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ust three years ago, almost every state in the nation
belonged to a national testing consortium, such as the
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College
and Careers (PARCC) and Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (Smarter Balanced) whereas, today,
barely half continue to participate in these multi-state comparative student assessments.1 The Southern region, in
particular, has seen a shift away from the national testing
consortia to state-specified student testing. As state education systems adapt to their new educational standards of
college- and career-readiness, state governments continue
to modify their approach to assessing student learning toward these standards.
As the reauthorization of the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) – last reauthorized in 2002 as the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) – continues to be debated,
the greater student testing requirements implemented by
NCLB presumably will continue as its lasting legacy. Even
with state governments receiving increased flexibility for
their student assessment systems, it is unlikely that testing requirements will be eliminated completely. Whatever
the final outcome of the ESEA rewrite negotiations may
be, states probably will have to maintain or establish clear
guidelines to measure the performance of their students in
relation to the learning goals set by their educational governing bodies.
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Prior to NCLB, state governments were required to test
public school students only three times during their K-12
tenure. A primary component of NCLB, signed into law
by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2002, was a
requirement that, by the 2005-06 school year, every state
would have to implement an assessment system to determine reading and mathematics skills of students every year
in grades 3-8, and once again in grade 10, 11, or 12. Further, for the general student population and by the 2007-09
school year, science skills had to be measured three times:
once in grades 3-5, again in grades 6-9, and once more in
grades 10-12. Student assessments for all other subject areas were allowed but not required.2 State implementation
of the NCLB yearly testing requirements has varied, especially given that the federal law did not dictate any specific
learning goals that states must adopt.
While the original provisions of NCLB did not dictate
any specific educational standards that states should adopt
for testing purposes, on September 23, 2011, almost four
years after NCLB’s expiration on September 30, 2007, and
continued Congressional inaction, the U.S. Department of
Education announced a plan that would offer state waivers
from its provisions. However, the waivers came with the
stipulation that states must adopt “college- and career-ready
[educational] standards for all students, [develop] differentiated accountability systems, and [undertake] reforms to support effective classroom instruction and school leadership.”3
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As of September 24, 2015, 43 states (including every SLC
member state), the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico
had submitted requests and were approved for NCLB waivers by the U.S. Department of Education.4
Education standards invariably are tied to student testing, and
states’ adoption of college- and career-ready standards led to
the development of student assessment systems aligned with
those standards. In that vein, since 2011, many state education
systems have undergone drastic changes in how their collegeand career-ready standards are defined and how students are
assessed in relation to them.A For example, in Missouri, Peter
Herschend, president of the Missouri Board of Education, has
indicated that students in his state have been assessed with
“four separate testing systems over four years.”5
As the tables in the following pages depict, student assessments in the South vary greatly. After dismissing PARCC
and Smarter Balanced, several states’ education systems
began, and currently continue, a transition to various alternatives. This SLC Regional Resource provides an overview
of the strategies that SLC member states have undertaken
for student testing, as of October 1, 2015. Specifically, the
analysis examines the current status of K-12 testing requirements implemented by the 15 SLC member states for
their general public school populations and the experiences
of these states as they seek to improve their student performance measurement systems. Of note, this report does
not contain information related to state requirements for
advanced placement exams, English-language learners, special education students, home-schooled children, federal
student assessments (i.e., the National Assessment of Educational Progress), school accreditation standards, teacher
evaluation regulations, or the wide array of other education
issue areas closely related to student assessments. Rather,
the report focuses on the many adjustments and changes
to K-12 English language arts and mathematics student assessment systems implemented by Southern states in the
post-Common Core educational era, geared toward preparing college- and career-ready students.
The most significant movement, and ensuing counter-movement,
related to educational standards has been the adoption of the Common Core of State Standards, originally developed and promoted by
the National Governors Association and the Council of Chief State
School Officers, by state education governing bodies. For a review
of the status of Common Core in Southern states as of December
2014, please see the SLC Regional Resource, Common Core in the South:
Where the States Stand Now at http://slcatlanta.org/Publications/
Education/CommonCore.pdf.
A
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Alabama
Originally a member of both PARCC and Smarter Balanced, Alabama withdrew from both national student
testing consortiums in early 2013.6 In order to continue
student testing in alignment with its College- and CareerReady Standards (CCRS), the state became the first to adopt
ACT Aspire for testing children in grades 3-8, starting in
2014.7 For the 2015-16 school year, administration of ACT
Aspire assessments will be expanded to include grade 10.
According to the Alabama State Department of Education (ALSDE), ACT Aspire will test student performance
in English, reading, writing, mathematics, and science.
While reading and mathematics will be tested in grades 3-8,
science will be tested in grades 5 and 7 only. In grade 10,
students will be tested on their proficiency in all of the five
aforementioned disciplines. The ACT Aspire assessments
tout several unique features: modules that allow flexibility
for testing schedules; multiple choice and written response
questions; the option of computer or paper-based formats;
and alignment with both ACT College Readiness Benchmarks and CCRS.8
In addition to ACT Aspire for grades 3-8 and 10, the state
administers The ACT with an additional writing component to students in grade 11. The ACT Plus Writing
assessment ensures that students have completed at least
one exam accepted by four-year colleges and universities
in the United States. Additionally, the state will be able to
use the assessment to track student performance with aggregate and standards-based reporting past high school;
improve the college- and career-readiness of its students;
and collect further information about the alignment of
The ACT and CCRS.9
Beginning with the 2014-15 school year, the Department
has required the administration of ACT WorkKeys in grade
12, designed to measure foundational cognitive and noncognitive skills necessary to succeed in the 21st century
workforce.10 Meanwhile, during the 2015-16 school year,
the Department will give schools and districts the option
to administer ACT QualityCore end-of-course (EOC) assessments for Algebra I and English 9 or 10.11
With regard to school entry assessments, on May 11, 2015,
ALSDE announced a partnership with the Alabama Department of Children’s Affairs to pilot a Kindergarten Entry

Overview of ACT-Aligned Student Assessments
The ACT: a curriculum- and standards-based educational and career planning tool that assesses students’ academic readiness for college.
The ACT is one of two entry exams generally required by colleges and universities in the United States to determine students’ qualifications
for admission into their institution. (The other commonly accepted college entry exam is the SAT.)
ACT Aspire: a vertically-scaled assessment suite for measuring student proficiencies in English, mathematics, reading, science and writing from grade 3 through early high school. ACT Aspire assessments are aligned to both ACT College Readiness Benchmarks and individual
state academic standards; include multiple choice, constructed response and technology-enhanced items; and can be used to predict student outcomes on The ACT and create personal needs profiles for students on an individual education plan. The ACT Aspire assessment suite
includes classroom, interim, and summative end-of-grade assessments, but states, districts, and schools primarily use the summative component to measure college- and career-readiness. References to ACT Aspire in this SLC Regional Resource are references to the summative
end-of-grade ACT Aspire assessments.
ACT Explore: a student assessment usually administered in grade 8 or 9 that tests students’ English, mathematics, reading and science
skills; queries them on academic and career-oriented interests; identifies areas of academic strength and weakness; and provides guidance
for educational and career planning. ACT is in the process of replacing ACT Explore with ACT Aspire, and only supports the assessment to the
extent required by pre-existing contractual obligations.
ACT Plan: an assessment usually administered in grade 10 to measure college-readiness and provide a strong indication of future student
scores on The ACT. ACT is in the process of replacing ACT Plan with ACT Aspire, and only supports the assessment to the extent required by
pre-existing contractual obligations.
ACT WorkKeys: a student assessment generally administered toward the end of high school that measures job-related skills such as reading, mathematics, listening, locating information, and teamwork to help students understand how they can improve their skills, increase
their wages, and succeed in the 21st century workforce. High school students who complete the three components of ACT WorkKeys earn an
ACT National Career Readiness Certificate demonstrating one of four score-based levels of proficiency.
ACT Compass: an untimed, computer-adaptive test used primarily by colleges and universities to determine if students should be placed
in credit-bearing or developmentalA courses. After a thorough analysis of customer feedback, empirical evidence and postsecondary trends,
ACT has decided to phase out ACT Compass by December 31, 2016.
ACT QualityCore: a series of end-of-course assessments designed to be administered at the completion of selected English, mathematics,
science, and U.S. history high school courses. ACT QualityCore assessments are aligned with unique, deeper and more detailed educational
standards than other ACT-aligned student assessment mechanisms.
Source: Act, Incorporated http://www.act.org/ (accessed October 13, 2015).
Developmental college courses are those designed to teach students the knowledge they must have to succeed in regular college-level coursework.
Students in developmental courses do not earn college credit.
A

