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February 18, 2015

Dear Parent/Guardian,

As you know, Harrison School District will be administering the Partnership for Assessment of
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment. The PARCC is based upon the core belief
that assessments should work as a tool for enhancing teaching and learning. With that said, I am well
aware of the many concerns and questions parents have regarding the administration of the PARCC
assessment. These concerns have been highlighted throughout the press as more and more parents
become concerned with this new statewide assessment program. It is with this in mind that I provide
you with the following information:

Our district has spent the last four (4) years revising and aligning our curriculum to the
Common Core State Standards, on which the content for the PARCC is based. We have
enhanced our professional development so that all of our teachers have been trained in the
instructional strategies necessary to effectively teach the standards.

During this time our professional development for teachers has focused on this new
curriculum in light of the PARCC assessment.

Our district participated last year in field testing the PARCC.
Over the past four (4) years, our district has spent a vast amount of resources upgrading our

technology and broadband preparedness, not only to meet the needs of the PARCC, but to
provide internet access to our students in our classrooms, as part of the standards.

As you can ascertain, the Harrison School District has been diligently working to prepare our students
for the rigors of college and career readiness. Thus, we feel compelled to maintain the following district

policies:
L

“No assessments administered shall preclude or exempt student participation in applicable
statewide assessments at grades three through 12.” (Policy 6146 — Graduation
Requirements)

“The district testing program shall embody at least the tests required by state and federal
law.” (Policy 6147.1 — Evaluation of Individual Student Performance)

“The board will cooperate with the Commissioner in the conduct of such state-wide
assessment programs as are required by the State Board of Education and shall use the data
gained thereby toward the improvement of the schools of the district.” (Policy 6300 —
Evaluation of Instructional Program)
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As an educator, I am very much concerned with both the academic and social preparedness of our
students in Harrison. I can assure you that the PARCC assessment will provide us with the information
that is needed to increase the rigor of our curriculum, which will ultimately assure the success of our
students. Therefore, in compliance with state and federal rule, as well as the guidelines from the
Department of Education, our district does not offer an “opt out” policy. Thus, I urge you to reconsider
any decision not to participate in the PARCC assessment.

For more information on the PARCC assessment, please visit our school district website @
www.harrisonschools.org or www.state.nj.us/education/sca/parcc/.

Sincerely,

"’"’WMWK—\

ames P. Doran, Ed.D.
Director of Personnel/Human Resources/
Compliance and Crisis Management
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State of Nefo Jersey

CHRIS CHRISTIE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Gﬂ'l'(‘.l"”ﬂl' po BO‘\ 500
KIM GUADAGNO TRENTON, NJ 08625-0500 Davip C. HESPE
Lt. Governor ' Acting Comniissioner
October 30, 2014
TO: Chief School Administrators

Charter School Lead Persons
School Principals
District and School Test Coordinators

FROM: David C. Hespe @C"M

Acting Commissioner
RE: Student Participation in the Statewide Assessment Program

We have received a number of inquiries regarding the ability of parents and
students to choose to not participate in the statewide assessment program, including the
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment. In an
effort to clarify school district responsibility in this regard, the Department is providing the
following guidance.

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires schools with students in grades
three through twelve to demonstrate Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). In order to make AYP,
a school must ensure that assessments have been taken by at least ninety-five percent (95%) of
enrolled students in each subgroup, i.e., special education, English language learners, low
income, race/ethnicity. Federal funding of key education programs is dependent upon districts
meeting this requirement.

In compliance with this federal requirement, N.J.S.A. 18A:7C-1 requires the
Commissioner of Education (Commissioner), with approval of the State Board of Education, to
establish a program of standards for graduation from secondary school, and such a program shall
include, “[tlhe development of a Statewide assessment test in reading, writing, and
computational skills to be administered to all secondary school pupils...” In addition, N.J.A.C.
6A:8-4.1(a) and (b) provides, “[tlhe Commissioner...may implement assessment of student
achievement in the State’s public schools in any grade(s) and by such assessments as he or she
deems appropriate,” and the Commissioner “...shall define the scope and level of student
performance on Statewide assessments that demonstrate thorough understanding of the
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knowledge and skills delineated by the CCCS at grade levels three through 12.” Subsection (c)
further states that district boards of education “shall, according to a schedule prescribed by the
Commissioner, administer the applicable Statewide assessments,” and subsection (d) confirms
that “all students at grade levels three through 12, and at any other grade(s) designated by the
Commissioner...shall take appropriate Statewide assessments as scheduled.”

