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Over approximately the first decade of the 21
st
 century, Nebraska educators have 

experienced the development and implementation of two differing assessment systems.  

The STARS system, implemented in 2001, was the first standards-based assessment 

system that Nebraska had supported and required of schools in the state.  In early 2008, 

the Nebraska Legislature passed legislation that required a statewide criterion-referenced 

test of Nebraska standards in reading, mathematics and science.  NeSA was developed 

and incrementally implemented.  

The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to explore the 

perceptions of Nebraska administrators in the 3
rd

 Congressional District about their 

experiences in the transition from STARS to NeSA and their perceptions of the influence 

of that shift on implementing a balanced assessment system.  The study was conducted in 

conjunction with a parallel study of Nebraska teachers’ perceptions completed by Jamie 

Isom.  A total of 449 educators from 92 schools participated in the parallel studies, 

including 115 administrators and 334 teachers. 

 In Phase I, quantitative data collected through a web-based survey of 

administrators’ perceptions about assessments in general, the Nebraska STARS 



 

assessment system, the NeSA assessment system, the transition from STARS to NeSA, 

and the prevalence of a balanced assessment system were collected.  In Phase II, the 

collection of quantitative data was followed with the collection of qualitative data from 

open-ended survey questions and interviews with selected administrators for the purpose 

of assisting in the explanation and interpretation of the findings.  

The results indicate that administrators recognize the importance of a balanced 

assessment system but have yet to effectively define it within their districts.  Districts 

must still determine the role of assessment in improving instruction, evaluating student 

progress, improving student learning, driving school improvement and demonstrating 

accountability for the public.  Nebraska must incorporate the advantages of STARS in 

development of assessment, student preparation, and curriculum alignment with the 

strengths of NeSA in evaluating student progress and in public accountability.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Overview 

I’m calling on our nation’s governors and state education chiefs to develop 

standards and assessments that don’t simply measure whether students can fill in a 

bubble on a test, but whether they possess 21st century skills like problem-solving 

and critical thinking and entrepreneurship and creativity.  (Obama, 2009) 

 

 The economy of the United States reached unprecedented heights at the end of the 

20th century and prosperity continued into the middle of this decade.  The stock market 

climbed to new levels, businesses profited at never before-seen levels, housing values 

continued to rise, and business was booming.  Life was good and it appeared that the sky 

was the limit.  However, as history has proven time and again, nothing lasts forever and 

every peak has its valley.  A burgeoning economy inevitably faces correction.  

 The national news has continued to focus on the discussions of a struggling 

economy and an increasing national debt.  Businesses have tightened their belts by 

streamlining their services, relying on their business models and weathering the storm.  

Weaker business with marginal businesses plans or questionable practices often cannot 

make the necessary adjustments and thus become shells of their former selves.  While 

some businesses survive, others do not. 

 Jobs have been lost and unemployment numbers has continued to creep up.  

People who have worked with a company for 20 years are being asked to reduce hours or 

are being let go completely.  Employees have been asked to do more as downsizing 

reduces the workforce.  Recent college graduates are struggling to find employment and 

often end up underemployed.   
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 While the previous comments represent a simplistic view of an extremely 

complex economy, they also emphasize the importance of skilled employees and 

management to businesses and the importance of strong employment skills for 

individuals.  Effective hiring is critical for the success of a business and is essential in 

difficult economic times.  Businesses continuously compete to hire employees whose 

skills will allow them to remain viable and to improve the bottom line.  No longer are 

businesses only competing with their neighboring businesses down the street.  The global 

economy of the 21st Century brings competition from across the country and from 

outside our borders directly into our states and our cities.  “In the next decade,” says U.S. 

Secretary of Labor Elaine Chao, “nearly two-thirds of the estimated 15.6 million net new 

jobs created in our country will be in occupations that require postsecondary education or 

considerable on-the-job training” (Chao, 2008).  Where do these businesses find the 

skilled labor that will become team leaders and management to allow them to compete in 

the global market?  The spotlight shines directly on the nation’s educational system. 

 The role of the public school has evolved since the Founding Fathers first 

declared that providing a free and appropriate education was the responsibility of the 

State.  In a speech at a conference on 21st Century Skills, President Barack Obama stated,  

In a 21st century world where jobs can be shipped wherever there’s an internet 

connection, where a child born in Dallas is now competing with a child in New 

Delhi, where your best job qualification is not what you do, but what you know—

education is no longer just a pathway to opportunity and success, it’s a 

prerequisite for success. (Obama, 2009) 

 

This is a far change from the thoughts of the Founding Fathers, who believed 

education’s purpose was in the teaching of basic skills and the cultivating of values that 

serve a democratic society.  Our leaders believed that the success of the American 
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democracy depended upon the development of an educated citizenry.  While the 

prevailing position throughout the world was that the general population was not 

intelligent enough to become economically self-sufficient, to participate in its 

government, or to select its leadership, the upstart Americans believed in a government of 

the people, for the people, and by the people.  Critical in this belief was the importance of 

education.  The colonial system of education, that included education for the affluent few 

who could afford tuition, room, and board at boarding schools, was replaced with a 

common school organized and financed by the state. 

 However, public education has evolved from its initial goals of teaching basic 

skills and educating its citizenry. Public schools have become the institution designated 

to address many of the nation’s societal and economic issues progressively toward the 

21st century.  Schools were at the center of the civil rights movement and now address 

the transformation to a global society as our nation and our world become increasingly 

diverse.  Public education works to ensure that our children are prepared for the 

challenges of the future and to keep our nation’s economic position in the competitive 

world. 

 According to the Center for Public Education, “While employers still view basic 

skills like reading comprehension to be fundamental to success on the job, some broader 

competencies—such as the ability to communicate, collaborate, thinking critically, and 

solve problems—are considered even more valuable” (Jerald, 2009, p. 46).  Every 

American has had a stake in making sure these young people are well prepared for life in 

the 21st Century.  Investing in public schools has helped to meet the obligation to grant 

every child, of every race and class, an equal chance to pursue careers and goals of their 
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choosing.  Personal interests are served by public schools also, for today’s students will 

determine the well being of our nation and the quality of life for all in the not-too-distant 

future. 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), adopted and implemented 

in 1965, emphasized equal access to education, established higher uniform standards, and 

began to focus on school accountability.  Reauthorized in 2002 under the Bush 

Administration as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), educational reform has transitioned 

into an accountability system that focuses on evaluation of student’s opportunities to 

learn within a process of systemic school improvement where student learning outcomes 

are based on multiple forms of evidence.  “The ‘new’ accountability focuses on student 

performance, schools as the unit of improvement, public reporting of achievement results, 

continuous improvement, and consequences for schools attached to student performance”  

(Fuhrman, 1999, pp. 3-5).   

A 2004 study by the Thomas Fordham Foundation and Accountability Works, 

which evaluated accountability systems in 30 states, gave states ‘mediocre’ marks 

for the extent to which accountability systems were based on solid academic 

standards and tests that matched individual state standards.  (Cross, Rebarber, & 

Torres, 2004, p. 2) 

 

Educational professionals often debate which assessment methodology to utilize 

to adequately meet NCLB accountability standards.  School districts often are limited in 

their capacity or resources to implement a comprehensive assessment system, which 

engages teachers at the classroom level.  This challenge, when coupled with the 

challenges of communicating results with the general public and the politicians pushing 

accountability, becomes overbearing for many schools.  Therefore, many states have 

implemented a simple, single statewide test as their primary measurement used for 
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accountability, even though most educators believe that any decision about a student’s 

educational level should not be based on the results of a single test, but should include 

other relevant and valid information.   

Nebraska educational leaders elected to follow a different strategy to approach the 

standards, assessment, and accountability requirements of NCLB.  The School-based, 

Teacher-led, Assessment and Reporting System (STARS) was implemented in 2000 with 

an underlying philosophy that, “emphasizes a partnership between the local school 

districts and the Nebraska Department of Education keeping decisions about student 

performance on standards at the local level” (Doug Christensen, Commissioner of 

Education, 2000).  The focus of the STARS process was in training staff to gain expertise 

in the assessment process and to introduce a strategy for assisting students in reaching 

proficiency. 

Overview of Nebraska STARS.  The Nebraska STARS system was first 

conceived in the late 1990’s and was a bottom-up model wherein each local school 

district developed a set of assessments in the core curricular areas of reading, math, and 

science.  A statewide writing assessment was also included in STARS but is not 

addressed by this study, as the writing assessment process used in STARS has been 

carried over into a single, statewide assessment called Nebraska State Accountability 

(NeSA.)  

The Nebraska Legislature, during the 2000 session, established the requirements 

and procedures for this system of standards, assessment, and accountability with the 

passage of Legislative Bill 812, also known as the Educational Quality Accountability 

Act (NDE, 2000, p. 1.1).  Assessments were based on Nebraska’s Leading Educational 
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Achievement through Rigorous Nebraska Standards (L.E.A.R.N.S.) for each of these core 

curricular areas with the intention of providing information at the point of instruction. 

The philosophy was that instruction would become informed instruction, based on the 

information gathered about each student and his or her needs, as well as the 

understanding of whether or not each student was grasping key concepts as defined by 

the state standards.  A system of accountability was built into STARS, at least in part 

intended to meet the regulations of the United States Department of Education that 

required that each state submit an accountability plan.  Nebraska was only one of two 

states that chose to administer the locally developed assessments to meet the 

accountability requirement.  

District-based assessment systems allowed districts to implement various 

strategies to administer the assessments ranging from point-of-instruction assessments, 

repeated periodically addressing individual standards, to a single test addressing multiple 

standards. Many districts utilized re-teaching for students below proficiency with 

additional follow-up assessments.  Districts were given flexibility in the development of 

the STARS system to meet their philosophy of assessment and to keep decisions 

regarding curriculum and instruction at the local level as much as possible.  

The flexibility within the STARS process was often difficult to understand for 

those who were not involved in the process. This flexibility also seemingly resulted in a 

lack of consistency among school districts, which often led to a public perception of an 

inconsistent, inefficient system.  Local districts reported results of their local assessments 

to NDE as required; however, the summative nature of the reporting sometimes led to 

frustration for those wanting accountability in the form of comparability between 
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districts, as comparability was not applicable or implemented because assessments varied 

among districts.   

Frustration expressed by teachers, administrators, and school districts concerning 

the amount of time involved in the development and administration of STARS 

assessments, combined with the inherent inconsistencies in methodology between 

districts, pushed a discussion on Nebraska assessments to the legislative level.  Scrutiny 

of public education continued to grow with NCLB and increased the pressure on 

Nebraska leadership to revamp its unique system of accountability.  The 2007 and 2008 

legislative sessions brought about dramatic changes in Nebraska policy regarding 

standards, assessment, and accountability, which has resulted in significant adjustments 

in implementation strategies at the state and local level.   

Overview of NeSA.  Legislative Bill 1157, passed by the 2008 Nebraska 

Legislature, required that a single statewide assessment of reading, math, and science be 

phased in and, by the year 2013, replace the STARS system of locally developed 

assessments (NDE, 2010a, p. 1).  The statewide writing assessment in STARS was 

carried forward into NeSA (NeSA-W) and, therefore, is not addressed by this study. 

The new system was named Nebraska State Accountability or NeSA.  The NeSA 

system would use a multiple-choice question format and would be delivered, to the extent 

possible, in an on-line format to all schools. Statewide criterion-referenced assessment 

instruments were to be developed for use in the areas of reading, mathematics, and 

science.  Revision of state content standards served as the starting point of NeSA 

implementation as required per the legislation.  According to the Nebraska Department of 

Education’s first update of Standards, Assessment, and Accountability, “A local system 



8 

designed to inform the classroom teacher and to guide instruction was to be phased out in 

an effort to produce data that could be used in comparative accountability” (NDE, 2008, 

p. 9).  NDE recommended that “each district will need to find that appropriate balance of 

various assessment tools, those designed for informing instruction and those designed for 

summative accountability” (NDE, 2008, p. 9). 

Statement of the Problem 

Nebraska schools are in the third year of transitioning from the locally developed, 

criterion-referenced assessment process called Student-based, Teacher-led Assessment 

and Reporting System (STARS) to a single, statewide assessment called Nebraska State 

Accountability (NeSA).   

Because the purpose of the new state-generated tests is that of comparative 

accountability, districts are faced with decisions of how to balance the assessment 

tools: local assessment for instructional information, state tests for state 

comparison, and national tests for a national benchmark perspective.  (NDE, 

2009, p. 2)  

 

Achieving an effective balance of the various tools, all of which have a different purpose, 

become a philosophical decision, which varies by district.   

The importance of a balanced assessment system is addressed further in Volume 4 

of the Nebraska Department of Education’s Standards, Assessment and Accountability 

Update. It stated, “Nebraska’s focus must remain on student learning as the state adds 

new testing tools” (NDE, 2009, p. 25).  The statewide NeSA tests were designed to be 

summative snapshots administered under standardized conditions for a different purpose 

than locally developed and implemented assessments.  “Local classroom-based 

assessment, used in a formative manner, will be needed to provide the instructional 

information important to the continuous improvement process” (NDE, 2009, p. 25). 
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A system that is in balance will ensure that the right kind of assessment is used for 

the right purpose, and that assessment will be used to continually improve student 

learning.  Through the use of high-quality assessment OF and FOR learning, 

linked to the targets of instruction, all students will be able to show what they 

know and can do.  (Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter, & Chappuis, 2005, p. 270) 

 

 For purposes of this study, a balanced assessment system was defined as a system 

of assessment and testing that includes local criterion-referenced assessments for 

instructional information, statewide NeSA assessments for state comparison, and national 

norm-referenced testing used for a national benchmark perspective.  When considering 

the full range of assessment and testing possibilities, these three types of information can 

be triangulated for analysis, ultimately guiding school districts to tailor instruction to 

meet the needs of the students, and also used by the districts to chart their progress 

towards improving student growth.  “Because decision makers at different levels have 

such diverse information needs, no single assessment can meet all their needs” (Chappuis 

et al., 2005, p. 58).  A balanced assessment system utilizing local criterion-referenced 

assessments, statewide NeSA assessments, and national norm-referenced assessments, 

can be used for comparability as the NeSA system is implemented.  This will meet the 

goals of the Nebraska Legislature and NDE.  

Educators have inherently different perspectives on the need for a balanced 

assessment system and for assessments in general.  Some districts and individuals may 

perceive assessments as only an unnecessary requirement and attempt to minimize their 

intrusion into the instructional process. Others may perceive assessments as a tool 

providing an opportunity to improve instruction and increase learning.  The perceived 

value of the various components of a balanced assessment system is critical in 

determining how each piece contributes to creating a school culture conducive to the 
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effective use of achievement data.  Therefore, this study will examine the transition 

period from STARS to NeSA through the perceptions of educators working within 

Nebraska schools.   

Parallel Study 

This study focused upon exploring perceptions of Nebraska administrators and 

was conducted in conjunction with a parallel study of Nebraska teachers’ perceptions 

completed by Jamie Isom.  A comparison between the two groups of educators is 

provided in the final chapter to expand the breadth of the information.   

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to explore the 

perceptions of Nebraska administrators in the 3
rd

 Congressional District about their 

experiences in the transition from STARS to NeSA and their perceptions of the influence 

of that shift on implementing a balanced assessment system.   

PHASE I—Quantitative Research Questions 

1. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on the value of assessment and its 

impact on student learning? 

2. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their personal engagement in the 

locally developed, classroom based, criterion-referenced assessment system 

within STARS compared to their engagement in standardized, statewide, 

criterion-referenced testing within the NeSA system? 

3. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s utilization of locally 

developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments within the 
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STARS system compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced 

testing within the NeSA system? 

4. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s transition from the 

locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments within 

the STARS system, compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-

referenced test within the NeSA system? 

5. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on the prevalence of a balanced 

assessment system within their school district? 

PHASE II—Qualitative Research Questions 

Overarching question.  How do administrators describe their districts’ balanced 

assessment system, including local criterion-referenced assessments, statewide NeSA 

tests, and national norm-referenced tests? 

Sub-questions.   

1. What is the purpose or purposes of assessment in Nebraska’s 3rd 

Congressional District? 

2. What is the impact of STARS upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

3. What is the impact of NeSA upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District?  

Research Design and Methodology 

 This study was a mixed methods study using an explanatory mixed-methods 

approach.  In Phase I, quantitative data using a survey of administrators’ perceptions 

about assessments in general, the Nebraska STARS assessment system, the NeSA 
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assessment system, the transition from STARS to NeSA, and the prevalence of a 

balanced assessment system were collected.  In Phase II, the collection of quantitative 

data was followed with the collection of qualitative data for the purpose of assisting in 

the explanation and interpretation of the findings.  The addition of the qualitative data 

allows for further examination of unexplained or surprising results (Creswell, 2002, p. 

215). 

 The explanatory mixed-methods approach was chosen because it allows both 

quantitative and qualitative data collection in a sequential and comparative way.  The 

timing of this study was concurrent with the transition from the STARS assessment 

system to the NeSA assessment system in Nebraska, so the flexibility allowed by this 

approach allowed participants to explain their experiences within each Nebraska 

assessment system and within the balanced assessment system recommended by NDE.   

Definition of Terms 

Accountability—The process of gathering information about student achievement 

from both the large-scale assessment tests (NeSA) and classroom-level assessments 

(STARS) to make instructionally relevant decisions. 

Administrators—Personnel in school districts working as superintendents, 

principals, directors of federal programs, and curriculum coordinators. 

Balanced Assessment—A system of assessment and testing that includes local-

criterion-referenced assessments for instructional information, statewide NeSA 

assessments for state comparison, and national norm-referenced testing used for a 

national benchmark perspective.  
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Criterion-Referenced Tests—Assessments wherein each student’s score is 

compared to a predetermined level of performance. 

Educational Service Units  (ESUs)—Public agencies (17) that support school 

districts at a regional level within the State of Nebraska. 

Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) —The Nebraska regulatory agency for 

public education located in Lincoln, Nebraska. 

Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA)—A statewide assessment of Nebraska 

academic content standards for reading, mathematics, and science implemented in 2008;  

it includes a statewide criterion-referenced writing assessment (NeSA-W), which was 

carried over from STARS. 

NeSA-M—A statewide assessment of Nebraska academic content standards for 

mathematics piloted in 2009 and implemented in 2010 for Nebraska students in grades 3 

through 8 and 11th grade. 

