeed in School and Anything Is Possible—offer-
ing quick information (flyer format) about standards and tests in five languages:
Spanish, Russian, Vietnamese, Cambodian, and English.

• Understanding the New 4th- and 7th-Grade Tests—explaining the
new state tests and how they are scored (co-produced with Washington State’s
Commission on Student Learning).

The Partnership also widely distributes copies of Washington’s new standards and
sample test questions and produces ready-to-use newsletter articles for schools and
parent organization. To better reach parents, the Partnership also has co-sponsored
several publications with the Washington State Parent-Teacher Association.

Partnership for Learning serves as a credible, non-government source of information
about Washington’s school improvement effort for citizens throughout the state. All
publications and events produced by the Partnership are free of charge.

For more information, contact Bill Porter, Executive Director, at 206/625-9655 or at
bill@partnership-wa.org.

How the Partnership for Learning (Washington State) Is Making Things Work (continued)
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What is the Prichard Committee?
The Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence is a non-profit, non-partisan group
of 96 volunteer citizens dedicated to improving education in Kentucky at all levels. It
was originally appointed in 1980 to study higher education but became independent
of government and broadened its scope to include elementary and secondary edu-
cation in 1983. This independence allows it to speak out as a voice for citizens and
parents, an element critical to its effectiveness.

Mission and Goals
The mission of the Prichard Committee is to provide a public voice advocating for
vastly improved education for all Kentuckians. Its goals are to:

• speak out to see that progress in education is made;
• recommend solutions to problems;
• inform the public, legislators, governors, and education officials; and
• stimulate and work with local parents and citizens.

What Has Worked?
In 1984, the Committee held a statewide town forum to listen to public sentiment
about education. Volunteers were recruited to organize local meetings through PTAs,
the League of Women Voters, chambers of commerce, school districts, community
colleges, and universities. A major business conducted a statewide ad campaign to
encourage attendance. Kentucky Educational Television connected the 145 commu-
nity meetings. More than 20,000 citizens and parents gathered to talk about educa-
tion, sending a resounding message to state policymakers—Kentucky citizens wanted
better schools.

With the passage of the Kentucky’s comprehensive, standards-based education
reform in 1990, the Prichard Committee’s role changed from advocating for legisla-
tion and funding to advocating for implementation of the new law. Recognizing that
misinformation could easily sidetrack meaningful school reform, the Committee 
refocused on informing the public as a major strategy in advocating for school
improvement.

In 1991, with the assistance of the Prichard Committee, the business community cre-
ated the Partnership for Kentucky Schools, which made a 10-year commitment to
promote and support quality education. These two groups are housed together and
they coordinate activities and collaborate to support reform efforts.

How Do They Communicate With and Listen to the Public?
In many cases, activities and programs of the Prichard Committee and the
Partnership serve dual purposes—sharing information with the public and soliciting
feedback. The following are examples:

• Eight regional coordinators work with local communities and parents to support
efforts to improve student achievement; they share information with the public;
they also listen to what parents and citizens are saying.

• “Parents and Teachers Talking Together,” four-hour structured dialogues focused
on expectations for students, are conducted in schools across the state; regional
staff train volunteer facilitators and support local hosts who organize these events;
in the first three years, more than 5,500 parents and teachers had participated.

• A toll-free telephone line and a resource center make clear and accurate infor-
mation available to the public; about 1,500 people use this line each year.

• The Partnership identifies and prepares Education Ambassadors, some of
Kentucky’s most able high school students who promote school reform from 
a student perspective; with training, some of these students facilitate focus 
groups of other students.

• A speaker’s bureau offers knowledgeable speakers to local groups.
• For four years, a school bus outfitted as a traveling information exhibit on school

reform traveled the state, stopping at schools, local fairs and festivals, and special
events; more than 250,000 citizens toured the bus.

