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The Longitudinal Evaluation of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do we have to test MPCP students?

The testing requirements in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (MPCP) are the result of 2005 Act 125 passed by the state legislature and signed into law on March 10, 2006.  The new law also raises the cap on total participation in the MPCP to 22,500 students and requires that all schools participating in the MPCP obtain accreditation, among other changes.  

Act 125 outlines the two components of the required testing program: program accountability and program evaluation.  MPCP schools have vital responsibilities in both of these areas.

COMPONENT ONE: PROGRAM ACCOUNTABILITY

1.1 Who and what are we required to test for program accountability purposes?

Under the new law, all MPCP students in grades 4, 8, and 10 must be tested annually.  The test must cover reading, math, and science.

1.2 What test can we use?

Schools can use any nationally-normed standardized test.  Qualified tests would include the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, SAT 10, Terra Nova, or the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Exam (WKCE).

1.3 Who pays for the test?

The participating MPCP schools are expected to pay for the costs of purchasing and scoring the test that they choose to administer.

1.4 When should we test?

Schools that choose to administer the WKCE for accountability purposes need to test during the fall testing window of October 22nd through November 23rd .  Schools that choose to administer a national norm-referenced test can do so in the fall or spring.

1.5 What testing information do we need to provide to whom for program accountability?

Act 125 requires that, beginning in 2006, all MPCP schools forward to the School Choice Demonstration Project (SCDP) the individual level results of all standardized tests that it administers.  That means that if the school tests all students in grades 4, 8, and 10 – not just MPCP students – the scores for all those students must be provided to the SCDP.  Also, if a participating MPCP school administers standardized tests to students in grades besides 4, 8, and 10, the results of those tests must also be forwarded to the SCDP.  The basic requirements of Act 125 regarding testing are that participating schools must test all 4th, 8th, and 10th grade MPCP students annually, can test non-MPCP students and MPCP students in other grades, and must forward to the SCDP the individual-level results of any standardized testing that they conduct.

1.6 Why is testing information being provided to the SCDP?

Through Act 125, the state government of Wisconsin has ordered the SCDP to conduct a series of data collection, analysis, and reporting activities focused on evaluating the MPCP as a whole.  The data collection activities include collecting the test scores from all standardized testing conducted by participating MPCP schools and converting those scores into data that can be compared both with MPS test scores and over time.  The SCDP also is required to draw a representative sample of MPCP students and obtain test scores from them on the WKCE in order to make it easier to compare MPCP performance with MPS performance.  These comparisons and evaluations will be made very carefully, by an experienced team of school choice researchers.  Under the law, the data and results of the evaluations will be forwarded to the Legislative Audit Bureau for secondary analysis and review, and reported to the state legislature.

1.7 What specific testing information do we need to provide to the SCDP?

The SCDP evaluation team will need the following information about each student that MPCP schools test:

· At least two measures of the student’s scores in the three sections (reading, math, and science).  Scale scores are preferred, but Normal Curve Equivalents (NCEs) and National Percentile Ranks (NPRs) are also acceptable.  For example, a school might provide each student’s scale scores and NCEs in reading, math, and science.  Raw scores will not be useful to the evaluators.

· Basic information about the test that was administered and the student who produced the scores, including the name of the test, the date(s) of testing, if any special accommodations were made for the student, as well as the name, grade level, birthday and school attended by the student.  In many cases, all or most of this information will be on the individual student records that the testing company provides to schools upon scoring the tests.

1.8 In what form should we provide that information to the SCDP?

If your school receives the results of its testing program in electronic format, as a database, then we strongly prefer that you forward the information to us electronically.  If you receive the results in paper form, please make copies of the paper records and send them to us.

1.9 How should we transmit this information to the SCDP?

Because the testing information will include sensitive personal information about your students, you will need to take special precautions in providing us with the data.  One option is for you to arrange for SCDP personnel to pick up the testing information in person.  Once you have received and made a copy of your testing database or paper records, just call our University of Arkansas office and we will make arrangements for a member of our research staff to come by your office to obtain the information.  A second option is for you to ship the information to the University of Arkansas office of the SCDP using a secure method of shipping (e.g. Fedex, UPS, or registered U.S. Mail).

1.10 Will the names of students and schools be kept confidential?

Absolutely.  This information is being collected in order to evaluate the MPCP as a whole and to learn more about the effects of school choice programs like the MPCP.  No data will be reported at the individual level, and no names of participating individuals or schools will ever be reported to anyone outside of the SCDP research team.  This research is being overseen by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human Subjects Research at the University of Arkansas.  The IRB requires that the identity of all participants – individuals and schools – be kept strictly confidential in the conduct of academic research such as the MPCP longitudinal evaluation.  As a result of the study, the public will learn how well the choice program is performing, and perhaps how the program might be improved, but no one will be given any specific information about the students and schools in the MPCP.  The SCDP has strong safeguards in place to make sure that complete confidentiality is maintained throughout the study.     

COMPONENT TWO: PROGRAM EVALUATION

2.1 In addition to the testing for program accountability purposes, what else are private schools participating in the MPCP expected to do in support of the study?

The SCDP research team will need help from private schools in conducting the MPCP impact study that is called for in the law, based on the representative sample of MPCP students.  Last fall we drew a representative sample of approximately 2,500 MPCP students in grades 3-8 and the entire census of MPCP 9th graders.  This October we will draw an additional representative sample of 500 3rd graders. All panel students will be administered the same tests taken by their respective public school peers (e.g. the WKCE-CRT in grades 3-8 and 10 and the Milwaukee Benchmark Assessment in grade 9).  The testing of the “MPCP Panel” will take place sometime between October 22nd and November 23rd to coincide with MPS testing.  We will follow this subgroup of MPCP students for another four years, re-testing them annually and surveying them and their parents about their educational experiences.  The research team will handle all of the survey activities, but we will need help from the MPCP schools in testing the MPCP panel.  We will notify schools early this fall regarding which of their MPCP students have been selected for the MPCP panel, and then work with the schools to arrange for the administration of the WKCE-CRT and the Benchmark Assessment to panel students during the fall testing window.  

