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Introduction

Rigorous. Inspiring. Exciting. Challenging. Whatever one’s day-to-day viewpoint, the new Common 
Core State Standards (CCSS) provide a framework for 21st century education that affects both teachers 
and classroom learners. States who’ve adopted the Common Core find themselves working hard with 
administrators, teachers, and students to prepare for this transition to more rigorous and meaningful 
standards. 

Changing standards shifts definitions of proficiency, however. More than ever, educators must 
understand:

 l what information the new accountability assessments will provide 

 l the nature of the proposed assessments and related tools

Because the Smarter Balanced test is both new and assesses more stringent standards, most states 
anticipate the first few years of implementation will show a drop in the number of students rated 
proficient. In a 2013 interview with the New York Daily News, city and state education officials 
predicted a 30% decrease in scores for city students in grades 3 to 8, with Schools Chancellor Dennis 
Walcott stating the “possibility exists” that a majority of students in some city districts could score 
below proficient. 

Rather than stakeholders seeing this change as a signal that more rigorous measures are in place, however, 
lower scores and decreased proficiency rates threaten to undermine the standards’ perceived success. 

By pairing your Smarter Balanced summative assessment(s) with Common Core Measures of Academic 
Progress® (Common Core MAP® and MAP for Primary Grades) you can identify instructional needs 
and provide a more rounded view of student achievement and growth—even if you experience 
proficiency level drops.

During and after your transition to CCSS, you’ll find Common Core MAP will continue to provide what 
you need: useful, instructionally relevant, and reliable data. Teachers and education researchers 
created NWEA™ nearly 40 years ago. Today, we continue to be advocates for computer adaptive 
interim assessments—ideally given in fall, winter, and spring—with a mature, stable scale that 
measures not only on- or off-grade proficiency, but growth over time. 

“What Common Core MAP gave us is a new set of results tied to the Common Core that 
we hadn’t had in the past. It allowed us to see where our instructional holes were. We 
knew that there would be some, as we saw the standards shifting from one grade to 
the next, but this was a very reliable way to be able to pinpoint exactly where standards 
were falling with our kids in their instructional level and then make the plans necessary 
to make those gaps go away. 

“Teachers aren’t going to see any difference in the actual test administration from state-
aligned MAP to Common Core MAP.”

— Common Core MAP user Greg Schultz, Kentucky, of the transition from state-aligned    
MAP to Common Core MAP

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/students-test-scores-expected-drop-30-article-1.1314516#ixzz2W17pry2u
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Advantages of Interim Assessments

A balanced model of state assessments includes interim assessments, which have three primary 
purposes and responsibilities.

         1.   They should provide information to help educators guide instruction for all students in a  
   manner that supports growth and achievement.

         2.   They should project performance on the state assessment in order to help educators  
    identify students who may need intervention to meet standards. 

         3.   They should provide educators and parents with an accurate measure of the student’s  
    growth over time.

When properly implemented, interim assessments serve as a time-efficient means of measuring 
student progress within a general subject area. A typical interim test design:

 l  includes 30 to 50 items

 l  takes the average student roughly an hour to complete

 l  produces both a relatively accurate estimate of student performance in a discipline and  
        an estimate of performance in the primary standards within that discipline

In general, interim assessments have the potential to provide information that is useful to planning 
instruction for individual students or groups.

 

“The basic argument for interim assessments is actually quite compelling: let’s fix our 
students’ learning problems during the year, rather than waiting for high-stakes state tests 
to make summative judgments on us all at the end of the year, because interim assessments 
can be aggregated and have external referents (projection to standards, norms, scales).”

 —  Marshall (2006)   
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NWEA K – 12 Interim Assessments

MAP assessment design continues to earn educators’ confidence for many reasons, but it all starts with 
a well-documented, respected, and established theory of measurement called Item Response Theory 
(IRT). Under IRT, the difficulty of test questions and student’s achievement level can be measured using 
the same scale. The MAP RIT scale—stable for more than two decades—offers you valid, reliable, and 
consistent data about every student’s achievement and growth as they adjust to the new Common Core 
standards. Short for Rasch UnIT, our RIT scale remains consistent across states regardless of adopted 
standards, and enables us to provide you with high-value comparative data within and across states as 
they implement CCSS.

