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The following is a summary of the comments received from the State Board of Education members and the public and the department’s responses.  Each commenter is identified at the end of the comment by a letter or number that corresponds to the following list:
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State Board of Education

B. Debra Casha, Member 
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E. Josephine Hernandez, Member 
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4.
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1.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked whether the drop in the number of SRA 
participants resulted in an increased dropout rate among districts that rely heavily on the 
SRA. (E)
RESPONSE:  The department believes that the modest decline in SRA participation in 2007 reflects, at least in part, the modest improvement in student performance on the HSPA in 2006, over 2005.  The department sees no causal relationship between the SRA and dropout rates.  Generally, districts that report heavy reliance on the SRA process show higher dropout rates than those districts with lesser reliance on the SRA, but both phenomena arise from the same conditions, such as greater numbers of economically disadvantaged students and larger English Language Learner (ELL) populations within the districts.  District dropout rate information for 2007 is still pending and should be available when the School Report Card is released later in February 2008.  The department expects that it will be able to provide a fuller response to this question at the March State Board meeting.
2.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked whether the number of students pursuing a GED 
had increased. (E)
RESPONSE:  The number of adults pursuing the GED has increased steadily in recent years.  Here are statistics for the years 2004 through 2007 (the 2007 figures are unofficial, pending confirmation by the national GED data office):

Year

Tested 
 
Completed
Passed

Pass Rate

2004

12670

11836

6262

52.9%

2005

13176

12528

7563

60.4%

2006

13846

13300

7879

59.2%

2007

13802

13372

8462

61.0%

The GED process is not available to enrolled high school students.  

3.
COMMENT:  The commenter suggested that in the light of reduced SRA participation 
in recent years a revamped SRA program might prove unnecessary. (F)
RESPONSE:  The department believes that the modest decline in SRA participation in 2007 reflects, at least in part, the modest improvement in student performance on the HSPA in 2006, over 2005.  The SRA participation levels remain substantial and the department cannot predict that this decline will continue in 2008.  The department is committed to providing an alternate assessment for those students who do not demonstrate proficiency on the regular high school assessment.
4.
COMMENT: The commenter expressed concern that the proposal for scoring the 
enhanced SRA process implies that New Jersey high school teachers cannot be relied 
upon to score performance tasks fairly. (D)
RESPONSE:  The department’s proposal does not imply this conclusion: the purpose of the proposal is to establish a more comprehensive administrative foundation for the SRA, which will produce a more definitive documentation of the SRA scoring process.
5.
COMMENT:  The commenters asked how the proposed SRA resolution, given the 
department’s High School Redesign and Reform initiative, fits into that effort and 
inquired about the likely chronology for implementation. (C) (G)

