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Preliminary Report of Themes from the First Administration of Science and 
Social Studies Assessments and PARCC Field Testing 

Spring 2014 
  

 

Introduction 
 
The Colorado Measures of Academic Success (CMAS) assessment program includes the 
Colorado-developed science and social studies assessments and the Partnership for Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC)-developed English language arts and mathematics 
assessments.  PARCC is a multi-state consortium developing computer-based English language 
arts and mathematics assessments.  Current PARCC states include Arkansas, Colorado, Illinois, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Mississippi, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Ohio, 
Rhode Island and the District of Columbia.       
 
CMAS assessments were implemented across the state in the spring of 2014.  In all elementary 
and middle schools, assessments were given to students in social studies in grades 4 and 7 and 
in science in grades 5 and 8.  Additionally, approximately 524 schools in 96 Colorado school 
districts participated in the PARCC English language arts and mathematics field test.  English 
language arts field tests were administered in grades 3-11 and mathematics assessments were 
administered in grades 3-8 with three high school assessments (available for traditional or 
integrated/international pathways).   
 
This document summarizes themes from the first administration of the science and social 
studies assessments and field testing of the English language arts and math assessments.  CDE 
is continuing to receive and review data from the first administration of these assessments and 
will provide additional information at the August 2014 meeting of the State Board of Education. 
  
 

CMAS: Science and Social Studies Spring Administration 
 
Approximately 251,000 elementary and middle school students took CMAS Science and Social 
Studies assessments this spring.  The computer-based assessments were comprised of selected 
response, constructed response, and technology-enhanced item types.  Science assessments 
included simulation activities that involved a computer-enabled animation, experiment, or 
other activity that allowed students to change variables, observe processes, and interact with 
environments.  Social studies assessments included performance event activities based on 
multiple sources.  Simulations and performance events required students to answer a series of 
constructed response, selected response, and technology-enhanced questions.   
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Site Readiness for the First Operational Assessment Administration 
A variety of trainings and resources were provided to the field prior to the spring science and 
social studies administration.  Site readiness trainings that walked district technology 
coordinators through the preparations for standing up the technology for their assessment 
environments were provided both live and via webinar.  Additionally, a technical site readiness 
support website was created to provide a checklist and links to supporting documentation. 
 
For continued support beyond training, 20 regional district technology coordinator meetings 
were held in 10 regions across the state.  These meetings provided an opportunity for local 
district technology coordinators to meet, exchange expertise and ideas, and receive specific 
support for the unique challenges faced by districts in preparing their assessment 
environments.  A Google group was used to create a community of practice for district 
technology coordinators.  The community of practice was designed to provide a place for 
communication and collaboration about site readiness for online assessments.  
 
CDE and Pearson conducted 87 district site technical visits between the spring of 2013 and the 
spring of 2014.  The visits were designed to help district technology coordinators review 
infrastructure, devices, and networks within their district to confirm readiness for the 
computer-based assessments.  Experienced technology representatives from CDE and Pearson 
answered site readiness questions regarding network and local technology configurations and 
identified any potential technology risks.  These visits were between 2-3 hours depending on 
questions, needs, and level of readiness.  
 
Outside of these supports, districts with concerns related to low bandwidth, thin clients, Linux 
or other issues impacting online testing were instructed to contact the CDE Assessment Unit 
technology specialist for targeted support.  
 
Administration Training and Manuals 
CDE and Pearson worked collaboratively to develop a variety of CMAS Science and Social 
Studies manuals and training resources.  In addition to a recorded webinar that was available to 
all districts as needed, the Assessment Unit conducted nine in-person CMAS procedure 
trainings across the state.  Training locations included Grand Junction, Durango, La Junta, 
Alamosa, Colorado Springs, Limon (2 training events because of weather complications), 
Greeley, Broomfield/Westminster, and Centennial. 
 
Customer Service and Support for Districts during Administration 
Multiple support structures were available to schools that encountered challenges during 
assessment administration.  Pearson’s support model included a first line customer service 
center (help desk) that was available to schools via telephone and instant message; a level 2 
support team that assisted districts with more complicated or persistent technology challenges; 
the Pearson Colorado program team whose team members work closely with the CDE 
Assessment Unit and are dedicated to the Colorado program; and an onsite technology team 
comprised of Pearson technology experts who provided onsite assistance to districts/schools 
experiencing persistent technology challenges.  
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During the administration window, Pearson customer service received a total of 6,399 calls and 
613 emails.  The average speed for a customer service agent to answer a call was 21 seconds 
and the average handling time of each call was 11 minutes and 40 seconds.  The majority of 
customer service inquiries (approximately 81%) were related to technology during 
administration.  Of these, about 27% of questions pertained to the online test engine, TestNav 
8, and about 54% of questions were related to the PearsonAccess test management portal (e.g., 
managing test sessions).  Customer service was also contacted about resolving password issues 
(about 10% of calls), uploading, managing and submitting student data (about 5% of calls), and 
other miscellaneous topics such as preparing technology for online testing, ordering additional 
materials, and clarifying paper administration guidelines. 
 
