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    PLATO® eduTest Assessment
       Frequently Asked Questions
PLATO eduTest Assessment is an online, formative assessment program that allows administrators to make data-driven decisions and to monitor student, class, school, and district performance against state standards throughout the school year.

General Program Questions

·  What is the nature and uniqueness of PLATO eduTest Assessment?

PLATO eduTest Assessment is a comprehensive online assessment program that helps guide instructional and programmatic decision making. Administrators can deploy districtwide benchmark assessments to track and monitor performance at each grade level and subject with real-time information. The data can be used to help evaluate instructional resources, identify professional development needs, and provide information for any grant-based initiatives having an evaluation component. PLATO eduTest Assessment is a powerful tool in the school improvement process. Extensive reporting is provided at all levels for the student, classroom, school, and district. Progress charting allows the district to monitor learning gains being made across the school year for all students, classes, and schools.

·  How will PLATO eduTest Assessment affect student achievement?

Research has shown that the use of formative assessment can significantly improve student achievement by directing instructional decision making and making assessment results more useful to students and educators. Through formative assessment aligned to state standards, teachers know and understand the distinct needs of each student. They can target instruction to individual students or groups. With ongoing assessment in the school or district, administrators receive an early indication of student performance on the knowledge objectives assessed by the state test and can implement targeted programs to increase student learning in the high-need areas. Assessment results from PLATO eduTest Assessment can also be effective in targeting staff development and fostering collaboration on identified need areas. Results on the end-of-year high-stakes test can be improved with a series of ongoing assessments throughout the year providing instructional intervention and ongoing data collection. When instruction and program materials are tailored to the areas that students need most, knowledge is demonstrated through better achievement scores and higher learning.

Conducting continual assessment is only part of the equation for improving student achievement. The company supports its partnering districts and educators with professional development focused on aligning identified needs with existing instructional resources in the classrooms and schools. Analyzing actual results with educators in differentiated workshops and training sessions enables users to target instructional changes and positively affect student achievement.

·  Who is the target audience for PLATO eduTest Assessment?

PLATO eduTest Assessment provides comprehensive assessment tools for teachers as well as school and district administrators. Additionally, PLATO eduTest Assessment’s reporting capabilities empower all stakeholders—administrators, teachers, students and parents—to have an impact on and monitor student achievement.
Administrators use the features within PLATO eduTest Assessment to administer benchmark tests and ongoing progress checks to gauge student and teacher development. District administrators can deploy districtwide benchmark assessments to track and monitor the performance at each grade level and subject with real-time information. Extensive reporting is provided at all levels ranging from the student to the school district. Progress charting allows the district to monitor learning gains being made throughout the school year for all students, classes, and schools. Item response analysis enables district-level assessment and curriculum specialists to identify which questions were most commonly missed. Strengths and needs reporting groups schools, classes, and students according to a district-defined proficiency profile.
Teachers can assess groups or individual students as frequently as needed. Student results from assessments are immediate, and class, school, and district results are aggregated within two hours. Multiple reports enable teachers to quickly identify specific needs of students and the entire class. Strengths and needs reports inform teachers of the objectives that need the most improvement and the students who require additional instructional intervention. Teachers can chart the progress of students in a pre-, mid- and post-test scenario through the use of state-specific benchmark assessments. Item response analysis on each assessment enables teachers to see which response each student selected. The system will automatically generate classroom-based assessments for teachers simply by selecting the objective(s) to be assessed. In addition, these assessments may be shared across the school district, allowing for a customized portfolio of assessments aligned to a district’s scope and sequence. 
Students are ultimately responsible for their own learning. To facilitate this concept and make the learning environment more meaningful, PLATO eduTest Assessment provides immediate results on any assessment taken by a student. All assessment reports are stored in a student report folder for subsequent review. Students may also access the online assessment system to take assessments outside the classroom environment for additional practice and learning.
Parents: No Child Left Behind requires schools to inform parents of their child’s performance and involve them to a greater extent in their child’s education. PLATO eduTest Assessment facilitates this process through its reporting capabilities. Parents may log in with their child’s ID to view assessment reports, and teachers may make printed copies of the results to share objective feedback on student performance throughout the school year. 
· How is PLATO eduTest Assessment accessed?