Assessment program for interested schools.12 Teachers who
choose to participate in the voluntary testing program
will be able to do so in the 2015-16 school year, and will
receive a stipend, professional development training, and
an iPad. Given wide-ranging agreement, school districts,
individual schools, and teacher groups also have the option
to participate in the administration of the kindergartenreadiness assessments.13

The state also requires local education agencies (LEAs) to
assess students in grades K-2, and provides resources for
testing grades beyond the requirement. For K-2, LEAs have
the option to use one of two versions of the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) or select
another formative assessment system for measuring early
literacy skills. Student performance data for DIBELS is entered into a statewide database with support from ALSDE,
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whereas schools using other assessments are not required
to report their results to the Department.14

Arkansas
Originally a member of PARCC, the state Board of Education, under the direction of Governor Asa Hutchinson,
voted in July 2015 to change the public school system’s testing provider to ACT. Although the Board originally resisted
leaving PARCC, a final report from the governor’s Council on Common Core Review and a newly reconstituted
Board voted to make the transition.15 The Common Core
State Standards remain the basis of student learning goals
for English language arts and mathematics.16
Starting with the 2015-16 school year, schools will administer ACT Aspire for students in grades 3-10, testing them
in English, reading, writing, mathematics, and science.
Students in grade 11 will have the option to take The ACT
free of charge and have the scores sent directly to colleges
and universities of their choice.17,18
Arkansas continues to use the Qualls Early Learning Inventory, a questionnaire based on teacher observations,
to measure the general knowledge, oral communication,
written language, mathematic concepts, work habits, and
attentive behavior of kindergarten students and any first
grade student who did not attend kindergarten.19,20 The state
also requires the administration of the Iowa Assessments, a
set of multiple choice reading comprehension and mathematic tests, to students in grades 1 and 2. Student performance
on these tests is compared to a reference group representing the national norm and used to identify students who
may require additional instruction in science, English language arts, or mathematics.21

Florida
From 2011 to 2014, the state used the Florida Comprehensive
Assessment Test to measure student performance in relation
to the Next Generation Sunshine State Standards (NGSSS)
in reading, mathematics, and writing.22 Under the executive order of Governor Rick Scott, the state withdrew from
PARCC in September 2013.23 In February 2014, the state
Board of Education unanimously approved new Language
Arts Florida Standards (LAFS) and Mathematics Florida
Standards (MAFS).24 To replace the PARCC assessments,
the state Department of Education hired the American
Institutes for Research to develop and administer the Florida Standards Assessments (FSA).25
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DIBELS in Alabama and Louisiana
The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) are
a set of procedures and measures for assessing the acquisition of
early literacy skills from kindergarten through grade 6. They are
designed to be short (one minute) fluency measures used to regularly monitor the development of early literacy and early reading skills.
DIBELS comprise seven measures that function as indicators of
phonemic awareness, alphabetic principle, accuracy and fluency with connected text, reading comprehension, and vocabulary.
DIBELS were designed as a means to identify children experiencing difficulty in the acquisition of basic early literacy skills in order to provide support early and prevent the occurrence of later
reading difficulties.
Source: “What are DIBELS.” Dynamic Measurement Group.
https://dibels.org/dibels.html (accessed October 13, 2015).

SLC Member States: National Testing
Consortium Membership Status
State

National Testing Consortium
Membership Status

Alabama

Withdrew from PARCC and
Smarter Balanced in February 2013

Arkansas

Withdrew from PARCC in July 2015

Florida

Withdrew from PARCC in September 2013

Georgia

Withdrew from PARCC in July 2013

Kentucky

Withdrew from PARCC in January 2014

Louisiana

Partially withdrew from
PARCC in June 2015

Mississippi

Withdrew from PARCC in January 2015

Missouri

Withdrew from Smarter
Balanced in May 2015

North Carolina Affiliate Member of Smarter Balanced
Oklahoma

Withdrew from PARCC in July 2013

South Carolina

Withdrew from Smarter
Balanced in May 2014

Tennessee

Withdrew from PARCC in May 2013

Texas

Never joined PARCC or Smarter Balanced

Virginia

Never joined PARCC or Smarter Balanced

West Virginia

Governing Member of Smarter Balanced

Florida schools began to administer the FSA in the second
half of the 2014-15 school year, but experienced a challenging start due to technical malfunctions, server issues,26 and
concerns over the appropriateness of the assessments for
the state’s very heterogeneous student population.27 Due to
these issues, the Legislature enacted legislation ordering an
investigation into the validity of FSA.28 Following the order, the Department of Education hired Utah-based Alpine
Testing Solutions and Washington, D.C.-based edCount to
perform the review.29 On August 31, 2015, a final report on
the validity of FSA was issued. The report noted problems
with the administration of FSA, but also confirmed that
the assessments, in general, do follow the industry standards for best practices.30
Given the technical difficulties experienced with the first
round of assessments, Alpine Testing Solutions and edCount
also recommended a “hold harmless” policy for student-level
decisions, i.e., using the test results for any decisions that
would benefit a student, but not for any decisions with adverse effects, such as prevention of advancement to the next
grade, graduation ineligibility, or placement into a remedial
course.31 The Florida Association of District School Superintendents also raised concerns about the usage of test results
for evaluating teacher and school performance given that,
at the time of the report, sizable discrepancies still existed between FSA test questions and the LAFS and MAFS
learning objectives established by the Board of Education.32
In reaction to Seminole County Superintendent Walt Griffin
and the county School Board’s proposal to use national tests
in lieu of FSA, Senator Don Gaetz, chair of the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on Education, and Senator John
Legg, chair of the Senate Pre-K – 12 Education Committee,
have indicated that they will file legislation to replace FSA
with The ACT or SAT during the 2016 legislative session.33
During the 2014-15 school year, the Florida student assessment system continued with a dual-testing scenario, and
both NGSSS-aligned assessments and FSA were administered. Florida Standards Assessments were utilized for
testing English language arts for grades 3-10 and mathematics for grades 3-8. In addition, students were tested
on NGSSS-aligned science proficiency in grades 5 and 8.
Florida students take FSA end-of-course assessments upon
the completion of courses aligned with Florida Standards
for Algebra I, Algebra II, and Geometry, generally in grades
9-11. End-of-course student assessments for Biology I, Civics, and U.S. History also continue to be administered at

the completion of the appropriate NGSSS-aligned courses.
While NGSSS-aligned EOC assessments are phased out,
students who completed an English language arts or mathematics class before the adoption of FSA, but did not pass
the associated EOC assessment, are allowed to retake assessments aligned with NGSSS until summer 2017.34,35
In addition to FSA and NGSSS-aligned assessments, Florida
schools measure early learning abilities and subsequent student development with a variety of testing instruments. In
December 2004, the Legislature passed legislation requiring
“statewide kindergarten screening to each kindergarten student … within the first 30 school days of each school year.”36
Subsequently, the Florida Kindergarten Readiness Screener
was implemented to measure how well children are prepared
for kindergarten by the state’s voluntary pre-kindergarten providers. The tests are aligned with the Florida Early
Learning and Developmental Standards for Four-Year-Olds.37
Public teachers also have the option to administer Florida Assessments for Instruction in Reading in grades K-12.
The assessments were developed through the collaboration
of the Florida Center for Reading Research, a multidisciplinary research center at Florida State University, and
Just Read, Florida!, a statewide reading initiative created
through the executive order of then-Governor Jeb Bush.
The tests are provided free of charge and allow teachers to
guide their instruction through screening, diagnostics, and
progress monitoring.38
Until recently, in preparation for postsecondary education,
the Department of Education required the administration
of the Postsecondary Education Readiness Test. The assessment, administered to students in public high schools and
Florida College System institutions, was used to measure a
student’s academic knowledge in mathematics, reading and
writing, and determine appropriate college-level coursework
if the student entered a postsecondary institution. Implemented in 2010, the assessment is being phased out and no
longer is required for students who entered grade 9 in the
2003-04 school year, have a high school diploma, or are on
active military duty.39