NeSA-R—A statewide assessment of Nebraska academic content standards for 

reading piloted in 2008 and implemented in 2009 for Nebraska students in grades 3 

through 8 and 11th grade. 

NeSA-S—A statewide assessment of Nebraska academic content standards for 

science piloted in 2011 and scheduled to be implemented in 2012 for Nebraska students 

in grades 5, 8, and 11. 

NeSA-W—A statewide writing assessment in grades 4, 8, and 11, which was 

carried over from the STARS statewide writing assessment.  The writing assessment is 

not addressed by this study as the process used in STARS has been carried over to NeSA. 
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No Child Left Behind (NCLB)—Federal legislation enacted for the purpose of 

closing the achievement gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice so that no child is 

left behind. 

Norm-Referenced Tests—An assessment of performance in relation to a norm 

group of students who took the test under the same conditions.  National assessment 

instruments recommended by NDE include Terra Nova, Iowa Test of Basic Skills, 

Stanford Achievement Test, Northwest Evaluation Assessment and the ACT Plan Test 

(10
th

 grade only). 

School Based Teacher Led Assessment (STARS)—School-based, Teacher-led 

Assessment and Reporting System.  A locally developed assessment system in Nebraska, 

intended to measure academic content standards in reading, mathematics, and science. 

STARS was utilized from 2001—2008 and was being phased out through 2013.  Included 

a criterion-referenced statewide authentic writing assessment, which was carried over 

into NeSA (NeSA-W). 

Standardized Assessment—An assessment administered and scored in a 

predetermined, consistent, or “standard” manner. 

Statewide Assessment System—comprehensive assessment systems that provide 

accurate and valid information for holding districts and schools accountable for student 

performance against state standards.  The Nebraska system is NeSA. 

Teachers—Personnel in school districts working in core areas of 

reading/language arts, mathematics, and science in grades 3 through 8 and 11. 
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Delimitations 

 Nebraska educators, as a whole, have experienced change in accountability 

expectations and requirements over the first years of the 21
st
 century.  The STARS 

system was implemented in 2001 and was recognized as the Nebraska system for 

assessment and accountability until 2008 when the Nebraska Legislature approved the 

NeSA system.  The STARS system utilized locally developed criterion-referenced 

assessments for the purpose of instructional information.  The NeSA system was intended 

to provide a common, comparability-based system of assessment for accountability 

reporting as a partial result of national attention to accountability and reporting, promoted 

by the ESEA and NCLB requirements at the Federal level.  Nebraska had been resistant 

to the ‘one-test’ approach to assessment and reporting, being one of two states that 

resisted this approach during the implementation of NCLB.  However, with the addition 

of the statewide NeSA tests as part of a transition to a balanced assessment system, the 

Nebraska assessment system was aligned more closely with assessment practices in states 

throughout the nation.  This study recognizes the common experiences in the transition 

from a system relying on local administration of multiple locally developed assessments, 

which were then reported to the state, to a system relying on a single standardized test 

administered at the state level.    

Limitations 

A primary limitation for the study will involve the district’s overall philosophy on 

assessment and the use of assessment data as it relates to instructional purposes.  The 

leadership of a school system, the subsequent resources that are put into assessment 

development, and the expectations for use of data likely influence the path the district 
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takes when approaching assessment.  As districts have experienced change in leadership, 

a subsequent change in philosophies of assessment may also be an influencing factor. 

The experience levels of Nebraska educators vary by individual, and therefore 

will also vary in their experiences with the two assessment systems.  Only educators with 

at least six years of recent experience in a Nebraska school will have participated for at 

least three years with STARS and for the three years of NeSA piloting and testing.  The 

parallel study of teachers will focus on those teaching within the core areas of 

reading/language arts, mathematics, and science and within Federal programs as the 

subject areas represented in the NeSA assessments.  It will also focus on teachers 

teaching in grades 3 through 8 and grade 11, as these are the levels in which the NeSA 

assessments are given.  

Administrators and teachers involved in the parallel studies reflected upon a 

decade of working within the STARS system, while they were still transitioning to the 

NeSA system, which was incrementally implemented in 2008-2009, 2009-2010, and 

2010-2011.  Because of the recent implementation of NeSA, there is limited longitudinal 

data from the NeSA system, which in turn limits the ability for comparing and 

contrasting the two assessment systems for the purpose of determining the more effective 

system.   

Significance of the Study 

Several studies have added to the body of research regarding the STARS system 

utilized in Nebraska and its perceived impact on student learning. Since the 

implementation of STARS, the Nebraska Department of Education has developed a 

comprehensive report that details the progress towards a balanced assessment system in 
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Nebraska.  These reports have specific information about educator perceptions first 

through STARS implementation and later through the transition to the NeSA system. 

The significance of this study is in its examination of Nebraska’s transition from 

the STARS system to a balanced system of assessment and testing that includes local 

criterion-referenced assessments for instructional information, statewide NeSA 

assessments for state comparison, and national norm-referenced tests used for a national 

benchmark perspective.  

Additional significance relates to the increased level of accountability placed 

upon schools through NCLB and legislation passed in the Nebraska Legislature requiring 

the movement to the NeSA system.  Concerns about the reliability of the STARS system 

have been expressed at the Federal level and within the Nebraska populace.  The study 

provides a clear picture of the perceptions of the practitioners charged with the task of 

implementing a system of accountability while meeting its primary responsibility of 

increasing student learning.  

Summary 

 Over approximately the first decade of the 21
st
 century, Nebraska educators, who, 

for the purposes of the parallel studies were defined as superintendents, principals, and 

teachers, have experienced the development and implementation of two differing 

assessment systems.  The STARS system, implemented in 2001 as a result of legislation, 

was the first standards-based assessment system that Nebraska had supported and 

required of schools in the state.  Prior to that time, the only assessment requirement of 

Nebraska schools was that districts provide standardized testing of students as outlined in 

the NDE Regulation Rule 10, which provided guidelines for accreditation purposes.  
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 In early 2008, the Nebraska Legislature passed legislation that required a single 

statewide criterion-referenced test of Nebraska standards in reading, mathematics and 

science in K-12 public schools across the state.  Statewide writing was carried over from 

STARS and was not examined in this study.  The format of the NeSA assessment was a 

multiple choice, one-time test, given within a testing window across the state.  The results 

from this criterion-referenced test were compiled by the Nebraska Department of 

Education and reported to the public using the Nebraska State of the Schools Report.  

Educator involvement in test development has been minimized, compared to the STARS 

process, as a result of the design and development expectations of the NeSA tests.  This 

explanatory mixed-methods study intended to explore the perceptions of Nebraska 

administrators about their experiences in the transition from STARS to NeSA and their 

perceptions of the influence on that shift on implementing a balanced assessment system. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

 The review of literature includes a combination of current literature, reports, and 

other artifacts pertinent to the area of assessment and how the testing and assessment 

process has changed over the course of time. The purpose of this explanatory mixed- 

method study was to explore the perceptions of Nebraska administrators about their 

experiences in the transition from STARS to NeSA and their perceptions of the influence 

of that shift on implementing a balanced assessment system.  This chapter includes 

discussion of various types of tests, changing expectations for accountability and 

reporting, and the history and transition of statewide assessment in Nebraska as it 

transitions from the Nebraska STARS system, a local district criterion-referenced 

assessment system, to NeSA, a statewide criterion-referenced system. 

History of Assessment and Testing 

 Cultures and knowledge are increasingly interconnected within the global 

economy of the 21
st
 century.  Education is expected to meet the changing needs of many 

types of students in multiple settings. “Knowledge is the driver in the global economy 

and, ultimately, educational institutions must ensure that students have the skills needed 

to succeed” (Kucey & Parsons, 2010, p. 2).  However, historically and ideologically, 

seemingly little has changed.  John Dewey (1859-1952), a 19th century philosopher and 

educational leader, promoted the idea that children should come to school and be engaged 

in experiences that foster their ability to contribute to society (Outdoor Education 

Research & Evaluation, n.d.).  Horace Mann (1796-1859), another well-known proponent 
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of education, promoted the availability of public education to an increasingly diverse 

population, recognizing its value in a democratic society (Ritchie, n.d.). 

The National Perspective on Education and Accountability 

Issues of education such as funding, quality of education, delivery methods, and 

impact on society, have remained consistent over the past 75 years.   

Federal participation in education has been increasing.  It seems likely to continue 

to increase because social and economic changes are placing increased demands 

upon education, demands which for many states become financially onerous.  

Some financial aid to equalize educational opportunities between states seems to 

be imperative.  (American Education Research Association, 1941, p. 15)   

 

While the expectations of education have seemingly remained unchanged, the methods 

for determining the effectiveness of education have changed.  The Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1964 was the first federal legislation that played a 

formidable role in the structure of accountability for education across the nation.  As part 

of United States President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “War on Poverty,” ESEA emphasized 

equal access to education and services for all factions of society, thus recognizing the 

challenges of a growing portion of the nation who were living in poverty.  The movement 

to address poverty at the national level set in motion legislation that would lead to the 

creation of programs such as Head Start, food stamps, Medicare, and Medicaid (Siegel, 

2004).  

The ESEA has been periodically reauthorized since its initial implementation in 

1964 and has continued to authorize federally funded education programs that are 

administered by the states.  Congress amended ESEA in 2002 reauthorizing it as “No 

Child Left Behind” (NCLB).  States were required to test students in reading and math in 
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grades 3–8 and once in high school under the reauthorization.  All students were to meet 

or exceed state standards in reading and math by 2014.  

The purpose of NCLB being to narrow and eventually close student achievement 

gaps among all demographic groups by providing all children with a fair, equal, 

and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education. The U.S. 

Department of Education emphasizes four pillars within the bill:  

 Accountability: to ensure those students who are disadvantaged, achieve 

academic proficiency. 

 Flexibility: Allows school districts flexibility in how they use federal 

education funds to improve student achievement. 

 Research-based education: Emphasizes educational programs and 

practices that have been proven effective through scientific research.  

 Parent options: Increases the choices available to the parents of students 

attending Title I schools. (Office of Superintendent, n.d.)   

 

NCLB required each state to establish academic standards in core curricular areas 

and a state testing system that met federal requirements. The accountability requirement, 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), was designed to serve as the measure by which 

schools, districts, and states were held accountable for student performance under Title I 

of NCLB.  AYP was first introduced into federal law in the 1994 reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, known as the Improving America’s Schools 

Act of 1994 (IASA).   

According to the law, states have the flexibility to define this yearly progress, but 

it must include the following elements:  

 State tests must be the primary factor in the state’s measure of AYP, but 

the use of at least one other academic indicator of school performance is 

required, and additional indicators are permitted;  

 For secondary schools, the other academic indicator must be the high 

school graduation rate;  

 States must set a baseline for measuring students’ performance toward the 

goal of 100 percent proficiency by the spring of 2014. The baseline is 

based on data from the 2001-02 school year;  

 States must also create benchmarks for how students will progress each 

year to meet the goal of 100 percent proficiency by the spring of 2014;  

 A state’s AYP must include separate measures for both reading/language 

arts and math. In addition, the measures must apply not only to students on 

average, but also to students in four “subgroups”: economically 
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disadvantaged students, students from major racial and ethnic groups, 

students with disabilities, and students with limited English proficiency;  

 To meet AYP, at least 95 percent of students in each of the four 

subgroups, as well as 95 percent of students in a school as a whole, must 

take the state tests, and each subgroup of students must meet or exceed the 

measurable annual objectives set by the state for each year.  (Adequate 

Yearly Progress, 2004).   

 

AYP results, based on state-determined AYP standards, were to be compared to prior 

years to determine if the school has made adequate progress towards the proficiency goal.  

The next reauthorization on NCLB, which formally expired on Sept. 30, 2007, was 

expected to happen in 2011 but had yet to occur in March of 2012.    

 While education had seen some improvement within the ten years of NCLB, there 

remained areas within the law that need to be addressed.  Some believed that the 

unrealistic requirements of NCLB caused states to lower proficiency standards.  In 

addition, NCLB was overly prescriptive and does not allow states flexibility to meet their 

unique needs (Duncan, 2012).  Although the process for reauthorization has begun, relief 

is needed right away.  President Obama has offered states flexibility in developing 

accountability systems in exchange for developing comprehensive plans to raise 

standards and improve teacher and principal evaluation and support (Duncan, 2012).   

The Nebraska Accountability Perspective.  In the initial years of NCLB, states 

were allowed to use results from either statewide assessments, a combination of state and 

local assessments, or local assessments for accountability purposes. Nebraska developed 

and used a statewide criterion-referenced writing assessment during the initial phases of 

NCLB for required reporting purposes.  The Nebraska statewide writing assessment was 

not examined as part of this study. 
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Statewide accountability plans in Nebraska, Maine, and Iowa were based on 

locally selected and/or locally developed assessments.  These were the only statewide 

plans relying on data from the local assessments that were approved for accountability 

purposes (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2003, p. 10).  

 School districts in Nebraska were required to use the School-based Teacher-led 

Assessments and Reporting System (STARS), NDE Rule 10, and norm-referenced tests 

to address the academic content standards for accountability purposes. The state 

identified four achievement levels for students performance on the locally developed 

assessments used as the Nebraska accountability plan.  These levels were set as 

beginning, progressing, proficient, and advanced.  School districts determined cut scores 

for each achievement level using established criteria under Nebraska’s Quality Indicators.   

 Quality Criteria for locally developed assessments were developed by NDE with 

assistance from the Buros Institute for Assessment Consultation and Outreach at the 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln.  A checklist was developed that described the evidence 

used to meet the six criteria (NDE, 2000, p. 4.1).  An assessment portfolio based on the 

six quality criteria was prepared and submitted to NDE by each school district.  A panel 

of experts initially reviewed the portfolio (CCSSO, 2003, p. 10).  In the later years of the 

STARS assessment system, these assessment portfolios were reviewed through a peer 

review process that involved specifically trained Nebraska educators visiting each school 

district to gather data and review the processes in place. 

Nebraska has developed a portfolio that helps ensure that local assessments meet 

the technical standards required by the NCLB mandate.  In this process, teachers 

and administrators are involved in collecting evidence to demonstrate that the 

procedures used to develop, score, and set performance for their assessments are 

of high technical quality.  (Lane, 2006, p. 3) 
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Norm-referenced achievement tests were analyzed for reporting of student achievement 

relating to STARS and NCLB requirements.  The Nebraska Department of Education 

(NDE), working with the Buros Institute, analyzed standardized tests for alignment with 

state standards in the curricular areas of math, science, social studies, and 

reading/writing.  Tests reviewed included California Achievement Test (CAT); Terra 

Nova, a component of the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS); Iowa Test of 

Basic Skills (ITBS); Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT); and Stanford Achievement 

Test (SAT) (NDE, 2000, Section 7).  Proficiency was met for students who scored at, or 

above, the 50th percentile on these norm-referenced tests.  Norm-referenced tests (NRTs) 

compare an individual’s score against the scores of a group of people who have taken the 

same test (norm group.)  Data from NRTs, when displayed graphically, take the shape of 

a bell curve, which is often referred to as the normal curve.  The scores for average 

students will be near the 50th percentile (FairTest, n.d.) and at the center of the curve.  

Nebraska Department of Education Rule 10 had previously required school districts to 

administer norm-referenced tests prior to the implementation of statewide criterion-

referenced writing assessment or the STARS system.  Norm-referenced testing will not 

be examined as part of this study. 

Development of the Nebraska STARS System 

Nebraska initially chose an atypical path to meet the reporting and accountability 

requirements of NCLB.  Nebraska’s STARS assessments were a form of criterion-

referenced tests (CRTs) intended to measure how well an individual had learned a 

specific body of knowledge.  These assessments were based on approved or adopted 

content standards that described what students should know and be able to do in different 
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subjects at various grade levels.  Nebraska’s performance indicators defined how much of 

the content standards students should know to reach the beginning, progressing, 

proficient, or advanced levels in the subject area for assessment and reporting purposes 

STARS Professional Development.  The Nebraska STARS system assigned 

responsibility for assessment development to individual school districts.  Nebraska 

schools were supported in assessment development by NDE and Educational Service 

Units, which led to increasing professional development for educators relating to 

assessment literacy and data interpretation.  Fairtest, a school reform organization, 

identified Nebraska as the only state practicing authentic accountability (Gallagher, 2004, 

p. 5).  The STARS process emphasized “the most important decisions about teaching and 

learning happen in classrooms” (Gallagher & Ratzlaff, 2008, p. 50) and was based on the 

premise that assessment is for the purpose of information to guide instruction. 

Perhaps more importantly, the conversations in Nebraska districts have changed 

over the three years of our study.  We mean this in two ways.  First, the language 

used by Nebraska educators has changed.  We have witnessed enormous growth 

in assessment literacy, especially among teachers, many of whom now 

comfortably “talk assessment.”  Second, the question that many Nebraska 

educators ask about STARS has moved from “Why do we have to do this?” to 

“Can it work?” to “How can we make it work for everyone?” (Gallagher, 2004, 

p. 9) 

 

Professional development within Nebraska involved educators working in teams 

locally and regionally in developing and revising assessments to improve the instruction.   

In addition, the NDE has kept its focus on professional development for 

educators, which we believe is the linchpin of the entire STARS system.  Efforts 

in this direction include: 

 Continued assessment literacy focus (NDE workshops, Rick Stiggins 

visits, partnering with ESUs) 

 Further alignment work with higher education, including the development 

of a higher education framework for all 17 institutions for pre-service 

skills in assessment.  (Gallagher, 2004, p. 50) 
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An important piece of professional development within STARS involved training 

educators to interpret assessment data so that these could be used to improve instruction.  

Many schools had little or no meaningful data relating to instruction early in the STARS 

process.  However, with STARS, a tremendous amount of data was generated regarding 

student achievement.  Educators, with the support of NDE and ESUs, increased their 

knowledge of effective assessment, “Teachers have become smarter about collecting, 

interpreting, and using data.  These data then feed school improvement” (Gallagher & 

Ratzlaff, 2008, p. 52).  Collecting and interpreting data became the basis for meaningful 

school improvement efforts as teachers evolved into leadership roles in school 

improvement efforts.  The teachers’ role in school improvement and accountability has 

evolved as they developed a better working knowledge of assessment and data,    

Nebraska teacher leaders . . . exert their leadership in less formal ways . . . 

convincing colleagues to try student-led parent conferences, serving on a school 

improvement task force, taking a turn facilitating a learning team, or just letting 

their voice be heard.  (Gallagher & Ratzlaff, 2008, p. 52)   

 

Assessment literacy, understanding data, and a setting where educators work as a team 

combined with accountability expectations relating to NCLB, provided a path for 

Nebraska educators to move towards and expect meaningful instruction. 