Additionally, district technology coordinators were provided with a telephone bridge number 
staffed by the readiness team from CDE and Pearson. This gave district technology coordinators 
the opportunity to ask any last minute site readiness questions or troubleshoot any technology 
issues in their assessment environments.  The bridge was available the week before the 
assessment window opened through the first week of the assessment administration.  These 
supports provided coverage when the Pearson help desk experienced a phone outage so 
district technology coordinators were still able to receive support.  The resiliency and 
resourcefulness of the district technology coordinators were impressive.  Many district 
technology coordinators used the community of practice Google group to post challenges and 
triumphs in their assessment environments so that their peers could learn from their 
experiences and benefit from their successes. 
 
Beyond the Pearson support structure, CDE Assessment Unit staff worked closely with districts 
before, during, and after assessment administration to ensure that issues were escalated to 
Pearson as needed and to resolve policy and procedural issues.  
 
Documenting Feedback, Identifying Systemic Issues and Working towards Solutions 
Throughout the administration, Pearson and CDE documented issues so that they could be 
identified and resolved for future administrations.  Detailed customer service logs were created 
during administration to document customer interactions and identify systematic issues.  
Districts were provided with multiple stakeholder surveys including surveys for district 
assessment coordinators, district technology coordinators, CMAS test administrators, and CoAlt 
test examiners.  Survey results are currently under review and will be shared in August and 
used to improve future administrations.  Additionally, CDE convened a representative group of 
district assessment coordinators and district technology coordinators on May 21st to discuss 
and gather feedback on the science and social studies administration.  
 
Administration Issues and Concerns 
Colorado was one of the first states to use Pearson’s new online test engine, TestNav 8.  The 
move to the new testing platform allowed schools and districts to use iPads and Chromebooks 
for testing, which districts indicated was a priority for this spring.  The move to the new system 
did mean that schools and students experienced working through the glitches and bugs 
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expected in a new system.  With a few exceptions, schools were able to resolve issues and 
complete computer-based administration successfully.  Colorado had approximately 99% of its 
students take the online assessment, with initial data indicating approximately 99% of those 
students were able to complete testing successfully.  Most of the one percent utilizing the 
paper-based assessments were due to students’ accommodations needs, rather than 
technology challenges.  Colorado’s online schools did experience challenges setting up 
appropriate online testing environments.  In those cases where they were not successful in 
establishing the environments, they were allowed to use the paper-based form of the test.   
 
The lessons learned this spring will be used to improve Pearson’s online test engine and 
technology preparation guidance for next year. The efforts and patience of district and school 
assessment coordinators, district technology coordinators, test administrators and students 
were invaluable during the administration.  Based on recurrent and commonly experienced 
administration issues and concerns, the following priorities have been established for future 
administrations:  
 

 Closely align PearsonAccess training and operational sites.  The PearsonAccess training 
and operational sites did not tightly align in certain places.  Pearson has been directed 
to ensure that the two sites are closely aligned so that districts will be able to practice 
and refine their skills and knowledge base as far in advance of the assessment 
administration as possible. 
 

 Streamline the process for accommodation and special form assignment. The Student 
Data Upload process was somewhat cumbersome and required districts to record 
accommodation/special form information for students at more than one step of the 
process.  This duplicative process was confusing for some districts and required targeted 
assistance in many cases.  Streamlining this process has been identified as a top priority 
for future administrations.   

 

 Improve the TestNav 8 test engine.  As expected with the new test engine, glitches 
were experienced.  In some cases students were kicked out when the test engine, local 
internet, local intranet, device, operating system and/or browser were not interacting 
optimally.  When this occurred, students needed to re-login to the assessment in order 
to continue testing.  An estimated 3% of students experienced persistent challenges 
requiring repeated login attempts.  Adjusting configurations (ex. browser selections, 
content filter settings, etc.) tended to address the issue and prevented recurrence on 
subsequent testing days.  CDE has prioritized this issue for Pearson to address.   

 

 Improve the TestNav Exit Process.  The TestNav exit process was inconsistent across 
sections and overly complicated, involving too many steps.  CDE has provided Pearson 
with direct and explicit changes that need to be made to the exit process to make it 
more efficient and intuitive. 
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 Refine PearsonAccess reporting features and status indicators.  Improvements to the 
PearsonAccess reporting features are needed to help districts and schools identify the 
progress of their students during administration (i.e., which sections each student has 
completed). 
 

 Improve Pearson customer service.  With TestNav 8 being a new system for not only 
Colorado, but also Pearson, first line customer service was not able to provide solutions 
as quickly as typically expected.  Based in part on analysis of the customer service logs, 
additional responses to typical questions will continue to be developed and utilized 
during the next administration.  

 
 

CMAS: PARCC English Language Arts and Mathematics 
 
PARCC assessments are comprised of two components:  a performance-based assessment and 
an end-of-year assessment.  The English language arts performance-based assessment includes 
literature analysis, narrative writing, and research simulation tasks.  The mathematics 
performance-based assessment includes tasks that require students to solve problems, express 
mathematical reasoning, construct mathematical arguments, and apply concepts to solve real-
world problems.  Some student responses to the performance-based assessment will be 
machine scored, while others will be scored by humans.  The English language arts and 
mathematics end-of-year assessments involve tasks that require students to demonstrate their 
content-specific acquired skills and knowledge.  Unlike the performance-based assessments, all 
responses on the end-of-year assessment will be machine scored. 
 