• Recently, to more fully engage parents in Kentucky’s standards-based education
system, the Prichard Committee established the Commonwealth Institute for
Parent Leadership, along with the Kentucky PTA and the Association of Older
Kentuckians. (See page 25 for more information.) Parents with leadership poten-
tial are identified with the help of former institute graduates, PTA, family resource
centers, schools, and family literacy programs. Each year 200 participants are
informed, trained, and offered resources and technical support to get other par-
ents involved in improving student achievement. One specific activity has parents
examining student writing, creating a standard for good writing, and learning how
they can help their children develop writing skills.

• The Partnership works closely with businesses to evaluate and support the work
it does with schools. Activities include sponsoring conversations between busi-
ness leaders and students; a brown bag lunch series at places of business;
encouragement for employers to ask applicants for evidence of academic
progress such as test results, portfolio entries, and high school transcripts; and
production and distribution of a KERA Briefing Notebook; Education: We
Make It Our Business: A Planning and Resource Guide; and Ready for
Work: Essential Skills for Kentucky Jobs.

How the Prichard Committee (Kentucky) Is Making Things Work



The Committee and Partnership work closely with state agencies, the state cham-
ber of commerce, and all of the education associations to make maintain good
communication and coordinate activities.

Other Communication Strategies
• Reaching Higher, a newspaper insert explaining assessment, was created

and 1.3 million copies were distributed.
• Quarter page ads, donated to the Partnership, are placed every week in a

major newspaper and are used to share information with parents about helping
students reach higher levels of achievement.

• A quarterly newsletter is published and mailed to 15,000 parents and citi-
zens.

• A monthly column is written by staff and distributed to the news media.
• Guidebooks on Kentucky school law, finance, and other programs are pub-

lished and written in language understandable to the public.
• A glossary of terms and a description of parents’ rights and responsi-

bilities have been produced.
• An annual Kentucky School Updates, offering information about each seg-

ment of the new system as changes have been implemented, has been pro-
duced.

• A series of 15-minute videotapes designed for use in schools and businesses
was produced in collaboration with the Department of Education. It coordinat-
ed with a Partnership and Committee guidebook on the primary program.

• Radio and television ads have been used to share information.
• An active relationship with education and editorial writers in the

state’s news media is maintained, providing a source of information for those
writing about education issues.

• Materials are distributed through volunteer members, regional staff, the
resource center, family resource centers, media, schools, and PTAs.

Evaluation Directs Ongoing Work
The Committee and the Partnership adjust their work based on focus groups,
research, internal and external evaluations, and feedback from parents and citi-
zens through their ongoing programs.

For more information, contact Robert F. Sexton, Executive Director, at 606/233-9849 or
at admin@prichardcommittee.org.
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he purpose of this Idea Book is to help states think about
how to more clearly inform parents about state-level im-
provements in testing and the underlying academic expecta-

tions, and to more clearly—and meaningfully—report the results of
those tests to parents. The examples in Sections II and III have been
provided as guidance to implementing the recommendations in your
state. The descriptions in Section IV offer you a glimpse of how
some organizations are making it work.

This document will hopefully provoke you to look carefully at
your communication documents and determine where they can be
improved. Does your state provide parents with lists of what all stu-
dents should know and be able to do, as well as places to go to get
more information? Does your state offer parents sample test items,
student responses (both good and not-so-good), and explanations of
the scoring? Do your reports explain what it means to “meet the
standard”? If not, the examples in this Idea Book will help you make
those improvements. And as you begin to move forward, keep the
following suggestions in mind:

◆ Listen to the parents in your community.
Whether you use polls, focus groups, surveys, or face-to-face com-
munication, getting to know the parents in your state and commu-
nity is the only way to be sure that their wants are well represent-
ed. View this as an opportunity to engage parents in their own
child’s education. Recognize, however, that there are different
audiences among the group called “parents.” “Informed” parents
may tolerate more information than would the “regular” parent.

◆ Use clear and concrete language.
Whether explaining why the state is moving toward higher stan-
dards and developing new tests, or answering parent’s more com-
monly asked questions, using language that parents can under-

stand will help to build awareness and support for your improve-
ment efforts.

◆ Take the time to plan.
Once you have listened to parents, regroup and plan accordingly.
Ask yourself, How best can we respond to these suggestions?