The Nebraska STARS system of local assessment met accountability expectations 

at the national level through the involvement of each local school district.  Local districts 

aligned their assessments to the six quality criteria developed by the Nebraska 

Department of Education.  The six criteria developed were as follow:   

1. The assessments match the standards. 

2. Students have an opportunity to learn.  

3. The assessments are free of bias and sensitive situations.  
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4. The assessment levels are at the appropriate level. 

5. There is consistency in scoring. 

6. The mastery levels are appropriately set.  

Summary of STARS.  Nebraska Legislative Bill 812, passed in 2000, amended 

state statute and established requirements and procedures for the implementation of state 

standards, assessment, and accountability reporting.  STARS required each Nebraska 

school district to adopt academic content standards in the areas of reading, writing, 

mathematics, science, social studies, and history by July 2003.  A report card published 

by the NDE was established in the fall of 2000 as required by Nebraska statute.  The 

report card included statewide aggregate information regarding student achievement, 

graduation rates, student attendance, teacher attendance, teacher qualifications, graduate 

follow-up information and school funding.  These reporting efforts provided evidence of 

Nebraska’s compliance with NCLB accountability and reporting requirements (NDE, 

2006, pp. 1-2). 

 Nebraska schools began working with the NDE and ESUs in assessment 

development and scoring procedures for these authentic assessments (NDE, 2006, p. 1).  

Educational Service Units were instrumental in providing the staff development 

necessary to guide Nebraska educators in their efforts to become assessment literate.  

This literacy served to improve instructional delivery based on actual student learning.  

Local school districts, often in consortium settings with other schools similar in location 

or demographics, spent considerable resources developing a highly trained staff, working 

toward assessment literacy based on student needs as determined by standards based 

assessment. 
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 This first standards-based assessment system was created as a locally developed 

system in reading, mathematics, and science that was intended to provide guidance and 

support for Nebraska educators.  STARS data were collected from all districts and 

reported to the public through the Nebraska State of the Schools Report.  It was, however, 

almost impossible to compare between districts because of the variations in assessments 

from district to district.  The inability to compare districts using STARS eventually led to 

further legislation and a change in the direction of assessment strategies within the state. 

Overview of Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA)  

The 2007 and 2008 legislative sessions brought about dramatic changes in 

Nebraska policy regarding standards, assessment, and accountability.  Legislative Bill 

653, passed in May of 2007, called for the revision of state standards in reading, 

mathematics, science, and social studies and also required the development of statewide 

criterion-referenced test in reading and math.  This began the shift from the local 

assessment process to the state level (Roschewski, 2008, p. 6). 

Legislative Bill 1157, passed by the 2008 Nebraska Legislature, required that a 

single statewide assessment of writing, reading, mathematics, and science be phased in 

by the year 2013, replacing the STARS system of locally developed assessments (NDE, 

2010a, p. 1).  Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) would use a multiple-choice 

question format and would be delivered, to the extent possible, in an on-line format to all 

schools. Statewide criterion-referenced assessment instruments were to be developed for 

use in the areas of reading, mathematics, and science.  The STARS system that was 

designed “to develop high quality local assessment system, to ensure that the data 

collected in those local assessment systems were analyzed, and to use the data for 
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improving instructional practice in classrooms” (Roschewski, Isernhagen, & Dappen, 

2006, p. 434) gave way to NeSA, a single statewide criterion-referenced assessment in 

each of four curricular areas. 

LB 1157 (2008) required the implementation of the newly revised standards and 

statewide tests in reading, mathematics and science.  Federal accountability reporting 

requirements were met using a combination of the previously approved STARS system 

and NeSA tests as they were incrementally implemented through 2013 (Roschewski, 

2008). 

NeSA-R (Nebraska State Accountability Reading) was the initial state level 

criterion-referenced test developed as mandated by LB 1157.  The process began with 

focus on reading vocabulary and reading comprehension.  A test blueprint was developed 

and approved by the NDE and the Nebraska State Board of Education respectively.  Once 

approval was in place, item development began with securing reading passages from 

vendors.  A team of reading specialists, under the direction of the NDE test development 

team, screened and edited for: 

 interest and accuracy of information in a passage to a particular grade level; 

 grade-level appropriateness of passage topic and vocabulary; 

 rich passage content to support the development of high-quality test questions; 

 bias, sensitivity, and fairness issues; and 

 readability considerations and concerns.  (NDE, 2010a, p. 4) 

 

Test items were written and reviewed by Nebraska educators who had received extensive 

training in developing  

universally designed assessments that allow for participation of the widest 

possible range of students and result in valid references about performance of all 

students who participate and are based on the premise that each child in schools is 

a part of the population to be tested, and that testing results should not be affected 
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by disability, gender, race, or English language ability.  (Thompson, Johnstone, & 

Thurlow, 2002, as cited in NDE, 2010a, p. 7) 

 

“The NDE test development team and Nebraska item writers have been fully trained in 

the elements of universal design as it relates to developing large scale statewide 

assessments” (NDE, 2010a, p. 7).  NeSA-M (Nebraska State Accountability Math) tests 

were developed using essentially the same process as that used for development of 

NeSA-R and were piloted as an electronic version in the spring of 2010, being fully 

implemented in the spring of 2011.  

LB 1157 added a governor-appointed Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) with 

three nationally recognized experts in educational assessment, one Nebraska 

administrator, and one Nebraska teacher.  The purpose of the TAC was to review the 

development plan for NeSA, and provide technical advice, guidance, and research to help 

the NDE make informed decisions regarding standards, assessment, and accountability. 

The existing Statewide Assessment Advisory Group has continued to provide input into 

the direction and design of the assessment system from a local perspective (NDE, 2010a, 

p. 2). 

Professional Development NeSA.  Professional development opportunities for 

educators in Nebraska were available as part of item writing, development, and review 

phase of the test development in each of the curricular areas identified in LB 1157.  Item 

writers were trained in the universal design process, working in conjunction with the 

NDE test development team. 

The first operational administration of NeSA-R was completed in the spring of 

2010, and was given in both paper-pencil format and an online format.  The assessment 

included passages and related field-tested items in the spring of 2009. The reading 
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assessment for each grade consisted of 45 items for grades 3 and 4, 48 items for grades 5, 6 

and 7, and 50 items for grades 8 and 11. The items were presented in a random order 

(NDE, 2010a, pp. 16, 22).  Results of the NeSA-R were reported to the public and were 

included on the Nebraska State of the Schools Report in the fall of 2010.   

Results of the NeSA-R were reviewed at the state level for reliability, validity, 

calibration, and equity.  Comparison of results of the paper-pencil testing format of 

paper-and the online format were completed by the NDE and reported in the 2010 

Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) Paper and Pencil versus Computer Administered 

Assessment Comparability Study for Reading prepared by Computerized Assessments 

and Learning (NDE, 2010b).  This comparison revealed that 92.2% of the total 334 

scoreable items on the NeSA Reading 2010 test showed no effect relating to the mode of 

delivery.  The remaining 7.8% or 26 test items required further review as computer-based 

examinees responded differently than paper-pencil examinees (NDE, 2010b, p. 9). 

The field test version of NeSA-M was available to school districts in an online 

version in 2010 (NDE, 2010a, p. 17).  Operational NeSA-M was completed in the spring 

of 2011.  

Assessment policy in Nebraska has continued to evolve.  The Nebraska State 

Board of Education approved the Nebraska Performance Accountability System (NePAS) 

in the fall of 2011.  NePAS is in developmental stages and is planned to grow into an 

accountability system using multiple measures including NeSA scores in reading, math, 

science, and writing, participation rates, graduation rates, and growth and improvement 

rates over the next two years (Breed, 2011, p. 6). 
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Transition from STARS to NeSA 

 The transition from the STARS assessment system to NeSA system has continued 

to evolve.  The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of Nebraska 

administrators about their experiences in the transition from STARS to NeSA and their 

perceptions of that transition in implementing a balanced assessment system.  A 

transition implies that those administrators have or will be experiencing change as they 

and their districts make the move to the NeSA system and its new requirements of 

reporting and accountability compared to STARS.  How change happens in educational 

settings has been a topic of interest for decades and has been examined from different 

perspectives.  The Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL) theory 

of change recognizes the implications of change for those who implement the change as 

well as those who are affected by the change.  McREL’s theory of change has two parts, 

first order change and second order change.  The difference between first and second 

order change are described as follow:  

 extension of past practice versus a break with past practice,  

 consistent versus inconsistent with prevailing organizational norms, 

 congruent versus incongruent, personal values, and 

 implemented with existing knowledge and skills versus requiring new 

knowledge and skills. 

To briefly summarize, first order change can occur without new skills, and second order 

change requires new knowledge or skills that are not easily learned (McREL, 2005a, 

pp. 3, 42).  When describing first and second order change, Marzano says, “Some 

innovations require changes that are gradual and subtle; others require change that are 
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drastic and dramatic.  For the purposes of this discussion, we refer to these categories of 

change as first-order and second-order change, respectively” (Marzano, Waters, & 

McNulty, 2005, p. 66).  First order change generally occurs as the next obvious step 

while second order change is anything but incremental.  “Deep change alters the system 

in fundamental ways, offering a dramatic shift in direction and requiring new ways of 

thinking and acting” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 66). 

The NeSA process is a break from the STARS system of the recent past and is 

inconsistent with the prevailing norm of the STARS system in Nebraska schools; 

therefore, for many schools in Nebraska, the phasing out of STARS and implementation 

of NeSA was a second order change.  NeSA required a new skill set for educators in 

thinking and acting on assessment and testing when compared to STARS.  It may or may 

not be congruent with personal values depending on individual educator perspectives.  

Initially, the STARS process was no doubt, for many Nebraska educators, a second order 

change as most Nebraska schools had little or no plan for assessment related to student 

learning.  Now with the implementation of NeSA and the phasing out of STARS, a 

second order change relating to assessment and testing has occurred.  

Second order change is difficult for people because they are lacking the 

“repertoire of solutions” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 67) to make the expected change 

comfortably.  Changing the way things are done and how those involved with the change 

are affected impacts the success of the change.  Fullan (2001) referred to the 

implementation dip or a “dip in performance and confidence as one encounters an 

innovation that requires new skills and new understandings” or as described in the work 

of McREL and Marzano, a second order change would imply an implementation dip is 
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present.  “People feel anxious, fearful, confused, overwhelmed, de-skilled, cautious” 

(Fullan, 2001, p. 40) when part of something that they have not dealt with before is 

introduced.  People in the implementation dip are essentially dealing with two things, 

“the social-psychological fear of change, and the lack of technical know-how or skills to 

make the change work” (Fullan, 2001, p. 41).  In order to address those fears and lack of 

knowledge, staff members need to be involved in conversations and “transforming the 

culture—changing the way we do things around here . . . creating a culture of change” 

(Fullan, 2001, p. 44). 

 Second order change is difficult and an implementation dip or implementation 

gap can be expected as the change occurs. The complexities of change can be 

overwhelming and have enormous consequences, as the new concept related to the 

expected change must be defined by those involved in the change (Reeves, 2009, p. 85).  

Leadership is a crucial piece to successful change.  “The good news about closing the 

implementation gap is that we know what to do” (Reeves, p. 89).  The challenge is in 

convincing people to take on the change for more than the purpose of closing the 

implementation gap; it is to take on the human behavior involved.  “Every organization—

indeed, every person—suffers to some degree from a gap between intention and action.  

Leadership can make the difference” (Reeves, 2009, p. 90).   

Professional Development.  Reeves (2009) identified strategies that can be used 

to move the reality closer to the intention when change occurs within an organization, 

recognizing that individuals need immediate and continuous reinforcement for 

meaningful change to be sustained.  The first of these strategies is to embed meaningful 

change in an organization by creating short term wins.  Short-term wins can be gained 
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through formative assessment, or as defined by Reeves, “an activity designed to give 

meaningful feedback to students and teachers and to improve professional practices and 

student achievement” (Reeves, 2009, p. 91).  Having objectives that are clear and 

attainable allow a short-term win to be possible. Without the short term wins, the pain 

and enormity of the change can be overwhelming. 

 The second strategy described by Reeves (2009) is to recognize effective 

practices simply and clearly throughout the school year, recognizing a focal point for 

celebrating implementation of best practices. An example of this would include teams of 

teachers and administrators involved in action research and working together, sharing 

their results.  The third strategy outlined by Reeves is to emphasize effectiveness, not 

popularity.  This involves questioning the existing culture and supporting effective 

practices even if they are unpopular. The fourth strategy is about making the change 

compelling and associated with moral imperatives, rather than compliance.  Teachers and 

administrators can often be motivated by their internal moral sense of purpose to do what 

is best relating to a student’s right to an education or similar issues.  Approaching change 

from a compliance perspective rarely brings about the commitment necessary for the 

change to be meaningful and long lasting (Reeves, 2009). 

Leadership is a crucial component for successful change.  McREL defined shared 

leadership as “implied shared responsibility and mutual accountability.  This is 

particularly important when there is more than one person can do, and where several can 

take action for the good of the whole and individual and collective strengths can be 

maximized” (McREL, 2005a, p. 72).  The STARS system utilized shared leadership 

through development of teacher leaders and changing the ways that teachers interacted 
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with other teachers and administrators about student achievement.  NeSA development 

and implementation has been doing that again, with some components of the STARS 

system being utilized, but for a different purpose.  

“Yes, leadership is about vision.  But leadership is equally about creating a 

climate where the truth is heard and the brutal facts confronted” (Collins, 2001, p. 74).  In 

times of transition such as a changing state assessment system in Nebraska, teachers and 

administrators who feel a part of a purposeful community can have conversations in 

search of efficiency and effectiveness.  “A purposeful community is one with the 

collective efficacy and capability to develop and use assets to accomplish purposes and 

produce outcomes that matter to all community members through agreed upon processes” 

(McREL, 2005b, p. 12).  In essence, the ability to accomplish a common purpose and 

produce outcomes that matter to everyone who is part of the community, is the collective 

efficacy of an organization.  STARS provided a framework for schools to build the 

collective efficacy of their organizations.  Transitioning to a different assessment system, 

NeSA, Nebraska schools were again called on to redevelop and redefine that collective 

efficacy. 

Balanced Assessment System 

 The transition from STARS to NeSA has forced Nebraska educators to rethink 

assessment and testing and how it impacts student achievement and accountability 

requirements.  This redefining of assessment in Nebraska has led to a break from what 

had become familiar for most educators in the STARS system while they are learning to 

work with the new NeSA system.  The purposes of the two systems differ in focus; 

STARS being oriented towards student instruction, and NeSA being based in 
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comparative accountability among schools.  As the pendulum swings, NDE and state 

assessment leaders suggest that a “balanced assessment system” can serve as a 

compromise between the two purposes. 

 NDE Director of Statewide Assessment, Dr. Pat Roschewski, defined a balanced 

assessment system as “a comprehensive set of assessment tools and adults working 

together to provide the ‘Big Picture of Student Achievement.’”  Further, the NDE defines 

a balanced assessment system for Nebraska as including three components: 

 national tests for the purpose of national comparison, summative in nature and 

defining benchmarks; 

 state tests, specifically NeSA, for measurement of state content standards and 

for the purpose of state comparison of schools, summative in nature and 

benchmarks; and  

 classroom based assessments for the purpose of gaining instructional 

information. (Roschewski, 2011) 

 

 According to Rick Stiggins, balanced assessment is defined as “an integration of 

classroom assessment, interim benchmark assessment and accountability tests in to a 

unified process that benefits learning” (Roschewski, 2011).  “Different reporting formats 

supply different levels of detail.  The ways of communicating about student achievement 

are varied, and we can group them into several categories:  test scores, grades, narratives, 

portfolios, and conferences” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 295).  Teachers need details about 

specific learning targets because they are making decisions about what goes on in their 

classrooms.  Administrators and school boards need information about more long-range, 

large-group planning and resource allocation.  Parents need information about ways to 

support their student’s learning.  Each of these types of information is about 

communicating the appropriate kind of information to be able to make informed 

decisions.  Students need information about their own learning.  “A single measure or one 
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type of assessment alone cannot provide the comprehensive useful data that a balanced 

system of tools can provide” (Roschewski, 2011).  A balance of various types of testing 

and assessment is necessary to provide a clearer picture of the learning that is taking 

place for the individual student through the varied forms of data available as part of a 

balanced assessment system. 

 In a standards based environment such as determined by NCLB, it is important 

that educators are clear about what students need to know and be able to do.  This also 

requires that there are systems in place that provide data about student learning and then 

how to use that information to improve learning.  The main idea of balance in assessment 

is being able to identify and understand the fundamental difference between assessment 

for learning and assessment of learning, recognizing that they each have a place in 

understanding the student and their needs.  Essentially, assessment for learning is 

intended to help promote student achievement through student growth and improvement 

compared to assessment of learning, which is more of a process of documenting what a 

student knows or is able to do at a point in time.  Assessment for learning generally 

happens in the classroom in the form of a self-assessment or a teacher providing feedback 

to a student and provides information to a teacher and student about how the student can 

improve in the future.  In this setting, the student is somehow actively involved in the 

assessment process.  According to Stiggins, “assessment for learning happens while 

learning is still underway” (2004, p. 31).  These are things that happen throughout the 

teaching and learning process to diagnose student needs, plan the next step, and provide 

feedback to students to help them improve their quality of work and feel in control of 

their learning.  “Assessment for learning ‘is about getting better’” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 31).  
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In order that assessment for learning can happen, a clear set of expectations is necessary 

as a starting place. In Nebraska, that set of expectations includes state standards in 

reading, mathematics, science, and social studies.  Each Nebraska school must then 

determine how those standards are going to be addressed so that there is some definition 

of the objective at each grade level.   

“Assessment of learning are those assessments that happen after learning is 

supposed to have occurred to determine if it did” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 31).  They reflect 

information about student learning at a point in time to people outside of the classroom 

typically through things such as state assessments, standardized tests, college entrance 

exams, or even classroom final exams.  Assessment of learning is about meeting the 

needs of accountability and comparability and decision makers having accurate 

information about student achievement.  