Georgia
From 2000 to 2014, Georgia administered a series of student assessments called Criterion-Referenced Competency
Tests (CRCT). After the state’s withdrawal from PARCC
in July 2013,40 in order to align student testing with newly
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adopted Georgia Performance Standards (GPS) for general
courses and Georgia Standards of Excellence (GSE) for English language arts and mathematics, the Georgia Milestones
Assessment System (Georgia Milestones) was implemented
during the 2014-15 school year.41 The new system is used to
administer student assessments in English language arts,
mathematics, science, and social studies for grades 3-12.42
The Georgia Milestones EOC assessments for grades 3-8
are administered at the end of the school year and test students in the four aforementioned disciplines. Meanwhile,
EOC assessments are administered for grades 9-12 at the
completion of 10 courses designated by the state Board
of Education. Middle school students who take a high
school course also must complete the appropriate EOC assessment. Students are evaluated at the completion of the
following courses, or their Board-approved substitutes: 43
»»9th Grade Literature
and Composition
»»American Literature
and Composition
»»Algebra I
»»Geometry
»»Coordinate Algebra

»»Analytic Geometry
»»Biology
»»Physical Science
»»U.S. History
»»Economics/Business/
Free Enterprise

The state has contracted with CTB/McGraw-Hill to transition the administration of Georgia Milestones assessments
to a completely online format, with traditional paper-pencil
tests available only as back-ups. Approximately 30 percent of students in grades 3-12 took the assessments online
in its debut year. A small, undetermined number of students experienced connection issues mostly attributable to
the testing system’s delay in syncing student information
across databases and other server issues. The state Department of Education was forced to suspend testing for some
students for two days to allow the vendor to identify and
remedy the problem.44 As recompense for the failures, CTB/
McGraw-Hill offered the state several additional services
free of charge. Valued at $4.5 million, the company will
provide $2.64 million to create and administer new mathematics EOC assessments, up to $120,000 to hire a program
manager who will serve as the primary point of contact
for coordination of assessments, up to $60,000 to contract
for an independent analysis of the online testing problems
experienced in the first year, and more than $1.6 million
in other services.45
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State education officials predicted that student scores for
Georgia Milestones would decline markedly from those
earned for the CRCT, and the predictions did indeed prove
true. For example, less than 40 percent of students scored
proficient or better in English language arts and mathematics.46 However, State School Superintendent Richard
Woods noted that, “[the] previous assessment, the CRCT,
set some of the lowest expectations for student proficiency in the nation, and that [could not] continue. Georgia
Milestones sets higher standards for our students and
evens the playing field with the rest of the nation.” 47 Indeed, Honesty Gap now predicts that Georgia is well on
its way to closing its previously vast variation between
student scores on state assessments and the National Assessment of Educational Progress.B,48
As a component of its teacher evaluation system, Georgia
also requires the administration of tests measuring student progress toward Student Learning Objectives (SLOs),
developed by school districts and approved by the state Department of Education. Originally implemented in 2012 in
collaboration with the federal Race to the Top Initiative,C
the state requirements for SLOs were rolled back significantly in July 2015, through the order of the state school
superintendent.49 Previously, SLO end-of-grade assessments
were administered for all non-tested GPS and GSE subject
areas from Pre-K to grade 12, as well as all students starting
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is a series
of federally required, nationally administered, periodically conducted student assessments in mathematics, reading, science, writing, the
arts, civics, economics, geography, U.S. history, and technology and
engineering literacy. Student scores on the assessments are the baseline for the federally released Nation’s Report Card, which provides
state-level comparative data about the academic achievement of elementary and secondary students in the United States. According to
Honesty Gap, states’ testing and reporting processes often yield significantly different results than the data collected and reported by
NAEP. The organization defines “honesty gap” as the discrepancy between NAEP, the Nation’s Report Card, and a state’s report of their
student performance.
B

Race to the Top was a component of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 that created a $4.35 billion competitive grant
program designed to encourage and reward states for developing
education innovations and reforms for achieving significant improvement in student outcomes; closing achievement gaps; improving
high school graduation rates; and implementing ambitious plans in
four core education reform areas: 1) adopting college- and careerreadiness standards, 2) building data systems that measure student
growth and success, 3) increasing teachers and principal effectiveness, and 4) turning around the lowest-achieving schools.
C

An Overview of Student Testing Contractors
ACT: formerly known as American College Testing, ACT is an Iowa-based nonprofit organization that develops a vast number of student assessments for K-12 school systems. The organization also performs research and promotes education and workforce policy solutions at the
national, state, and local levels. In 2015, more than 1.9 million graduating U.S. high school students took The ACT college-entry exam (see
page 3), approximately 59 percent of all high school graduates in the United States.
American Institutes for Research: a Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit organization and one of the world’s largest for behavioral and
social science research and evaluation. AIR offers a full range of student assessment services, collaborating with state, district, and international clients to develop and deploy assessment programs. The organization has delivered online adaptive tests for more than 24 states,
with approximately 60 million online tests delivered during the 2014-15 school year.
CTB/McGraw-Hill: a subsidiary of McGraw-Hill Education, CTB is an Ohio-based global education organization focused on test publishing,
scoring and reporting information about educational progress. CTB offers assessments for pre-K through adult education across the United
States and the world. Customers include public, private, charter, and faith-based schools and districts, as well as special-needs programs.
Of note, on June 30, 2015, Data Recognition Corporation announced it would acquire key assets of the CTB assessment business of McGrawHill Education.
Data Recognition Corporation: a Minnesota-based privately held company serving 13 states and delivering assessments for multi-state
consortia.
Educational Testing Service: the world’s largest nonprofit educational measurement organization. New Jersey-based ETS develops, administers and scores more than 50 million tests annually in more than 180 countries, at more than 9,000 locations worldwide.
Measured Progress: a New Hampshire-based nonprofit organization that offers K-12 assessment options from customized individual
classroom quizzes to statewide standardized testing.
Measurement Incorporated: a North Carolina-based, full-service educational company that provides achievement tests and scoring services for state governments, other testing companies, and various organizations.
Questar Assessment Incorporated: a Minnesota-based, full-service testing company with wide-ranging services, from statewide assessments for grades 3-8, high school, English language proficiency, and alternate programs to standardized district assessments.
Pearson: a London-based for-profit media conglomerate with global operations in the education, business information and consumer
publishing markets. Its education division, Pearson Education, provides test development, processing and scoring services to governments,
educational institutions, corporations and professional bodies around the world. Pearson is the primary developer of PARCC assessments.

grade 3. Teachers were required to administer up to six SLO
assessments per year whereas, going forward, Race to the
Top school districts have the option to require teachers to
administer only two, and regular school districts have the
option to require teachers to administer only one or none
if they are teaching a course already assessed with Georgia Milestones.50
In addition to regular student assessments, the Georgia
Kindergarten Inventory of Developing Skills is a flexible

kindergarten student performance evaluation implemented during the 2008-09 school year. Throughout the year,
in accordance with a schedule determined by the teacher,
children are assessed on their skills in the disciplines of
English language arts, mathematics, social studies, and
science, as well as their approaches to learning, personal and social development, and motor skills. Teachers
may assess students through sample assessment activities, their own assessments, personal observation, or a
combination of methods. The teacher only is required to
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record student performance into an online database by
the end of the school year so that it can be used to create customized reports for instructional planning, report
cards, and/or parents.51,52

SLC Member States: Student Testing Contractors

From 1991 to 2013, high school students were required to
pass the Georgia High School Writing Test (GHSWT) to earn
a diploma. In March 2015, Governor Nathan Deal signed
House Bill 91, eliminating the requirement.53 The new law
also allows students who failed the GHSWT in prior years
to petition local school systems for a retroactive high school
diploma, if they have fulfilled all other graduation requirements. The GHSWT no longer is administered.54