◆ Ensure a consistent message.
Research shows that parents are more apt to look to teachers for
information about education issues than to any other source. For
that reason, teachers need to be provided with good information on
the changes that are taking place and how these changes affect the
classroom. They need to understand that the assessment is part of 
an aligned education system—not a random or discrete act.

◆ Coordinate with others.
Whether you are listening to your audience, creating documents,
or disseminating information, recognize that state departments of
education cannot perform these functions alone. Others have a
stake in building awareness and understanding of the improve-
ment efforts as well. In many of the examples cited in Section IV,
there is a high degree of business involvement. Business can help
deliver a strong message to the public that students need different
and better academic skills to succeed in the workplace than they
did a generation ago. They can also provide critical staying power
if initial results of the new assessments are disappointing.

◆ Realize that improving your communication efforts will take
resources.
While states should not promise parents more than their budgets
or technology can deliver, setting aside the resources to describe
the need for higher standards and the results of the assessments
should be a priority.

◆ Recognize that moving toward a standards-based system takes
political will.
Education improvement does not happen in a vacuum. It takes
leadership, and this leadership needs to come from more than one
person.
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During the summer of 1998, the National Education Goals Panel
conducted a focus group meeting with parents. The 11 participants
represented parents from across the country and were recruited from
lists provided by the National PTA and the National Coalition of
Title I/Chapter I Parents.

The goal of the group was to assess what parents believed to be
important elements in the “informing and reporting” communication
pieces produced by states to provide information about their child-
ren’s performance on state tests and the underlying standards.

Part A of the focus group meeting asked participants to pretend
that they were a parent from an average school district and that they
always believed that their district was typical when it came to educa-
tion tests—some of the district’s children did well on the tests, others
did not do well, and some fell in the middle.

The scenario continued by asking parents to pretend that they had
recently received a letter explaining that the state had begun the

process of choosing new tests aligned with the state’s higher stan-
dards, and for this first year, a new mathematics tests would be used
with the students in their child’s grade this coming fall. The letter
called the test a “performance test” but did not explain what was
meant by the term. Parents were then asked what they would want
to know about the new state test.

Part B of the focus group meeting then asked parents to imagine
that they just received a report from the state with their child’s test
scores. To facilitate this part of the discussion, parents were provided
with a set of sample score reports from the following publishers:
CTB/McGraw-Hill (Terra Nova Home Report and Terra Nova
Performance Level Report), Harcourt Brace (Stanford 9 Home Report
and Stanford 9 Student Report with Performance Standards), the
National Center on Education and the Economy and the University
of Pittsburgh (New Standards Performance Report), and Riverside
(Iowa Tests of Basic Skills Profile Narrative Report). The parents
were asked what they liked and disliked about these reports. In addi-
tion, the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills National Performance Standards
Report is included. Although parents did not see this report during
the focus group, it is included for the reader’s information.

Comments on these reports are provided on the following pages. 

65

Annotated Score Reports

APPENDIX A:



66

CTB/McGraw-Hill 
Terra Nova Home Report

(front)

CTB/McGraw-Hill, Copyright © 1997. Reproduced with permission of CTB/McGraw-Hill.

Shading made the
chart easier to 
understand.

Most text was large
enough to read
without strain.

Parents liked explanations
of what the scores mean.
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CTB/McGraw-Hill 
Terra Nova Home Report

(back)

CTB/McGraw-Hill, Copyright © 1997. Reproduced with permission of CTB/McGraw-Hill.

Parents appreciated
the “personalized
feel” of the report.

Multiple types of bullets
were considered confusing
by parents.

Parents would have preferred
examples. These comments were
“too vague.”
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CTB/McGraw-Hill 
Terra Nova Student Performance Level Report

(front)

CTB/McGraw-Hill, Copyright © 1997. Reproduced with permission of CTB/McGraw-Hill.

Parents liked
being able to
tell at a
glance how
their child
had done.

