
 
 
February 12, 2015 
 
Dear Governor Pence: 
 
The Evansville Vanderburgh School Corporation Board of School Trustees would like to commend you on 
your efforts to reduce the amount of time our students spend taking the ISTEP test.  We, too, believe that 
doubling the amount of time it has taken in the past is too long.  Doubling the time of the test removes 
students from instruction and may be an unrealistic expectation for students to be able to have the stamina 
to endure and accurately reflect their level of competence at mastering the standards. 
 
It appears, though, that Indiana is caught in a vicious cycle.  Each change made has brought about 
consequences, precipitating another change with more and different consequences.  It is time to slow the 
spin and break the cycle.   
 
We suggest, that in the best interest of all Indiana’s students and families, this year should be a pilot year. 
with all high-stakes accountability measures paused, and data learned from the pilot used to inform 
possible improvements for subsequent years. The test should not be delayed, as the postponement will 
have students taking both sections of ISTEP in the same month – which begs the question of student 
endurance even more.  It also affects how schools will make decisions regarding students for the next year,  
and has an impact on teacher evaluations and salary increases. 
  
Included in this letter are several key findings (See Appendix A): 
 

• Data from schools throughout the U.S. who have already implemented College and Career 
Readiness Tests (like SAGE, KPREP, etc…) showing, in most cases, precipitous declines in pass rates 
with the implementation of the new test. 

• Data suggesting the importance of public awareness campaigns beginning at the highest levels, 
when states are moving to a new test so that parents, schools, and business and industry 
understand what this data means.  

• Examples of what states have chosen to do for the benefit of their families and students. 
• Examples of what states have done to mitigate results of reduced pass rates 

At our regular School Board Meeting on Feb. 9, the board addressed concerns from parents regarding the 
length of the test and your recent signing of an executive order. As we fielded questions, our 
superintendent pointed out EVSC’s research with those states that have implemented such a test. 
 
1. Data Shows School Pass Rate Declines 

Overall, of the nine states that have already administered a College and Career Readiness-type assessment, 
ALL saw a decline in pass rates.  This was NOT just seen in public school districts – but across the board in 
public, private and charter schools.  As noted in an article in 2013 in The Education Trust, regarding New 
York’s implementation, “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. THE RESULTS FOR CERTAIN GROUPS OF 
STUDENTS ARE EVEN LOWER. Roughly 20 percent of low-income students met standards. And about 15 
percent of black students and 18 percent of Latino students met the new standards, compared to close to 
40 percent of white students.” 



The same held true for private and charter schools.  According to an August 2013 blog by former Assistant 
U.S. Secretary of Education Diane Ravitch, “…GARY RUBINSTEIN 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.” 
 
2. Importance of Public Awareness Campaigns 

 
The rigor of this assessment must be balanced with the effect on communities whose school accountability 
grades will likely drop. Parents need to understand what is expected and what the data mean.  Teachers 
need to understand what results are expected, and be able to dispel incorrect perceptions.    
 
Education is a huge economic driver and we would also not want businesses and industries that are 
considering Indiana as their re-location answer, to misinterpret data and take their money and economic 
growth possibilities elsewhere. Collaboration with local partners, such as chambers of commerce and other 
driving economic forces is key to reducing any possible negative economic ramifications. According  to 
Douglas McRae, a retired assessment designer for California’s testing system in an Education Week article 
from November 2012, when new tests are introduced, states can expect scores to fall in most cases. “WHEN 
YOU CHANGE THE MEASURE, AND CHANGE THE TESTS, THEN YOU INTERRUPT THE CONTINUITY OF TREND DATA OVER 
TIME.”  

It is important for the public to understand that although they may be seeing an initial drop in proficiency 
rates, this does not necessarily mean that students are not learning at the same or better levels. Research 
shows that in many cases student performance on the new state tests was lower than in previous years, but 
when student data from other assessments was consulted -- such as NWEA or the Nation’s Report Card 
(NAEP) -- performance held steady or improved.  The drops seen were attributable to raising the standard, 
rather than a decrease in student performance. 