Assessment of learning information is more commonly used by educators outside 

of the classroom for things such as program planning or policy making and is generally in 

the form of final exams or achievement tests.  In this aspect of assessment, adults are the 

primary users of the information gathered to be used for instructional decisions (Chappuis 

et al., 2005, p. 34).  It is not uncommon that assessment of learning information is used to 

make decisions about large numbers of students, including reporting data to the public 

and accountability decisions.   

Informed instruction is a result of finding a match between the form of assessment 

used and the evidence it generates with the kind of information that is needed.  Selection 

of the appropriate assessment is the first of four considerations in finding dependable data 

about student learning.  There must also be a sufficient number of items to test the 



40 

information that it intends to sample.  Assessment items or assessment tasks must be of a 

quality so they are clear and easily understood.  Educators must anticipate as many 

distracting kinds of things as possible in order to keep the assessment or test valid 

(Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 37).  “Although assessment of learning is important, it is not 

sufficient.  Once a year assessment meets only the needs of some of those who use 

assessment information” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 34).  “Assessments for learning help control 

the learning process in the classrooms. . . .  This is not about accountability—those are 

assessments of learning.  This is about getting better” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 31). 

 A balanced assessment system recognizes the value of both assessment for 

learning and assessment of learning and knows the purpose of each.  Overall, assessment 

is intended to benefit student learning and achievement by providing information about 

students and their learning needs.  Historically, there has been a gap between teachers and 

administrator’s training that has made it difficult for them to make classroom assessment 

work well in moving towards effective assessment for learning.  Assessment of learning 

tools, such as achievement tests are developed by trained educators for that purpose with 

little input from the classroom teacher or student.  

 Currently, reporting and accountability in Nebraska is based on standards of 

learning or expectations for student learning.  With that as a backdrop, schools in 

Nebraska must be aware of those expectations and work to establish curriculum based on 

those expectations.  Educators from all levels within a school system need to work 

together to determine what student performance looks like once K-12 schooling has taken 

place.  For this to happen, “It means that teachers must interact with one another and plan 
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for the contributions to be made by each K-12 team member” (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 

55).  It is often helpful to do this in across grade levels on a regular basis.   

A locally developed, high-quality curriculum, reflecting state standards and 

aligned to national standards were appropriate, sufficiently specific, and 

consistently formatted across subjects and grade levels for easy use, is the 

foundation of quality assessment, because it states what should be assessed to 

track student progress.  And when made public in a variety of ways and formats, 

it becomes a guide for all stakeholders to us in helping student learn.  (Chappuis 

et al., 2005, p. 55)  

 

Sometimes the difficulty of the curriculum is in the classroom implementation, as 

teachers’ instruction is the mode by which curriculum is delivered.  Teachers must be 

prepared to help students with the broader vision of the school in mind. 

Assessment must serve all users of the information it provides including 

classrooms, instructional support, and policy; because each of the users has different 

needs, no single assessment is going to meet all of the needs.  Users at the classroom 

level will be served by the classroom level assessments involving teachers and students.  

To do this, it is important to understand what mastery looks like and in what sequence 

assessments are most effective.  Consideration must also be given to how the data 

gathered from this level of assessment will be communicated with students and parents 

(Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 61). 

Users at the other levels of instructional support such as a principal, and at the 

policy level, such as the superintendent or board of education, are typically better served 

by more standardized assessments.  Decisions must be made at a district or school level 

about what tests to give and at what grade levels and at what point in time. The essential 

question is how to be sure that all users can receive relevant student achievement 
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information in an understandable form and in an appropriate time frame for decisions to 

be made (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 63). 

Assessment literacy among users of assessment data is critical to the value of 

assessment and the impact it can have on student learning.  Information gained through 

assessment must be accurate in order for it to be used effectively for decision-making. 

Assessment literacy involves training, understanding of assessment purposes and 

potential by students, teachers, and parents. 

For accuracy, attention must be paid to appropriate sample sizes, sensitivity to 

bias or other potentially distorting factors, and communicating results are accurately and 

effectively to the end users.  Communication about assessment and student achievement 

must be done in an efficient manner so that information is captured and retrievable in a 

straightforward way.  District policy for the expectations of using various forms of 

appropriate assessment should also be in place as a framework of expectations for 

achievement and understanding of student learning.  This expectation is the framework 

for ensuring that assessment for learning is developed and continues in each classroom 

for each student (Chappuis et al., 2005). 

Beginning with clear curriculum and knowing what the intended student learning 

is benefits both teachers and students.  A benefit of this common target is to have the 

common ground that enables teachers to work with other teachers in helping students get 

to the identified learning targets.  “Students can hit any target they can see that holds still 

for them” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 57).  Stable targets allow student to be more involved with 

their learning, and because of that involvement, potentially more successful as a student. 



43 

Professional Development.  A productive approach to assessment is that of using 

a balanced assessment system, which is comprehensive and thoughtful in its approach to 

using assessment for the purpose of improving schools.  A balanced system does not use 

a single test score as the only piece of information that is used to determine whether a 

school or a student is doing well or not. Standardized tests are designed to learn about 

large groups of students and are not intended to provide specific information about 

individual students.  Classroom assessments designed for learning about the student 

cannot provide the broad information about a group of students that a standardized test 

can.  Combined with good instruction, balanced assessment has the potential to help 

schools meet student’s needs. 

 So that teachers and school leaders can provide the instruction linked to 

assessment information about students, Chappuis et al. (2009) suggested ten 

competencies that support student learning. 

 1. The leader understands the standards of quality for student assessments and 

how to ensure that these standards are met in all assessments. 

 2. The leader understands the principles of assessment for learning and works 

with staff to integrate them into classroom instruction. 

 3. The leader understands the necessity of clear academic achievement 

standards, aligned classroom-level targets, and their relationship to the 

development of accurate assessments. 

 4. The leader knows and can evaluate teachers’ classroom assessment 

competencies and helps teachers learn to assess accurately and use the results 

productively. 

 5. The leader can plan, present, or secure professional development activities 

that contribute to the use of sound assessment practices. 

 6. The leader analyzes student assessment information accurately, uses the 

information to improve curriculum and instruction, and assists teachers in 

doing the same. 

 7. The leader develops and implements sounds assessment and assessment-

related policies. 

 8. The leader creates the conditions necessary for the appropriate use and 

reporting of student achievement information, and can communicate 

effectively with all members of the school community about student 
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assessment results and their relationship to improving curriculum and 

instruction. 

 9. The leader understands the attributes of a sound and balanced assessment 

system. 

 10. The leader understands the issues related to the unethical and inappropriate 

use of student assessment and protects students and staff from such misuse.  

(p. 99) 

 

Competency one involves understanding that assessments evolve from needs for 

specific information and knowing why an assessment is given before it is administered.  

There must be clear targets coming from clearly defined content standards and a well-

defined curriculum.  Assessment methods must match the type of learning that is 

expected to take place.  The measurement method should match the learning target and 

could involve performance assessment, selected response, or written response.  Students 

need to be involved in the assessment process to further the involvement in their own 

learning process.  Communication with students and other appropriate adults is critical 

(Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 101). 

Competency two requires that educators understand the difference between 

assessment of learning and assessment for learning.  Teachers and students must both 

have a clear understanding of the identified learning targets prior to instruction taking 

place.  Teachers must be able to coordinate those identified targets into appropriate 

instruction and assessment methods so that appropriate assessment either for learning or 

of learning is taking place.  Students again, must be involved actively and informed about 

the assessment process and the learning targets (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 124). 

“Competency three asks leaders to ensure that classroom instruction aims are 

directly at learning targets that are clear to all stakeholders:  teachers, students, and 

parents” (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 155).  This involves having a clear, well-conceived 
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curriculum in place and using a variety of assessment methods appropriate to the learning 

targets.  It is about understanding the alignment of instruction and assessment to state and 

local expectations.  Evidence of this competency would include curriculum mapping or 

articulation between grade levels of curriculum connections. 

Competency four supports teacher-learning relating to assessment competencies.  

There must be understanding of who and why assessment results will be used. This 

involves use of the learning targets and selection of proper assessment methods for the 

content being taught.  There must also be accuracy in design of the assessments to ensure 

an appropriate sample of items related to learning targets and free from bias.  Assessment 

results must be communicated with the appropriate stakeholders. 

Competency five involves schools implementing and supporting an effective 

professional development plan.  “Teachers need to learn about and practice developing 

and using formative classroom assessments, individually and with peers” (Chappuis 

et al., 2005, p. 178).  Assessment training assists in implementation of the written 

curriculum through an increased understanding of the relationship between the two.  

Professional development should support assessment not just as a way to collect data 

about student learning, but also as good instruction. 

Competency six involves using assessment data to improve curriculum and 

instruction through analysis of the assessments used.  Standardized tests should be 

evaluated to determine their match to standards or expected learning targets as well as to 

determine how the standardized tests will work within the assessment system of the 

school.  Analysis should also take place to determine that assessments and tests cover the 

specific standards and curriculum used.  This helps to determine what areas are either 
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under or over assessed so adjustments can be made.  Working in teams to evaluate 

provides the opportunity for staff involvement and learning. 

Competency seven revolves around the formulation of assessment related policies 

(as policies have a strong connection with student assessment and what should be 

reviewed for appropriateness) including things such as grading, homework, student 

placement, and even hiring policies. 

Competency eight centers on the appropriate use and reporting of student 

achievement information and communicating effectively with the school community 

about that information.  Helping parents and community members understand assessment 

and testing results should include things such as what the tests actually measure, what 

method of assessment is used, how scoring takes place, and what the results of the test or 

assessment will be used for.   

Competency nine draws attention to full understanding of the differences and the 

connections between assessment of learning and assessment for learning.  Assessment of 

learning and assessment for learning each have its own purpose and each requires its own 

attention to staff development and integration into the school setting.  The differences, 

expectations, and uses must be communicated with students, teachers, parents, and 

community members to understand the information retrieved about student achievement 

appropriately.  A balance also needs to be maintained between the state and local level 

between what is expected and necessary and what is appropriate and doable. 

Competency ten addresses potential ethical issues surrounding testing and 

assessment.  The well being of students should be paramount in considering assessment 

and testing.  Confidentiality of individuals needs to be maintained, as does test security.  
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Test preparation needs attention so that educators are committed to raising high student 

achievement levels, not just raising test scores.  Curriculum needs to address content 

standards and learning targets that include activities that would enhance reasoning and 

skills, as well the knowledge level activities. 

Teacher’s skills should include the ability to use quality assessments to measure 

whether or not an assessment fits with a standard or target of instruction.  “Classroom 

assessment is about giving students information about their own learning on their way to 

state standards” (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 102).  Assessment results inform decisions that 

bear directly on students’ school experiences.  Students should be the first users of 

assessment results as they use the messages they receive about their progress to decide if 

they are capable of being successful or not and determine how their future is to play out.  

Adults often overlook this reality.  If students misunderstand, they may be harmed, so 

communication about assessment and quality assessment is a necessity (Stiggins & 

Knight, 1998, p. 38).  “This entire professional development program is built around two 

driving themes:  assess accurately and use assessment to benefit students, not merely to 

grade and sort them” (Stiggins, 2004, p. 13). 

A balanced system of assessment is a system that must recognize and use 

established standards and guide the instructional practice for teachers, students, and 

policy makers.  It recognizes that assessments of various styles are valuable to the various 

users of assessment data:  students and teachers, principals and counselors, and policy 

makers.  Recognizing that it is the combination of the various kinds of data that the 

different kinds of assessments can provide is, in fact, the strength of a balanced 

assessment system.  A balanced system communicates with various users and decision 
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makers regarding student learning and school improvement, giving them information to 

base decisions on, considering student progress as the target that all components of a 

balanced assessment system have in common. “A system of assessment that is in balance 

will ensure that the right kind of assessment is used for the right purpose and that its 

purpose will be to improve student learning” (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 270). 

Summary 

 Assessment in Nebraska has changed and evolved during the first years of the 21
st
 

century driven primarily by federal and state legislation.  It has evolved in how 

assessments are developed, how they are used, and how they are administered.  With the 

passage of NCLB in 2001, Nebraska was required to establish academic standards in core 

curricular areas and a state testing system that met federal accountability requirements 

called Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  This was intended to be a measure by which 

schools, districts, and state were held accountability for student performance.   

 In the initial years of NCLB, Nebraska was allowed to use results from statewide 

assessments and a combination of state and local assessments. Schools in Nebraska were 

required to use the School-based Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting system 

(STARS), NDE Rule 10, and norm-referenced testing to cover the academic content 

standards for accountability purposes.  The STARS system used quality criteria 

developed with expertise from the Buros Institute, including a checklist describing the 

evidence that was available to support accountability reporting.  Each school district 

prepared a portfolio of data that was then reviewed by panel of experts and later in the 

STARS process, through the Peer Review process, which involved specifically trained 

Nebraska educators.  
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 The STARS system gave responsibility for assessment to each district, allowing 

each to develop its own process.  This was supported by NDE and ESUs, based on the 

premise that “the most important decisions about teaching and learning happen in 

classroom” (Gallagher & Ratzlaff, 2008, p. 50).  To develop this decision-making power, 

extensive staff development and training regarding use of the data created through the 

assessment process was done across the state, involving educators from many levels and 

subject areas.  Because each district was allowed to develop its own systems, comparison 

of STARS information between districts was very difficult, if not impossible.  This 

inability to compare districts led to a newly mandated state assessment system that 

allowed for increased comparability between districts done through Nebraska State 

Accountability (NeSA). 

 The Nebraska Unicameral sessions of 2007 and 2008 passed Legislative Bills 

1157 and 653 that shifted the focus of assessment and accountability in Nebraska schools 

away from the locally developed process STARS, to a focus on state level criterion-

referenced tests in core curricular areas. NeSA tests were developed by teams of item 

writers trained in elements of design as it related to large-scale statewide assessment 

based on the newly revised academic standards.  Tests were piloted in the electronic 

version the year prior to full implementation. Review and revision of the test items was 

completed through the governor-appointed Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) and 

reviewed for reliability, validity, and calibration and equity.  NeSA tests were to be 

phased in over a period of years, being fully implemented by 2013.   

 The transition from STARS to NeSA involved change for Nebraska educators.  

The impact of the change and how educators were supported in dealing with the change 



50 

is still evolving, along with their views on how valuable the current assessment system 

and the data it produces is used to influence instruction.  Teachers in Nebraska were 

trained in assessment through the STARS process and generally felt a sense of ownership 

as the process related to their district and their classrooms.  The NeSA process changed 

what the educators had come to know as assessment and how they thought about and 

used the data that was created through the assessment process.  The purpose of the two 

assessment systems differ in focus with STARS being instruction oriented, and NeSA 

being based in comparative accountability.  The break from the STARS system and 

transition to the NeSA is a second order change, which requires new knowledge or skills 

and as result, Nebraska schools are redefining and rethinking how assessment and test 

information may be used within their districts.   

Nebraska educators are working to find the balance of the past and present 

assessment systems, guided by NDE and their definition of a balanced assessment 

system.  A balanced assessment system as defined by the NDE includes national tests for 

the purpose of national comparison (NRT), state tests for state comparison (NeSA), and 

classroom based assessments for the purpose of gaining instructional information. 

 On the horizon, assessment policy in Nebraska has continued to evolve.  In the 

fall of 2011, the State Board of Education approved the Nebraska Performance 

Accountability System (NePAS), which is in developmental stages and is planned to 

grow into an accountability system using multiple measures of assessment and testing. 

 

  



51 

Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Introduction 

The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to explore the 

perceptions of Nebraska administrators about their experiences in the transition from 

STARS to NeSA and their perceptions of the influence of that shift on implementing a 

balanced assessment system.  The timing of this study was concurrent with the transition 

from the STARS assessment system to the NeSA assessment system in Nebraska, so the 

flexibility allowed by this approach allows participants to explain their experiences 

within each Nebraska assessment system and within the balanced assessment system 

recommended by NDE.   

This study on perceptions of administrators was conducted in conjunction with a 

parallel study of teachers’ perceptions completed by Jamie Isom.  A comparison between 

the two groups of educators is provided in the final chapter to expand the breadth of the 

information.   

Locally developed STARS assessments have been used in Nebraska since 2001, 

with data being collected by the state and reported on the State of the Schools Report.  

The use of STARS assessments for reporting purposes has been incrementally phased out 

for reading and math with the implementation of NeSA-R (2010) and NeSA-M (2011).  

The means of reporting for STARS assessments will be eliminated as NeSA-Science 

(2012) is fully implemented in 2012.  NeSA-Writing was carried over from the statewide 

writing assessment in STARS and was not considered for this study. 
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Research Questions 

Phase I—Quantitative Research Questions. 

1. How do administrators’ perceptions differ on the value of assessment and its 

impact on student learning? 

2. How do administrators’ perceptions differ on their personal engagement in the 

locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessment system 

within STARS, compared to their engagement in standardized, statewide, 

criterion-referenced testing within the NeSA system? 

3. How do administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s utilization of 

locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments within 

the STARS system, compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-

referenced testing within the NeSA system? 

4. How do administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s transition from 

the locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments 

within the STARS system, compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-

referenced test within the NeSA system? 

5. How do administrators’ perceptions differ on the prevalence of a balanced 

assessment system within their school district? 

Phase II—Qualitative Research Questions. 

Overarching Question.  How do administrators describe their local district’s 

balanced assessment system, including local criterion-referenced assessments, statewide 

NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced tests? 
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Sub-questions.   

1. What is the purpose or purposes of assessment in Nebraska’s 3rd 

Congressional District? 

2. What is the impact of STARS upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

3. What is the impact of NeSA upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

Mixed Methods Rationale 

Researchers chose a mixed methods approach for the parallel studies because it 

allows both quantitative and qualitative data collection, providing an opportunity for 

more in-depth explanation.  Quantitative study provides the opportunity to gather data 

from a large number of people and generalize results, whereas the qualitative study 

permits an in-depth exploration of a few individuals (Creswell, 2008, p. 562).  The mixed 

methods approach allows researchers to build on the strengths of each method.  Data 

collected in a quantitative study can incorporate the perceptions of a large group of 

subjects, identifying trends that can be statistically analyzed.  Data collected through 

interviewing in a qualitative study rely on actual words of participants allowing for a 

more complex picture of the topic (Creswell, 2008, p. 552).  Mixed methods procedures 

allow the collection of quantitative and qualitative data separately in two phases so that 

data from one source can enhance, elaborate, and complement data from the other source. 