Furthermore, in February, 2014, the State Board passed a resolution confirming
that district boards of education are obligated to implement the Core Curriculum Content
Standards and to “ensure students meet the expectations and proficiency standards as measured
by current and future State and local assessments.” The resolution can be found at:
http://www.state.nj.us/education/sboe/meetings/20 1 4/February/public/Resolution%20in%20Sup
port%200f%20the%20Common%20Core.pdf

In accordance with the above, State law and regulations require all students to
take State assessments. For the 2014-2015 school year, the PARCC assessment will replace the
prior statewide assessments - the NJASK in grades 3-8 and HSPA in high school; as such, all
students shall take the PARCC assessment as scheduled. Since the PARCC assessment is part of
the State required educational program, schools are not required to provide an alternative
educational program for students who do not participate in the statewide assessment. We
encourage all chief school administrators to review the district’s discipline and attendance
policies to ensure that they address situations that may arise during days that statewide
assessments, such as PARCC, are being administered.

In speaking with parents and students, it is perhaps most important to outline the
positive reasons that individual students should participate in the PARCC examinations.
Throughout a student’s educational career, the PARCC assessments will provide parents with
important information about their child’s progress toward meeting the goal of being college or
career ready. The PARCC assessments will, for the first time, provide detailed diagnostic
information about each individual student’s performance that educators, parents and students can
utilize to enhance foundational knowledge and student achievement. PARCC assessments will
include item analysis which will clarify a student’s level of knowledge and understanding of a
particular subject or area of a subject. The data derived from the assessment will be utilized by
teachers and administrators to pinpoint areas of difficulty and customize instruction accordingly.
Such data can be accessed and utilized as a student progresses to successive school levels.

DH/BAE/st
c: Members, State Board of Education
Senior Staff

Executive County Superintendents

Executive Directors for Regional Achievement Centers
Executive County Business Officials

NJ LEE Group

Garden State Coalition of Schools
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Parent PARCC Questions Answered

What follows is a series of frequently asked questions
about PARCC, the Partnership for Assessment of
Readiness for College and Careers. The New Jersey 1
Department of Education wants the public fo have access é.
to factual information about our state’s new tests. The Deparfment will update this
section as needed to reflect any additional questions that may arise.

What is PARCC?

The new PARCC assessments are the most advanced tool that New Jersey has ever
had to measure student performance. PARCC is designed to empower parents by
providing informative feedback on whether their children are on track to be properly
prepared for college and careers. Moreover, the new assessments will — for the first
time ever — provide schools with meaningful data to help improve classroom instruction
and raise student performance.

PARCC is a group of states that worked together to develop a set of assessments with
the shared goal of finding a more effective approach to measure student achievement
under the new academic standards in mathematics and English language arts. These
new standards, known as the Common Core State Standards, were adopted in 2010 by
the New Jersey State Board of Education after a thorough process that involved public
participation, as well as advice and input from all sectors of New Jersey’s education and
business communities.

Hundreds of K-12 and postsecondary educators, content specialists, and assessment
experts from across the PARCC states participated in the development of all PARCC
testing items. PARCC will cover grades 3-8 in mathematics and English language arts
(ELA) and end-of-course exams in ELA grades 9, 10 and 11 and Algebra |, Geometry,
and Algebra II.

What is the history of assessments in New Jersey?

New Jersey has had state assessments for decades, going back to the 1970s. In
addition, the federal government has required every state to test 95% of their students
in grades 3 to 8 since the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Since states are required to
test students, New Jersey has taken a leading role in making a commitment to
strengthen student knowledge and skills and ensure that the state tests will provide
important data to parents and teachers.




How is PARCC different from previous assessments?