PLATO eduTest Assessment is Web based, requiring a computer and an Internet connection. This online technology provides the availability of timely, detailed reports. Online technology makes the entire process cost effective, quick, and simple to use for all administrators, teachers, students, and families. All users access the program by using a secure user ID and password. Each user will have specific options customized by their user ID and password. 

· What is the student interaction?

Students access PLATO eduTest Assessment through a secure user ID and password. Typically, students log in to the system to take prescheduled assessments provided by the teacher or administrator. They can also log in and take practice tests at home or the local library. All assessment data will be stored under each student’s individual user ID and password. The reports and results from student tests are available immediately and can be accessed anytime throughout the school year. 
· How are your correlations/alignments maintained?

Standards Alignments: PLATO Learning state standards analysts continually monitor the changes to standards made by states' Department of Education. As new standards are approved and adopted, PLATO Learning analyzes them to determine the focus of the learning objective, the grade-level target, and the cognitive level. 
Item Alignments: PLATO Learning maintains an updated, comprehensive database of all state standards in reading/language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. Our curriculum and assessment products are aligned to this standards-based database to ensure continuity between products and searches. This shared structure supporting curriculum and assessment objectives results in different degrees of discreteness and coverage in some areas of the database. 

· How are performance objectives covered in your product?
Many states include performance-based standards in their state standards or curriculum. PLATO Learning defines performance-based objectives as those that include words such as write, orally read, listen, and speak. Understanding that multiple-choice assessment cannot measure performance objectives as they are intended, in a number of limited areas we have provided multiple-choice items aligned to performance objectives to provide one indication of instructional need. We encourage classroom teachers to use many different forms, tools, and methods of assessment to determine a student's strengths and needs. 

Questions about Items

· How are assessment test items written?
PLATO eduTest Assessment uses a rigorous, empirical methodology to ensure that state standards are addressed thoroughly and meaningfully. First, standards are broken down into detailed requirements for each grade and subject. Then, operational definitions are written for those detailed requirements and used, in a second process, to develop test items. Item developers are trained to construct items with instructions and content at the appropriate reading level. Additionally, each test item is reviewed for stereotyping, bias, and quality and then tested both internally and externally.  To assess the reading level and appropriateness of test items, internal screening and editing staff employ the Flesch-Kincaid and Fry scales primarily and secondarily, as well as the Dale-Chall, Powers-Sumner-Kearl, and SMOG analyses. The EDL Core Vocabularies in Reading, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies and Alijandra Mogilner’s Children’s Writer’s Word Book are also used as resources in determining appropriate word choice at grade level.  Lastly, we utilize the experience of educational specialists who are former teachers with an understanding of students’ critical- and creative-thinking skills at specific grade levels. They also consider the unity, structure, degree of interest and appeal, and sophistication of concepts and themes in a passage to determine their appropriateness.
· Are PLATO eduTest Assessment test items assigned a difficulty level?
Test items are not currently assigned a difficulty level; they are assigned a grade level. The structure of the test question database and the way correlations are performed is more conducive to the assignment of grade levels than to the assignment of difficulty levels. We use the grade assigned by the state, rather than assign a difficulty level that may be somewhat subjective.

· Are PLATO eduTest Assessment test items assigned a cognitive level?

Fixed benchmark items are evaluated and designated with either a Basic/Foundational or Complex cognitive level status. We understand the notion that cognitive learning abilities can be categorized and measured along a continuum from basic to complex behavior. Creating a structure that classifies intellectual activity at different levels is useful not only in creating and teaching curriculum, but in writing and categorizing test items as well. To that end, we have evaluated and borrowed from the work of cognitive scientists such as Benjamin Bloom (Cognitive Domain Taxonomy) and Robert Marzano (Framework of Critical and Creative Thinking Skills) to create PLATO eduTest Assessment cognitive levels. It is important to note that many cognitive learning systems and hierarchies have been devised, some more complex than others, some refuting and contradicting the work of others, and many attempting to subjectively divide cognitive objectives into multiple levels. However, nearly all theories support the premise of a division between basic and complex. Therefore, we have adopted a straightforward hierarchy that categorizes an item into one of two cognitive levels according to the cognitive and creative levels required in demonstrating mastery of specific thinking skills and content knowledge within a test item:

Basic and/or foundational level requires students to recall/recognize facts, information, terms, etc., and demonstrate comprehension/understanding. Application items represent a crossover or boundary. Some application items appear in this level, depending on the extent of applied skills and knowledge required to answer the item correctly.


