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	 During the month of April, students and teachers in grades 3-8 were busy with the state 
assessment, the PSSA.  Currently in May, the high school is busy giving Keystone Exams which are taken 
by students who were enrolled in Algebra I, Biology and English.

While we appreciate the fact that the Wolf administration has reduced the time needed to take the 
PSSA, the test still adds a great deal of stress and work for both teachers and students while taking away 
from instructional time.  

Additionally, the intense procedures required for test security taxes our clerical staff and 
administration.  Bulletin boards and hallways must be made bare so that there is no possible way any kind 
of information is gleaned by students during testing.  Auditors from the state will occasionally visit 
unannounced during the testing to be certain we are in compliance.  (We call these auditors the PSSA 
Police and Keystone Cops,)

So what is the value of all this testing?
The results come to us in summer, after students and teachers are gone.  The initial results are just 

student scores but eventually it is all pulled together so we can look at reports.  Results are then used in 
October for teacher and principal evaluation and eventually to compute the School Performance Profile 
(SPP) so that schools can be compared.

Does the state testing help students?  Well, lets first consider that the student has a different 
teacher than the one who prepared them for the test the year before when results are available.  That new 
teacher is supposed to check on how the student did last year.  The state maintains three different 
databases with the testing information, but you get different information out of each system.  (I always 
thought you have ONE database and pull everything you need from that but apparently, not in 
government.)  

So the teacher could access the eMetric system but the system is extremely cumbersome and 
doesn’t ’t get loaded with student data in a timely fashion. That would then lead them to the PVAAS 
system (Pennsylvania Value Added Assessment System) which shows them the growth the student made 
last year under the other teacher.  While it may show that a student didn’t make much progress, it doesn’t 
specifically give a teacher information with which they can help the student improve.  Sometimes the 
PVAAS system kicks you into the EVAAS system and I’m not sure why.

Then there is the eDirect system.  This stores information on CDTs or Classroom Diagnostic 
Tools.  These are assessments given in addition to the PSSA and Keystones that theoretically tell you 
what the student needs to do to improve on the state test next time.  Some teachers feel these are helpful, 
others, not so much. (It seems to depend on the subject and grade level.)

We have our own database called Performance Plus.  It is where we write and store our 
curriculum and we also are able to upload all testing data so teachers can see a history of a student’s 
performance on state assessments.  

Schools who doggedly pursue these various databases (and can remember four cumbersome 
passwords to do it) will likely improve their state test scores to a limited degree.  But, the question 
remains whether improving a state test score actually helps a student learn more.  It is sort of firing a 
shotgun to address overall curriculum issues but you’re not able to effectively address individual student 
deficiencies.

Even if these state tests aren’t necessarily improving the learning of students, many will argue 
they are necessary for school accountability.  After all, millions of dollars are poured into education and 
the public deserves to know what they are getting for it.  I heartily agree!  However, I contend that the 
state system of testing is archaic and serves only this purpose of accountability and does a poor job at that.  
Would it not make sense to put the millions and millions of dollars spent on testing and these semi-useless 
computer databases into a system that lets the public know how effective their schools are AND can serve 
as a real time monitor to help teachers direct the learning of their students?

I was recently introduced to one such system which is solidly backed by research.  The company 
has 10 full-time researchers on staff who keep it valid and connect it to state standards.  Students take an 
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online assessment in reading and math at the beginning of the year.  Teachers are trained how to 
understand the results so that academic deficiencies are addressed.  Mid-way through the year, the 
assessment is given again to judge progress, and finally at the end of the year, the assessment tells a 
teacher how much progress a student has made.  Each time the assessment is taken by the student, it takes 
about 50 minutes so it would be less time than the current system and teachers get the results in a timely 
fashion – the next day – so they can do something about it!

The system I was introduced to uses artificial intelligence to monitor what questions are being 
assessed based on  what the student knows.  It will let teachers and parents know both the achievement 
level of the student and the progress the student is making.  If the state contracted with a reputable 
company to use such a  system, the state could also track progress of schools three times a year.  I would 
be willing to bet it wouldn’t cost any more than currently being spent on the archaic system being used.

When the PSSA started, there were no real time systems available  to do what can be done today.  
I know billions have been spent on the current system but doesn’t it make sense to offer our students an 
assessment system that will help them improve and provide the accountability that is sought?