Mixed methods techniques can greatly improve the quality of inferences made in research 

(Powell, Mihalas, Onwuegbuzie, Suldo, & Daley, 2008, p. 305). 
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 The researchers selected the two-phase “explanatory” design as the mixed-

methods model to most effectively meet the goals of the study.  The rationale for this 

approach was that “the quantitative data and results provide a general picture of the 

research problem; more analysis, specifically through qualitative data collection, is 

needed to refine, extend, or explain the general picture” (Creswell, 2008, p. 560).  The 

two phases were sequential in nature, with the quantitative collection occurring in the 

first phase, with follow-up qualitative data collected in the second phase.  The design also 

captured the best of both quantitative and qualitative data—obtaining quantitative results 

from a population in the first phase, and then refining or elaborating these findings 

through an in-depth qualitative exploration in the second phase (Creswell, 2008, p. 560).   

Mixed Methods Design 

 The research followed the explanatory mixed-methods design.  A priority was 

placed on the quantitative data by introducing it first in the study and having it represent a 

major aspect of the data collection.  Open-ended questions were included within the 

quantitative survey instrument, making it descriptive in nature.  A qualitative study 

followed in the second phase of the research, with each phase clearly defined.   

PHASE I—Quantitative Study 

Quantitative data (survey questions) were collected in Phase I using a web-based 

survey of study participants’ perceptions about assessments in general, the Nebraska 

STARS assessment system, the NeSA assessment system, the transition from STARS to 

NeSA, and the perceived prevalence of a balanced assessment system.  Web-based 

surveys have the potential to improve efficiencies and reduce implementation time 

(Dillman, 2007, p. 352).  In order to compare these perceptions, on-line surveys were 
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distributed to Nebraska administrators and core area teachers (reading/language arts, 

mathematics, and science in grades 3 through 8 and grade 11.) The collection of 

quantitative data was followed with the collection of qualitative data in the second phase 

(Phase II) of the study for the purpose of assisting in the explanation and interpretation of 

the findings. 

 Content validity. Two strategies implemented to improve the content validity of 

the survey included evaluation of the instrument by an expert and the use of a pilot 

survey with educators with a background in Nebraska assessment, but ineligible for the 

study because the served districts outside of Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District.   

An expert in assessment from the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) was 

asked to evaluate the survey instrument from Phase I and was given an opportunity to 

provide written feedback indicating whether questions were “representative of all 

questions that could be asked about the content or skills” (Creswell, 2005, p. 154).  

Revisions to the survey instrument were made per the recommendations of the expert.  

The NDE expert was asked to recommend small, medium, and large public school 

districts within the 1st and 2nd Congressional Districts that had a history of district-wide 

engagement in the Nebraska assessment systems to participate in a pilot of the survey 

instrument for the second strategy.  Recommendations for educators to be asked to pilot 

the survey were solicited from NDE because of a need for experience and familiarity of 

Nebraska assessment procedures.     

Contact information for 60 educators was collected from administrators in the six 

recommended pilot schools and the web-based survey was distributed using the Qualtrics 

web-based survey delivery engine for the second validity strategy.  Ten Nebraska 



56 

administrators, including superintendents, secondary principals, and elementary 

principals, and 19 elementary and secondary teachers representative of the curriculum 

areas of language arts/reading, math, and science reviewed and completed the survey.  

The respondents were also asked to provide written comments on the individual survey 

items in text boxes provided at the end of each survey section and at the end of the 

survey.  

Suggestions for strategies to improve the clarity of survey items were 

implemented as a result of the pilot study.  In addition, open-ended qualitative items were 

added at the end of each survey section for the final survey.  The recommendations of an 

expert in assessment and the suggestions from pilot survey participants were used to 

refine the survey instrument for construct validity (Creswell, 2005, p. 367). 

External validity.  Procedures to be used to increase external validity of the 

Phase I quantitative survey were addressed through the use of the following techniques: 

 Procedures to encourage as many people as possible to respond to the study’s 

surveys (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2010, p. 193).  All potential participants 

were encouraged through introductory email messages, letters, and phone 

calls to school administrators of the sample population, along with follow-up 

emails as the time frame of the study progressed to encourage completion of 

the survey. 

 Examination of demographic information of participants to determine that 

they were similar to the larger sample size population. 

Internal validity.  Threats to internal validity were minimized, as the original 

survey after initial evaluation of the survey instrument was not altered.  Additionally, 



57 

researchers considered similarity in experience, assignment, school size, and geographic 

location as data to be collected from administrator and teacher participants.   While 

administrators and teachers had varying levels of experience with state assessment in 

Nebraska that included experience working with the STARS process, as well as 

experience working with the NeSA process, all eligible administrators and teachers were 

considered.  The educators were similarly assigned as administrators or teachers teaching 

within core areas.  Finally, while the educators are serving in districts of varying sizes, 

the districts are relatively similar due to their rural nature and location in outstate 

Nebraska.  

Institutional contact.  An introductory letter (Appendix C) was sent on October 

26, 2011, to superintendents of all 166 school districts within the 3rd Congressional 

District of Nebraska to introduce the researchers and to describe the study.  The letter 

provided notice of an electronic message (Appendix D) sent on October 31, 2011, which 

provided additional explanation of the study.  The message also requested email 

addresses of principals and assessment coordinators, as well as those of reading/language 

arts, math, and science teachers in grades 3 through 8 and grade ll.  The superintendents 

were given the option to enter the addresses within the body of the message or to 

complete and return as an attachment.  Email addresses were compiled by the researchers 

and organized by school.  Reminder emails (Appendix E) were sent on November 21, 

2011, to superintendents who failed to respond to the original request for information.  

Superintendents or their designees submitted contact information for 1,624 educators 

from 92 school districts (55%) from Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District.    
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Reliability.  Reliability was calculated to measure the ability of the research 

instrument to consistently measure each variable.  Upon the completion of the survey 

administration, the researchers calculated a Cronbach alpha for each of the five general 

scales, the ten sub-scales, and two expanded sub-scales to determine the internal 

consistency of the survey instrument (Creswell, 2005, p. 164).  The Cronbach alpha, also 

called the coefficient alpha, indicates how closely related a set of items are as a group. 

Internal consistency was first evaluated for the general scales, which were based 

upon the five sections of the survey instrument (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

Reliability by General Scales 

General Scales Number of Items Coefficient alpha 

1: General perspective of assessment 5 .908 

2: STARS assessment process 16 .940 

3: NeSA Statewide Tests 16 .912 

4: Transition from STARS to NeSA 9 .762 

5: Balanced assessment system 7 .802 

 

Internal consistency was then evaluated for the sub-scales, which were based 

upon the ten sub-groups from within the final four sections of the survey instrument (see 

Table 2). 

Finally, internal consistency was evaluated for two expanded sub-scales based 

upon the two sub-groups from STARS (section 2) and from NeSA (section 3) (see 

Table 3). 
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Table 2 

Reliability by Sub-scales 

Sub-scale Number of Items Coefficient alpha 

1: STARS-Personal engagement 6 .850 

2: STARS-Personal improvement 6 .933 

3: STARS-District improvement 5 .918 

4: NeSA-Personal engagement 6 .725 

5: NeSA-Personal improvement 6 .928 

6: NeSA-District improvement 5 .912 

7: Education on assessments 5 .817 

8: District emphasis on assessments 4 .802 

9: Engagement in balanced assessment system 3 .645 

10: District assessment practices 3 .845 

 

Table 3 

Reliability by Expanded Sub-scales 

Expanded sub-scale Number of Items Coefficient alpha 

1: STARS-Personal engagement & improvement 12 .872 

2: NeSA-Personal engagement & improvement 12 .807 

 

A Coefficient alpha of .7 or greater is typically considered an acceptable level of 

consistency using the Cronbach alpha method for determining reliability.  Sub-scale 

Element 9: Engagement in a balanced assessment system, was the only scale or sub-scale 

that had a Coefficient alpha of less than .7.  This is primarily due to the limited number of 

items (three) included within the sub-scale.  Only minimal improvement would be 

realized if an item was removed (.002), so the researchers determined the value of the 

item within the sub-scale merited no change.  Therefore, no items were removed from 
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consideration in any scale due to the strength of internal consistency demonstrated by this 

Cronbach alpha measure.   

 Population and sampling. The population considered for the parallel studies was 

administrators and teachers in 166 public school districts representing over 37,000 

students and located within the 3rd Congressional District of Nebraska which 

encompassed approximately three-fourths of Nebraska geographically and 75 of 93 

counties.  The number of superintendents serving in school districts located within the 

3rd Congressional District was 158 when accounting for superintendents serving in 

multiple districts.  The estimated number of building level administrators serving in 3rd 

Congressional District schools was 400, with the estimated number of teachers being 

over 10,000.  These estimates were based upon 2010-11 numbers reported by schools on 

the State of the Schools report posted on the Nebraska Department of Education website 

(see Table 4).   
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Table 4 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District 

 Population Sample .% 

School Districts 166 92 55 

Enrollment 100,815* 37,049* 37 

Superintendents 158 41 26 

Building Administrators 404* 74 18 

Teachers 10,316* 334 3 

*Estimated values 
 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District is populated by rural, agricultural-oriented 

communities and stretches from the Wyoming border on the west to the Missouri River 

on the east with only the areas around the Omaha and Lincoln areas excluded.  (Smith, 

n.d.).  The 3rd Congressional District was selected based on the researchers’ desire to 

capture the essence of assessment in greater rural Nebraska where teachers and 

administrators often serve in multiple and varying roles within a single district.  As all 

public schools in Nebraska have experience in STARS and NeSA, the administrators and 

teachers selected for this study have common experiences from which to draw.  Similar 

organizational structures, staffing, student populations, and staff assignments allowed for 

consistency in sampling.   

The STARS and NeSA assessment systems were in different stages in their 

evolution, as STARS were in its waning years while NeSA was being newly 

implemented, hence the current blended system.  The final STARS structure evolved into 

a complex and often formalized system of staff training, assessment development, and 

collection of achievement data by continuous internal and external evaluation of its 
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procedures.  Its relevance was diminished with the passage of LB 1157 in 2008 and the 

implementation of the NeSA system.  The NeSA system was still in its infancy as it was 

in its third year of implementation with the 2011-2012 school year.  NeSA will continue 

to evolve from its initial structure as it becomes fully implemented across the state.   

Administrators.  Administrators chosen to participate in the study included 

superintendents, principals, and assessment coordinators who were charged with 

establishing a philosophy of assessment for the district, developing procedures for 

administering the assessments, and determining strategies to utilize assessment results.  

While the level of involvement varies by size of district, all superintendents were 

ultimately responsible for assessment.  Superintendents were still engaged or informed in 

districts that had personnel to whom the primary responsibility of assessment was 

delegated.  Superintendents have been even more directly involved in other districts.   

Principals were selected for the study as their role in assessment is often critical to 

buildings because of their role as instructional leaders.  They often provide the link 

between the data and instruction.  Finally, assessment coordinators were included in 

districts that had the resources to delegate this specific assignment to someone beyond 

the principal or superintendent.  Personnel in this position may be identified as an 

administrator or as a teacher, depending upon the staffing philosophy of the district. 

Teachers.  Teachers for the parallel study were selected primarily from the core 

areas of reading/language arts, mathematics, and science, as those were the three 

curricular areas represented in both STARS and NeSA assessments.  While the entire 

teaching staff shared the responsibility of teaching reading, writing, and mathematics in 
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cross-curricular models, it is assumed that familiarity with the assessment systems would 

be relatively limited beyond the defined eligibility for the sample. 

 The core area teachers selected for the study were limited to those teaching in 

grade levels 3 through 8 and grade 11, as NeSA assessments are administered to students 

in these grades.  While STARS assessments were only reported at grades 4, 8, and 11, 

specific standards could also be assessed and reported outside grade level, thus providing 

familiarity with the process for core teachers in grades 3, 5, 6 and 7. 

Survey instrument and procedures. A survey instrument was distributed to all 

eligible educators.  The 53 questions in the survey were divided into five sections, which 

each concluded with an open-ended question.  The section on balanced assessment 

systems contained an additional open-ended question concerning the respondent’s 

perception of the prevalence of a balanced assessment system within their school.  

Sections for the collection of demographics (section 6, items 6.1 to 6.6) and for consent 

to be considered for the second phase of the study (section 7, item 7.1) were at the end of 

the survey.   

An initial baseline of individual participants’ beliefs about assessment in general 

(section 1, items 1.1 to 1.5) was established, which included its importance in planning 

for instruction, in evaluating student progress and in improving student learning.  Belief 

about the importance of assessment in school improvement and its’ importance as an 

indicator in accountability were also investigated.  

 After the baseline was established, the researchers collected parallel data on 

participants’ perceptions of STARS (section 2, 2.1 to 2.16) and NeSA (section 3, 

questions 3.1 to 3.16) within the next two sections of the survey.  Individual engagement 
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and improvement within the two systems was investigated.  The participants’ perceptions 

of improvement within the district due to the two assessment systems were also 

considered.   

An additional section followed in the survey to investigate the strategies utilized 

by schools in their transition from STARS to NeSA (section 4, questions 4.1 to 4.9).  The 

educators’ perceptions about the district’s response to the change in assessment systems 

and their personal involvement in the transition were investigated. 

The STARS and NeSA sections were designed to set the stage for the final 

quantitative section - the primary purpose of the study- which was to determine their 

impact on a balanced assessment system within schools as is recommended by NDE 

(section 5, questions 5.1 to 5.7).  School districts vary in their responses to assessment 

directives defined in Nebraska statute.  Variations existed because of philosophy, 

competency, and resources, or a combination thereof.  Participants were asked about each 

of the components of a balanced assessment system, including locally developed 

criterion-referenced assessments, statewide criterion-referenced assessments, and national 

norm-referenced assessments.   

 Are locally developed criterion-referenced assessments, statewide criterion-

referenced assessments, and national assessments used to question, modify, 

and adjust teaching?   

 Do local districts define how each assessment type fits into effective teaching 

and learning? 

Finally, participants were asked to give their perceptions on the existence of a 

balanced assessment system within their district in an open-ended question.  The 
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concluding question gave participants an opportunity to make general comments that 

addressed the assessment system currently used within their district. 

Error reduction.  Non-response error had the potential to dramatically impact the 

dynamics of the parallel studies, which focused on administrators and core area teachers 

with experience in Nebraska assessment systems.  All school districts within Nebraska’s 

3rd Congressional District were included in the survey population to reduce coverage 

error.  Superintendents had the option to submit an alternative person to serve as a district 

contact to assist the researchers in collection of additional email addresses if, as 

superintendents, they felt it was necessary for completion of the request. 

Participant notification.  The superintendents were asked to personalize a pre-

notice message template (Appendix F) provided by the researchers on November 29, 

2011, designed to introduce the researchers and encourage participation in the survey.  

An electronic cover letter (Appendix G) was sent the following day, November 30, 2011, 

to 1,621 participants.  The cover letter included an introduction of the researchers, an 

invitation to participate in the study, and a link to a web-based survey hosted by 

Qualtrics, a commercial survey engine.   

Survey distribution.  Of the 1,621 educators, 550 (33.9%) who received the 

invitation to participate chose to open the survey, where they were greeted with the title, 

the purpose of the study and an “Informed Consent Form.”  They were given the option 

to provide consent and enter the survey or to decline participation and exit the survey.  A 

follow-up email (Appendix H) was sent on the Monday of the following week (December 

5, 2011) encouraging them to complete the survey.  A second and final reminder 

(Appendix I) was sent later that week (December 8, 2011) with final encouragement and 
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notification of the closing of the survey on December 9, 2011.  While researchers were 

concerned that the length of the study may have resulted in survey-fatigue, 449 of the 550 

(81.6%) who opened the survey elected to complete the survey.   

Survey responses were initially stored on Qualtrics’ secure server and eventually 

downloaded to Excel before being imported into SPSS for analysis. Of the original 1,621 

educators, 449 (27.6%) completed the survey.  While the response rate was lower than 

desired, a low response rate is typical for a web-based survey (Shih & Fan, 2009, p. 31).   

Quantitative data collection and analysis.  Quantitative data collection and 

analysis were done using a five-step process described by Plano Clark and Creswell, 

which included scoring the data, preparing the data for analysis, analyzing the data to 

answer descriptive research questions, analyzing the data to test comparison and 

relationship hypotheses, and reporting the results of data analysis. The survey was 

designed to include a numeric score to each response for each question on the survey 

instrument (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2010, p. 212).  A five-point likert scale was used, 

which included Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Neither Agree nor Disagree (3), 

Agree (4), and Strongly Agree (5).  Items 4.6 through 4.9 used a range, which ranged 

from “Substantially Decreased” to “Substantially Increased.”  Information about the 

number of participants completing the survey and demographic data was also gathered. 

Statistical significance was determined through three methods, which included 

repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA), regression analysis, and analysis of 

covariance (ANCOVA).  The repeated measures ANOVA was used to determine if there 

were differences between related means for each of the effects based on the general 

scales or themes.  Effects that were not statistically significant were eliminated for 
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additional analysis.  A regression analysis was used when the homogeneity of regression 

assumption was violated (i.e., when enrollment interacted with one of the 

predictors).  Finally, an ANCOVA was used when the continuous variable (enrollment) 

did not interact with the categorical predictor variables.  An ANCOVA is a merger of 

ANOVA and regression. 

Descriptive data including the mean, mode, and standard deviation were 

calculated for each of the five general scales and were based upon demographic effects.  

These statistics were used to help determine central tendency, variability, and relative 

standing regarding each of the identified research questions (Plano Clark & Creswell, 

2010, p. 214).  Information gathered was used to create inferential statistics to discover 

how variables are related.  Results from various stages of the analysis process were 

gathered in statistical tables reflecting the findings of the quantitative portion of the 

study. 

Variables and effects.  Variables defined for the study and based on general 

scales included:  (a) beliefs on assessment, (b) perceptions of STARS, (c) perceptions of 

NeSA, (d) perceptions of the transition from STARS to NeSA, and (e) perceptions of a 

balanced assessment system.  Personal engagement variables (f), which included activity 

and understanding, were defined for both STARS and NeSA.  In addition, district 

improvement variables (g) were also defined for the two assessment systems.     