Kentucky
Starting with the 2011-12 school year, the Kentucky Performance Rating for Educational Progress (K-PREP) replaced
the Kentucky Core Content Test. The commonwealth withdrew from PARCC in January 2014,55 and contracted with
Pearson56 for the provision of assessments for grades 3-8 and
high school writing.57,58 The Kentucky Academic Standards
serve as the learning objectives measured by the assessments.
During the most recent 2014-15 school year, the commonwealth administered K-PREP student assessments for the
following proficiencies:59
»»English Language Arts: grades 3-8
»»Mathematics: grades 3-8
»»Science: grades 4 and 7
»»Social Studies: grades 5 and 8
»»Language Mechanics: grades 4 and 6
»»On-Demand Writing: grades 5, 6, 8, 10, and 11
In addition to these regular assessments, the commonwealth
administers several ACT-developed student assessments
to determine students’ college- and career-readiness and
measure individual school performance.D Since the 2011-12
school year, ACT QualityCore EOC assessments also have
been required for English II, Algebra II, Biology and U.S.
History, generally completed in high school. Meanwhile,
ACT Explore is administered to students in grade 8,60 and
ACT Plan is administered to students in grade 10. In grade
11, students take a customized, four-component ACT assessment, providing a third and final indicator of college- and
career-readiness. The four components comprise:
Please see page 3 for a text box addressing ACT-aligned student
assessments.
D
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State

Primary Student Testing Contractor

Alabama

ACT

Arkansas

ACT

Florida

American Institutes for Research

Georgia

CTB/McGraw-Hill

Kentucky

Pearson

Louisiana

Data Recognition Corporation
(contract expired June 30, 2015)

Mississippi

Questar Assessment Incorporated

Missouri

Pending as of October 5, 2015;
previously, CTB/McGraw-Hill

North Carolina

Technical Outreach for Public Schools,
North Carolina State University*

Oklahoma

Measured Progress

South Carolina

ACT

Tennessee

Measurement Incorporated /
American Institutes for Research

Texas

Educational Testing Service

Virginia

Pearson

West Virginia

American Institutes for Research

North Carolina is one of two states in the nation that contracts with
an in-state university to develop and administer student assessments,
per a November 2012 report on state spending on K-12 assessments by
Matthew M. Chingos at the Brookings Institution. The state appears to
be continuing the practice, with sizable cost savings.
*

»»Tests of Educational Development: this component is the
customary ACT assessment in English language arts, reading, mathematics, and science. Student ability in reasoning,
analysis, problem solving, and integration of diverging information is assessed.
»»Course/Grade Information Section: this component
serves as the student’s high school transcript.
»»Student Profile Section: this component includes information provided by students regarding their educational
plans, interests, needs, financial aid, and demographics.
»»The ACT Interest Inventory: this component comprises
a 72-item survey used to identify occupations and majors
that may align with a student’s academic and personal
interests.61
ACT Compass assessments are administered in grade 12 to
students who do not meet the scoring benchmarks set by
the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education (CPE)
for the Tests of Educational Development component of

Market Share of 2012 State K-12 Student Testing Contracts ($USD)

Source: Chingos, Matthew M. Strength in Numbers: State Spending on K-12 Assessment Systems. Brown Center on Education Policy at Brookings.
November 2012. http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2012/11/29%20cost%20of%20assessment%20chingos/11_assessment_
chingos_final.pdf (accessed October 27, 2015).

commonwealth’s ACT assessment. Meeting the benchmark
requirements for ACT Compass allows students to enter
credit-bearing college courses and avoid remedial education.62 In addition, for students planning to enter a college
or university in Kentucky, but not meeting CPE benchmarks, the Kentucky Online Testing placement testing
system, offered free of charge through a partnership between the University of Kentucky and North Kentucky
University, gives students one more opportunity to demonstrate college-readiness and avoid remedial coursework.63
Kentucky also administers assessments for students in career and technical education programs. ACT WorkKeys
is one of two tests that students must take to demonstrate
their academic readiness for the workforce. Students who
pass the series of three tests (in applied math, locating information, and reading for information) included in the ACT
WorkKeys are awarded an ACT National Career Readiness
Certificate.64 Alternatively, students can take the Armed
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery to fulfill the academic
skills accreditation requirement. The Kentucky Occupational Skill Standards Assessment is given to students studying
one of 26 career pathways, and utilized to demonstrate
technical career-readiness. Students are awarded Kentucky

Occupational Skill Standards Certificates upon passing an
industry-specific assessment.65 A student also may demonstrate his or her technical career-readiness through the
acquisition of private industry certification.66
For school entry, the BRIGANCE Early Childhood Kindergarten Screen III is employed to measure a child’s stage
of development in five areas upon entry into kindergarten. The assessment allows teachers and schools to plan
their instruction based on the early identification of students’ strengths and weaknesses.67 Kentucky also requires
the assessment of reading and mathematics skills of students in grade 1. Teachers and schools are allowed to select
their own testing mechanisms as long as they are 1) developmentally appropriate, reliable, and valid; 2) utilize best
practices in early childhood assessment; and 3) align with
the Kentucky Academic Standards and Kentucky Early
Childhood Standards.68

Louisiana
Student assessments developed by PARCC were administered during the 2014-15 school year. However, legislation
signed by Governor Bobby Jindal on June 29, 2015, stipulates that PARCC-developed material may comprise no more
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Pre-K –12 Early Learning, Subject Area, and Other Student Assessments in SLC Member States*
State

K-12 English
Language Arts Early Learning
Assessments
and Math
Standards

Alabama†

College- and
Career-Ready
Standards

Arkansas

Qualls Early
Learning Inventory
Common Core
(grades K-1)
State Standards
Iowa Assessments
(grades 1-2)

Florida

Language
Arts Florida
Standards
Mathematics
Florida
Standards

Georgia

Kentucky

Louisiana

Mississippi

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Grade 6

Grade 7

Dynamic Indicators of
Basic Early Literacy Reading
Skills or district
Math
choice (grades K-2)

Reading
Math

Reading
Math
Science

Reading
Math

Reading
Math
Science

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

Florida Kindergarten
Readiness Screener
(grade K)

English
Math

English
Math

English
Math
Science

English
Math

English
Math

Georgia
Standards of
Excellence

Georgia Kindergarten
Inventory of
Developing Skills
(grade K)
Student Learning
Objectives§
(grades Pre-K – 12)

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
Student
Learning
Objectives§

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
Student
Learning
Objectives§

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
Student
Learning
Objectives§

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
Student
Learning
Objectives§

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
Student
Learning
Objectives§

Kentucky
Academic
Standards

BRIGANCE Early
Childhood
Kindergarten
English
Screen III (grade K)
Math
Teacher-selected
reading and math
assessments (grade 1)

English Language
Arts/Literacy
Dynamic Indicators of
Standards
Basic Early Literacy
Standards for
Skills (grades K-3)
Mathematical
Practice
Kindergarten
Mississippi
Readiness Assessment
College- and
(grade K)
Career-Ready
STAR Early Literacy
Standards
(grades K-3)

English
English
Math
Math
On-Demand
Science
Writing
Language
Social
Mechanics
Studies

English
Math
English
On-Demand
Math
Writing
Science
Language
Mechanics

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Reading

English
Math

English
Math
Science

English
Math

English
Math

Due to many state-specific particularities, information is provided as fully, yet concisely, as practicable. For complete details, please see specific
state sections.
*
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Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science
English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science

Reading
Math
English
Reading
Writing
Math
Science
English
Math
Science

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
Student
Learning
Objectives§

English

Student
Learning
Objectives§

English
Math
On-Demand
Writing
Social
Studies
ACT Explore
English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
ACT Explore
English
Math
Science
†
§

ACT Explore

Grade 11

Grade 12

End-of-Course Assessments
(generally administered
in grades 9-12)

The ACT Plus
Writing

ACT WorkKeys

English 9/10 (not state-mandated)
Algebra I (not state-mandated)

The ACT
(not statemandated)