The computer-based PARCC tests are replacing the former paper-and-pencil-based

NJ ASK and HSPA exams. PARCC assessments will have multiple administrations, and
will test more students and grade levels than the previous assessments. They are
aligned to the Common Core State Standards and were created to measure how well
students can apply their knowledge of concepts rather than memorizing facts. For
instance, PARCC assessments require students to solve problems using mathematical
reasoning and to be able to model mathematical principals.

The primary complaint educators had with New Jersey'’s previous paper-and-pencil test,
the NJASK, is that it didn’t provide useful data to improve instruction. PARCC
assessments are designed to provide parents and teachers with a far greater level of
informative and useful data to help improve student instruction.

Are students required to take the test?

The Department encourages educators and parents to consider the positive reasons
that students should take the PARCC exams. Throughout a child’s educational career,
the PARCC assessments will provide parents with crucial information about their child’s
progress toward meeting the goal of being prepared for college and career. For the
school district, teachers and administrators can use the data derived from the tests to
pinpoint areas of difficulty and adjust instruction accordingly.

Annual statewide assessments are not new and the state’s guidance and requirements
regarding student participation has not changed. Historically, neither federal nor state
law provides parents with an option regarding participation in the tests. The federal
government requires 95% of students to be tested annually in grades 3 to 8. Schools
that don’t meet the standard could face implementation of a corrective action plan and
possibly risk loss of federal funding.

Local districts apply their local policies on how they will work with parents and students
to address instances where students attend school on test day but refuse to participate
in the tests.

What other organizations are supporting efforts to move toward the new
assessments?

A number of organizations are supporting New Jersey'’s efforts to implement effective
assessments that are aligned with New Jersey’s higher educational standards. Some of
these organizations include the New Jersey PTA, and organizations representing




principals (NJPSA), superintendents (NJASA), school boards (NJSBA), higher
education (NJ Council of County Colleges), and business (NJ Chamber of Commerce).

Is there too much testing?

The state requires that students be tested annually. The PARCC tests account for about
10 hours of a 1,200-hour school year. Most testing done during the school year is the
result of decisions made at the local level. School districts may decide to purchase
commercial, standardized tests to give to their students. In addition, local schools may
require students to take any number of midterms, finals, tests and quizzes. Local
school leaders continuously review their entire assessment package to make sure it
provides the best feedback possible. Now that the PARCC tests will be administered,
some districts may decide to rely on PARCC instead of the other assessments to
provide that feedback.

A Study Commission on Student Testing was formed in 2014 and charged with
reviewing and providing recommendations about the volume, frequency and impact of
student assessments occurring throughout New Jersey schoal districts, including those
administered for college admission, college credit and college pathways.

How long is the PARCC test?

The pencil-and-paper NJ ASK was given to students in grades 3-8, and the pencil-and-
paper HSPA exam was given to high school students in grade 11. The computer-based
PARCC will have multiple administrations and test more students and grade levels than
the previous assessments.

Testing time for the NJASK ranged from about five hours in grade 3, to about six hours
in grade 8. Schools administered the assessment over several days during one testing
period. The PARCC assessment will be administered during two separate testing
windows during the school year, around March and May. The estimated time for the
PARCC assessment — the time that at least half of students are expected to complete
the test — is 6.5 hours in grade 3, and 7.5 hours in grades 6-11. However, students who
need more time will be allowed as much as 9.75 hours in grade 3, to 11 hours in grades
6-11 in allotted time.

How does my child benefit from taking the PARCC tests?




PARCC tests are designed to more thoroughly measure students’ understanding of
English language arts and mathematics than previous tests did. An individual report will
be created for each student who takes the PARCC exam. That report will provide details
on how each student performed on specific test items, which will tell parents and school
officials about each student’s strengths and weaknesses, and whether he or she needs
any special assistance or class placement.

This is a critical issue for business and higher education. A full 70% of students entering
New Jersey's county colleges can't begin their college career unless they pay for
remediation classes to learn what they should have learned in high school. In addition,
many surveys repeatedly find that business leaders feel high school graduates are not
properly prepared for the workforce. The data from the PARCC assessments is
designed to help address these issues.