OVERVIEW OF COMMON CORE MAP AND MAP FOR PRIMARY GRADES (MPG)

Suggested test schedule: Fall, winter, and spring; tests last 60 minutes or less. 

The National Center on Response to Intervention (NCRTI) recognizes MAP (Grades 3 – 12) and MPG (K – 2) 
as universal screening tools. 

 
l Provide key measures of longitudinal student growth independent of grade level. 

 
l Offer ability to assess students at all grade levels with appropriate levels of challenge  

      that neither bore nor overwhelm.

 
l Provide normative data, including growth norms, to compare and predict performance.

 
l Include predictions of both college readiness and performance on current state-level  

      summative assessments; would predict performance on CCSS assessments once    
      assessment development finalizes.

 
l MAP only: Offers growth and achievement information that helps pinpoint student   

      learning levels and need for intervention or enrichment; aligns to Common Core as well  
      as K – 2 MPG data. Offers option to create virtual comparison groups to examine   
      specific “apples to apples” cohorts of students across the U.S.. Urban districts, for   
      example, may want to compare their students’ growth to that of other similar districts  
      nationwide matching demographic data.

 
l MPG only: Offers early learning growth and achievement information that helps    

      pinpoint student learning levels and need for early intervention or enrichment; aligns to  
      the Common Core as well as grade 3 – 12 MAP data.

 
l Give focused instructional guidance that permits differentiated instruction for students  

      at, above, or below grade-level.

 
l Support use of data-informed instructional practices (via professional learning   

      communities or other types of professional development).
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Spotlight: Early Learning (K – 2)

The National Education Goals Panel (NEGP), National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC), National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education 
(NAECS/SDE), Division for Early Childhood (DEC), and National Research Council (NRC) all support 
developmentally appropriate early childhood assessments. 

Collectively, the above organizations recommend assessments for pre-kindergarten through age 8 children be:

 l multi-method in nature

 l purposeful 

 l instructionally aligned

 
l beneficial 

Again and again, early childhood researchers find children’s experiences from birth to 5 affect their 
academic, cognitive, social, and emotional foundations for years to come. Hart & Risley (1995) note that 
language experience before age 3 is an excellent predictor of reading ability in third grade. Tarlov (2004) 
states kindergarten readiness plus a positive start in school create a cascading series of positive events 
that carry through to adulthood. Without quality practices to gauge development, however, providing 
children with appropriate intervention or enrichment is a challenge.

As of June 15, 2013, Smarter Balanced has no plans to offer interim or summative assessments for the 
early grades. During the critical kindergarten and early primary years, use Common Core MAP for 
Primary Grades K – 2 interim assessments to help students at, above, and below grade-level learn 
and grow. MPG provides valid, reliable, real-time growth data that enables educators to quickly and 
precisely target instructional next steps for individual students, skill-based groups, and entire classrooms. 
Growth and norms data permits you to evaluate student achievement independent of grade, over time, 
and in relation to K – 2 students across the U.S. As MPG data aligns to grade 3 – 12 MAP data, you can 
seamlessly track growth across your entire population of K – 12 students.

WHY GROWTH NORMS MATTER

Q:  If a student’s test scores grow by 10 scale points, how can I tell whether that’s exceptional growth? 

A:  You can’t, unless your assessment offers growth norms. Growth norms give context to an individual 
student’s growth—and projected growth—by permitting one to compare and contrast a student’s scores 
with his or her peer group. Only by having norms data would you be able to determine, for example, 
that your student’s peers grew by an average of 15 scale points; in this example, your student actually lost 
academic ground. 