3. High Stakes Testing  

These standards and tests can have profound effects on individuals, schools, and communities. Positively, 
we believe the more rigorously we prepare our students, the better they will be able to succeed in their 
post-secondary path and in society.  As you know, this test determines the school accountability grade (A-
F), which not only places schools with the grade of F in Priority School status and in danger of being taken 
over, but also plays a role in the amount of raise a teacher may or may not receive. 
 
ISTEP tests have already been delivered to school corporations and with less than two weeks before testing 
begins, altering the test may only heighten anxiety and call into question the validity of this valuable tool.  
This year’s ISTEP test should not count for accountability grade purposes.  The United States Department of 
Education has allowed states with No Child Left Behind waivers to request an additional year before the 
new test scores are tied to evaluations, and Indiana should take advantage of it.  
 
The current test should be the pilot that we never had, using data gained to inform improvements for the 
future. And, concurrently, a public awareness campaign with parents, thought leaders, state and local 
media, and economic drivers must begin.  If these conversations do not take place, despite the overall 
laudable purpose there is in strengthening the test, public perception may have a lasting negative impact 
on the state and its communities – one that has deep and far-reaching ramifications.  
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
 
Thoughtfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
EVSC Board of School Trustees  

Mike Duckworth, President Rev. Terry Gamblin, Vice President Andrew Guarino, Secretary Christopher Kiefer 

Rance Ossenberg Karen Ragland Jeffrey Worthington 



 
Appendix A 
 

 
 

Key Findings 
States See Declines in Scores 
Nearly 20 percent of the United States has begun this testing and all have seen declines in scores. Utah, 
Florida, New York, Minnesota, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Maryland – ALL saw drops in proficiency 
when their tests changed, some by as much as 54 percentage points.  
o In Florida, 81% of 4th graders passed the writing test in 2011;  27% in 2012.  

3rd graders passed the reading test in 2012 with 56% proficiency, as compared to 72% in previous 
years; and passed the math test with 58% proficiency, as compared to 78% in previous years.  
 

o In Utah, reading proficiency declined from 78% to 41% of 4th graders tested 
 

o In Maryland, the overall composite proficiency score for the state went from 77.9% (2012) to 44.7% 
(2013) 
 

o In Kentucky, drops in proficiency across the grade levels was seen: 
Elementary: reading 76% to 48%, math 73% to 40.4% 
Middle: reading 70% to 46.8%, math 65% to 40.6% 

Examples of What States have Chosen to Do to Inform the Public 

o In Tennessee, when the state standards were changed and raised, the governor and other top officials 
undertook a tour of the state during which they held town hall meetings, met with editorial boards of 
local print media, and authored op-ed pieces specifically to talk about the drop in scores and what that 
meant. 
 

o In Florida, there was a lack of communication in making the public and educators aware of how and 
why the changes were coming. There was no messaging to parents or the media, so when test scores 
were initially released, there was statewide confusion about what the scores meant.  
 

o In Minnesota, the State Education Commissioner drafted a letter to be sent home to the parents that 
explained that the state was now utilizing different standards, which could translate into lower test 
scores as the tests are more challenging and they are measuring progress toward meeting higher 
expectations. 

Examples of What States Have Done to Mitigate the Results of Reduced Pass Rates 
o In Utah, there was a fear that the majority of schools could be scored a D or F. However, the 

distribution of grades using the new test data was not much different from the previous year 
because scores were adjusted. According to KSL.com, “… That means to get roughly the same 
number of schools in each grade, state education officials lowered acceptable percentages by as 
much as 21 percent.” 
 

o In Florida, the governor acknowledged a need to pause on accountability for both teachers and 
students, thus considering a delay in use of student test scores for teacher evaluation. 
 

o In New York, calls were made to delay use of new test scores for student promotion/retention and 
teacher performance. The State Commissioner indicated the new test results would be viewed as a 
baseline and not used to label any new districts or schools as failing (status of focus and priority 
schools is frozen), and student test scores would only be used as one part of decision for retention. 
And, the governor acknowledged a need to pause on accountability for both students and teachers; 
considering delay in use of student test scores in teacher evaluations. 


