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Today’s Topics 

Ø AzMERIT background 

Ø How were performance levels established? 

Ø Were the AzMERIT results expected? 

Ø What will Family Reports look like? 

Ø Are there resources for communication with families, 
teachers and communities? 



The AzMERIT Test  
Was Created Just for Arizona 

Ø  AzMERIT is unique to Arizona, based on an AZ test 
blueprint which determined the objectives measured, the 
number of items per objective and the cognitive demand 
(e.g., recall or application or analysis) 

Ø  The test questions were drawn from a Utah item bank this 
year 

Ø  ADE is moving toward all items being written just for 
AzMERIT 

Ø  Until recently, no test had items written specifically for 
Arizona 



AIMS Math Item 



Aims 

http://demo.tds.airast.org/AIRAssessment/default.aspx?
disableJava=true&client=AIR&messages=AIR&acc=Content\\acc_default.json&config=Content\
\AIR_Assessment_default.json 

AzMERIT Sample Math Item 



Initial Reactions to the Test 

Ø  Mesa Teachers (78%) felt it was harder than AIMS more 
than Mesa students (48% JH, 58% El) 

Ø  Teachers and students felt that it mostly covered what was 
taught (90% T, 87% JH, 89% El) 

Ø  Teachers thought the format was more difficult than 
students did (64%T, 52% JH, 45% El) 

Ø  Teachers were less likely to want to use computers next 
year (53%T, 67% JH, 68% El) and were more likely to think 
using the computer was hard (51% T, 22% JH, 38% El) 



How Were Performance Levels Set? 



ADE Had Teachers Develop Grade/ 
Subject Performance Level Descriptors 

Detailed descriptions, that describe the skills and abilities 
that students must demonstrate, are provided for each 
performance level.  

http://www.azed.gov/assessment/azmeritsupportmaterials/ 



Setting the Performance Levels 

Minimally 
Proficient 

Partially 
Proficient 

Proficient 
Highly 
Proficient 



Setting Performance Levels 

•  Teams consisted of 11-12 
teachers  familiar with the 
specific grade levels 

•  There were teams for 
grades:   

• 3-4,  
• 5-6,  
• 7-8,  
• 9-10-11  
•  In ELA and in math 

•  Within each grade/subject 
team teachers were 
divided into 3 tables of 4 
teachers each 



Setting Performance Levels 

•  Teachers reviewed 
the performance level 
descriptors 

•  They took the test 

•  They came to 
agreement of what a 
“just barely” proficient 
student would know 
and do 

•  Then they set the cut 
points for highly 
proficient, proficient 
and partially proficient 



Setting Performance Levels: 
The Bookmark Method 

•  They were given the test items in order of 
difficulty, from easiest to hardest 

•  They could see where the performance levels of 
NAEP, Smarter Balanced Test, AIMS, ACT 
College and Career Ready Index and/or PISA 
corresponded to the difficulty of certain items. 

•  They bookmarked where they thought the ‘just 
barely’ student would respond correctly and the 
‘not there yet’ student would not  

•  They then came to consensus as a table of 4  
and then as the larger group of 12 teachers 

 



Setting Performance Levels: 
The Bookmark Method 

•  Then they saw what percent of students would 
fall in each performance category given their 
cutpoints. 

•  Then they went through the same process to 
review and possibly reset their bookmarks. 

•  They did this for each of the three boundaries –
minimal to partial, partial to proficient, proficient 
to highly proficient 

• Once one grade was completed, they went 
through a similar process for the lower grade. 

  



Teachers Felt They Set The Levels 

“I felt my voice was heard in setting cut points for the AZ 
Merit. In my group, we had thoughtful and rich 
discussions placing bookmarks based on content. We 
had some close cut-point decisions and those that were 
higher/lower than expected. Teachers were able to share 
their rationale for cut points using the PLD documents 
and student performance. I did not feel pressured by AIR 
or ADE to select cut points, however after round 1 it was 
interesting to see our groups' similarities to Smarter 
Balanced and NAEP.” 