As with our state-aligned MAP assessments, growth norms are an integral part of Common Core MAP 
and MPG. 
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What to Know About Smarter Balanced Assessments

OVERVIEW OF SMARTER BALANCED GRADES 3 – 12 SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT

Use: End of school year

The Smarter Balanced summative assessment is expected to meet federal and state accountability 
requirements and appropriately measure grade-level proficiency. The estimated completion time for 
the average student is 5 hours. 

 l Part 1: Computer Adaptive Test

  l Assesses the full range of Common Core in English language arts/literacy and   
     mathematics for students in grades 3-8 and 11. 

  l Measures current student achievement and growth across time, showing progress   
      toward college and career readiness.

  l Includes a variety of question types: selected response, short constructed response,  
      extended constructed response, technology enhanced.

 l Part 2: Performance Tasks

  l Extended projects demonstrate real-world writing and analytical skills

  l May include online research, group projects, presentations

  l Require 1 to 2 class periods to complete

  l Included in both English language arts/literacy and mathematics assessments 

  l Applicable in all grades being assessed

  l Evaluated by teachers using consistent scoring rubrics

KEY GAPS (SUMMATIVE/END-OF-YEAR):

         1.   Lacks the ability to inform school-year instruction as summative tests are not designed to   
   measure interim student growth.

         2.   Fails to link to earlier state or state-approved assessments or provide multi-year growth and  
    proficiency data until such data is available. 

         3.   Limits educators to assessing student understanding of on-grade Common Core standards;   
    won’t provide information about students who are above or below grade level. 

         4.   Fails to permit comparisons between old scores and new scores (educators will have    
                no ability to evaluate the effectiveness of instructional programs used in the buildup         
    to Smarter Balanced assessments). 

         5.   Fails to track student performance under CCSS until 2015/16 or later. 

         6.   Lacks an early learning component, leaving educators without warning or information   
    related to K – 2 students’ progress on the new Common Standards.  
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SOLUTION:  Bridge between old and new standards by pairing grade-independent, growth-focused 
Common Core MAP/MPG interim assessments with your Smarter Balanced summative assessment. 
MAP and MPG give you a more complete picture of student achievement and growth. You’ll find 
Common Core MAP assessment data especially relevant during Year 1 of your Smarter Balanced 
Summative Assessment use, as this is when Smarter Balanced will be establishing proficiency 
benchmarks and cut scores. Receive key instructional insights into all student populations, including 
high- and low-performing students, special needs students, and early learners. 

OVERVIEW OF SMARTER BALANCED GRADES 3 – 12 OPTIONAL PLANNED INTERIM AND 
FORMATIVE ASSESSMENTS

The exact nature and role of Smarter Balanced interim assessments and resources remains unclear. 
The planned optional interim assessment items would be available to teachers so that they could 
develop their own assessments. Teachers will have access to student responses. Currently, Smarter 
Balanced is developing interim assessment items for field testing; projected calibration for these 
items is Summer 2015 or later. Developing norms, completing the standard setting, and defining 
proficiency levels will take an estimated two or more years.

(Planned) Optional Summative Assessment Clone for Interim Use

Suggested test schedule: Multiple times during the year

 l  Would provide a score on the same new scale as the summative assessment, but will   
        initially lack growth norms. 

 l  Assesses on-grade standards only, beginning at Grade 3 (if an exact mirror of Summative   
        Assessment, estimated student completion time is 5 hours).

(Planned) Optional Teacher-Built Interim Test

 l  Would offer teachers the ability to build testlets using a small, open/non-secure item bank. 

 l  Would permit assessment of smaller sets of standards.

 l  Would be able to be administered multiple times.

(Planned) Optional Formative Assessment Library

 l  Would provide a digital library of formative assessment tools and professional    
        development resources.

 l  Would be accessible to all teachers with online capabilities. 

 l  Would use information from Smarter Balanced assessment system to help tailor    
        instruction to student needs.

NOTE: As the Smarter Balanced Summative, Summative Clone for Interim Use, and Teacher-Built 
Interim tests assess for on-grade standards only, ability of instructional resources to address needs of 
high- or low-performing students remains unclear at this time.
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KEY GAPS (SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT CLONE FOR INTERIM USE):

         1.   Fails to link to earlier state or state-approved interim or summative assessments.

         2.   Provides a scale without growth norms, creating an incomplete picture of student growth.

         3.   Lacks information about students with below or above grade-level performance, leaving   
    them without much-needed support for their learning growth. 

