
Opinion 

No Delays -- Pause Accountability Now; Take Time to Revise ISTEP 

It is time to break the cycle of actions and corresponding reactions between Governor Pence, the 
State Board of Education, and the Indiana Department of Education.   

Time it too short to reduce the test length. The ISTEP test, which is about to be given in a matter of 
days, AND which is already in the hands of school districts throughout Indiana, is too important of 
an assessment tool to casually remove questions.  And, if the test were to be delayed, it would mean 
that not only do our students now have to take both sections of ISTEP simultaneously, but schools 
also would most likely not receive their results back in time to make a host of decisions for next 
year’s students – as well as to be included for teacher salary considerations. 

This year’s ISTEP should, however, be given as a pilot test. School accountability grades and their 
ramifications should be put on hold this year, as the state has the opportunity to take the data 
gleaned from the administration of the test – and make improvements for future years.  

We agree with parents and the Governor: It is worrisome to see the predicted testing length of the 
new ISTEP test nearly double the previous test and to consider how this might impact our students 
and the outcomes of the test; but to use this brand new assessment full of technology-enhanced 
questions with students in third through eighth grades, without ever field testing, is truly troubling, 
and could have long-lasting ramifications.  

The research is compelling and clear.   

About 20% of states in the U.S. have already given a College and Career Readiness Test of some type 
(among them Kentucky, Florida, Utah, Minnesota, and New York), and ALL have seen precipitous 
drops in pass rates – some by as much as 54 percentage points. Data shows that these declines are 
due to the test being a new kind of more rigorous, technology-enhanced test; and the bar being 
raised on the pass rate – NOT that student success has suddenly seen dramatic drops. During the 
same timeframe, tests given by schools  such as NWEA and The Nation’s Report Card, NAEP, have 
shown that students are improving. 

In the October 2014 issue of Kappan, an analogy was offered as a visual explanation:   
“Let’s assume that we’re testing the jumping ability of a group of 6th graders.  We’ve decided that a 
proficient 6th grader should be able to high jump three feet, so we test all 6th graders against that 
standard and find that 75% are proficient because they can jump that high.  Now let’s assume that 
after the test we decided that this standard doesn’t reflect the performance of an athlete ‘on track’ 
for college, so we raise the bar to five feet.  After we raise the bar we find that only 20% of the 
group of 6th graders could clear this benchmark.  Did the 6th graders’ jumping ability decline?  Of 
course not.  The students could still jump just as high, but their jumping ability was held against a 
higher standard in the second test.” 

Interestingly, the declines in pass rates were seen at ALL schools – those in suburban and urban 
settings, as well as in private and charter schools. As noted in an article in 2013 in The Education 



Trust, regarding New York’s implementation of its test, “Just 31 percent of New York third through 
eighth-graders met or exceeded the new Common Core standards in reading and math in 2012-13.   

An August 2013 blog by former Assistant U.S. Secretary of Education Diane Ravitch noted, “Gary 
Rubinstein (has) examined performance for all charters in New York City and determined that the 
sector as a whole did worse than public schools on the Common Core tests. In fact, the score 
collapse of the charter sector dwarfed that of the public sector.” 

ISTEP scores impact communities. Among the impact of the release of the School Accountability 
Grades (A-F) is an immediately formed public perception – whether accurate or not – of the 
strength of a school’s educational prowess.  The pass rates also affect teacher compensation.  Some 
districts in Indiana have teacher evaluation rubrics where test pass rates count for as much as 50% 
of a teacher’s overall evaluation.   

Education is also a huge economic driver, and business and industry routinely look to the success of 
a school district when deciding where their entity should locate.  

Just altering the tests’ length by removing a few questions may not be the answer.  We know that 
doing so will call into question the validity of the test. 

The United States Department of Education has allowed states with No Child Left Behind Waivers to 
request an additional year before new test scores are tied to evaluations. Indiana should take 
advantage of this option – piloting the test – and holding on school accountability.  

We need to get this right.  Our students, teachers and communities deserve it. 
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