2.2 Who will administer the WKCE-CRT to the students on the MPCP panel and how will they do it?

We prefer that the WKCE-CRT be administered to students on the MPCP panel in their own school by school personnel.  Such testing conditions would best replicate how MPS students are tested and therefore would facilitate a proper comparison between the performance of MPCP and MPS students.  The research team will purchase these tests and pay for their scoring.  We also will provide training on WKCE test administration to the school personnel assigned the responsibility for conducting the testing (training is not necessary for the Milwaukee Benchmark Assessment).  Since it is highly unlikely that the MPCP panel will include all 3-10 grade students in a particular school, or even all such MPCP students in a particular school, we recommend that the testing of the MPCP panel students be conducted on a “pull out” basis in order to minimize disruption of the school schedule, and be conducted over several days so that students are not spending an entire day away from their classmates and the curriculum.  

Since the entire census of MPCP 9th graders was selected to participate in the panel last fall, schools should expect that close to all of their MPCP 10th graders will be on the panel this year.  If a school has a few 10th graders that were not part of the panel last year, but does not wish to exclude those students from testing this year, we will provide materials to test all 10th graders.  

Schools that lack the personnel resources to conduct the testing themselves should contact the Westat representative on the SCDP to request assistance.  SCDP staff will be available throughout the testing period to provide advice, support, and quality control over the test administrations.  As soon as the testing of the MPCP panelists at a particular school is complete, administrators should contact Westat and a staff member will come by to pick up the testing materials for processing.    

2.3 Why are there two testing requirements instead of one?  Can the two requirements be satisfied by a single testing program?

There are two testing requirements as a result of Act 125 because one is appropriate for program accountability purposes and the other is appropriate for program evaluation purposes.  Participating schools are required to test all of their MPCP students in grades 4, 8, and 10 using the qualified test they choose in order to generate program-wide information about how well MPCP students are doing.  That information could not serve as the foundation for a reliable study of the effects of the MPCP program on student outcomes because the sample is limited to a few grades and the students will be assessed using a variety of tests.  In order to determine if the MPCP program itself is improving student outcomes, we need to follow a representative panel of MPCP students and assess their performance using the same test that comparable MPS students take – the WKCE-CRT.  In specific schools, the group of students that take the tests, and the specific tests that are administered, will likely differ for purposes of accountability (all 4th, 8th, and 10th MPCP students on school-selected test) and evaluation (a sample of 3rd-10th MPCP students on the MPS test).  The two testing programs will only perfectly overlap at a particular school if both of the following conditions hold:
· All MPCP students in grades 3-8 (if elementary) or 9 and 10 (if high school) are tested in reading, math, and science in the fall of every year;

· The school administers the public school test (WKCE-CRT if grades 3-8 and 10, Milwaukee Benchmark Assessment if grade 9) as its school-selected test.

Under those conditions, the school could simply provide the SCDP with a copy of the results of its annual testing program and the school’s testing requirements under Act 125 would be completely satisfied.  Some participating MPCP schools might administer the WKCE-CRT as their annual student test, but not necessarily to the students in all of the grades 3-8.  If that is the case, we will accept the test scores of the students that were tested and make arrangements with the school to test any students in the MPCP panel attending that school that were not tested.  Thus, for private schools that administer the WKCE-CRT, there will be overlap between the two testing programs but the overlap might not be complete.     

2.4 What testing accommodations should we provide for students with special needs?

We urge test administrators to provide appropriate testing accommodations based on the type and severity of special needs that students may have.  In the public schools, such accommodations are detailed in a students Individualized Education Plan (IEP).  Although IEPs are not usually used by private schools, if a specific is known to have or to have had an IEP that specified testing accommodations, then those accommodations should be followed for purposes of MPCP testing to the extent possible.  In most cases, MPCP students with disabilities or language challenges that affect their ability to take tests will not have IEPs as a guide.  In those cases, school personnel must do the following:

· Notify Westat regarding who will be accommodated, how, and why;

· Document all accommodations on a sheet sent to the test scoring company along with the testing materials (Westat will provide one if the testing company does not);

· Administer the same set of accommodations to the same students each year that they are tested.

The state of Wisconsin administers alternate assessments to students with disabilities (the WAA-SwD) and for English language learners (WAA-ELL) in the same subjects by grade as the WKCE-CRT.  Westat will have copies of those alternative assessments available for testing purposes and will train test administrators on how to use them.

CONTACT INFORMATION

What if we have additional questions regarding the testing requirements under Act 125?

For questions regarding what participating MPCP schools are required to do under the new law, please contact the Department of Public Instruction:

Tricia Collins:

608-266-2853 or toll free 1-888-245-2732, ext 3 then 3

Lisa Geraghty:

608-266-0523 or toll free 1-888-245-2732, ext 3 then 5

For questions regarding the specific process of transferring the results of your school’s regular testing program to the School Choice Demonstration Project, please contact the University of Arkansas:

Laura Jensen:

479-575-6345

For questions regarding the specific process for testing students on the MPCP panel, please contact Westat:

Laura Collins:

301-610-5573
Sabria Hardy:

301-610-5513
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