English

Algebra I
Algebra II
Geometry
Biology I
Civics
U.S. History

Student
Learning
Objectives§

Student
Learning
Objectives§

Student
Learning
Objectives§

9th Grade Literature and Composition
American Literature and Composition
Algebra I
Geometry
Coordinate Algebra
Analytic Geometry
Biology
Physical Science
U.S. History
Economics/Business/Free Enterprise

On-Demand
Writing
ACT Plan

On-Demand
Writing
The ACT
(customized)

ACT Compass
(limited use)
ACT WorkKeys
(CTE students
only)

English II
Algebra II
Biology
U.S. History

ACT Plan

The ACT
ACT WorkKeys
(not statemandated)

The ACT

English II
English III
Algebra
Geometry
Biology
U.S. History
Mississippi Career
Planning and
Assessment
System (CTE
students only)

English II
Algebra I
Biology I
U.S. History

Based on information available as of October 5, 2015.
The state testing requirements for Student Learning Objectives vary by school.
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Pre-K –12 Early Learning, Subject Area, and Other Student Assessments in SLC Member States*
State

K-12 English
Language
Arts and
Math
Standards

Early Learning
Assessments

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Grade 6

Grade 7

Missouri

Missouri
Learning
Standards

Desired Results
Developmental
Profile (Pre-K, not
state-mandated)

English
Math

English
Math

English
Math
Science

English
Math

English
Math

North
Carolina

North
Carolina
Standard
Course of
Study

English: K-2 Literacy
Assessment (grades K-2)
Math: Formative
Instructional and
Assessment Tasks
(grades K-2)
(School districts may
administer state-designed
English language arts
and math assessments
or develop their own)

English
Math
Reading

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

Oklahoma

Priority
Academic
Student Skills

School districts must
administer one of 13 stateEnglish
approved reading and
Math
English comprehension
assessments (grades K-3)

English
Math

English
Math
English
Writing
Math
Science
U.S. History

English
Math
Geography

South
Carolina

School districts must
administer one of three
South Carolina
state-approved formative
College- and
assessments (Pre-K)
Career-Ready
Developmental Reading
Standards
Assessment 2nd Edition
PLUS (grade K)

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Math

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

Due to many state-specific particularities, information is provided as fully, yet concisely, as practicable. For complete details, please see specific
state sections.
*

than half of the questions on future student assessments.69
During the 2015-16 school year, the state will continue
testing students in grades 3-8 in English language arts,
mathematics, science, and social studies.70 Social studies assessments will be in the field-test stage during this year to
allow alignment to updated educational standards by the
2016-17 school year.71 The educational standards that guide
student testing include: English Language Arts/Literacy
Standards; Standards for Mathematical Practice; and (science and social studies) Grade-Level Expectations.
Louisiana students take EOC assessments in English II, English
III, Algebra, Geometry, Biology and U.S. History, generally

12 STUDENT ASSESSMENTS IN SOUTHERN STATES: RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

completed in high school. Additionally, a series of assessments developed by ACT is required for students in middle
and high school.E Students in grades 8 and 9 take ACT Explore; ACT Plan is administered in grade 10; and The ACT is
required for students in grade 11.72 Starting with spring 2015,
the state also began to offer, but not require, ACT WorkKeys assessments for students pursuing a career-oriented
high school diploma. Students who earn a sufficient score
on ACT WorkKeys can qualify for the state’s postsecondary
scholarship program, Taylor Opportunity Program for Students, to pursue further career and technical credentials.73
Please see page 3 for a text box addressing ACT-aligned student
assessments.
E

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

English
Math
Science

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies
ACT Explore

ACT Plan

Grade 11

The ACT

English II
Algebra I
Algebra II
(accelerated students)

Biology
Government
Personal Finance

The ACT

English I
English II
English III
English IV
Math I
Math II
Math III
Advanced Functions
and Modeling
Discrete Mathematics
Precalculus

Physical Science
Environmental Science
Biology
Chemistry
Physics
American History:
The Founding
Principles, Civics
and Economics
World History
American History I
American History II

English II
English III
Algebra I
Algebra II

Geometry
Biology I
U.S. History

ACT WorkKeys

English
Math
Writing
Science
U.S. History
English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

End-of-Course Assessments
(generally administered in grades 9-12)

Grade 12

The ACT
ACT WorkKeys

Like Alabama, in early learning classrooms, Louisiana utilizes DIBELS. The assessment is required for children in
grades K-3 and administered three times per year. Sponsored
by the state, DIBELS is used by local education agencies to
measure students’ progression in reading skills and identify those who may need intervention. School districts may
apply for a waiver of the testing requirement if they have
identified another assessment tool better suited for their
school settings.74

Mississippi
In January 2015, the Mississippi Department of Education announced the state was withdrawing from PARCC

English 1
Algebra 1/Math for the Technologies 2
Biology 1/Applied Biology 2
U.S. History and the Constitution

and would begin to seek bids for new student assessments
aligned to its Mississippi College- and Career-Ready Standards (MCCRS). During the transition, PARCC assessments
remained the testing mechanism for English language arts
and mathematics in grades 3-8 for the 2014-15 school year.75
In April 2015, the Board of Education approved a 10-year,
$110.9 million testing contract with Questar Assessment,
Incorporated, for the development of MCCRS-aligned English language arts and mathematics assessments for grades
3-8; EOC assessments for Algebra I and English II, and an
optional Geometry and/or Algebra II assessment. The new
assessments are scheduled to be implemented during the
2015-16 school year.76
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Pre-K –12 Early Learning, Subject Area, and Other Student Assessments in SLC Member States*
K-12 English
Language Arts
and Math
Standards

Early Learning
Assessments

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Grade 6

Grade 7

Tennessee

Tennessee’s State
Standards

Reading
Math
(grades K-2, not
state-mandated)

English
Writing
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Writing
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Writing
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Writing
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English
Writing
Math
Science
Social
Studies

Texas

Texas Essential
Knowledge
and Skills

Texas Primary Reading
Inventory or other
state-approved reading
diagnostic instrument
(grades K-2)

English
Math

English
Math
Writing

English
Math
Science

English
Math

English
Math
Writing

Virginia

Standards of
Learning

Phonological Awareness
Literacy Screening
(grades K-3, not
state-mandated)

English
Math
Science†
History†

English
Math

English
Math
Science
Writing†

English
Math

English
Math

West
Virginia

Early Learning Scale (Pre-K)
Next Generation
English
Content Standards Teacher-selected formative
Math
assessments (grade K)
and Objectives

English
Math
Science

English
Math

English
Math
Science

English
Math

State

Due to many state-specific particularities, information is provided as fully, yet concisely, as practicable. For complete details, please see specific
state sections.
*

The state also administers a 3rd Grade Reading Summative
Assessment, which requires a minimum level of competency in reading for student advancement to grade 4.77
Meanwhile, assessments aligned with the 2010 Mississippi Science Framework are administered to students in
grades 5 and 8.78 Since 1999, for grades 9-12, the state has
required the administration of EOC assessments upon completion of Algebra I, Biology I, U.S. History, and English II.79
All students in grade 11 also were administered The ACT
beginning with the 2014-15 school year.80 Finally, secondary students in career and technical education programs must complete an occupation-specific portion of
the Mississippi Career Planning and Assessment System to
demonstrate proficiency in technical skills.81
For school entry assessments, Mississippi utilizes the Kindergarten Readiness Assessment to measure how well
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children are prepared for kindergarten by Pre-K programs
in relation to the Mississippi Early Learning Standards for
Classrooms Serving Four-Year-Old Children.82 In grades
K-3, the STAR Early Literacy assessment, developed by Renaissance Learning,F has been selected by the Department
of Education for early literacy and numeracy screening,
and the identification of students who require supplemental instruction and intensive intervention.83

Missouri
Missouri is one of three SLC member states that – along with
North Carolina and West Virginia – originally participated
in the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. However, on May 8, 2015, Governor Jay Nixon signed into
Renaissance Learning, Incorporated is a Wisconsin-based educational assessment and learning analytics company focused on cloud-based
educational software for use in grades K-12.
F