Analysis of the variables was based upon multiple effects, including 

administrative role, gender, level of the building, responsibility with curriculum, and the 

enrollment of the district.  Position was also considered as the parallel studies were 

combined for comparative purposes.  While descriptive statistics by effect were reported 
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for all variables within the tables, explanatory narrative was only provided for effects 

deemed to be significant for the variable.  Data analysis procedures were completed by 

the researchers in consultation with the Nebraska Evaluation and Research Center 

(NEAR) at UNL, whose purpose is to assist UNL faculty and students with statistical, 

measurement, and research methodology. 

PHASE II—Qualitative Study 

Information was also collected about the experiences of administrators as schools 

in Nebraska transitioned from the STARS assessment system to the NeSA system.  The 

overarching research question was, “How do administrators describe their local district’s 

balanced assessment system including local criterion-referenced assessments, statewide 

NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced test?”  Sub-questions for the qualitative portion 

of the research included: 

1. What is the purpose or purposes of assessment in Nebraska’s 3rd 

Congressional District? 

2. What is the impact of STARS upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

3. What is the impact of NeSA upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

The results of the Phase 1 survey led the researchers to explore further qualitative 

data providing understanding and insights into the educator’s perceptions regarding these 

experiences by focusing on five different themes:  (a) personal beliefs about assessment, 

(b) perceptions about the STARS system, (c) perceptions about the newly implemented 

Nebraska Statewide assessment tests (NeSA), (d) experiences with the transition from 
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STARS to NeSA, and (e) progress towards a balanced assessment system.  For purposes 

of this study, a balanced assessment system was defined as the use of criterion-referenced 

assessments, NeSA test results, and national norm-referenced tests. 

Flexibility within the qualitative approach allowed the analysis to evolve 

according to the information that was gathered from study participants.  The additional 

collection of qualitative data allows for further examination of unexplained or surprising 

results (Creswell, 2002, p. 215).  One of the interesting things that can be accomplished 

using a mixed methods approach is the ability to explore outliers or individual 

participants that do not fit the expected results (Simpson, 2011, p. 29) 

Participants. All survey participants had the opportunity to respond to open-

ended questions at the end each of the five themes outlined in the survey.   Participants 

included administrators from several school districts representing various sizes of schools 

from throughout Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District. 

A second opportunity for collection of qualitative data involved personal 

interviews with selected administrators.  Purposeful sampling was used to select 

administrators for interviews and was based on their personal perceptions of STARS and 

their personal perceptions of NeSA.  The administrators selected for interviews 

represented school districts of various sizes and demographic characteristics.  Two 

superintendents, a principal and a curriculum director were selected for interviews based 

on these two response areas, selecting one from each quadrant described below.  Data 

collected from the interviews, when combined with the comments from the open-ended 

survey questions, provides a rich and thorough explanation of findings generated in the 

first phase of the study (see Table 5).   
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Data collection procedures.  Responses to open-ended questions were collected 

in conjunction with the web-based survey from Phase I, stored on Qualtrics’ secure server 

and downloaded into a Filemaker Pro database.  The functionality of the database 

allowed for effective sorting, searching, and categorizing of themes discovered for each 

of the survey sections. 

Table 5 

Phase II Interview Selection Matrix 

+++ Improved by STARS  +++ 

- Not Improved by NeSA  - 

+++ Improved by STARS +++ 

+++ Improved by NeSA +++ 

- Not Improved by STARS - 

- Not Improved by NeSA - 

- Not Improved by STARS - 

+++ Improved by NeSA +++ 

 

Administrator interviews provided additional qualitative data.  Interview 

candidates were first contacted by phone and then sent supporting information 

electronically.  The materials included a consent form, the interview protocol and the 

interview procedures, which allowed the opportunity for review of the items prior to the 

interview.  Personal interviews with administrators were completed in a mutually agreed 

upon location after the administrator had a chance to review and sign the informed 

consent form.  The interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher or by a 

transcriptionist that had completed confidentiality training as required by the IRB.  

Data analysis procedures.  The formal analysis of the data began with a 

preliminary exploratory analysis.  The responses were read as a whole in order to gain a 

general impression of what respondents were saying and how it related or didn’t relate to 

the quantitative portion of the study.  The researcher followed by segmenting and 
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labeling text into broad themes.  “The objective of the coding process is for the inquirer 

to make sense of the data by dividing it into text or image segments, labeling the 

segments with codes, examining codes for overlap and redundancy, and collapsing the 

codes into broad themes” (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2010, p. 281).  As the interview 

protocol was intentionally aligned with the Phase I survey, the primary themes identified 

through the qualitative analysis aligned accordingly.  The strategy of aligning the Phase II 

interview protocol with the Phase I survey paralleled the explanatory mixed-methods 

design selected for the study.  After review and reflection, personal beliefs about 

assessment, perceptions about the STARS system, perceptions about NeSA, experiences 

with the transition from STARS to NeSA, and progress towards a balanced assessment 

system were determined to be the major themes for the qualitative portion of the study.  

Further coding of the responses provided insight into general categories within each of 

the broad themes of the study (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1.  Study organizational chart. 

 

Qualitative research is subjective by nature, and each researcher has worked to 

validate the findings through the use of thorough and complete review of survey 

comments, field notes, and interview scripts, keeping in mind any personal biases that he 

or she may have.  Each researcher has served as a teacher, a principal, and a 

superintendent and has also had extensive training in assessment and leadership through 

the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.  In addition, each researcher recognized assessment 

as an important part of providing quality education for students in all curricular areas and 

age groups.  These personal perspectives, although related to the heart of the study, have 

been bracketed throughout the research process to ensure that the results and findings of 

the study are not skewed. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

Purpose  

The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to explore the 

perceptions of Nebraska administrators considering experiences in the transition from 

STARS to NeSA as well as their perceptions of the influence of that shift on 

implementing a balanced assessment system.  A parallel study of teachers’ perceptions of 

assessment was conducted by Jamie Isom allowing for comparison of administrators and 

teachers perceptions.  

Educators from 92 public school districts from within Nebraska’s 3rd 

Congressional District were surveyed using a survey developed by the researchers from a 

review of the literature.  The survey was organized around five research questions that 

focused on the general perception of assessment, personal engagement in STARS and 

NeSA, their district’s utilization of STARS and NeSA, Nebraska’s transition between 

STARS and NeSA, and the prevalence of a balanced assessment system.  An open-ended 

qualitative question was included at the end of each survey section and was used to frame 

the questions for interviews in the qualitative second phase of the study.  

Research Questions   

One primary research question guided this study:  “How do administrators 

describe their district’s balanced assessment system including local criterion-referenced 

assessments, statewide NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced tests?” 

Five research questions framed the collection and analysis of data within the 

Phase I quantitative portion of the study. 
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1. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on the value of assessment and its 

impact on student learning? 

2. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their personal engagement in the 

locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessment system 

within STARS compared to their engagement in standardized, statewide, 

criterion-referenced testing within the NeSA system? 

3. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s utilization of locally 

developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments within the 

STARS system compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced 

testing within the NeSA system? 

4. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s transition from the 

locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments within 

the STARS system compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-

referenced test within the NeSA system? 

5. Do administrators’ perceptions differ on the prevalence of a balanced 

assessment system within their school district? 

Participants 

The survey population for the parallel studies consisted of administrators and 

teachers in 166 public school districts within Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District.  

Superintendents from each of the school districts were asked to submit contact 

information for administrators and teachers with a background in Nebraska assessment 

systems.  Contact information for 1,621 educators was submitted by 92 of the 162 school 

districts ranging from 252 contacts from a large district to a single contact from a small 
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district.  The potential respondents, including 277 administrators and 1,344 teachers, 

received an email describing the study and containing an individualized link to the survey 

on November 30, 2012.  Of the 1,621 educators who were invited to participate in the 

parallel studies, 550 started the survey with 449 completing the survey (27.7% of 

potential participants) (see Table 6).   

 

Table 6 

Response Rate 

Source Sample Respondents % 

Administrators 277 115 41.5 

Teachers 1,344 334 24.9 

Total 1,621 449 27.7 

 

Responses were organized around five demographic areas, which included role, 

gender, level, enrollment of the district, and whether or not they had defined 

responsibilities with curriculum.  Sixty-three principals and 41 superintendents completed 

the survey.  Seventy percent of the administrators were male and just over one-third 

claimed responsibilities in curriculum.  Building levels were purposely left ambiguous 

due to the various organizational structures within Nebraska schools.  Individual 

respondents were able to select the level or levels of their particular assignment according 

to the structure within their local school district.  Respondents selecting more than one 

level were assigned at the district level for this study, which resulted in a majority of the 

sample (62%) being designated “district” (see Table 7).   

 



76 

Table 7 

Administrators 

Source N=115 % 

Position   

Superintendent 41 36 

Principal 63 55 

Other 11 10 

Gender   

Male 80 70 

Female 35 30 

Level   

District 71 62 

Elementary School 25 22 

Middle School 6 5 

Secondary School 13 11 

Curriculum Responsibilities   

Yes 44 38 

No 71 62 

 

Pilot Procedures 

 After receiving recommendations from an assessment expert, modifications were 

made to the survey and the survey was piloted with Nebraska educators serving in 

districts outside of Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District.  Ten Nebraska administrators 

and 19 teachers reviewed and completed the survey.   

Suggestions for strategies to improve the clarity of survey items were 

implemented as a result of the pilot study.  In addition, open-ended qualitative items were 
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added at the end of each survey section to give respondents the opportunity to comment 

on each of the areas. 

Findings – Phase I Quantitative Data 

The findings of the Phase I quantitative study are organized in two arrangements.  

In the first arrangement, results are organized by effect, including administrative role, 

gender, level, curriculum responsibilities, and enrollment.  The tables and narratives 

within this structure are used to provide readers the opportunity to quickly compare 

perceptions across the broad themes of the study: (a) personal beliefs about assessment, 

(b) perceptions about the STARS system, (c) perceptions of statewide NeSA tests, 

(d) experiences with the transition from STARS to NeSA, and (e) the prevalence of a 

balanced assessment system.   

The second arrangement results are organized around the five research questions 

that addressed:  (a) the value of assessments and their impact on student learning, (b) 

personal engagement with STARS compared to the NeSA system, (c) the district’s 

utilization of STARS compared to NeSA, (d) transition from STARS to NeSA and (e) the 

prevalence of a balanced assessment system.   

Each of the five effects was analyzed for significance and the significance was 

noted within each of the tables (p < .05).  

Administrative role.  The 115 administrators who submitted the survey 

identified themselves as either superintendents, principals, or serving as an administrator 

in an alternative capacity (“other”).  Administrators selecting more than one role were 

included within the role considered to be higher in level of authority.  Aggregate mean 

scores were calculated per effect.  In addition, an overall average of mean scores by 
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effect was calculated.  The purpose of this calculation was to provide a method for 

comparability with each of the five broad themes weighted equally. 

At 3.67, the overall average mean score for superintendents was lower than the 

other subgroups.  However, it is interesting to note that their overall belief about the 

importance and value of assessment was still relatively high.  The mean response to 

STARS was higher than NeSA for all three administrative role subgroups.  

Superintendents and principals had approximately equal confidence in the transition from 

STARS to NeSA.  Finally, there were differing opinions on the prevalence of a balanced 

assessment system as superintendents were less confident than other administrators (see 

Table 8).  

 

Table 8 

Themes by Administrative Role 

Source 

Superintendents 

N=41 

Principals 

N=63 

Other 

N=11 

Total 

N=115 

1. Beliefs about assessment 4.39 4.41 4.20 4.38 

2. STARS 3.56 3.73 4.07 3.71 

3. NeSA* 3.09 3.43 3.81 3.35 

4. Transition from STARS to 

NeSA* 

3.78 3.78 4.12 3.81 

5. Use of a balanced 

assessment system 

3.57 3.75 4.08 3.72 

     All Themes 3.67  3.82 4.06 3.79 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

 A more detailed look at administrator perspectives is reported within expanded 

themes.  Respondents addressed the personal impact of STARS and NeSA in the areas of 
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engagement and improvement of understanding.  Perceptions of improvement at the 

district level were also addressed.   Questions addressing the transition from STARS to 

NeSA focused on opportunities for training and education on the assessment systems and 

on the amount of emphasis placed on each system.  The use of local criterion-referenced 

assessments, statewide NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced assessments on both the 

personal and district level were analyzed.  Finally, administrators in all roles believed that 

a balanced assessment system was present in their district (see Table 9). 

 

Table 9 

Expanded Themes by Administrative Role 

Source 

Superintendents 

N=41 

Principals 

N=63 

Other 

N=11 

Total 

N=115 

1. Beliefs about Assessment 4.39 4.41 4.20 4.38 

2. STARS     

a. personal engagement 3.35 3.83 4.07 3.68 

b. personal improvement 3.70 3.70 4.08 3.73 

c. personal perception 3.55 3.79 4.09 3.70 

d. district improvement 3.66 3.66 4.09 3.70 

3. NeSA*     

a. personal engagement 3.02 3.63 3.77 3.43 

b. personal improvement 3.04 3.28 3.71 3.23 

c. personal perceptions 3.00 3.42 3.71 3.30 

d. district improvement 3.23 3.38 4.00 3.39 

4. Transition from STARS to NeSA*     

a. education on assessment 3.79 3.63 4.02 3.73 

b. emphasis by district 3.77 3.96 4.15 3.91 

5. Use of a balanced assessment system     

a. engagement 3.29 3.81 3.97 3.64 

b. defined by district 3.67 3.58 4.06 3.66 

c. used by district 4.07 4.10 4.45 4.12 

*Significant at .05 level. 
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Gender.  Administrators of both genders were fairly strong in their support of 

assessment in general while also indicating that they felt more positive about STARS 

than about NeSA.  While only 35 of the administrators completing the survey were 

females, the means of their responses were higher than their male counterparts in every 

theme.  The only variable considered significant by gender was STARS (p < .05) (see 

Table 10). 

 

Table 10 

Themes by Gender 

Source 

Male 

N=80 

Female 

N=35 

Total 

N=115 

1. Beliefs about assessment 4.34 4.50 4.38 

2. STARS* 3.58 4.00 3.71 

3. NeSA 3.27 3.53 3.35 

4. Transition from STARS to NeSA 3.76 3.93 3.81 

5. Use of a balanced assessment system 3.64 3.89 3.72 

     All Themes 3.72 3.97 3.79 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Levels.  The 115 administrators were also asked to identify the level or levels of 

their particular assignment according to the structure of the local school district. As noted 

earlier, respondents selecting more than one level were assigned to the district level 

because of the global perspective of their assignment.  The only variable considered 

significant by level was “beliefs about assessment” (p < .05). 

The mean scores by theme for elementary administrators were higher than the 

other subgroups in almost all instances.  Elementary administrators were extremely 
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positive about the general perception of assessment with an aggregate mean score of 

4.58. Elementary administrators’ responses were also positive about STARS with a mean 

of 4.00.  Understanding that the secondary administrators subgroup is relatively small 

with only 13 respondents, the mean score of 3.06 on NeSA was the lowest of the analysis 

by the effect (see Table 11). 

 

Table 11 

Themes by Level 

Source 

District 

N=71 

Elementary 

N=25 

Middle 

N=6 

Secondary 

N=13 

Total 

N=115 

1. Beliefs about assessment* 4.39 4.58 4.23 4.02 4.38 

2. STARS 3.61 4.00 3.64 3.69 3.71 

3. NeSA 3.32 3.55 3.49 3.06 3.35 

4. Transition from STARS to NeSA 3.85 3.73 3.69 3.85 3.81 

5. Use of a balanced assessment 

system 

3.70 3.81 3.64 3.66 3.72 

     All Themes 3.77  3.93 3.74 3.66 3.79 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Curriculum responsibilities.  All rural Nebraska administrators have some level 

of responsibility in curriculum due to the nature of their assignment.  Many 

administrators, however, have a more formal responsibility in curriculum when assigned 

as a curriculum and/or assessment coordinator.  While familiarity with assessments and 

engagement in the assessment process are inherent for curriculum personnel, an 

administrator’s level of expertise and the district’s philosophy of assessment often vary 
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due to situations at the local level.  NeSA and the balanced assessment system variables 

were significant by curriculum responsibilities (p < .05). 

Administrators with curriculum responsibilities were significantly more positive 

about NeSA than their counterparts and they saw evidence of a balanced assessment 

system within their district.  It is also interesting to note that the discrepancy between the 

STARS and NeSA was much less for those with curriculum responsibilities (see 

Table 12). 

 

Table 12 

Themes by Curriculum Responsibilities 

Source 

Yes 

N=44 

No 

N=71 

Total 

N=115 

1. Beliefs about assessment 4.37 4.39 4.38 

2. STARS 3.73 3.69 3.71 

3. NeSA* 3.62 3.18 3.35 

4. Transition from STARS to NeSA 3.98 3.71 3.81 

5. Use of a balanced assessment system* 3.96 3.57 3.72 

     All Themes 3.93  3.71 3.79 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Enrollment.  The 92 school districts represented ranged from a large district of 

over 9,000 students to a small district with less than 100 students.  Administrator 

perceptions of STARS and of NeSA both increased as the size of school increased.  

However, the aggregate mean scores of administrators’ general beliefs of assessment, 

perceptions of the transition between STARS and NeSA, and their confidence in the 

district’s balanced assessment system decreased for larger districts.  The differences in 
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the means are significant for the general belief and the transition effects (p < .05) (see 

Figures 2 through 6).  

 

 

Figure 2.  General beliefs on assessment by enrollment. 

 

 

Figure 3.  Perception of STARS by enrollment. 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

9
3

1
5

8

1
9

1

2
2

6

2
4

7

2
5

9

3
0

8

3
2

6

3
9

2

4
2

5

5
2

5

5
3

6

5
8

3

7
3

7

8
9

3

9
0

3

2
1

5
1

4
1

9
2

9
0

5
8

9
0

5
8

General Beliefs on Assessment by 
Enrollment 

10 per. Mov. Avg.
(General Beliefs)

Linear (General
Beliefs)

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

9
3

1
4

2

1
8

4

2
0

5

2
3

1

2
4

8

2
5

9

2
6

8

3
2

0

3
8

6

3
9

8

4
2

5

5
2

5

5
3

3

5
6

4

6
4

7

7
7

2

8
9

3

9
0

3

1
4

1
4

4
1

9
2

9
0

5
8

9
0

5
8

Perception of STARS by Enrollment 

10 per. Mov.
Avg. (STARS)

Linear (STARS)



84 

 

Figure 4.  Perceptions of NeSA by enrollment. 