RESPONSE:  The department’s proposal for an enhanced SRA would be implemented in the period during which the state moves from the HSPA to an end-of-course testing model for high school.  Thus, as the discussion paper notes, even this enhanced alternate mechanism would continue to evolve, with the likelihood that alternate high school assessment performance tasks in HSPA math or science might eventually evolve into Algebra I or Biology performance tasks.  Based on the department’s resolution, the first graduating class to be eligible for the enhanced SRA process would be the class of 2010, that is, those students who did not demonstrate proficiency through the March 2009 administration of the HSPA.  
6.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked for clarification as to whether students could sit for 
the alternate assessment instead of an end-of-course assessment. (G)
RESPONSE:  The alternate assessment process for any content area would require that students take the regular HSPA or end-of-course assessment first.  There might have to be occasional exceptions to this rule in order to accommodate students who transfer into a public high school late in their 12th grade year.  Those students may need to take the alternate assessment directly.
7.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked the department to confirm that the proposed 
alternate mechanism is intended to serve as a “safety net” for high school students. (G)
RESPONSE:  The proposed enhanced SRA requires a student to perform successfully on a series of standards-aligned performance tasks; thus, it is a “safety net” in the sense of providing a second chance instrument by which to demonstrate proficiency.  It does not exempt students from having to face and successfully meet that challenge.
8.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked the department to clarify who would be responsible 
for the administrative review and scoring of the alternate performance tasks. (C)
RESPONSE:  The department would be responsible for organizing and implementing the enhanced scoring procedures outlined in the proposal, but districts would remain responsible for monitoring and tracking their use of the alternate high school assessment process. Districts would also be responsible for the accompanying instructional component, which is an essential complement to this alternate high school assessment process.
9.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked whether the department’s push for more rigor in 
the high school curriculum was making it too difficult for the state’s student population to 
pass the statewide assessments.  (C)
RESPONSE:  The high school assessments, both the HSPA and the SRA (or any alternate mechanism) must be anchored in the state’s curriculum standards and graduation requirements.  The department does not believe that these assessments are too difficult or otherwise at odds with those curriculum standards and graduation requirements.   The department believes strongly that New Jersey students must be prepared to compete in the 21st century’s global economic, social, and intellectual environment.  The state assessments are mechanisms for measuring student progress toward that end. However, the department will continue to maintain appropriate safeguards and accommodations for special education students and English language learners.
10.
COMMENT:  The commenter congratulated the department on presenting a discussion 
paper that was clear and objective.  However, the commenter asked whether the 
department had been aware of the Education Law Center’s (ELC) policy paper on the 
SRA, entitled NJ SRA: Loophole or Lifeline?  The commenter also suggested that the 
discussion paper’s chronology of State Board resolutions dealing with the SRA may  
need to be corrected.    (B)
RESPONSE:  The department did review a pre-publication version of the ELC’s paper, and shared with the ELC in turn a preliminary draft of the department’s own discussion paper. The department believes that its proposal for the SRA is entirely compatible with the recommendations of the ELC, despite occasional differences in emphasis or detail.  The department confirms that the correct date of the State Board’s previous resolution regarding the SRA was August 3, 2005.  The current draft resolution has been amended to reflect this correction. 
11.
COMMENT:  The commenter suggested that more research is needed to understand the 
correlation between the grade eight state assessment and performance on high school 
assessments.  The commenter also reported a six-week waiting period to enter a GED 
program in Morris County. (B)
RESPONSE:  The department agrees that more research is needed on the predictive value of the elementary and middle grade assessments in relation to high school achievement levels.  The department believes that the NJ SMART student data warehouse will make such research more possible than has been the case in the past, and that districts can use their access to their own NJ SMART local data marts to pursue such analyses at the local level.  The department will investigate the reported GED backlog in Morris County.
12.
COMMENT:  The commenter spoke favorably about the SRA Resolution; however, he 
wondered if the department had any more information about the other state models that 
were mentioned in the discussion paper.  For instance, what percent of their students use 
the alternatives and how well are the other state models working? (A)
RESPONSE:  While virtually all states that have graduation test requirements have alternate means of satisfying those requirements, variations among the primary graduation tests themselves, variations in cut scores,  and the variations in the design of alternate mechanisms make comparisons to New Jersey’s SRA difficult.  Few states, in fact, have a standards-based alternative assessment instrument like the SRA: the closest analogy is Maryland’s “Comp-HAS,” which is being piloted.  As a result, there is little data available about “pass rates” for these various alternate paths.   According to reports by the Center for Education Policy (CEP), in California in 2005, 76 percent in reading and 74 percent in mathematics passed the state tests, administered in grade 10, on the first try.   By the end of 12th grade in 2007, 91 percent had passed both content areas, leaving 9 percent to be accounted for by alternate mechanisms, including local appeals and temporary exemptions.  Massachusetts reports a 95 percent cumulative pass rate among the class of 2006.  In Florida, which also adminsters its graduation assesssments for the first time in 10th grade, 52 percent in reading and 77 percent in math passed on the first try in 2006.
13.
COMMENT:  The commenter was encouraged by the declining SRA participation rate, 
but wondered what measures the department would recommend to, or require of, those 
districts, which continue to rely heavily on the SRA.  (A)
RESPONSE:  The department would require that districts that rely disproportionately on the SRA or an alternate mechanism submit a plan for reducing that dependency.  The department would also expect such districts to use formative assessment resources and data analysis tools such as NJ SMART’s EDAnalyzer function to improve student achievement. Such analysis and use of formative assessment resources should occur in middle and early high school grades, not merely at the 11th and -12th grade levels.
14.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked if it were possible for some elements of the 
proposal (such as scoring) to begin in 2008-2009 rather than 2009-2010, as the resolution 
proposes.   (A)
RESPONSE:  The department believes that fiscal limitations may make it difficult to implement the proposal in 2008-2009; however, the department will explore opportunities for accelerating the implementation timetable.
15.
COMMENT:  The commenter asked how long the current SRA would remain in effect 
if the department’s proposed Resolution is approved in March 2008.  (C)