Text was easy
to read.Parents preferred

“personalized” reports.
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CTB/McGraw-Hill 
Terra Nova Performance Level Report

(back)

CTB/McGraw-Hill, Copyright © 1997. Reproduced with permission of CTB/McGraw-Hill.

Parents generally liked
the skill set listing.

The type was consid-
ered too small to read
without straining their
eyes. Many parents

believed descriptions
were too technical.
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Harcourt Brace 
Stanford 9 Home Report

The term “percentile” was 
problematic for many parents
because they confused it with
the term “percentage.”

Parents
liked the
horizontal
bars.

A number of parents thought
the text was too small to read
without straining their eyes.

Parents liked subtest area
descriptions and appreciated
learning what could be done to
improve a student’s score.

Stanford Achievement Test: Ninth Edition. Copyright © 1997 by Harcourt Brace & Company. Reproduced by permission. All rights reserved.
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Harcourt Brace 
Stanford 9 Student Report with Performance Standards

Stanford Achievement Test: Ninth Edition. Copyright © 1997 by Harcourt Brace & Company. Reproduced by permission. All rights reserved.

Most of the text on
the report was con-
sidered too small.

No definition of
“raw score.”

Lack of subtest
descriptions lessened
understanding. Definitions 

supplied were
“too complex.”
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National Center on Education and the Economy and the University of Pittsburgh
New Standards Performance Report

NEW

Arrows provided
a clear statement
of the child’s 
performance.

Suggestions for
improving 
performance were
considered helpful.

Percentages from
student’s school
provided context.

Use of shading
was considered
helpful to 
draw eye to
immediately
knowing
whether the
student
achieved the
standard.

Parents liked descriptions
of what skill areas were
being assessed.

Copyright © 1997 by the National Center on Education and the Economy and the University of Pittsburgh. All rights reserved.
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Riverside 
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills Profile Narrative Report

Parents did not like the use of acronyms and
strongly believed that more explanation was need-
ed beyond merely “spelling out” the acronym.

Parents liked
the fact that 
the report was
personalized.

Because the natural flow of read-
ing is from left to right, parents
felt comfortable with the 
horizontal bars.

Parents didn’t understand what they
should do next after reviewing the results.

Shading behind the
bar chart made it
easier to read.

Copyright © 1996 by The Riverside Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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Riverside 
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills National Performance Standards Report

Copyright © 1997 by The Riverside Publishing Company. All rights reserved.



1) Building Community Support for Schools: A Practical Guide to
Strategic Communications, A-Plus Communications and
Education Commission of the States

◆ To request a copy, call 303/299-3692 or visit their web site at
www.ecs.org.

2) Building Support for Tests That Count: A Business Leader’s Guide,
The Business Roundtable

◆ To request a copy, fax 202/466-3509 or visit their web site at
www.brtable.org.

3) Checkpoints for Progress for Families and Communities, U.S.
Department of Education

◆ To request a copy, call 800/USA-LEARN or visit their web site
at www.ed.gov/inits/americareads. Copies are free of charge.

4) Compact for Learning: An Action Handbook for Family-School-
Community Partnerships, U.S. Department of Education

◆ To request a copy, call 800/USA-LEARN or visit their web site
at www.ed.gov/pubs/Compact. Copies are free of charge.

5) Do-it-Yourself Focus Groups: A Low-Cost Way to Listen to Your
Community, Education Commission of the States

◆ To request a copy, call 303/299-3692 or visit their web site at
www.ecs.org.

6) National Standards for Parent/Family Involvement Programs,
National PTA

◆ To request a copy, call 800/307-4PTA or visit their web site at
www.pta.org.

7) Standards Mean Business Leadership Kit, National Alliance of
Business

◆ To request a copy, call 800/787-7788 or visit their web site at
www.nab.com or www.bcer.org.

8) Strengthening Your Child’s Academic Future, Education Excellence
Partnership

◆ To request a copy, call 800/USA-LEARN or fax 202/466-3509.
Also available at the Education Excellence Partnership web
site at www.edex.org, the U.S. Department of Education web
site at www.ed.gov, and the National Alliance of Business web
site at www.nab.com.