 

 

Figure 5.  Perceptions of transition from STARS to NeSA by enrollment. 
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Figure 6.  Perceptions of a balanced system by enrollment. 
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Table 13 

General Beliefs about Assessment 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Level* 3 33.040 2.734 .047 .069 

Enrollment* 1 90.326 7.475 .007 .064 

Error 110 12.084    

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

response of 4.58 on the five questions.  However, the most common response for 

superintendents was “agree,” while the most common response for other administrators 

was “strongly agree” (see Table 14).  

 Comparison of STARS and NeSA.  Nebraska schools are in the third year of 

transitioning from the locally developed STARS assessments to the statewide NeSA tests.  

Achieving an effective balance of the various tools, each with a different purpose, 

becomes a philosophical decision that varies by district.  To effectively compare STARS 

and NeSA in the areas of personal engagement, personal understanding and district 

improvement, the perceptions of STARS and NeSA must be examined independently.    

 Perceptions of STARS.  The Nebraska STARS system was a bottom-up model 

wherein each local school district developed a set of assessments in the core curricular 

areas of reading, math, and science.  District-based assessment systems allowed districts 

to implement various strategies to administer the assessments ranging from point-of-

instruction assessments repeated periodically that addressed individual standards, to a 

single test that addressed multiple standards.   Gender was the only effect determined to 

be significant (p < .05) in an analysis of responses concerning STARS (see Table 15). 
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Table 14 

Personal Beliefs about Assessment 

N=115 N M Mode SD 

Role     

Superintendent 41 4.39 4 .5973 

Principal 63 4.41 5 .8676 

Other 11 4.20 5 1.852 

Gender       

Male 80 4.34 4 .7169 

Female 35 4.50 5 1.0107 

Level*     

District 71 4.39 5 .7225 

Elementary 25 4.58 5 .7772 

Middle School 6 4.23 4 .6789 

Secondary School 13 4.02 4 1.0977 

Curriculum Responsibilities     

Yes 44 4.37 5 .8029 

No 71 4.39 5 .8316 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Table 15 

Perceptions of STARS 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Gender* 1 1276.632 9.687 .002 .079 

Error 113 131.791    

*Significant at .05 level. 
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 The aggregate mean score of the 17 items addressing STARS was 4.00 for the 35 

female administrators while their 80 male counterparts only reached a mean of 3.58.  The 

most common response for females was “strongly agree,” while males most commonly 

selected “agree.”  While mean values varied by role of the administrator, level of 

assignment, and curriculum responsibilities, differences were not significant (p < .05) 

(see Table 16). 

 

Table 16 

Perceptions of Locally Developed Criterion-referenced Assessment Process (STARS) 

N=115 N M Mode SD 

Role     

Superintendent 41 3.56 4 1.036 

Principal 63 3.73 4 1.044 

Other 11 4.07 5 .967 

Gender*       

Male 80 3.58 4 1.008 

Female 35 4.00 5 1.064 

Level     

District 71 3.61 4 1.087 

Elementary 25 4.00 4 .096 

Middle School 6 3.64 4 .897 

Secondary School 13 3.69 4 .907 

Curriculum Responsibilities     

Yes 44 3.73 4 1.169 

No 71 3.69 4 .958 

*Significant at .05 level. 
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 Perceptions of NeSA.  Nebraska statute enacted in 2008 required that a single 

statewide test be phased in to replace the STARS system of locally developed 

assessments (NDE, 2010a, p. 1).  The NeSA system used a multiple choice question 

format and was delivered in an on-line format to all schools.  The effects found 

significant were role of the administrator and their responsibilities with curriculum (p < 

.05).  Gender, level, and enrollment were not significant (see Table 17).   

 

Table 17 

Perceptions of NeSA 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Admin Role* 2 526.467 4.614 .012 .080 

Curriculum* 1 569.845 4.994 .028 .045 

Error 106 114.099    

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

 Superintendents were the least positive about NeSA, with a mean rating of 3.09 

on the 17 items dealing with NeSA.  The superintendent’s most common response was 

“neither agree nor disagree,” which indicates a neutral position on questions of personal 

engagement, personal understanding, and district improvement.  The mean response for 

principals was slightly higher at 3.43, with their most common response being “agree.”  

Not surprisingly, administrators who indicated that they had curriculum responsibilities 

rated NeSA higher than those who did not (see Table 18).  
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Table 18 

Perceptions of Nebraska’s Statewide Assessment Tests (NeSA) 

N=115 N M Mode SD 

Role*     

Superintendent 41 3.09 3 1.029 

Principal 63 3.43 4 1.147 

Other 11 3.81 4 1.077 

Gender       

Male 80 3.27 4 1.093 

Female 35 3.53 4 1.162 

Level     

District 71 3.32 4 1.147 

Elementary 25 3.55 4 1.085 

Middle School 6 3.49 4 .972 

Secondary School 13 3.06 4 1.032 

Curriculum Responsibilities*     

Yes 44 3.62 4 1.1705 

No 71 3.18 4 1.054 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

 Personal engagement in STARS compared to engagement within the NeSA 

system.  Nebraska administrator’s personal engagement within STARS and NeSA 

continues to vary during the transition between the two systems.  For the purpose of this 

study, personal engagement is defined as being actively involved and demonstrating an 

increase in understanding.  All of the effects considered in the study were determined to 

be significant for the comparison of personal engagement in STARS and NeSA. (p < .05) 

(see Tables 19 and 20). 
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Table 19 

Between Subjects Contrast of Personal Perceptions between STARS and NeSA 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Administrative Role* 2 571.758 13.726 .000 .204 

Error 107 41.656    

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Table 20 

Within-Subjects Contrasts of Personal Perceptions between STARS and NeSA 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Admin Role 2 19.339 .354 .703 .007 

Error 107 54.673    

 

 Administrators indicated a much higher level of engagement in the development 

of the assessments, student preparation for assessments, and the process of aligning 

curriculum with standards within the STARS system when compared to the NeSA state 

tests.  On the other hand, NeSA was determined to be more effective in the evaluating of 

student progress and has resulted in an increased amount of collaboration for reviewing 

assessment results. 

 The same administrators indicated that their personal understanding of the 

elements of assessment increased more during STARS than NeSA.  The elements 

considered included instruction, assessment, using assessment data for planning, 

curriculum alignment, and the Nebraska Standards.  It should be noted that STARS were 
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implemented prior to NeSA and placed a high priority in staff development so the 

opportunity for improvement was greater (see Table 21).   

 

Table 21 

Comparison between Personal Engagement in and Understanding of STARS and NeSA 

Role Administrators 

Source STARS NeSA 

Personal engagement in:   

1.  development of assessments. 3.46 1.88 

2.  student preparation for assessments. 3.57 3.23 

3.  evaluating student progress using assessments. 3.72 3.95 

4.  collaboration to review results of assessments. 3.92 4.11 

5.  aligning curriculum with standards. 3.83 3.62 

Personal understanding of:   

6.  instruction. 3.48 2.89 

7.  assessment. 3.88 3.06 

8. using assessment data for planning. 3.75 3.33 

9.  curriculum alignment. 3.77 3.40 

10. Nebraska Standards. 3.98 3.49 

 

 District’s utilization of STARS system compared to the NeSA system.  School 

districts employed different strategies in implementing the two assessment systems due to 

varying philosophies of assessment, different levels of expertise and background in 

assessment, and accessibility to financial resources.  Some districts believed in 

assessment and were highly committed to providing time for training, assessment 

development, and alignment of curriculum.  Other districts, however, attempted to 

minimize the impact of assessment on instructional time.  When comparing responses 
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concerning district improvement in STARS and in NeSA, effects determined to be 

significant were administrative role and curriculum responsibilities (p < .05) (see 

Tables 22 and 23).   

 

Table 22 

Between-Subjects Contrasts District Improvement between STARS and NeSA 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Admin Role* 2 78.036 5.143 .007 .088 

Error 107 15.175    

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Table 23 

Within-Subjects Contrasts of District Improvement between STARS and NeSA 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Admin Role 2 10.787 .543 .582 .010 

Error 107 19.850    

Significant at .05 level. 

 

 Administrators indicated that district level improvement was more evident in 

STARS for all identified indicators.  The indicators considered were instructional and 

assessment practices, use of assessment data for instructional planning, and aligning 

curriculum.  While the timing of implementation of the two systems could also impact 

perceptions of district improvement, it would have little or no effect on the comparison 

on the perceived improvement of the student’s overall performance identified in the final 
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item of the comparison.  The aggregate mean of district improvement items for STARS 

was 3.50 compared to only 3.22 for NeSA (see Table 24).   

 

Table 24 

Comparison of District Improvement Due to STARS and NeSA 

Role Administrators 

Source STARS NeSA 

District improved its:   

1.  K-12 instructional practices. 3.67 3.27 

2.  K-12 assessment practices. 3.79 3.33 

3.  use of assessment data for instructional planning. 3.69 3.63 

4.  K-12 curriculum alignment process. 3.85 3.51 

5.  student’s overall performance. 3.50 3.22 

 

 Transition from the STARS system to the NeSA system.  Nebraska schools are in 

the third year of transitioning from STARS to statewide NeSA tests.  This transition 

represents a major change in assessment philosophy in the state driven by the state’s 

executive and legislative branches, as well as educators who were not satisfied with the 

STARS system.  Once again, district strategies for the transition varied and often 

depended upon the rigor of their existing assessment plan, the level of assessment 

expertise in the district, and willingness to prioritize time and financial resources.  It was 

determined that the administrative role and enrollment effects were significant (p < .05) 

for the transition between the assessment systems (see Table 25). 

  



95 

Table 25 

Perception of Transition between STARS and NeSA 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Admin Role* 2 107.791 5.823 .004 .099 

Enrollment* 1 106.143 5.734 .018 .051 

Error 106 18.512    

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

 While administrative role was significant, further review of the perceptions of the 

transition between systems reveals that superintendent and principal subgroups have 

identical means of 3.78 (see Table 26).   

 Prevalence of a balanced assessment system.  School districts have inherently 

different perspectives on assessments in general and the need for a balanced assessment 

system.  The perceived value of the various components of a balanced assessment system 

is critical in determining how each piece contributes to creating a school culture 

conducive to the effective use of achievement data.  Districts are faced with decisions of 

how to balance the assessment tools: local assessment for instructional information, state 

tests for state comparison, and national tests for a national benchmark perspective (NDE, 

2009, p. 2).  Achieving an effective balance of the various tools, all of which have a 

different purpose, becomes a philosophical decision, which varies by district.  

Administrative role and curriculum responsibilities were determined to be significant 

(p < .05) when analyzing the prevalence of a balanced assessment system (see Table 27). 
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Table 26 

Perceptions of District’s Transition from STARS to NeSA 

N=115 N M Mode SD 

Role*     

Superintendent 41 3.78 4 .727 

Principal 63 3.78 4 .985 

Other 11 4.12 4 .860 

Gender       

Male 80 3.76 4 .862 

Female 35 3.93 4 .955 

Level     

District 71 3.85 4 .852 

Elementary 25 3.73 4 1.040 

Middle School 6 3.69 4 .916 

Secondary School 13 3.85 4 .854 

Curriculum Responsibilities     

Yes 44 3.98 4 .957 

No 71 3.71 4 .836 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Table 27 

Prevalence of Balanced Assessment System 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Curriculum* 1 116.580 7.118 .009 .063 

Error 106 16.379    

 

*Significance at .05. 
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 The “other” administrators also have the highest mean scores in the balance 

category at 4.08.  Superintendents indicated they have the least confidence in the 

prevalence of a balanced assessment system in their district, with a mean of 3.57.  The 

most common response for all of the administrative roles was “agree” (see Table 28). 

 

Table 28 

Perceptions of the Prevalence of a Balanced Assessment System 

N=115 N M Mode SD 

Role     

Superintendent 41 3.57 4 .882 

Principal 63 3.75 4 .970 

Other 11 4.08 4 .900 

Gender       

Male 80 3.64 4 .909 

Female 35 3.89 4 .998 

Level     

District 71 3.70 4 .977 

Elementary 25 3.81 4 .996 

Middle School 6 3.64 4 .759 

Secondary School 13 3.66 4 .687 

Curriculum Responsibilities*     

 Yes 44 3.96 4 .990 

 No 71 3.57 4 .880 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

Additional data was gathered in Phase II of this explanatory mixed-method 

designed study to help the researchers further explore the survey respondents’ 

perceptions of assessments in the 3rd Congressional District of Nebraska.  
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Findings – Phase II Qualitative Data 

The qualitative phase of the explanatory mixed-methods study was designed to 

provide further examination of results and assist in the explanation of the findings.  The 

overarching research question was, “How do administrators and teachers describe their 

local district’s balanced assessment system, including local criterion-referenced 

assessments, statewide NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced tests?”  Sub-questions 

for the qualitative portion of the research included: 

1. What is the purpose or purposes of assessment in Nebraska’s 3rd 

Congressional District?  

2. What is the impact of STARS upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

3. What is the impact of NeSA upon instruction and student learning in 

Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District? 

The results of the Phase I survey led the researchers to explore further qualitative 

data to provide understanding and insights into the educator’s perceptions regarding these 

experiences by focusing on five different areas:  (a) personal beliefs about assessment, 

(b) perceptions about the STARS system, (c) perceptions about the newly implemented 

Nebraska Statewide assessment tests (NeSA), (d) experiences with the transition from 

STARS to NeSA, and (e) progress towards a balanced assessment system.  For the 

purposes of this study, a balanced assessment system was defined as use of criterion-

referenced assessments, NeSA test results, and national norm-referenced tests.    

Participants.  Qualitative data were collected in Phase II of the study through 

personal interviews with administrators who had given consent to be interviewed and 
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who were selected by the researchers.  Purposeful sampling was used to select 

interviewees, as two areas of the survey were of particular interest for the sampling based 

on the focus of the recently transitioned assessment system in the state: the participant’s 

personal perceptions of STARS and his or her perceptions of NeSA, as well as the 

transition between the two, as that is the focus of the overall study.   The selected 

administrators represented school districts of various sizes and demographic 

characteristics (see Table 29). 

 

Table 29 

Phase II Interview Selection Matrix 

+++ Improved by STARS  +++ 

- Not Improved by NeSA  - 

+++ Improved by STARS +++ 

+++ Improved by NeSA +++ 

- Not Improved by STARS - 

- Not Improved by NeSA - 

- Not Improved by STARS - 

+++ Improved by NeSA +++ 

 

Additional qualitative data was gathered from interviews with four administrators.  

The administrators were selected based on their average combined scores on his or her 

perceptions regarding STARS and perceptions regarding NeSA.  The four administrators 

represented districts with enrollments from approximately 200 to 750 students covering a 

wide geographic area from Grand Island west to the panhandle of Nebraska, covering 

several hundred miles.  Of the four interviewees, two were superintendents, one was a 

principal, and one was a curriculum director who identified himself or herself as an 

administrator on the Phase I online survey. 
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Data collection procedures. Two opportunities for collection of qualitative data 

were included in this study.  First, an opportunity to respond to open-ended questions was 

provided at the end of each section of the Phase I survey.  A second opportunity to gather 

qualitative data was taken through personal interviews with representative survey 

respondents selected by the researcher.  

While aggregate scores were calculated for each of the five sections of the survey, 

particular interest was in the administrators’ responses to questions about personal 

perceptions of STARS and personal perceptions of NeSA.  Administrators were selected 

for interviews based on these two response areas, selecting one from each quadrant as 

described earlier.  Personal interviews with administrators were recorded and transcribed 

either personally by the researcher or by a transcriptionist who had completed 

confidentiality training as required by the IRB.   

 Data analysis procedures.  Data was organized, prepared for analysis, and then 

read as a whole in order to gain a general impression of what respondents were saying 

and how it related or did not relate to the quantitative portion of the study.  As the 

interview protocol was intentionally aligned with the Phase I survey, the primary themes 

identified through the qualitative analysis aligned accordingly.  The strategy of aligning 

the Phase II interview protocol with the Phase I survey paralleled the explanatory mixed 

methods design selected for the study.  After review and reflection, five areas were 

determined to be the major themes for the qualitative portion of the study:  (a) personal 

beliefs about assessment, (b) perceptions about the STARS system, (c) perceptions about 

the newly implemented Nebraska Statewide assessment tests (NeSA), (d) experiences 

with the transition from STARS to NeSA, and (e) progress towards a balanced 
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assessment system.  Further coding of the responses provided insight into general 

categories within each of the five themes of the study.   

Qualitative research is subjective by nature and the researcher worked to validate 

findings through the use of a thorough and complete review of the survey comments, 

field notes, and interview scripts, keeping in mind any personal biases that he may have.  

The researcher has served in the role of teacher, principal, and superintendent and has 

extensive training in assessment and leadership through the University of Nebraska-

Lincoln.  The researcher recognized that assessment has an important role in providing 

quality education for students in all curricular areas and age groups.  These personal 

perspectives, although related to the heart of the study, have been bracketed throughout 

the research process to ensure that they do not skew perspective when reviewing and 

reporting study results (see Table 30). 

Theme 1:  Perceptions and beliefs about assessment.  The initial section of the 

Phase I interview protocol focused on respondents’ beliefs and perceptions about 

assessments in general.  Upon review, responses revealed that administrators felt overall 

that assessment is a necessary and valuable tool.  One administrator said,  

Table 30 

Themes for Qualitative Study 

Themes from interviews and open-ended items from survey.  

1. Personal perceptions about assessment. 

2. Perceptions of locally developed, criterion-referenced, assessment process (STARS). 

3. Perceptions of standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced NeSA tests (NeSA). 

4. Perceptions of the transition from STARS to NeSA. 

5. Perceptions of the prevalence of a balanced assessment system with local school districts. 
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“Assessment provides an additional guiding light to the instructors so they can refine and 

direct instruction. . . .”  Another said, “Assessment is a valuable tool in the teaching and 

learning process.”  It was clear that administrators feel assessment is an important part of 

the learning process; “Appropriate assessment, used appropriately is a valuable tool in the 

quest for student achievement.”  “It provides the instructor with feedback on how well 

the students are learning the content material.”  Yet another said, “Assessment is an 

important part of monitoring student progress.”  One administrator declared, “Effective 

instruction and assessment are key for student success and growth.”  Another 

summarized, “Assessment is ultimately to find out how your students are progressing 

towards meeting standards or what we have defined as information they need to know to 

find success in their future.” 