Complex: level requires students to use knowledge & reasoning skills to analyze, synthesize, & evaluate. Some application items appear in this level, depending on the extent of applied skills & knowledge required to answer the item.

· Does PLATO eduTest Assessment have item statistics on its items?
Item statistics are unavailable except in relation to specific fixed benchmark tests. However, we are highly interested in conducting a study to calculate item statistics for a larger proportion of our item bank and at a greater level of detail. We are working to coordinate an item calibration study with an independent evaluation team. This project will focus on using item response theory (IRT) to evaluate and calibrate the items within the PLATO eduTest Assessment item bank. The external psychometricians involved in the project will develop the initial study design and a tentative time line for the overall project. Due to the long-term nature and potential cost of the item calibration project, care will be taken to develop a study design that will optimize the value of the data obtained.
Questions about Tests
· Does PLATO eduTest Assessment allow you to create your own tests or choose to use tests already created?

Teachers and administrators are provided with test creation tools which allow them create tests for their specific needs.  Additionally, administrators are provided access to a series of PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests designed by PLATO content specialists. This powerful combination of test creation tools and a library of already-built fixed benchmark tests provides the flexibility needed for you specific assessment and implementation plan.

· What are the PLATO eduTest Assessment Fixed Benchmark Tests?  What subjects and grades do they cover?  What are they aligned to?
The PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests are a series of three comparable, alternate forms of the same test design given at three different times during the school year (pre-, mid-,  and post-tests).  These tests can be used at different times throughout the year to measure student, classroom, school, and district progress on the same objectives across time. 
These tests are available in grades 2-8 in mathematics and reading. Each subject and grade level test offers 36-80 test questions, depending on the subject and grade level. We offer fixed benchmark tests aligned to state standards in select states, as well as a set of national tests.  The design (content areas covered and item count per content area) for state-specific tests is based on both the state standards and the state “high stakes test” blueprint.   For our National test offering, the mathematics tests are based on NCTM. As NCTM standards are broad in some areas, gaps have been filled in with specific standards from NAEP (National Association of Educational Progress). Both NCTM and NAEP were used in test construction and item writing for these tests. The language arts tests are based on NAEP and NCTE.  As NAEP and NCTE reading standards are quite broad, standards have been supplemented with specific information from the Department of Defense (DoDEA) and McREL.  Additionally, states with well-organized reading objectives, such as California and Georgia, were also consulted during the test construction and item creation for these tests.
Customers who desire benchmark tests in grades and/or subjects outside of grades 2-8 in mathematics and reading, or aligned to states or test designs we do not currently offer, will need to use the content creation tools to create benchmark tests.

· How reliable are the fixed benchmark tests?
Content reliability is an integral component of test development and is critical to assessing achievement PLATO eduTest Assessment ensures the reliability of its testing system through the construction of its items, item bank, and test instruments. Reliability is monitored through various research studies. The goal is to obtain data-based support regarding reliability of the tests. Actual student test data must be available for a fixed benchmark test before its reliability can be evaluated.
· How valid are the fixed benchmark tests?

Content validity is vital to test development and for addressing achievement. The company ensures the validity of its testing system through the construction of its items, item bank, and test instruments. Validity of tests created from the item bank is monitored through various research studies. The goal is to obtain data-based support regarding validity of the tests. Criterion-related validity of the fixed benchmark tests is determined by the accuracy with which these assessments determine performance on high-stakes tests. For studies examining criterion-related validity, participants must provide students’ high-stakes test scores and ensure that those students have also completed the corresponding PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests.

Evaluation Questions
· Online benchmarking and formative assessment systems, such as PLATO eduTest Assessment, are relatively new and do not have the years of research of paper and pencil tests. Why should I have confidence in your assessment system and your evaluation evidence?

As you probably know, there are a variety of computer-based tests available (Fixed, Computer Adaptive, Two-Stage/Multi-Stage, and Sequential) in the online assessment market today. PLATO eduTest Assessment, a “fixed” test, is most similar to the paper and pencil test with which students are already familiar requiring the fewest adjustments for students in an actual testing environment relative to normal testing behavior. Therefore the evaluation design employs proven methods of statistical analysis for the purpose of validating the fixed benchmark tests and items used to create those tests. In other words, the company has focused on examining internal consistency (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha) of the fixed benchmark tests and item level analyses of specific items within these tests for item difficulty, item discrimination, and item distractors, but not for the overall item database. 