RESPONSE:  The current SRA would remain available until the proposed enhanced alternate mechanism can be implemented.  There would be no disruption in the availability of a “second chance” mechanism for high school students.
16.
COMMENT:  The commenter suggested that the final “Whereas” clause in the proposed 
Resolution is extraneous and could be deleted.  (C) 

RESPONSE:  The department agrees, and this change is reflected in the second discussion text of the proposed Resolution.
17.
COMMENT:  The commenter submitted written testimony favoring approval of the 
SRA Resolution, and urged the ongoing involvement of parents in SRA policy making. 
(1)
RESPONSE:  The department thanks the commenter, and expects to include representatives from parent and community groups in making further decisions about administrative guidelines for the enhanced SRA.
18.
COMMENT:  The commenter gave oral testimony and submitted written testimony 
opposing approval of the SRA Resolution.  The commenter favors the August 3, 2005 
Resolution that called for the elimination of the SRA.  The commenter believes that 
continuation of the SRA, even its proposed enhanced form, would constitute a 
perpetuation of inadequate academic and instructional standards among districts that rely 
on the SRA, and that the proposal embodies an “inertia” on the part of the Department of 
Education.   The commenter also recommended that, if the SRA were to be retained in 
any form, high school diplomas should distinguish between those awarded based on 
successful completion of the HSPA and those awarded on the basis of the SRA.  (2)
RESPONSE:  The department believes that its proposal represents a good faith attempt to restore the validity of the SRA, while ensuring that students have a “second chance” vehicle for demonstrating proficiency on the state’s CCCS.  The department does not favor differentiated diplomas; the goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to insure the integrity of New Jersey high school diplomas by restoring the equivalency of the HSPA and the SRA. 

19.
COMMENT:  The commenter gave oral testimony supporting approval of the SRA 
Resolution.  The commenter emphasized that the SRA is an essential component in 
integrating immigrant communities into the American system.  The commenter opposes 
differentiated diplomas.  (3)
RESPONSE:  The department thanks the commenter.  The department believes that an alternate high school assessment instrument is especially important to ensure fairness to non native speakers and English Language Learners.
20.
COMMENT:  The commenter gave oral testimony and submitted written testimony 
favoring approval of the SRA Resolution.  Referencing his organization’s policy paper, 
NJ SRA, Loophole or Lifeline?, the commenter noted that research-based data on the 
SRA is lacking.  The commenter recommends that the department include a 
research agenda that would capture the number of participants, the number of participants 
that do 
not complete the SRA, the eventual outcome of those that do not, the courses 
completed, and postsecondary outcomes. (4)