Grade 8

Grade 9

English
Writing
Math
Science
Social
Studies
ACT Explore

Grade 11

Grade 12

End-of-Course Assessments
(generally administered in grades 9-12)
English I
English II
English III
Algebra I
Algebra II
Geometry

Biology I
Chemistry
U.S. History

English
Math
Science
Social
Studies

English I
English II
English III
(not statemandated)

Algebra I
Algebra II
(not state-mandated)
Biology
U.S. History

English
Math
Science
Writing

Reading
Writing
Algebra I
Algebra II
Geometry
Earth Science
Biology
Chemistry
Virginia Studies

Civics & Economics
World History &
Geography to 1500
World History &
Geography 1500-Present
World Geography
Virginia & U.S. History
U.S. History to 1865†
U.S. History: 1865 to the Present†

English
Math
†

Grade 10

ACT Plan

English
Math

English
Math
Science

The ACT
or SAT

English
Math
ACT Compass

District-developed alternative assessment.

law an appropriations bill that eliminated $4.2 million
of state funding previously reserved to pay for Smarter
Balanced assessments.84 The legislation also directed the
state Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) to develop a plan for new student assessments
by February 1, 2016, and appropriated $7 million toward
that purpose.85 In June 2015, DESE indicated it would not
be able to develop new assessments by the 2015-16 school
year, and that the state will have to purchase English language arts and mathematics tests from an outside vendor.86
During the 2014-15 school year, to measure their proficiency in the Missouri Learning Standards, students in grades
3-8 were administered assessments in English language
arts and mathematics, and students in grades 5 and 8 also
were tested in science.87 End-of-course assessments were
administered at the completion of Algebra I, Algebra II for

accelerated students, English II, Biology, and Government.
Students in grade 11 were administered The ACT, and DESE
has indicated this practice will continue into 2016.88 Additionally, as a graduation requirement, Missouri administers
a Personal Finance assessment, although students taking a
complete stand-alone personal finance course are exempt
from the requirement.89 Missouri is the only SLC member
state requiring the administration of a personal finance
assesment, indicating a strong commitment by the state
toward ensuring that students understand the basics of disposable income; money management; spending and credit;
and saving and investing.
After the completion of a year-long pilot program testing three different school entry readiness assessments, the
state Board of Education recommended that school districts
adopt the Desired Results Developmental Profile to assess
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the development of children in pre-kindergarten. The testing instrument is aligned with the Missouri Early Learning
Goals and its usage is optional.90

North Carolina
As of September 24, 2015, North Carolina remains an
affiliate member of the Smarter Balanced Assessment
Consortium.91 During the 2014-15 school year, student
assessments in English language arts and mathematics, aligned with the North Carolina Standard Course of
Study (NCSCS) adopted in June 2010, were administered
to students in grades 3-8.92,93 The state also continued the
administration of a Beginning-of-Grade 3 English Language Arts/Reading Test, which serves as a baseline measure
for the English language arts and reading abilities of students starting grade 3.94 Students who do not meet the
proficiency cut-score for the end-of-year English language
arts assessment for grade 3 have the option to retake the
test, take the state’s Read to Achieve Test,G or complete
a Grade 3 Student Reading Portfolio to demonstrate the
appropriate level of reading comprehension required for
promotion to grade 4. The Read to Achieve Test also is
utilized for mid-year promotion of students who were retained due to an insufficient reading proficiency. 95 Student
assessments for science, aligned with Essential Standards
adopted in February 2009, were administered to students
in grades 5 and 8.96 End-of-course tests were administered
for Math I, Biology, and English II, generally completed in
high school.97 The EOC assessments were aligned with the
same standards as those for grades 3-8.
In 2010, nearly $400 million in federal Race to the Top competitive grants assisted North Carolina in the remodeling
of its public education system.98 With those changes, a new
Educator Effectiveness Model required the addition of several student assessments to those for English language arts,
mathematics, and science.99 These assessments, the North
Carolina Final Exams, are EOC tests required in addition to
the aforementioned student assessments and are scheduled
for the following courses during the 2015-16 school year: 100
The North Carolina Read to Achieve Test is a reference to the
state’s Read to Achieve legislative initiative, a part of the Excellent
Public Schools Act, to ensure that every student reads at grade level
by the end of grade 3.
G

»»English I
»»English III
»»English IV
»»4th Grade Social Studies
»»5th Grade Social Studies
»»6th Grade Social Studies
»»7th Grade Social Studies
»»8th Grade Social Studies
»»American History:
The Founding Principles,
Civics, and Economics
»»World History
»»American History I
»»American History II

»»4th Grade Science
»»6th Grade Science
»»7th Grade Science
»»Physical Science
»»Earth/
Environmental Science
»»Chemistry
»»Physics
»»Math II
»»Math III
»»Advanced Functions
and Modeling
»»Discrete Mathematics
»»Precalculus

During the 2015-16 school year, North Carolina also will
continue to administer a series of ACT-aligned assessments: H
students in grade 8 will be administered ACT Explore;
students in grade 10, ACT Plan; students in grade 11, The
ACT; and students in grade 12, ACT WorkKeys.101 The ACT
WorkKeys assessments allow students to earn both a State
Career Readiness Certificate, as well as an ACT National
Career Readiness Certificate.102
North Carolina also gives school districts the option to
implement Credit by Demonstrated Mastery Assessments
(CDM), providing students an opportunity to bypass fullsemester high school courses. These assessments give
students one chance to gain credit for any number of high
school courses by demonstrating mastery in the subject
area through successful completion of a test and the presentation of a real-world “artifact” – potentially acceptable
items range from three-dimensional objects to research
papers to oral presentations to science projects and more
– created through the application of skills and knowledge
expected for the course. If a student fails to show mastery
in the subject area, the full-semester course must be completed to earn the necessary credit. Courses excluded from
CDM are: 103
»»Career and Technical Education (CTE) work-based learning
»»CTE courses that have a clinical setting as a requirement
»»CTE Advanced Studies
»»Courses designed for English language learners
»»Healthful Living
»»Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate
Please see page 3 for a text box addressing ACT-aligned student
assessments.
H
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North Carolina currently is implementing a new K-3
Formative Assessment Process I to meet the requirements
of legislation passed by the General Assembly, as well as a
federal Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge grant.104
A Kindergarten Entry Assessment – creating a snapshot of
a child’s approaches to learning; cognitive abilities;
emotional-social skills; language and communication;
and health and physical abilities – was piloted during the
2014-15 school year and is scheduled for full implementation during the 2015-16 school year.105,106 Assessment instruments for grades K-3 still are in the preliminary stages of
development.
While the K-3 Formative Assessment Process rolls out,
North Carolina continues to require formative and summative assessments for children in grades K-2. In accordance
with legislative and state Board of Education requirements
for K-2 mathematics, the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) provides state-developed Formative
Instructional and Assessment Tasks and guidance on summative assessments to school districts to test mathematical
understanding aligned with NCSCS. Individual school districts may choose to use the state-developed Tasks, adapt
them, or utilize alternative assessment instruments.107 For
K-2 assessments in English language arts, NCDPI created
the K-2 Literacy Assessment to serve as a tool for fulfilling
state formative and summative assessment requirements.108

Oklahoma
Oklahoma withdrew from PARCC in July 2013, and subsequently began a search for a new statewide student
assessment provider.109 The state originally contracted with
CTB/McGraw-Hill, but after a series of technological issues
with online testing and problematic contract negotiations,
on October 17, 2014, the state hired Measured Progress as
its testing service provider.110 Presently, the state administers Oklahoma Core Curriculum Tests to students in grades
3-8 and at the completion of seven high school courses.111
In grades 3-8, English language arts and mathematics are
tested in alignment with the state’s educational standards,
The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction formative assessments used by teachers and students during instruction provide
feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to help students improve their achievement of intended instructional outcomes. These
assessments occur minute-to-minute or in short cycles and include
tasks such as: questioning, discussions, learning activities, feedback, and student reflections. In contrast, summative assessments
are those administered at the end of a project, unit, course, semester, program, or school year.
I