· Who is in charge of the evaluation program for PLATO eduTest Assessment?

The evaluation program is overseen by a senior manager in PLATO Learning who was the co-founder of Lightspan, Inc (a company acquired by PLATO Learning). This manager developed and implemented the evaluation program for Lightspan’s research-based curriculum programs. As a result, over the course of the 10-year history of Lightspan, the evaluation group has amassed an evidence base to substantiate the effectiveness of the curriculum content. We will pursue this ongoing, multilayered approach to evaluation of the PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests.

· Your commitment to the evaluation of PLATO eduTest Assessment is without question, but who in the company is responsible for the actual work?

Evaluations of PLATO eduTest Assessment are conducted or overseen by Libbie Miller, Ph.D. and statistician. Dr. Miller is augmented, as necessary, with contractors who possess similar professional credentials. The company also has a relationship with academician psychometricians, who will conduct an analysis of the item bank. Finally, in the same way the company has worked with professors and doctoral candidates supporting the evaluation of the curriculum program, it is also working with many such individuals interested in conducting evaluations of PLATO eduTest Assessment. 

· Paper and pencil tests used in schools are characterized as norm-referenced or criterion-referenced. With PLATO eduTest Assessment being criterion-referenced, in what ways will the assessment evaluation plan differ from that of a norm-referenced test?

Criterion-referenced tests are designed to measure the proportion of a curriculum domain or education standard a student has mastered. PLATO eduTest Assessment measures individual student performance on a fixed benchmark test aligned to a state’s educational standards. To understand the degree to which student performance on PLATO eduTest Assessment is predictive of performance on the state test, evaluation focus will be for the fixed benchmark tests and the items used to construct those tests. That is, to discern the validity of a fixed benchmark test, students’ state test data will be matched using unique student identifiers to their PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark test data. To analyze internal consistency for the fixed benchmark tests, student responses at the question level will be analyzed. 

· Describe the plan to conduct validity and reliability studies and the type of data that will be analyzed. 

For the purpose of examining the criterion-related validity of the fixed benchmark tests, the company will regularly collect student test score data from fixed benchmark tests to which student state test score data will be linked via unique student identifier. Student results from teacher formative use of test items in the classroom will also be examined. These further analyses require cooperation of schools using the assessment system. 

· Does the company have a plan to assist schools and districts using PLATO eduTest Assessment in gathering and interpreting their own validity evidence?

Every district and school using PLATO eduTest Assessment is offered the opportunity to participate in an evaluation. Before a school or district is accepted in the evaluation program, the official responsible for assessment and evaluation will be asked to complete a questionnaire providing information detailing goals and objectives and how the assessment system will be used. Completed questionnaires will be reviewed by Dr. Libbie Miller. If the evaluation type can be supported, the school or district will be enrolled in the evaluation program providing they agree to the stipulated conditions. Schools and districts accepted into the evaluation program will receive a letter of acceptance and a written evaluation plan.

· The PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests are three comparable, alternate forms of the same test design given at three different times during the school year (pre-, mid-,  and post-tests). Briefly indicate how reliability and validity data are obtained.

Establishing an empirical basis for reliability and validity claims of the PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests is an ongoing process. Content validity and reliability are central to test development and are necessary for assessing achievement. The company ensures both the validity and reliability of its system by addressing these issues throughout the construction of the items and item bank from which the benchmark tests are created. Internal consistency estimates of tests have been obtained from samples of California third- and fourth-grade students and samples of Florida eighth-grade students for the subjects of mathematics (MA) and language arts (LA). Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was calculated for each test to evaluate consistency of items within a specific test. The alphas for the Florida fixed benchmark tests (MA = 0.73 and LA = 0.71) demonstrate high internal consistency. More variation was observed in the range of alphas calculated for the California fixed benchmark tests (MA: Grade 3 = 0.76 and Grade 4 = 0.82; LA: Grade 3 = 0.74 and Grade 4 = 0.67). It should be noted that the California sample had a high proportion of English language learner students. This lower familiarity with the English language may have contributed to the lower alphas observed for the language arts tests in this sample of students. Reliability of the revised Florida fixed benchmark tests has also been examined with Cronbach’s coefficient alpha values ranging from 0.70 to 0.92 for the 42 test forms examined.