    -- Mesa Teacher 



The State Board of Education 
Accepted the Teachers’ 
Recommendations With No Changes 

•  All subjects – ELA and math 

•  All grade levels –  3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 

•  All performance levels – minimally proficient, 
partially proficient, proficient, highly proficient 



We Expected Lower Passing Rates 

Students may have only been exposed  
to the new standards for a limited time 

Students must show 
their work and reasoning 

Less familiarity with the 
new item formats 

  



We Expected Passing to Decrease 
Because Expectations Increased 



Expectations Moved From the NAEP 
Basic Level Closer to Proficient Level  
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The Percent Proficient On AzMERIT  
Is Lower Than Passing on AIMS        
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This Drop Is Not Unique To Arizona 



Parents Will Be Concerned 

Ø Many students who have been “Meeting The Standard” 
for years will suddenly be labeled as “Partially 
Proficient” or even “Minimally Proficient.” 

 
Ø Districts should have a plan to prepare parents before 

results are released and a strategy for responding after 
the results are sent home.  

Ø Teachers have the personal relationship with parents, 
so preparing your teachers to answer parents’ 
questions and concerns is very important. 

 
 



How Will Parents React? 



Family  
Report 



Family  
Report: Math 

In English Only 

But, in cooperation with ADE 
which provided the report 
content, Mesa is translating the 
content and designing an 
interpretation guide. We will be 
making it available for download. 



AIMS Concept Reports Are Different 



Family  
Report: ELA 

In English Only 

But, in cooperation with ADE 
which provided the report 
content, Mesa is translating the 
content and designing an 
interpretation guide. We will be 
making it available for download. 



Family 
Report Guide 



How Can You Communicate This? 

The performance levels were set by veteran Arizona teachers. They had 
high expectations for students and focused on what students should be able to 
do once we fully implement the standards, not just what many students can do 
today. 
 
The results we are receiving are the new baseline. This is the first time we 
have given the AzMERIT test. It is a completely different test than AIMS, so 
comparing the results to AIMS is not appropriate. Teachers had not seen this 
test before and students only had access to some practice items a few weeks 
before the test, so scores are somewhat lower because of a lack of familiarity 
with the test format. So, this is the new baseline from which we need to improve.  
 
The important thing these results tell us is not that scores are falling, but that 
expectations are soaring. What students need to know and be able to do on 
the AzMERIT test requires much more than the AIMS test. The teachers who 
set the performance levels saw where AIMS passing was on the new test, and 
went way above that. 
 
 



How Can You Communicate This? 

New, more rigorous tests are being introduced not only in Arizona, but in 
most states around the country. If our students are to keep up with the 
students around the country when they go off to college and the workplace, we 
have to make sure Arizona students are held to a similarly high bar. 
 
 
Other states saw a large drop in the percent proficient, similar to what we 
saw in Arizona, when new tests were put in place. This indicates that all states 
have significantly increased what is expected of students and schools. 
 



Resources for Communicating With 
Parents Are Available 

http://azmeritportal.org/ 



Expect More Arizona Resources for 
Communicating With Parents 

http://bit.ly/AzMERITFactSheet     http://bit.ly/AzMERITwebinar    http://bit.ly/AZCheckUp 
http://www.expectmorearizona.org/arizona-aims-higher/resources/parents-families/ 
 



Mesa Schools Resources 

On our website we will have: 
 
Ø  Parent video 

Ø  Teacher video & FAQ 

Ø  Trifold brochure 

Ø  Spanish translations of the 
Family Report wording 

Ø  Other materials as 
developed 

http://www.mpsaz.org/azmerit 



Questions? Comments? 

•  How were the performance levels established? 
•  Were the results expected? 
•  What will the Family Reports look like? 
•  What resources are available for communicating with 

families, teachers, & students? 

joreilly@mpsaz.org 
480.472.0241 


