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Background on New State Assessments:  Colorado 
Measures of Academic Success 
Colorado assessments are changing in order to accurately assess student 
mastery of the new Colorado Academic Standards. With the standards 
being more focused, coherent and rigorous, assessments must adapt to 
align with them. The Transitional Colorado Assessment Program (TCAP) 
is being phased out and replaced by the Colorado Measures of Academic 
Success, the state’s new English language arts, mathematics, science and 
social studies assessments.  
 
PARCC-Developed English Language Arts and Mathematics Assessments 
Colorado is a governing member of a multi-state assessment consortium 
called the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and 
Careers (PARCC).  Involvement in this consortium allows the Colorado 
Department of Education staff, along with staff from the Colorado 
Department of Higher Education and Colorado educators, to collaborate 
with individuals from across the U.S. to develop assessments for English 
language arts and mathematics.  
 
Beginning in the 2014-2015 school year, these new computer-based 
assessments will be administered in grades 3-11 for English language arts 
and in grades 3-8 with three high school assessments for mathematics. 
Assessments in each content area will be administered in two 
components: a performance-based assessment administered after 
approximately 75 percent of the school year and an end-of-year 
assessment administered after 90 percent of the school year. 
 
Colorado-Developed Science and Social Studies Assessments 
New state science and social studies assessments measuring the Colorado 
Academic Standards will be administered online in Colorado for the first 
time in the 2013-14 school year. These assessments are being developed 
collaboratively by the Colorado Department of Education, assessment 
contractor Pearson, and Colorado educators. Elementary (4th grade social 
studies and 5th grade science) and middle school (7th grade social 
studies and 8th grade science) assessments will be administered in the 
spring of 2014. High school (12th grade science and social studies) 
assessments will be administered in the fall of 2014. 

Fact Sheet 

Supporting the Transition to New State Assessments  
 

www.cde.state.co.us/assessment/index.asp 

Colorado’s State 
Assessment Timeline  
 

1997-2011 
Colorado Student Assessment 
Program (CSAP) 
• Measured student learning of the 

Colorado Model Content 
Standards (mathematics, reading, 
writing and science) 
 

2012-2013 
Transitional Colorado Assessment 
Program (TCAP) 
• Measures a blend of Colorado 

Model Content Standards and the 
new Colorado Academic 
Standards  

• Allows school districts to 
transition their instruction from 
the old standards to the new ones 

 
2014  
TCAP & Colorado Measures of 
Academic Success 
• TCAP continues for reading, 

writing and math  
• First year of new Colorado- 

developed social studies and 
science assessments (part of the 
state’s new Colorado Measures of 
Academic Success) 

 
2015  
Colorado Measures of Academic 
Success 
• First year of new PARCC- 

developed English language arts 
and mathematics assessments  

• Second year of Colorado 
developed social studies and 
science assessments  

Colorado Measures of 
Academic Success 
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Why do we have state assessments? 
As part of a balanced assessment system, state assessments provide valuable information to students, 
families, schools, districts, the state, and taxpayers.  A balanced assessment system is one that contains 
formative assessments (quick checks for learning conducted by teachers throughout their class), interim 
assessments (more formal progress monitoring often conducted several times throughout the year to 
see how students are progressing), and summative assessments (end or course/unit, end of year 
assessments to find out what students know and can do).   
 
The state assessments are summative assessments.  Where formative, interim, and classroom-based 
summative assessments inform classroom instruction on a regular basis, state summative assessments 
are designed to be point-in-time snapshots of what students know and can do in core content areas.  
They help students and their families know how they are performing compared to the standards and 
compared to their peers and how they’ve grown over time.  They enable teachers to see how their 
students are performing against the standards and identify areas they may need to adjust in their 
practice for the future.  And, they provide school/district leaders, the state, policymakers, and the 
public with information on how well the system is meeting the goals of helping every child attain 
academic proficiency.  The data is used to inform continuous improvement of the system at all levels.     
 
Are states required to administer state-wide assessments and what are the minimum requirements? 
States that accept federal funds for such purposes as supporting the education of children in poverty, 
English language learners, and students with disabilities are required to administer state-wide 
assessments to all students.  Currently, Colorado receives approximately $326 million in federal funds 
for these and related purposes.  The minimum required assessments are: 

• Grades 3 through 8 for English language arts and mathematics 
• At least once in high school for English language arts and mathematics 
• At least once in elementary school, once in middle school, and once in high school for science 

For the assessments noted above, states must give the same assessments to all students and at least 95% 
of the students must participate in the tests.  There are also some required assessments specific to 
certain populations of students (e.g., language screeners for English language learners). 
 