Is the technology of PARCC too complex for students?

Computer-based assessments are becoming common for today’s students. For
instance, the GED test is now computer-based and the SAT college-entrance exams
will also be computer-based. Some states have had all-electronic assessments for
years. In addition, districts have incorporated computer literacy into their curriculum.
Recognizing that some students or educators may not be comfortable with a computer-
based assessment, schools can offer tutorials to students so that they can become
familiar with the technology they will be using on the days of the exam.

Will PARCC sell personal information about students?

No. Protections are in place at both the state and federal levels, and through all
contracts and agreements, intended to prevent student-identifiable data from being
marketed or distributed. The selling of student data was never allowed under the
previous tests in New Jersey, and it is not allowed under the PARCC tests.

What is the state’s response to concerns about teaching to the test?

PARCC is designed for students to demonstrate their understanding of a concept, not
simply choosing a multiple-choice or a frue/false answer or reciting facts from
memorization, as was common under previous assessments. As such, teachers really
can't “teach to the test.” If students understand the concepts, they should do well on the
test.




Where do PARCC questions come from?

Many New Jersey educators joined hundreds of educators from around the country to
create, review and approve every test item. Each item was reviewed by no fewer than
30 educators prior to field test. Outcomes of the field test were then reviewed by 80
educators prior to inclusion on the operational tests. Educators will come together to
engage in both reviewing student responses and standard setting in the upcoming
months after the administration of PARCC. Unlike previous tests, many of these test
questions will be made available to educators after the exam for future use in classroom
instruction. For additional information, please see the figure below.
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Isn’t PARCC a “high stakes” test that stresses our children?

For students in New Jersey, passing PARCC isn't required to advance from one grade
to the next. It was not required with the former NJ ASK test, and it is not a requirement
of PARCC tests. However, local schools may use PARCC results as one of multiple
measures used in determining class placement, such as a gifted program. Parent




concerns about how a local district may be using the results to determine student
placement should be addressed with the local school board.

How will PARCC affect our students’ teachers?

For teachers, state law requires a portion of annual evaluations for only teachers of
mathematics and English language arts in the tested grades to be based on growth on
student assessments. This affects less than 20 percent of teachers. The portion of a
teacher’s evaluation based on growth on student assessments is being reduced to 10%
in 2014-15 — down from 30% the previous year — in recognition of the transition to the
new PARCC assessment.

Can my school handle the Internet bandwidth required for the test?

Early concerns at the local level about the appropriate Internet bandwidth required to
administer PARCC were put to rest as the result of an approach called “proctor
caching.” This term means schools have the ability to download the tests from the
Internet onto a single local server. Then, each student’s device will connect with the
designated school server. This approach effectively negates the need for extensive
broadband capabilities. According to field tests conducted in spring of 2014, proctor
caching can substantially reduce potential technology problems.

What if problems occur during testing?

Problems during testing happen each year for a variety of reasons. Every school and
school district has a test coordinator who is trained to respond to a variety of
irregularities that may transpire during test administration. Each irregularity will be
handled on a case-by-case basis by the local district, the state education department or
the testing vendor.

I've heard complaints that the schools had no time to prepare for PARCC. Was it
rushed?

The PARCC exam has been several years in the making. In 2007-08, the High School
Redesign Task Force called for changes that are now being implemented to move from
the HSPA graduation test in the 11" grade to end-of-course assessments in grades 9-
11. These changes were endorsed by the College and Career Readiness Task Force in




2012. In 2010, the New Jersey State Board of Education voluntarily adopted the
Common Core State Standards as New Jersey’s standards in English language arts
and mathematics which PARCC is designed to measure. New Jersey joined PARCC in
the spring of 2010. For two years the state tested portions of the PARCC assessments
with a limited number of students and in a limited number of schools, and in 2013 the
state conducted extensive field tests that included a majority of all schools and districts
in New Jersey.

How much is this new test costing our town?

There is no local cost involved in developing or scoring the PARCC exam. The state
pays for all PARCC exams. None of the costs for PARCC comes directly from the local
school budget.
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