9) Successful Strategies Booklet Series [highlighting the business role
in a variety of education topics], National Alliance of Business

◆ To request a copy, call 800/787-7788 or visit their web site at
www.nab.com or www.bcer.org.

10) Working with the News Media, American Association of School
Administrators

◆ To request a copy, call 888/782-2272 or 301/617-7802, or
visit their web site at www.aasa.org.
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Talking About Tests, An Idea Book for State Leaders, was designed
and written by Leslie Lawrence. Special thanks are due to members
of the National Education Goals Panel’s Advisory Group on
Reporting Assessment Results to Parents, especially the co-chairs,
David Ice and Andrew Romanoff, and those who contributed to the
Close-ups and descriptions in Section IV: Linda Bond, Cindy
Heine, Latha Krishnaiyer, Ron Peiffer, Bill Porter, Billie Sherrod,
John Tanner, Linda Gleckler, Sylvia Soholt, and Monica Solomon.
Thanks are also due to Linda Neri for her contribution to Section
IV, and Michelle Tobias for her contribution to the Close-ups. Mary
Lou Coffman, Charles Dibble, Katie Gerringer, Armen Kojoyian,
and Peter Morrison of EEI Communications contributed expertise
in graphic design, layout, report production, and editorial support.
Babette Gutmann and Cathy Lease of Westat provided meeting and
research support. Many thanks are due to John Barth, Christopher
Harrington, and Emily Wurtz at the National Education Goals
Panel. The Panel wishes to acknowledge the states for their assis-
tance in its data collection efforts and participants in its focus
groups who reviewed earlier versions of this document.

Advisory Group on Reporting Assessment Results to Parents

Co-Chairs
David Ice, West Virginia Department of Education and the Arts
Andrew Romanoff, Office of the Governor, Colorado

Members
Julie Bell, National Conference of State Legislatures
Linda Bond, CTB/McGraw-Hill
Adriana de Kanter, U.S. Department of Education
Janet Durfee-Hidalgo, Ohio Department of Education
Gale Gaines, Southern Regional Education Board
Matt Gandal, Achieve
Aimee Guidera, National Alliance of Business
Cindy Heine, The Prichard Committee
Craig Jerald, Education Week
Barb Kapinus, Westat
Latha Krishnaiyer, Florida PTA
Dane Linn, National Governors’ Association
Maggie McNeely, U.S. Department of Education
Ron Peiffer, Maryland State Department of Education
Andy Plattner, A-Plus Communications
Bill Porter, Partnership for Learning
Billie Sherrod, Georgia Department of Education
John Tanner, Delaware Department of Education

Invited Guests
Linda Glecker, Thompson School District, Colorado
Sylvia Soholt, Edmonds School District, Washington
Monica Solomon, Cincinnati Public Schools, Ohio
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Foreword

ver the last decade we have seen great strides in education. Governors, state and district leaders, and federal policymakers across the country are
embracing the idea of setting high standards and expectations for what our children should know and be able to do. More and more states are aligning
these high expectations to their assessment systems. But none of these efforts will amount to much unless they are understood and, in turn, supported
by parents. By making parents more familiar with standards and assessments—in some cases, even by making parents aware that these tools exist—we

can build a broader base of support for school improvement.

Clear communication is key. This Idea Book shows how states can communicate more effectively with parents, whether the subject is the need for higher 
standards or the results of state tests. The recommendations and examples in this book reflect in large part the work of the National Education Goals Panel’s
Advisory Group on Reporting Assessment Results to Parents. Nearly all the group’s members work on the front lines of standards and assessments reform; many
are engaged day-to-day in helping parents make sense of their states’ expectations and monitor their children’s progress in meeting them.

It is our challenge as state leaders to strive for better communication with parents. We hope this report will assist you in meeting this challenge.

Sincerely,

Cecil H. Underwood Roy Romer
Chair (1998), National Education Goals Panel, Member, National Education Goals Panel,
and Governor of West Virginia and Governor of Colorado
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