How will Colorado’s new assessment system compare to the federal minimum? 
Colorado’s new statewide summative assessment system, as outlined in state statute, includes the 
following assessments: 

• Grades 3 through 11 for English language arts (under TCAP grades 3-10 were assessed) 
• Grades 3 through 8 and three times in high school (under TCAP grades 3-10 were assessed) 
• Once in elementary, middle, and high school for science 
• Once in elementary, middle, and high school for social studies 
• ACT in 11th grade 

Colorado has had two assessments in high school for English language arts and math and the ACT.  
The state will be adding 11th grade English language arts and math in 2014-15.  A key rationale from 
education practitioners and policymakers for having these assessments at the high school level was 
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based on the desire to have an early signal of whether students were on track to graduate college/career 
ready (the 9th grade assessments) and to then have an assessment that gave a closer approximation to 
their readiness (the 10th grade assessment) followed by the measure of readiness accepted by colleges 
and universities, the 11th grade assessment and the ACT.  Social studies was added through feedback 
on the importance of this content area from practitioners, policymakers, and the State Board of 
Education. 
 
Are we adding to the number of state-administered assessments?  
The new state assessments are comparable to the previous system with the statutory addition of social 
studies in grades 4, 7, and 12 and the statutory addition of 11th grade testing in English language arts 
and math.  TCAP included reading, writing, math, and science.  Under the Colorado Measures of 
Academic Success (CMAS) assessment system, reading and writing are combined into one assessment 
– English language arts, math and science remain, and social studies is added.  The addition of 11th 
grade testing allows students to use the results of those assessments for higher education course 
placement purposes (and, for Colorado institutions, for admissions purposes). 
 
How much time will the tests take?  
The testing time for the typical student in TCAP versus CMAS is comparable.  Testing times are largely 
the same with the exception of 3rd and 11th grade.  Overall, the estimated amount of testing time on 
CMAS is expected to be less than 1.5% of typical students' total instructional time. 
 
How much do the new assessments costs?  
The General Assembly allocated approximately $6 million to develop state science and social studies 
assessments, including alternate assessments for our students with significant cognitive disabilities.  
The General Assembly also directed the state to participate in a consortium of states developing shared 
assessments for English language arts and mathematics.  Colorado is a member of the PARCC 
consortium.  The consortium funds the design cost for the assessments.  (If Colorado were to design its 
own English language arts and math assessments, the costs of the multi-year design process range from 
$9-$10 million.) The administration costs for the new English language arts and mathematics 
assessments are expected to be similar to TCAP administration with some added costs to cover 11th 
grade and to have paper-based options where needed. 
 
Will districts have the technology to administer online assessments?  
Over the spring and fall of 2013, CDE engaged 117 districts in field testing for the new science and 
social studies assessments.  Results from these field tests as well as from a technology readiness survey 
suggest that approximately 95% of the schools can administer the new science and social studies 
assessments in a three-week window.  It is important to note that a number of solutions are available 
for technical challenges, including proctor caching to address bandwidth issues.  The spring science 
and social studies administrations will provide a good baseline for district readiness for the PARCC 
assessments the following spring. 
 
How is CDE helping districts prepare for the online assessments?  
CDE has supported districts in preparing for online assessments via a variety of site readiness 
activities: technology readiness survey, site visits, face-to-face trainings, webinars and regional District 
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Technology Coordinator (DTC) meetings.  CDE and Pearson will have conducted in-person technology 
consultations to all districts expressing interest, totaling 52 site visits through January, 2014.  
 
Will students be tested at the same time? 
Districts will have multi-week assessment windows within which to schedule the assessments.  Unlike 
paper and pencil tests where it is feasible to have all students in a grade take the test at the same time, 
the online assessments will likely require students to take the test at different times throughout the day 
to accommodate the number of computer/tablet devices that are available.  
 
How is CDE examining the impact of the assessment changes on districts? 
As noted earlier, the amount of tests and testing time are largely comparable from the TCAP system to 
the new CMAS system.  That said, moving to an online testing environment, adding social studies, and 
adding 11th grade assessments have a range of intended and unintended implications on districts, 
schools, teachers, and students.  In addition, the General Assembly has adopted legislation regarding 
literacy assessments and school readiness assessments that districts are implementing.   
 
To study the implications of these assessment changes on districts, CDE is working with WestEd, a 
nonprofit education research agency, to research the assessment requirements, gather data from a 
representative sample of districts across the state regarding the implications of the requirements, and 
submit findings and recommendations to the department.  This study will also take into consideration 
district and school level assessments.  The multi-phase study will provide information this spring (from 
data gathered prior to the science and social studies assessments), summer (from data gathered after 
the science and social studies assessments), and at various times during the 2014-15 school year to 
inform the work pre/post PARCC administration.  The department plans to share the results of the 
study with stakeholders, use the information to refine state administration policies and procedures, 
and use the recommendations to propose any policy changes that might emerge from the findings.  
 

 

Where can I learn more? 
• CDE Assessment website:  www.cde.state.co.us/Assessment 
• CDE Standards website: www.cde.state.co.us/standardsandinstruction 

• Additional CDE fact sheets: www.cde.state.co.us/communications/factsheetsandfaqs 

The Colorado Department of Education 
CONNECTING . . . rigorous academic standards . . . meaningful assessments . . . 
engaging learning options . . . excellent educators . . . for STUDENT SUCCESS  

http://www.cde.state.co.us/Assessment
http://www.cde.state.co.us/standardsandinstruction/index.asp
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