· How many PLATO eduTest Assessment evaluation studies are currently underway? 

As of August 2003, three PLATO eduTest Assessment studies conducted by Drs. Libbie L. Miller, Lucinda Shillady, and Bernice Stafford are in progress. The first of these is an internal review of the PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests, examining reliability as well as classical item statistics. The second study is examining the impact of the system to support formative assessment use and informed instruction in classrooms in which teachers had received additional training regarding these educational topics. The third study is a more in-depth examination of the growth in student achievement scores observed by the Roswell, New Mexico, school district after the implementation of the PLATO eduTest Assessment system.
· To date, how many PLATO eduTest Assessment evaluation studies have been completed?

As of August 2003, the company completed a total of 12 evaluation studies. Representative of these is an examination by Susan B. Hardwicke, Ph.D. (1999) of the potential impact of use of the assessments regarding student test score gains on the Virginia Standards of Learning test. A second study was conducted by a team 
consisting of Drs. Libbie Miller, Laura M. Thornton, and Susan B. Hardwicke (2000) to confirm hypotheses concerning the statistical association between Florida State Practice Tests developed by the company and the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test. The same research team conducted a validity study in 2001 to confirm hypotheses concerning the statistical association between the fixed benchmark tests and the Virginia Standards of Learning test. 

· Since criterion-referenced tests, such as PLATO eduTest Assessment fixed benchmark tests, are unlike norm-referenced tests and relate specifically to state standards and not a norms group, what assurance can you provide regarding the validity of the benchmark tests to the population in our district?

The company has focused its evaluation on test validation and has conducted validation studies in two states (Florida and Virginia). However, the rapid changes in state standards and state assessments has necessitated revisions of tests and the items used to develop the tests, causing it to be impossible to compare state test data from year to year. We are conducting the first of a series of internal reviews of the reliability and item statistics of the PLATO eduTest Assessment national fixed benchmark test for publication in 2004. 

Professional Development Questions
· What is the philosophy behind professional development programs?
The results-oriented professional development is based on two theoretical foundations, each grounded in research with proven practice in a wide variety of settings. 

1. Professional development for increased effectiveness includes theory, demonstration, application with feedback, and ongoing mentoring and collegial support. 
2. Continuous improvement follows an ongoing action research model that incorporates planning, implementing, evaluating results, and taking adjusted action. 

These foundations, when simultaneously applied, build the capacity of the school staff not only to sustain initial improvements, but also to systematically and incrementally map out a continuous improvement journey. 
· What type of professional development is available with PLATO eduTest Assessment?
The company helps you implement a professional development model that includes an on-site visit from a PLATO consultant as well as online professional development tools to help you meet your specific needs. Participating teachers who meet specified conditions will be eligible to receive continuing education units upon satisfactory completion of course requirements.

With any subscription to PLATO eduTest Assessment, comprehensive professional development is provided in three forms. 

On-Site Professional Development: One on-site day is available with your PLATO eduTest Assessment subscription. This professional development visit is conducted by an experienced PLATO consultant who will tailor the professional development visit around your goals. Additional on-site professional development days are available for an additional fee.
Quick Reference Cards: These online cards are available anytime and provide information on using each of the PLATO eduTest Assessment tools. With an easy-to-use index page, students, teachers, and administrators can find help on any topic within PLATO eduTest Assessment. 

1. What content will be covered in the one on-site day of professional development?

The PLATO consultant provides personalized professional development at the school site.

Your teachers and families are what make a program work. We help you build the capacity of the school staff and your families to sustain the implementation into the future. We do this through PLATO consultants, who also provide mentoring and collegial support. 

PLATO consultants work with you to

· begin with the end in mind (determining what needs to be accomplished)

· establish a baseline (where the students are in relationship to the desired goals)

· develop implementation strategies (including assessment scheduling and administration)

· make informed decisions using assessment results 

· create a plan to monitor progress on an ongoing basis (including database management)

· adjust the implementation to meet current needs

Once a plan is put in place and the implementation is underway, the remainder of the PLATO consultant’s role is dependent upon the particular site’s needs. Your PLATO consultant works with you to help the school staff strengthen the interactions among the program components. This ensures an implementation that improves student achievement.  
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