Priority Academic Student Skills (PASS), last revised in 2010
and 2009, J respectively. Student assessments for science,
aligned with PASS revised in 2011, are administered in grades
5 and 8.112 Students in grades 5 and 8 also must complete a
writing assessment that measures their ability to compose
a narrative text, informative text, or an opinion.113 Student
assessments – aligned with the Oklahoma Academic Standards adopted in 2014 – for U.S. history are administered
in grades 5 and 8, and for geography in grade 7.114
In addition to end-of-grade assessments, Oklahoma also
administers EOC assessments at the completion of the following high school courses: Algebra I, Algebra II, Geometry,
English II, English III, Biology I, and U.S. History.115 In order to earn a high school diploma, students must pass the
tests for English II and Algebra I, plus any two of the other
subjects, or demonstrate mastery of state academic content
standards through an alternative testing mechanism approved by the state Board of Education.116
Oklahoma’s Reading Sufficiency Act requires assessments at
the beginning and end of the school year for grades K-3
that measure students’ ability to distinguish phonemes (i.e.,
the distinct sounds associated with letters), reading fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension. The state Board of Education is charged with reviewing and selecting appropriate
screening instruments, and has approved 13 formative assessments for grades K-3 that school districts may use to
measure reading and English comprehension. Students in
grade 3 must demonstrate reading proficiency to move on
to grade 4.117,118

South Carolina
On May 30, 2014, Governor Nicki Haley signed legislation
officially ending South Carolina’s participation in the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, prohibiting the use of
Smarter Balanced assessments in the state, and requiring
new English language arts and mathematics standards for
the 2015-16 school year, to replace the Common Core State
Standards.119 In accordance, on March 11, 2015, the state Board
of Education unanimously approved new South Carolina
College- and Career-Ready Standards for English Language
Arts and South Carolina College- and Career-Ready Standards for Math.120 Following the ban on Smarter Balanced
assessments, the South Carolina Budget and Control Board
Oklahoma officially dropped its Common Core State Standards
(CCSS) on June 5, 2014, and subsequently reverted to its pre-CCSS
educational standards.
J
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contracted with ACT for the administration of assessments
in English language arts and mathematics. However, on
March 25, 2015, the state Procurement Review Panel confirmed that the original five-year contract with ACT is
valid for only one year and a new bidding process for state
testing proposals will be required after its expiration.121 A
request for proposal was issued by the Budget and Control
Board in August 2015 for the administration, scoring, and
reporting of English language arts and mathematics student assessments for grades 3-11.122
Testing for English language arts and mathematics for grades
3-8 with ACT Aspire was implemented during the latter half
of the 2014-15 school year.123 Meanwhile, the South Carolina
Palmetto Assessment of State Standards was administered
for grades 4-8 to measure student proficiency vis-à-vis the
South Carolina Academic Standards for science and social
studies.124 End-of-course assessments were required for the
following courses, typically completed in high school: 125
»»Algebra 1/Math for the Technologies 2
»»English 1
»»U.S. History and the Constitution
»»Biology 1/Applied Biology 2
ACT WorkKeys and The ACT were administered to students
in grade 11.126,K Until 2014, South Carolina administered a
High School Assessment Program that required students to
pass a high school exit exam to earn a diploma. Much like
the state of Georgia, in April 2014, Governor Nikki Haley signed legislation that eliminated the program and its
requirements. Further, former high school students who
failed to pass the exam, but fulfilled all other graduation
requirements, now may petition their local school boards
for a high school diploma.127
Following the passage of the General Appropriations Act of 2014,
South Carolina requires publicly-funded pre-kindergarten
and kindergarten students to be tested at the beginning of
the school year on early language learning and literacy.128
In June 2015, the state Board of Education approved three
formative assessments – Phonological Awareness Literacy
Screening; Individual Growth and Development Indicators;
and Teaching Strategies GOLD – for pre-kindergarten and
one for kindergarten, the Developmental Reading Assessment 2nd Edition PLUS.129
Please see page 3 for a text box addressing ACT-aligned student
assessments.
K
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Tennessee
On May 13, 2014, Governor Bill Haslam signed into law legislation mandating the administration of the state-developed
Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP) to
assess English language arts and mathematics proficiency
in grades 3-8 during the 2014-15 school year. The legislation also required a competitive bidding process for the
state contract to administer the student assessments during
the 2015-16 school year. Shortly thereafter, the governor,
commissioner of education, and chair of the state Board of
Education composed a joint letter informing PARCC about
Tennessee’s complete withdrawal from the consortium.130 In
November 2014, the state finalized a five-year, $108 million
testing contract with Measurement Incorporated. According to the nonprofit news organization, Chalkbeat Tennessee,
Measurement Incorporated will be subcontracting with the
American Institutes for Research, the testing provider for
Florida and Utah.131
The new assessments for English language arts and mathematics, called TNReady, are being deployed with the 2015-16
school year for grades 3-11. The assessments are aligned
with Tennessee’s State Standards, adopted in 2010 and implemented during the 2013-14 school year.132 Depending on
their school schedule, students in grades 3-8 will take the
assessments for English language arts and mathematics in
two or four parts during the school year.133 The English
language arts assessments include a writing section that
requires students to compose two essays, with each graded
on four rubrics: development, focus/organization, language,
and conventions.134
Science and social studies also will continue to be tested
in grades 3-8 as part of TCAP. In addition, Tennessee continues to administer EOC assessments, generally during
high school, upon the completion of English I, English II,
English III, Algebra I, Algebra II, Geometry,L U.S. History, Biology I, and Chemistry.135 Tennessee also continues
to require a series of ACT-aligned student assessments.
Students in grade 8 take ACT Explore; ACT Plan is administered in grade 10; and The ACT or SAT is required
for students in grade 11.
For grades K-2, to measure students’ potential future success in later grades, the state Department of Education
Alternative mathematics assessments (Integrated Math I, II, and II)
are available for schools that teach integrated mathematics.
L

provides school districts an optional norm-referencedM
basic reading and mathematics assessment, related to components of the Stanford Achievement Test 10.136 Additionally,
Tennessee is moving toward the full implementation of a
Response to Instruction and Intervention framework that
requires school districts to administer universal screeners
and progress-monitoring assessments in grades 1-12. The
framework utilizes specifically directed teacher observations (or “screeners”) of student responses to instruction to
identify those who require quick instructional intervention. Progress-monitoring assessments will determine the
effectiveness of those interventions.137
Effective student assessment continues to receive much
attention from several fronts in Tennessee. On March
2, 2015, Commissioner of Education Candice McQueen
formed the Tennessee Task Force on Student Testing
and Assessment and gave the 18-member Task Force
six-months to “(1) identify and study best practices in
student assessment, (2) ensure local school districts and
the state are appropriately using assessments to improve
student achievement, and (3) better inform stakeholders
about the state assessment program.”138 In September
2015, the Task Force issued its final report, including
16 recommendations for improving student testing in
Tennessee. Most notably, the Task Force recommended
“elimination of the kindergarten and first-grade annual
standardized tests; elimination of the mandatory [ACT
Explore assessment for grade 8] and [ACT Plan assessment for grade 10] tests; continued requirement of the
ACT or SAT for [students in grade 10], but not the adoption of [ACT Aspire] or SAT’s companion test.”139 State
officials likely will respond to the recommendations of
the Task Force in the coming months.

