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Purpose  
The purposes of this document are to 

1. provide an executive summary of the Massachusetts English Proficiency Assessment 
(MEPA) reading and writing online test administrations in the springs of 2009–2011, 
including technology capacity in schools, logistics management, the student testing 
experience, test security, training school staff, communication with schools, and 
incentives for testing online; 

2. briefly offer suggestions and recommendations for the future. 
 
Background 
The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (the Department) began voluntary 
online MEPA testing in 2010 for students in grades 3-12 who are English language learners 
(ELLs). One purpose of online MEPA testing was to explore and consider the feasibility of 
online academic testing for all students in Massachusetts in the near future. The MEPA was 
selected to explore online testing because only a small subset of students in grades 3-12 would be 
tested and because of the relatively low stakes associated with the statewide English proficiency 
tests. We were aware that many schools lacked the technology infrastructure necessary to 
adequately and appropriately support online assessment, and had already determined that it 
would be good practice to pilot online testing with a smaller group of students (i.e., ELLs) in a 
relatively small number of schools with sufficient technology to support online testing. 
Participation in online MEPA testing was voluntary, and only schools with a relatively high 
incidence of ELL students were invited to participate in the first two years. 
 
The Department’s experiences with online MEPA testing in 2010 and 2011, and during an eleven-
school pilot test in 2009, may assist in gauging the feasibility of expanding online testing to all 
students as part of the state’s involvement in the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers (PARCC), a consortium of states developing the next generation of tests that 
are projected to be delivered online in 2014–2015. Based on user surveys, school observations, 
calls by schools to the technology service center, and reviews of the Measured Progress online 
iTest system by Department staff, this summary identifies several issues, challenges, and lessons 
that will require attention before full implementation of online testing. 
 
Participation in online MEPA testing was voluntary and by invitation only. Among districts 
invited to participate (i.e., 30 districts with 200 or more ELL students in spring 2010, and 60 
districts with 75 or more in spring 2011), relatively few schools were willing or able to participate 
for a variety of reasons discussed later in this paper. Only 100 of 513 invited schools tested ELL 
students in one or more grade-spans online in 2010, and only 143 of 689 invited schools 
participated in 2011. Participation by the state’s largest districts, in particular, was also relatively 
low in 2011: 

 
• In Boston, 13 of 130 schools with ELLs (754 of 16,955 ELL students) participated online. 
• In Worcester, 3 of 46 schools with ELLs (345 of 7,689 ELL students) participated online. 
• In Springfield, 7 of 45 schools with ELLs (242 of 3,552 ELL students) participated online.  
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Technology Capacity in Schools 
Initially, it was important to establish that the technology capacity of the invited schools met 
minimum standards in order to guarantee a smooth, uninterrupted online test administration and 
an adequate student-to-computer ratio. The minimum technology specifications for the online 
MEPA tests (available at http://www.doe.mass.edu/mcas/testadmin/workshop/mepa_online.pdf), 
however, limited the number of schools able to participate, even though each school would be 
testing only a portion of its students (i.e., ELLs). Internet connectivity, bandwidth, currency of 
operating systems, a sufficient number of computers, adequate and appropriately configured space 
for administering tests online, and the availability of school and district technology staff and 
resources varied greatly among schools and districts, with 57 percent of survey respondents in 
invited districts citing inadequate technology as the primary reason their schools elected not to 
participate. An additional 12 percent cited a lack of technology support staff as the reason. In 
schools where technology standards were adequate, however, the overall online testing experience 
was positive and successful. Capacity would have been deemed inadequate in many more schools 
had all students in a building been required to take online tests. 
 
Several ESE staff visited the Virginia Department of Education last year to discuss with technology 
and assessment staff the steps taken to prepare schools to participate in online testing. Beginning in 
2000, Virginia made a multi-year commitment to improve technology in schools through a 
curriculum and assessment technology plan, bond initiative, and subsequent legislation requiring 
the state to prepare for and adopt universal online testing.1 Considering similar initiatives in 
Massachusetts may be the only way for our schools to move successfully in this direction within 
the 2014-2015 time frame in which PARCC online tests are scheduled for delivery. 
 
Logistics in Schools 
In the weeks prior to online testing, the logistics at participating schools challenged some staff. 
ELL students were required to view a video tutorial, take practice tests, and to be scheduled for 
each of four test sessions (two each in reading and writing) in computer labs with limited 
numbers of computers. In addition to scheduling students to take the online tests, school staff 
also needed to add and remove student demographic data, add test administrator data, and train 
other school staff in using the online system. Many schools rescheduled non-tested students who 
would have used the computer labs for routine classwork and were displaced by testing. In high-
incidence ELL districts, deployment of staff to conduct almost continual testing for a stream of 
students cycling through computer labs and libraries caused additional disruption, since these 
individuals were not available for their regular school duties. 
 
