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The Oregon Department of Education and its testing contractor, American Institutes for Research, recently released revised test scores for the students taking the English Language Proficiency Assessment (ELPA).  As many of you know, starting in 2010 the ELPA was delivered using the same online testing platform as the Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills Online (OAKS Online).  

The OAKS Online platform provided some new features that made the test more accessible for students.  To assist students with the various types of questions encountered on the ELPA, there are tutorials students can invoke for audio/visual guidance.  In the ELPA Speaking portion, which students now take as a completely separate test, students are able to listen to their own recorded responses and re-record them if they wish.  In addition, the testing system allows students to review and revise their writing responses before submitting the test for scoring. We believe that these enhancements have improved the testing experience for the students, and allow the ELPA to provide better measures of students’ English proficiency.
One possible consequence of the usability improvements - in particular the improvements made to the constructed response portions of the test in writing and speaking - is that some items may have become easier.   In response to the Department’s request to investigate ELPA score shifts from previous years, our statisticians recommended that test items that were affected by the change in the system be re-analyzed.  This analysis, called calibration, estimates each item’s difficulty relative to other items on the test. Using the items that were not affected by the changes to anchor the analysis, our team re-estimated the difficulty of the changed items. This analysis indicated that the constructed response items in writing and speaking indeed had become easier. These items were no longer comparable to the same versions used in past years.  This led to the Department’s decision to adjust students’ scores.
Of the 564 items in the ELPA item pool, 447 objectively scored items in reading, listening and writing were used to anchor the test to the prior year’s scale. The remaining 117 open-ended items in writing and speaking were recalibrated to adjust for improvements in the ways students could respond to the prompts. Thus, nearly 80 percent of the ELPA items were not adjusted, but used to place the remaining 20 percent of the items on the ELPA scale. 
As many in Oregon are aware, the scale scores are statistical estimates based on Item Response Theory (IRT).  Under this analytical approach, the difficulty of each item and the proficiency of each student are measured on the same scale.  Ideally, only factors related to the trait being measured has a systematic effect on item difficulty.  In the real world, however, difficulty is estimated based on the proportion of students who get the item right, and the relative proficiencies of the students.  When we enabled students to review their responses, we removed one obstacle to getting items right, and more students performed well on the items.  In this case, the lowering of the apparent difficulty of the items resulted from removing a barrier that is not really related to what a student knows and can do. In other words, it provides better measurement. 
Item difficulty and student proficiency appear on the same scale. If a student has more proficiency than required by the item, we expect the student to get the item correct.  Because the older difficulty estimates overstated how difficult an item is, using them to estimate student scores overstated the student’s proficiency.  As a result of changes in the test delivery system, new difficulty estimates were required to maintain unbiased scores. 
The revised scores recently released reflect these new difficulty estimates for the items affected by the system change.  We recognize that this is inconvenient for educators, students, and teachers; however, the new estimates provide an accurate gauge of what students know and can do.  AIR and ODE thank you for your patience and understanding during this transition as we continue to improve the testing experiences of our students.
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