         4.   Serves as a practice test to help get students comfortable with test question types, but lacks  
    ability to help educators guide instruction for all students in a manner that supports growth  
    and achievement.

         5.   Creates an unstable scale should interim bank items be exposed to teachers as proposed.

         6.   Lacks an early learning component, leaving educators without warning or information   
    related to K – 2 students’ progress on the new Common Standards.  

KEY GAPS (TEACHER-BUILT INTERIM TEST)

         1.   Fails to take into consideration that most teachers do not have the psychometric training       
               and content expertise to craft a valid interim assessment that adequately covers the           
               standards via a broad Depth of Knowledge. 

         2.   Fails to link to earlier state or state-approved interim or summative assessments.

         3.   Fails to provide measures of student growth; also lacks longitudinal growth scale (meaning       
                no longitudinal history of or for students).

         4.   Lacks information about students with below or above grade-level performance, leaving   
                them without much-needed support for their learning growth. 

         5.   Fails to offer the ability to measure student effort in aid of assuring test validity.

         6.   Lacks on-site, regional, or online professional development to help teachers use data to     
                inform instruction.

         7.    Places the scale’s stability in question by exposing test items and student responses to teachers.

         8.   Lacks ability to create virtual comparison groups to examine specific “apples to apples”   
                cohorts of students across the U.S.

         9.   Lacks a proven ability to implement and support large-scale assessments.

         10.  Lacks an early learning component, leaving educators without warning or information       
                related to K – 2 students’ progress on the new Common Standards.  

SOLUTION: Use MAP/MPG K – 12 interim assessments to provide valid, reliable, real-time growth 
data that enables educators to quickly and precisely target instructional next steps for individual 
students, skill-based groups, and entire classrooms. Growth and norms data permit you to evaluate 
student achievement independent of grade, over time, and in relation to students across the U.S.
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Smarter Balanced Interim, Teacher-Built Assessment* vs. NWEA Interim 
Assessments Common Core MAP and MAP for Primary Grades (MPG)

 

Smarter Balanced Interim, Teacher-Built Assessment* vs. NWEA Interim Assessments 
Common Core MAP and MAP for Primary Grades (MPG)  
 

 
Product Feature 

 
*Information based on documents publicly available as of June 15, 2013 

SMARTER BALANCED 
Teacher-Built Interim* 

 
(Grades 3  ̶  12)  

NWEA  
MAP/MPG Interim 

 
(Grades K  ̶  12) 

Ability to serve as a transition between CCSS and prior state 
standards for consistent growth measures 

No Yes 

Proven, stable scale to measure student growth New scale planned for 
2014/15 

Yes 

Capable of measuring student growth for students performing 
at, above, or below grade level 

No Yes 

Predicting college readiness No Yes 
Early learning assessments to measure student growth and 
progress for Grades K-2 

No Yes 

Reliable information for teachers based on assessment results 
that informs the best instructional path for each student 

Not clear at this time Yes 

Computer adaptive with secure item selection scripts and 
items, enabling high precision of growth measurement 

No Yes 

Proven ability to implement and support large scale 
assessments 

No Yes 

On-site, regional, or online professional development to help 
teachers use data to inform instruction 

No Yes 

Growth research database with longitudinal data to support 
research 

No Yes 

Normative studies for prediction and comparison of student 
growth 

No Yes 

Ability to create virtual comparison groups to examine specific 
cohorts of students 

No Yes 

Ability to measure student effort in aid of assuring test validity No Yes 

Links to instructional content providers for automatic selection 
of appropriate learning modules for each student 

Not clear at this time Yes 

 

 
  

8 
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Spotlight: Offsetting Drops in Proficiency Rates and Informing Instruction 
with Common Core MAP

Kentucky, a state that participates in both the Smarter Balanced and Partnership for Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Careers consortia, experienced a proficiency rate decline when they 
implemented a state-created Common Core assessment in 2012 and compared proficiency rates to 2011 
levels. 