Duration of Testing Window 
Schools offering online MEPA tests were given a total of ten days to conduct testing in spring 
2011, compared with six days for schools administering paper-pencil MEPA tests. Nevertheless, 
many user surveys indicated that even these four extra days were insufficient for schools to cycle 
their students through limited computer stations. A school in Chelsea, for example, tested 130 
students in a single computer lab with 30 computers on ten successive days, causing 
administrators and staff to question whether the process would be sustainable the following year. 

                                                 
1 Virginia has made a total of $524,772,000 available to districts between school years 2000–2001 and 2008–2009 
(almost $60 million per year) through its Web-Based Standards of Learning (SOL) Technology Initiative to upgrade 
technical infrastructure, improve student-to-computer ratio, and achieve readiness for online testing. Although some 
districts still administer some paper/pencil tests, all have participated in statewide online testing since fall 2005. 
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An administrator in another district in which all ELL students in grades 3-12 participated online 
in 21 schools estimated she would need about 3−4 weeks (15−20 school days) to conduct the 
online tests adequately and efficiently. In several schools, the limited availability of computers 
and related resources meant that online testing prevented other use of resources by non-tested 
students, a serious concern for schools and teachers seeking to maximize the instructional 
potential of the available technology. Survey comments suggest a need to shift our current focus 
on testing students in as little time as possible to a more flexible approach that expands the time 
available for online testing and is less disruptive of instruction. The 2012 online MEPA testing 
schedule will be expanded to 15 school days (3 weeks) to accommodate and encourage 
participation, although at the state level, we also acknowledge the challenge of maintaining test 
security over a longer period of time during which students will be tested. 
 
Students’ Prior Computer Experience 
Some schools reported that students in grades 3 and 4 had difficulty participating in online 
testing because of their rudimentary keyboarding skills. Although test administrators generally 
reported that students enjoyed online testing and preferred it overall to paper-and-pencil testing, 
many newly-arrived ELL students in lower grades and students with disabilities may lack the 
requisite computer skills and experience, calling into question their ability to participate in online 
testing. However, our literature reviews have suggested that viewing video tutorials and taking 
practice tests mitigate these conditions in many cases, though they do not compensate for a lack 
of sustained exposure to computer-based experiences prior to testing. 
 
Need to Maintain a Dual-Test System 
Online testing has been promoted, among other reasons, as a way to save the costs associated 
with printing, distributing, and scanning paper-based tests. For this reason, the initial intent had 
been to require all ELL students in one or more grade spans in a school to participate in online 
testing in order to reduce the need for paper-based tests for that grade span. While the costs of 
testing may be significantly reduced with the advent of online testing, we conclude, based on two 
years of online MEPA testing, that a paper-and-pencil test option will be necessary for about 5–
10 percent of ELL students who are unable to test online because of a disability, lack of 
keyboarding skills, or unfamiliarity with a computer. There would likely be a delay in realizing 
the anticipated cost reductions associated with online testing due to the need to maintain a dual-
test system in most schools. 
 
Emerging accessibility standards for embedding accommodations into online tests 
While lack of keyboarding skills may limit online participation by some students with 
disabilities, promising research is well underway on embedding accommodations in online tests 
with new interoperability protocols that will make accommodations available to any student who 
needs them, regardless of which test vendor or computer system provides the online test. This 
suggests that computer-based assessments, like those under development for PARCC, will soon 
incorporate a broader range of supports than currently exists even with paper-and-pencil tests, 
providing even greater opportunities for equitable participation by students with disabilities. 
Embedded tools, supports, and accommodations may include, for example, standardized audio 
(read-aloud) presentation of the test; click-and-drag tools for math and science; conversion of 
text to Braille; and a range of font styles, sizes, and screen background colors tailored to the 
needs of each student. 
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Test Security 
The close proximity of computers in school-based labs, and the communal nature of many 
computer-based instructional activities in schools, elicited security concerns during statewide 
assessments because students’ responses must be shielded from the view of other students at  
neighboring computers.2 The level of concern during spring 2010 testing was such that in 2011, the 
Department made available to participating schools commercially-manufactured cardboard 
“security carrels” to encircle each computer and block the peripheral view of adjacent students. 
Carrels appeared to be an effective physical deterrent to students who might have been tempted to 
look at the screen of a neighboring student’s computer, and the set-up of the carrels delivered an 
unmistakable message to students about expectations for appropriate test-taking etiquette. The 
purchase and shipment of nearly 3,000 security carrels to schools in spring 2011, however, at a cost 
of almost $17,000, suggests that if online testing expands to include more students, even this low-
tech and relatively inexpensive solution to the test security issue will come at an additional price. 
The photograph below shows students using the cardboard carrels during computer-based testing. 
 