Preparation for Administration 
PARCC developed multiple training resources and support documentation to prepare districts 
for the field test administration.  The CDE Assessment Unit also provided resources.  In-person 
PARCC administration trainings were included in many of the CMAS trainings throughout the 
state.  Webinar recordings were also available.  Like the science and social studies assessments, 
the PARCC assessments were delivered on Pearson’s new TestNav 8 testing engine.  Therefore, 
the technology resources and supports that were put in place by Colorado for the science and 
social studies assessments were directly transferrable to the PARCC assessments. 
 
PARCC Field Tests 
The purpose of the PARCC field tests was to examine the quality of assessment items to ensure 
that the items selected for the 2014-15 operational assessments are of high quality, to test the 
assessment administration procedures, and to provide schools and districts with the 
opportunity to administer the PARCC assessments.  Student results will not be available for 
students or schools.   
 
The performance-based assessment field test window was open March 24-April 11, and the 
end-of-year field test window was open May 5-June 6.  Some students participated in online 
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assessment administration while others took the assessments via paper.  Throughout all of the 
PARCC states, roughly 790,000 students completed online performance-based and end-of-year 
tests.  Roughly 170,000 students took the performance-based assessments on paper and just 
over 100,000 took the end-of-year on paper.  In Colorado, about 279 schools in about 76 
districts participated in the performance-based assessment field test.  About 324 schools in 
about 82 districts participated in the end-of-year field test.  Across the two field tests, 
approximately 26,000 Colorado students participated in the computer-based administration. 
Paper participation rates are not yet available by state; however, approximately 65% of 
Colorado schools were selected to test online and 35% of schools were selected to test on 
paper.  Most students participated in only one assessment component in one content area. 
 
Support during the PARCC Field Test Administration 
Most districts called the Pearson help desk instead of CDE.  One of the main call drivers for 
Colorado was password assistance.  Many times, people were confused about the differences 
between the PARCC and the science and social studies PearsonAccess sites.   
 
The performance-based test administration had a higher call volume than the end-of-year test 
administration.  During both administrations, the average time to handle a help desk call was 
approximately 16 minutes.  The speed to answer the call was typically less than 0:05 seconds.  
When there were help desk delays, there were a greater number of abandoned calls.  The top 
call drivers also depended upon where the school was within the testing window.  At the 
beginning of the window, test management had high call volumes, as did using TestNav and 
TestNav errors.  At the end of the window, returning test materials was a call driver.   
 
Similar to what was reported during the science and social studies assessment administration, 
some districts indicated that they experienced difficulties with the Pearson help desk staff that 
sometimes provided incorrect or conflicting information.  Some districts experienced Java 
issues which were addressed by exiting out of the error and having students re-login.  In other 
districts, these Java errors kept students from testing until the Java error was fixed or a 
different browser was used.  There were some updates (Java and Firefox) during the 
administration that were problematic.  Most schools were aware of the Java update and 
decided not to update to the latest version of Java to avoid complications.   
 
Feedback from Field Test Participants 
The lessons learned during this administration are being used by PARCC member states to 
refine and resolve administration issues for the spring assessments.  According to feedback and 
the completion rates, most students were able to use the platform.  Students who were 
exposed to the sample questions and tutorials before testing demonstrated greater familiarity 
with the platform.  Districts participating in the PARCC field tests experienced technology 
challenges that were similar to those experienced during the science and social studies 
administration including: 

 TestNav 8 was sensitive to device, operating system, browser and test engine 
interactions; 
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 New item types and tools (particularly the math equation editor) were difficult for some 
to navigate; 

 Handling software updates that were sometimes scheduled during the assessment 
window could be complex; and 

 Customer service did not always know how to resolve issues. 
 
CDE gathered a group of representative districts to provide feedback on their field test 
experiences.  Many of the issues discussed were similar to those raised during the science and 
social studies feedback session.  This feedback is being used by CDE to prioritize improvements 
that need to be made for future administrations.  Additionally, a variety of stakeholder surveys 
were provided to districts.  Survey results from the end-of-year field test are still being gathered 
by PARCC.  Survey results will be reported by PARCC and used to identify systemic issues and 
improve future processes. 
 
 

Summary 
 
Overall, Colorado districts succeeded in administering the state’s first online statewide 
assessments.  Challenges were encountered along the way; however, districts and schools were 
committed to working through them in a manner that allowed students to complete testing.  
Lessons learned during the science and social studies administration and the PARCC 
administration will be invaluable to improving next year’s assessment administration.  Many of 
the issues and concerns expressed by districts affirmed the list of improvements that had 
already been identified and prioritized by CDE.  CDE will continue to work with districts, schools, 
Pearson and PARCC to support districts in continuously improving future online 
administrations.   
 
 
 