Fortunately, the state also partners with NWEA. By using Common Core MAP to generate real-time student 
growth data, Kentucky educators were able to differentiate instruction and target skill gaps on Common 
Core Standards. They also gained valuable insights into each student’s college readiness and were able to 
view grade-independent academic growth. Their choice to include MAP in their suite of assessments lets 
them share a broader picture of student achievement with parents, community members, policy leaders, 
and others—one that includes not only the state’s lower proficiency scores, but positive statistics about 
student progress and growth. 

Communicating dramatic drops in proficiency levels adds yet more complexity to educators’ jobs. No 
matter how your students perform on the Smarter Balanced summative assessment, you’ll find growth 
data from Common Core MAP and MAP for Primary Grades interim assessments provides context to 
scores. Use MAP/MPG to support students’ optimal learning paths and ensure learning moves forward 
before, during, and after your transition to CCSS. 

Conclusion

However you build your assessment program, Common Core MAP and MAP for Primary Grades 
complement your choices and help you, your teachers, and your students track progress toward Common 
Core standards in 2015 and beyond.  Common Core MAP: 

enables you to identify strengths and opportunities for improvement for your students, track 
student progress from fall to spring, predict performance on summative assessments, and generate 
valid growth data to use when evaluating programs within and across your schools 

helps you boost your students’ comfort with computer adaptive assessments and lets them         
“try out” new item types anticipated in the Smarter Balanced assessments such as new Reading 
items with common stimuli, paired passages with authentic literary and informational texts, and 
new Technology-Enhanced Items 

includes Depths of Knowledge items covering DOK 1, 2, and 3.  NOTE: DOK 4 items—“Performance 
Tasks” in Smarter Balanced terms—are best used as classroom tasks rather than at assessment 
events.

aligns with MAP for Primary Grades, letting you measure early learners’ progress and growth on 
the Common Standards and ease their transition to Common Core MAP.

Founded by public school educators nearly 40 years ago, our mission has been and continues to be 
Partnering to help all kids learn®. More than 5,500 partners in education agencies, international schools, 
and U.S. school districts trust us to offer pre-kindergarten through grade 12 assessments that accurately 
measure student growth and learning needs, professional development that fosters educators’ ability to 
move student learning forward, and research that supports assessment validity and informed policy. To 
better inform instruction and maximize every learner’s academic growth, educators currently use NWEA 
assessments with nearly 7 million students. 

We stand ready to extend our partnership with you as you transition to the new Common Core 
assessments and beyond.

l

 
l 

l 

l 
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RESOURCES

NWEA.org Common Core Resources

NWEA Common Core blogs 

Early Childhood Assessment: Implementing Effective Practice [NWEA, 2013]

Excerpt, Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children. “Cascading 
Effects of Enhanced Early Childhood Education and Development: A Life Course Perspective.” 

Links Used in this Document

“City and state officials predict students’ test scores will drop by 30%”: http://www.nydailynews.com/
new-york/students-test-scores-expected-drop-30-article-1.1314516#ixzz2W17pry2u

Early Childhood Assessment: Implementing Effective Practice [NWEA, 2013]: http://info.nwea.org/rs/
nwea/images/EarlyChildhoodAssessment-ImplementingEffectivePractice.pdf

Excerpt, Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children: http://www.
aft.org/newspubs/periodicals/ae/spring2003/hart.cfm

“Cascading Effects of Enhanced Early Childhood Education and Development: A Life Course 
Perspective.” http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Libraries/Document-Library/Pre-
kindergarten/TECEC-Cascadepdf.pdf

NWEA.org Common Core Resources: http://www.nwea.org/why-choose-nwea/-common-core-
standards

NWEA Common Core blogs: http://www.nwea.org/blog/category/common-core
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Data insight: 

Start-of-year status, growth norms 
& projections

Results at grade and above/below 
grade level

College readiness projections and 
benchmarks

Student goal setting

Data insight: 

Mid-year status norms
Results at grade and above/below 
grade level

Mid-year growth norms and 
projections

Student goal setting

Data insight: 

End-of-year status, growth, norms 
& potentially predict performance 
on summative

College readiness projections

Data insight: 
Not known

Data insight: 
Not known

Data insight: 
Claim Level scores

Data insight: 
Grade Level, Proficiency Level Only, 
Claim Level scores
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