RESPONSE:  The department thanks the commenter.  The department agrees, as its own discussion paper notes, that any enhanced alternate high school assessment program must include a robust data collection component.  
21.
COMMENT: The commenter gave oral testimony and submitted written testimony 
opposing approval of the SRA Resolution.  The commenter noted that the Education 
Committee of the Newark City Council surveyed the community regarding the SRA.  The 
survey reported that students in Newark saw the SRA as a “backdoor” to graduation and 
that teachers encouraged them to believe that there was no need to pass the HSPA 
because the SRA was available.  The commenter also noted that the district 
superintendent admitted to the Education Committee that the SRA “has been abused” 
within the district.  
(5)
RESPONSE:  As noted above, the department believes that its proposal will restore the validity of the SRA, while ensuring that students have a “second chance” vehicle for demonstrating proficiency on the state’s CCCS.   The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to insure the integrity of New Jersey high school diplomas by restoring the equivalency of the HSPA and the SRA.  The department acknowledges, however, that its SRA proposal must be understood as part of a larger state and district partnership for improving and sustaining student achievement. 
22.
COMMENT:  The commenter gave oral testimony and submitted written testimony 
favoring approval of the SRA Resolution.  The commenter’s testimony emphasized the 
importance of the SRA, or an alternate mechanism, to vocational-technical school 
students and to adult high school students. (6)
RESPONSE: The department thanks the commenter.  The department believes that an alternate high school assessment mechanism is necessary to accommodate the widest range of student learners, including those in vocational and technical career programs, as well as those in adult high schools.
23.
COMMENT:  The commenter submitted written testimony opposing the SRA 
Resolution.  The commenter believes that the retention of the SRA or an SRA-like 
instrument devalues the meaning of a high school diploma, misleads citizens about 
graduation rates, and perpetuates lower achievement standards. (7)
RESPONSE:  As noted above, the department believes that its proposal will restore the validity of the SRA, while ensuring that students have a “second chance” vehicle for demonstrating proficiency on the state’s Core Curriculum Content Standards (CCCS).   The goal of the department’s SRA proposal is to insure the integrity of New Jersey high school diplomas by restoring the equivalency of the HSPA and the SRA.   The department acknowledges, however, that its SRA proposal must be understood as part of a larger state and district partnership for improving and sustaining student achievement. 
Discussion
February 6, 2008
Intent to Amend the Standards and Assessment for Student Achievement Code



WHEREAS, the State Board is responsible under N.J.A.C. 6A:8-2.1(a) for establishing state educational goals and standards; and



WHEREAS, the High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA) is provided for assessing student progress toward mastery of the essential knowledge and skills; and



WHEREAS, pursuant to N.J.A.C. 6A:8-5.1(a)5, all New Jersey public high school students are required to demonstrate proficiency in all sections of the High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA) or through the Special Review Assessment (SRA) process applicable to the class graduating in the year they meet all other graduation requirements; and



WHEREAS, pursuant to N.J.A.C. 6A:8-4.1(c), district boards of education are required, according to a schedule prescribed by the Commissioner, to administer the applicable statewide assessments, which include the High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA) and the Special Review Assessment (SRA); and



WHEREAS, the Special Review Assessment (SRA) serves as an alternate means of satisfying the state graduation proficiency test requirement; and 



WHEREAS, the Commissioner has reviewed the Special Review Assessment (SRA) requirements at N.J.A.C. 6A:8-4.1 and 5.1, in consultation with educators and stakeholders statewide, and is recommending enhancements to that process designed to assure the integrity of state endorsed high school diplomas earned by means of the Special Review Assessment;  now therefore be it



RESOLVED, that the New Jersey State Board of Education rescinds its August 3, 2005 resolution to eliminate the SRA component of the statewide assessment program; and be it further



RESOLVED, that the New Jersey State Board of Education announces its intent to amend the Statewide Assessment System requirements in N.J.A.C. 6A:8-4.1(c) to replace the SRA with an enhanced alternate high school assessment instrument embodying the recommendations of the Commissioner for improving the validity and integrity of the alternate high school assessment process, to be effective with the graduating class of the 2009-2010 school year, or as soon thereafter as the Commissioner determines possible.  

__________________________________

____________________________________

Lucille E. Davy, Commissioner


Ronald K. Butcher, Ph.D., President

Secretary, New Jersey State Board of Education
New Jersey State Board of Education
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