Figure 1. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Students taking online tests using cardboard security carrels  
 
Training of School Staff 
In 2010 and 2011, training workshops were offered through a combination of methods and venues, 
including face-to-face sessions in school computer labs and in one hotel, and via Web-based training 
(i.e., webinars). As the number of participating schools increases, an efficient, low-cost system for 
training school staff must be identified, with flexibility in the types and intensity of training offered 
to meet the varying needs of staff. Those with prior online testing experience will require less 
intensive training than staff with no previous experience, suggesting the need for a two-tiered 
training system. A combination of face-to-face and online training is recommended for first-time 
online test administrators, while remote (i.e., Web-based) training will likely be sufficient for 
experienced school staff. A model that trains school staff to provide training to others within their 
school or district would be an efficient alternative to providing direct training for all users. 
 
 

                                                 
2 We learned, for example, that although cheating may occur during paper-and-pencil testing when students sit in 
close side-by-side proximity, in a computer lab students often sit in rows at computer stations that face in the same 
direction. For this reason, it is possible for a student to view three additional screens in the row in front of him or 
her. Neighboring screens can also be viewed quite easily, even when the student has no intention of looking at 
another student’s work. 
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Communicating with Schools 
During the fall and early winter prior to online testing, ESE contacted principals and technology 
coordinators at participating schools by mail and email on at least three occasions to notify them of 
the need to verify their technology capacity, register staff for training, and remind them to survey 
participants after testing was completed. Establishing and maintaining contact with a very small 
number of schools was problematic because their contact information in ESE School Profiles is not 
regularly updated by the schools. This resulted in missed communications at crucial points when the 
Department attempted to provide important resources and information. Our experience suggests the 
need to check in with schools periodically, either by phone, fax, or other method, to verify their 
receipt of important information or require verification that they have received and read 
communications from the Department. This approach could have prevented miscommunication with 
a small number of schools that resulted in their withdrawal from online testing just prior to test 
administration. 
 
Immediate Results as an Incentive to Test Online 
The perception existed among some schools that they would benefit from the immediate receipt of 
MEPA test results upon completion of online testing, without realizing that accelerated reporting 
applies only to online multiple-choice tests and some online tests administered locally for diagnostic 
purposes. In the future, emerging technologies may permit the automated scoring of constructed 
responses and yield more rapid turnaround of results, but meanwhile, effective and clear 
communication regarding this expectation during school recruitment should diminish any 
misunderstanding or anticipation of this benefit. 
 
Conclusion 
Our MEPA pilot represented a first stage in moving to computer-based testing (CBT); i.e., moving 
the current paper-and-pencil test online, while maintaining as high a level of comparability as 
possible between both formats. However, we also appreciate that to obtain the full value of 
transitioning to online testing, we will also want to introduce innovative item types that are better 
supported by this technology and that are beyond the reach of paper-based testing. The additional 
value derived from this next stage of development will likely make CBT even more exciting and 
compelling and provide additional value to the teaching and learning experience. 
 
Online testing has taken root in Massachusetts through the voluntary participation of a number of 
schools and districts with ELL students, and sent a message that computer-based testing for all 
students is at least on the horizon, if not imminent. The experience has sharpened our understanding 
of the critical issues that must be considered and addressed before embarking on universal online 
testing. The early adopters were enthusiastic about the opportunity to “get in at the ground level” and 
provide important feedback to assist in developing and improving the system. For many schools, 
however, it is likely that the state would need to provide a definitive statement regarding required 
participation by a specific date in order for them to prepare and obtain the necessary support for 
actual implementation. The vast majority of schools may take longer to embrace online testing, 
though some may elect to participate in the next few years as they understand that the system has 
worked efficiently in schools over the past two years. The relative success of the system, and the 
enhancements made as a result of user feedback will in all likelihood signify an increase in voluntary 
participation in successive years, perhaps meeting a goal of 30 percent of ELL students taking online 
English proficiency tests by 2013, doubling the percentage participating in 2011. Our research 
strongly suggests a need for our state to continue to offer opportunities and incentives for schools to 
participate voluntarily in online testing, as it prepares to launch a large-scale computer-based 
assessment initiative in several years.   