Texas
Texas never joined PARCC or Smarter Balanced and has
continued to administer student assessments through the
State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR)
program implemented during the 2011-12 school year.
English language arts and mathematics proficiencies are
assessed in grades 3-8; writing in grades 4 and 7; science
in grades 5 and 8; and social studies in grade 8. The state
also administers EOC assessments at the completion of
Norm-referenced refers to standardized tests that are designed to compare and rank test takers in relation to one another. Norm-referenced
tests report whether test takers performed better or worse than a
hypothetical average student. (The Glossary of Education Reform)
M

English I, English II, Algebra I, Biology, and U.S History,
generally taken in high school; EOC English III and Algebra II assessments will be offered to school districts as an
option at the end of the 2015-16 school year. All state assessments are aligned with the Texas Essential Knowledge
and Skills educational standards.140
For 15 years, Pearson was the principal provider of testing
services for the state. However, on May 18, 2015, the Texas
Education Agency (TEA) announced that it had given preliminary approval for a four-year, $280 million contract to
Educational Testing Service for the administration of the
STAAR program.141,142 Pearson also was contracted for $60
million to administer the state’s alternative testing for students with cognitive disabilities, English language learners,
and residual assessments for the nearly defunct Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills program.143
For school entry assessments and beyond, school districts
may choose one of 15 TEA-approved early reading assessments to administer to kindergarten students at the
beginning of the year. Assessment data provided to TEA’s
Early Childhood Data System informs stakeholders on the
effectiveness of pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, and other
early childhood programs within the state. Districts also
have the option to choose an alternative to the 15 TEA-approved reading assessments.144
Additionally, school districts are required to administer
reading assessments in grades K-2. The state commissioner
of education is charged with selecting reading diagnostic
instruments that are “based on valid and reliable scientific research and that measure reading skills identified
by state and national experts as essential for reading development.”145 School districts must administer one or
more of the instruments identified on the Commissioner’s
List of Reading Instruments for Texas Public Schools and Charter Schools, but must ensure that phonemic awareness,
word recognition, and text comprehension are assessed.146
The Texas Primary Reading Inventory is the most widely used assessment.147

Virginia
Virginia never joined PARCC or Smarter Balanced. Instead,
the Standards of Learning (SOL) for Virginia Public Schools,
established by the state Board of Education, guide student
assessments for the majority of subject areas taught in K-12
public schools.148 In alignment with SOL, students in grades
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3-8 are assessed for their proficiencies in English language
arts and mathematics. Additionally, students in grades 5
are tested on their proficiency in science, and students in
grade 8 are tested on science and writing skills. During the
2014-15 school year, Virginia continued using SOL-aligned
tests developed and administered through Pearson, with a
limited number of students experiencing disruptions while
taking the online assessments.149
In high school, EOC assessments are required in the following subject areas: 150
»»ReadingN
»»WritingO
»»Algebra I
»»Algebra II
»»Geometry
»»Earth Science
»»Biology
»»Chemistry

»»Virginia Studies
»»Civics & Economics
»»World History &
Geography to 1500
»»World History &
Geography 1500-Present
»»World Geography
»»Virginia & U.S. History

In 2014, the General Assembly enacted, and the governor
signed, legislation eliminating five SOL assessments administered in elementary and middle school – Grade-3 History/
Social Science; Grade-3 Science; Grade-5 Writing; U.S. History to 1865; and U.S. History: 1865 to the Present. In lieu of
these assessments, local school divisions must administer
alternative assessments for each eliminated SOL assessment. School divisions are not required to report student
scores on alternative assessments; however, they must certify their tests measure student proficiency in the associated
SOL and follow guidelines established by the commonwealth’s Board of Education.151
Since 2000, the University of Virginia has been contracted for the provision of optional Phonological Awareness
Literacy Screening assessments to school divisions wishing to identify students in grades K-3 who may require
reading intervention.152 Although use of the screening instrument is voluntary, 99 percent of school divisions utilize
the service, which is funded by Virginia’s Early Intervention Reading Initiative.153
End-of-course SOL assessments for reading and writing generally
are administered at the completion of English in grade 11. However,
a school division may select an English curriculum that incorporates
the necessary SOL components at a faster pace and, therefore, also
administer the assessment after English in grade 10.
N
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West Virginia
As a current governing member of the Smarter Balanced
Assessment Consortium, West Virginia remains the only
SLC member state maintaining full membership in either
PARCC or Smarter Balanced.154 During the 2014-15 school
year, the state implemented a new testing platform, the West
Virginia General Summative Assessment, which includes
the Smarter Balanced assessments for English language arts
and mathematics. The state contracted with the American
Institutes for Research for the provision of the General
Summative Assessment computer platform, test scoring,
and the reporting system for students, parents, teachers
and schools.155
The Next Generation Content Standards and Objectives, a
variation of Common Core State Standards customized by
the Board of Education, guides student assessments. Summative assessments for English language arts, mathematics,
science, and social studies for grades 3-11 originally were
scheduled for all students; however, in February 2015, the
state Department of Education received a waiver from the
state Board of Education that authorized a reduction in the
number of tests.156 The state also previously required the
administration of ACT Explore and ACT PlanO (during
the 2013-14 school year), but eliminated these assessments
from the West Virginia General Summative Assessment
program. Ultimately, students in grades 3-11 were administered a two-section test for English language arts and
mathematics; the first section comprised a computer adaptive test,P followed by a second section with writing tasks
and multi-step problems for measuring critical thinking,
problem solving, and real world skills. Students in grades
4, 6, and 10 were given fixed-form science tests.157
On April 10, 2013, Governor Earl Ray Tomblin signed into
law Senate Bill 359, which created a college- and careerreadiness initiative requiring the adoption of “uniform and
specific college- and career-readiness standards for English
language arts and math” and a “comprehensive statewide
student assessment program in grade [11] … to determine
whether a student [meets the standards].” The legislation
Please see page 3 for a text box addressing ACT-aligned student
assessments.
O

Computer adaptive tests are those that adapt to student proficiency
by increasing or decreasing the difficulty of future questions based
on a student’s ability to answer current questions correctly.
P

also required the “state Board [to] develop a twelfth-grade
transitional course for both English language arts and
mathematics for those students who are not on track to
be college- and career-ready based on the assessment.” In
response, the state Board of Education adopted the required
standards and approved ACT Compass as the grade 11 assessment mechanism for English language arts and mathematics.
Scores on the test determine if students are enrolled in transitional courses in grade 12. Students in these transitional
courses must retake ACT Compass unless they attain scores
on The ACT or SAT that meet placement standard(s).158,159,160
In accordance with state Board of Education policies, the
West Virginia Pre-K Child Assessment System Reporting
Platform is utilized by teachers to report the progress of
Pre-K students vis-à-vis an Early Learning Scale developed
by the National Institute for Early Education Research.Q,161
Teachers must administer formative assessments for
10 skills within three domains – math/science, socialemotional/social studies, and language and literacy – and
report the results at the beginning, middle, and end of the
school year, which allows county collaborative early childhood teams to measure the growth of Pre-K cohorts.162
In kindergarten, teachers must use developmentally appropriate practices for formative assessments and enter
individual student results into the West Virginia Early
Learning Reporting System semiannually.163

As of late October 2015, with the rewrite of the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act still underway, and
regulations for state accountability systems still undetermined, it remains to be seen if vast changes to state student
assessment systems will occur in the near future. However,
clear pressure on Congress to limit student testing to some
degree continues, as evidenced by a recent announcement by
the administration that student testing should take no more
than 2 percent of a student’s classroom time.164 If sweeping new federal regulations are not enacted, incremental
changes likely will continue in the states, especially in relation to the growing trend toward decreasing the amount
of public school testing. Student assessments that have any
affiliation with the Common Core of State Standards also
likely will be phased out and replaced with other collegeand career-ready testing alternatives.
State and federal student assessment policies generally are
directed at four primary objectives: 1) identifying at-risk students for intervention; 2) monitoring student performance
to ensure adequate progress in learning; 3) collecting information about student strengths and weaknesses to guide
instruction; and 4) determining if instruction provided was
effective toward meeting standards of learning. Even with
the federal ESEA rewrite still outstanding, state legislatures
will continue to experiment with multiple strategies geared
toward attaining these educational objectives.

Conclusion
Southern states have adopted widely varying strategies for
testing the performance of their students and continue to
adjust their systems for optimal efficiency. After the rigorous student testing requirements for grades 3-8 mandated
by NCLB, a discernible trend toward the elimination of additional testing, or at least the introduction of flexibility
for testing requirements, is emerging. Meanwhile, with the
new national focus on college- and career-readiness, a few
Southern states recently have implemented student assessments, such as those developed by ACT, to measure these
capacities more accurately and further prepare students for
postsecondary education or the workforce.
A unit of Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, the National
Institute for Early Education Research conducts and communicates
research to support high-quality, effective, early childhood education
for all young children. The Institute offers independent researchbased advice and technical assistance to policymakers, journalists,
researchers, and educators.
Q
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