 Administrator awareness of accountability and reporting was also abundantly 

clear through their comments regarding assessment in general.  “I believe that assessment 

is a vital part of education.  That being said, that doesn’t mean that the accountability of a 

school should be tied strictly to assessments.”  Concern with how accountability results 

are obtained, as well as time involved in assessment and accountability, also surfaced, “I 

believe that assessment plays a part in school accountability but there are other factors 

that are just as important.” One administrator said, “Assessment is one tool in a broader 

picture that defines a school. . . . Solely using assessment to measure school success 

leaves out many factors.”  Another said, “Assessment is extremely important within a 

school system, but I do not agree that a statewide assessment is at all important for 

comparing or ranking schools.” Another perspective on accountability voiced by an 
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administrator, “As a school that has been on the AYP list . . . there are lots of hoops that 

all of a sudden you have to start jumping through.”  Another said,  

I’m not against the Legislature or governor or whoever, if they want to rank us, 

they’re going to find a way to do it . . . if we’ve got to have one test for everybody 

so it’s apples to apples, I’m okay with that, but I want it to be an assessment 

where we can get some information back for it besides, “I’m number 7 out of 20, 

or I’m number 20 out of 20.”  Rankings don’t mean anything.  What means 

something is how the kids’ scores let me dig in and drill down and find out why 

they scored what they did. 

 

Yet another delved a little further,  

Assessment is an important part of monitoring student progress.  Schools are not 

car plants or industry working with an inanimate product that can be measured in 

a concrete manner.  Accountability is a political measure being applied to a 

system that is not broken. 

 

To summarize their comments, one last administrator noted, “Accountability should be 

based on much more than single test scores.”  

The time spent with assessment arose as a concern.  “It is cumbersome you know, 

and I don’t think there is any way to get around it . . . there is never enough time and 

never enough personnel.”  This administrator continued, “We’re at the point right now 

where we can’t take any more time from curriculum and instruction and put towards 

assessment . . . I cannot bring any more on the staff.”  Another said, “We have too many 

assessments at this time, we are spending more time assessing than teaching.”  Another 

continued, “As an administrator, I feel that our students sometimes are over assessed.”  

Yet another said, “We don’t want to assess ourselves crazy.  What we try to do is to find 

that balance, find the correlation and share that with parents. . . . Finding a correlation 

helps to communicate that to parents.”  One summarized all thoughts best when she said, 

“We’re trying to walk a fine line not to spend a ton of time focusing on just one 

assessment . . . we have decided here to think more about good educational standards.”  
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The reality surfaced in another thought, “We’re still trying to find that balance in the 

spring of giving NeSA and norm-referenced and things like DIBELS . . . the scheduling 

and the time element is proving to be tricky.” 

Assessment and its connection to school improvement efforts also surfaced.  

“Without student performance data provided, through assessment, schools cannot make 

any decision about how to improve their programs.”  Another said, “Assessment is a part 

of school accountability, but one thing not factored into school improvement or into test 

scores, is attendance in relationship to the scores and it should be.”  Another said, “As 

soon as we’re done, we sit down with staff and teachers to take a look at their students.  

With school improvement, we use that to see trends and how students are doing.” 

To portray the sense of administrator beliefs and perceptions about assessments, 

another administrator commented, “Without assessment, it is impossible to understand 

what learning has occurred and the instructional decisions that need to be made to allow 

all students to master the material.”  “Effective instruction and assessment are keys for 

student success and growth.”  Overall, administrators understand and give voice to the 

importance of assessment as having a purpose to improving instruction and improving 

student learning.  However, they also have concerns over accountability and how the 

increased focus on accountability translates into action in their everyday situations.  

Theme 2:  Perceptions of STARS.  Twenty-two administrators responded to the 

open-ended question on the Phase I survey and these comments varied widely, with 

administrators having both positive and negative perceptions of the STARS process.  

Teacher collaboration and professional learning were seen as positive outcomes, as well 

as alignment of standards to curriculum and planning that took place in instruction.  The 
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overall perspective varied from one end of the spectrum to the other.  On one end, one 

administrator indicated, “The STARS process for our district was a hoop to jump through 

and a goal to be met.  I am actually proud to say we never altered our teaching and our 

practices and our students' scores remained high and continue to do so.” Another 

recognized some of the issues as well as reactions in their approach,  

Small schools sometimes struggled with the workload and assessments were often 

left to one or two grade level teachers, rather than having the resources to draw on 

to have collaboration.  These “types of assessments” are ideal in providing 

adequate feedback to improve instruction at the point of learning.  In my 

experience, the STARS concept failed because the workload was too large for 

small school staffs.  However, a successful model could have been (and still could 

be) created collectively throughout the state, involving those educators who are 

motivated and capable of building and planning to sustain such a concept.  It is 

what's best for learning.  There is nothing wrong with a teacher utilizing a system 

they have not created, if it can inform their instruction. 

 

One superintendent said, “the fact that we did not have a common assessment statewide, I 

think inhibited the information you could use from STARS.”  Another’s perspective was, 

“We were able to test what we felt was important . . . and the training – our staff was well 

trained because they helped develop the test that was used.”  Another said, “STARS 

really built the teachers knowledge of assessment in Nebraska . . . teachers know a lot 

about assessment because of STARS. . . . A teacher can use that in their classroom 

forever.  It was a good building block that led us to where we are now.”  This 

administrator goes on, “STARS data made sense to teachers, they used them to drive their 

instruction . . . learning became more focused.” 

Comparison of schools was difficult with STARS although it did guide 

development of formative testing. “We changed our stuff to meet the STARS stuff. We 

were already assessing our students both formally and informally and making decisions 

based on that information. Whether we 'improved' is relative. We did change however.” 
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Another said, “Because there was no way to rank schools or test for reliability and 

validity of the test given in each school district that it (STARS) would not be an accurate 

measure of Nebraska Schools.”  A more philosophical approach summarized the thinking 

that there is value in comparison, “You can’t do that (compare) with formative classroom 

based measurements that we were using in STARS.  There had to be a set, consistent 

system.” 

Professional development opportunities and learning about assessment and 

student learning were valuable experiences for those teachers who participated in the 

process.  “The STARS assessments helped teachers to know when and what concepts 

they needed to provide remediation for their students.  It also helped to indicate where 

their students were very strong.”  Others recognized the possibilities that STARS 

provided:  

Nebraska teachers were taught what a valid assessment was and how to write test 

items.  However, administrators and teachers did not take it very seriously as 

students could be retested over and over until they passed.  This can be a good 

thing when the whole class has missed a concept, but it can also drag a classroom 

down if it is done too frequently. 

 

And another saw the bigger picture,  

The STARS process allowed districts the ability to unpack the standards.  Look 

carefully at making assessment tools that matched instruction and measured 

student growth based on those standards.  We were able to break our data down 

many ways to change instruction and meet the needs of our students.  Our student 

scores increased each year as we looked at our holes and addressed student needs. 

 

In the end, the workload that went along with building and maintaining the STARS 

system was somewhat overwhelming for teachers and particularly for smaller districts.  

In the end, STARS did not provide a way for the general public to compare schools. 
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Theme 3: Perceptions of NeSA.  Perceptions of NeSA among survey respondents 

yielded 24 responses. Responses were again varied, with a range of thoughts about the 

overall value and purpose of NeSA as it relates to student learning and curriculum for 

students, teaching and learning for staff.   

 Student learning has many different components, but instruction is typically seen 

as a large contributor to student success.  Access to information from NeSA is sometimes 

seen as valuable but is also limited because of the unfamiliarity with the NeSA test 

questions, as well as what is seen as a delay of test results being returned in a timely or 

valuable way to schools. “Can't do much with a single test that does not assess students at 

the point of instruction. In addition, there isn't immediate feedback from the assessment. 

Students don't care about it and by the time the results come back the test is forgotten.” 

Another administrator related,  

Our teachers and students benefit more from formative assessments instituted on 

the local level (STARS) that are administered routinely throughout the school 

year.  One-shot tests do not impact instruction, however they may be helpful in 

analyzing data on an annual basis, where they may indicate the effectiveness on a 

district-wide basis. 

 

There was another administrator that had a slightly different viewpoint,  

We are actively working on school and district improvement.  It does coincide 

with NeSA and NeSA is considered, but it is not the center of our work.  NeSA 

itself is still in the developmental stage and is, in my opinion, not as reliable as 

other forms of assessment. NeSA is and should be only one part of what we 

consider with teaching our students. 

 

Changes in curriculum have also occurred because of alignment to the newly 

adopted state standards in core areas, as well as the full implementation of the NeSA 

system. “The NeSA test gives the teachers, administrators, and parents valuable 

information about student learning.  This information has driven change in our district.  
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Curriculum, instructional practices and quality teaching is now the focus, as it should be.”  

Another administrator said, “Our curriculum already was aligned with the Nebraska 

standards.  The NeSA testing improved instruction and assessment-taking skills.” 

Teaching and learning for staff appear to rely on the past STARS system.  

The STARS process created such a strong foundation in assessment that very little 

additional learning, improved instructional practice, etc. have occurred with the 

implementation of NeSA.  However, NeSA will move districts to a level of 

greater use of the data to improve educational practices.  For many districts, 

STARS did not get to the analysis of data at each level. 

 

Thoughts about what NeSA does for instruction continued with comments from another 

administrator.  

Our teachers and students benefit more from formative assessments instituted on 

the local level that are administered routinely throughout the school year.  One-

shot tests do not impact instruction; however they may be helpful in analyzing 

data on an annual basis, where they may indicate the effectiveness on a district-

wide basis.  They are not as effective as the district enrollment decreases (i.e. 

smaller schools). 

 

Further defining the target of NeSA has occurred through the development and 

knowledge that comes with the Table of Specifications,  

It is hard to truly impact student achievement and instruction based on a 

summative test.  The part that has been helpful for our district for curriculum 

planning with NeSA is the Table of Specifications that have been created and 

shared by NDE. 

 

For others, there are still more benefits, “Discussing the power standards, types of 

questions on the NeSA as it relates to Webb's Depth of Knowledge and incorporating 

those into daily lessons...has helped improve student's overall performance on the test.” 

The overall sense of NeSA is that it is a helpful part of instruction, but that it is 

also more about accountability and comparisons than the previous STARS system had 

been,  



109 

I like NeSA better than STARS, but I think too the public places much emphasis 

on this test.  All they see are schools rated in the paper.  There’s much more to the 

educational process than just one test in the spring.  That one test should not 

determine the success of the school. 

 

There was concern from another that this kind of focus has changed instruction. “True 

emphasis on learning doesn't matter; the only thing that is important is to get the students 

to score high on the tests. The measurement of learning is not reflective of the teaching 

that is being done in a classroom.” 

But like most systems, as educators experience change such as the assessment 

system in Nebraska, there are differing viewpoints. “It's good to compare my district with 

other districts in the state.  Common core standards would help even more.”  With that 

perspective, a balanced assessment system is possible. 

In the end, perhaps the overall perceptions of NeSA can be summarized with 

comments from two administrators. The first administrator commented,  

The NeSA test gives the teachers, administrators and parents valuable 

information about student learning.  This information has driven change in 

our district.  Curriculum, instructional practices, and quality teaching are 

now the focus, as it should be.  

 

The second indicated, “More emphasis has been placed on data analysis so performance 

in this area has improved.” 

Theme 4: Perceptions of the transition to NeSA from STARS.  Transition by its 

nature is challenging for those involved with it, and to deal with it takes time and 

persistence.  Ultimately, it is a winding road to find a balanced combination of the past 

and the present.  There were 14 administrators who responded to the open-ended question 

as part of the Phase I survey about transition.  After review of the comments, it appeared 
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that there was a sense of resignation to NeSA testing and what it has to offer.  One 

respondent said,  

There is so much information that it is often overwhelming to understand it all. 

There is no question that in my role as principal, curriculum director, assessment 

coordinator, and data keeper that I have become much more aware of curriculum 

alignment, student achievement, and accountability. It is a daunting task! 

 

Another said,  

Although NDE has tried to provide ways for districts to use NeSA for instruction, 

it really isn't helpful; therefore we are using on-going formative assessments in 

math and science in order to help prepare our students for the NeSA and are 

considering implementing a reading formative assessment next year. 

 

 Administrator interviews revealed no surprising emotions.  One superintendent 

described the transition as, “It was met with trepidation.  Obviously, there was 

nervousness.”  He continued, “Now that we’ve got NeSA going, I think our people here 

feel more comfortable.”   Another administrator described this sentiment, “I don’t think 

we were very well prepared for the transition.  A few teachers were involved and knew 

what was going on.”  Another administrator expressed some of that uneasiness on a 

personal level with NeSA implementation and leaving STARS behind,  

Going from STARS to NeSA wasn't done as soon as it should have been done.  

No one wants to admit that Nebraska is behind all other states.  We haven't 

received Federal grants because of our lack of progress in assessments.  I don't 

like jumping into new things without research, but I also don't like being last. 

 

Other administrators share an attitude that reflected their willingness to do what it 

took to deal with the transition, “Our district will need to initiate more formative 

assessment to replace what they lost with STARS.”  Another said,  

Teachers and administrators will work hard to narrow their curriculum so their 

students can pass the NESA exams.  They will over teach the concepts so more of 

their students will pass the exams.  The transition from one to another was not 

significant. 
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Still another summarized his thoughts with this sentiment, “It narrowed the scope but 

increased the importance.”   

“Our goal is to become the best rural district in the US and therefore we are 

actively pursuing the best at all times on all fronts.”  Because most people have the 

inherent desire to be seen as successful, administrators adjust to meet the new guidelines 

and demonstrate their district’s compliance.  In the end, administrators along with their 

staffs will struggle and sort and rearrange to fit the pieces of what assessment means and 

looks like into a completed puzzle. 

Theme 5: Perceptions of a balanced assessment system.  Fourteen administrators 

offered comments in the section of the Phase I survey referring to the existence of a 

balanced assessment system within their district.  These comments were generally not 

extensive, and after they were reviewed along with interviewee responses and considered 

as a whole, they seemed to portray a sense of uncertainty along with a sense of 

recognition that movement towards a balanced system of assessment is a worthy cause, 

noting that one style or type of assessment does not portray the picture as well as a 

combination of assessments. Finding the balance can be a long journey.  One 

administrator stated, “I’m going to say that I believe that we have all of the necessary 

assessment components . . . and I believe that should provide the balance you need to 

give you the information for students to find academic growth.”  Another administrator 

commented on a balanced system:  

It’s a goal and we’re working on it, but it’s not very well defined at this point and 

it’s definitely not articulated.  We want to tie NRT, MAPS, and NeSA together 

with the classroom piece to triangulate the data . . . we’re not there yet, but we are 

working in that direction. 
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 Accountability and the reality of the public reporting and ranking were on 

administrators’ minds. Administrators’ comments reflected an understanding of a 

balanced assessment system and the benefits of that type of coordinated system, but they 

also recognized the pressures that are in play, such as public reporting and how to arrive 

at the best outcomes.  One administrator said, “We have not developed a way to have 

balance.  It is all about NeSA,” while another said, “The district communicates that 

success on NeSA is obtained by developing proficiency on the local criterion-referenced 

tests.”  Administrators’ comments indicated an understanding of a balanced assessment 

system and the benefits of that kind of coordinated system, but the struggle to arrive at 

that balanced system was still apparent. 

Summation of qualitative analysis.  The overarching Phase II qualitative 

research question for this study was “How do administrators describe their local district’s 

balanced assessment system, including local criterion-referenced assessments, statewide 

NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced tests?”   Upon review of the qualitative data 

gathered, administrators did not have nearly as much to say about the balanced 

assessment systems in place in their schools as they did about assessment in general.  

Perceptions on the value of assessment was seen overall as a valuable tool for improving 

both teaching and learning opportunities.  Looking towards the use of a norm-referenced 

test, criterion-referenced test, and NeSA testing, administrators’ comments generally 

indicated that the components of a balanced assessment system were in place in their 

districts.  However, there was reservation about whether a balanced system was 

developed to the degree it needs to be to be valuable, and therefore there were questions 

as to whether it was getting at the intended purpose.  One administrator commented,  
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We give some local criterion-referenced assessments, the NeSA tests, and 

national norm-referenced tests, but I wouldn't say that we utilize that data to its 

potential to provide desired results. I wouldn’t say that we use them in an 

effective balance either. The classroom is influenced more by the criterion-

referenced assessments because the teacher is giving them and monitoring the 

results for understanding. We pay attention to the NeSA results because of the 

negative consequences of doing poorly on them, so we insure that classes have 

exposure to the material and are covering the needed state standards. We give the 

MAP as our national norm-reference test, but honestly don't look at the results as 

much for curriculum decisions as much as monitoring student progress for RTI. 

 

Another administrator commented in a similar fashion, “We have not developed a way to 

have balance.  It is all about NeSA.”  Concerns with time and funding to give the 

balanced system the time it needs is voiced by another administrator, “I do not believe 

our district has a balanced assessment system. It is simply a very difficult task to 

accomplish without extra time, help, and resources (money).” 

 Even with all of the concerns that were voiced, there was recognition that a 

balanced system of assessment has value.  One administrator said, “A balanced system 

gives the district information about how well the state standards are being taught and how 

well the students are learning.”  Another addressed the question from a more 

philosophical standpoint:  

It is our dream to be the best rural district in the U.S.  In order to accomplish this, 

we are currently intensely designing a comprehensive curriculum which with 

entail the following: scope/sequence, pacing guides, curriculum detail, best 

practices, interventions, and of course, assessments.  This will be a complete and 

comprehensive program that will include state, national and district testing and 

will align to state standards as well as core standards. 

 

Overall, the idea of a balanced system is something that schools are striving to achieve, 

and simply stated, most are, “still struggling with this one” (see Table 31). 
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Table 31 

Themes and Codes 

Themes and Codes from interviews and open-ended items from survey.  

1. Personal perceptions about assessment. 

a. informed instruction 9 

b. student learning 8 

c. accountability 7 

d. number of assessments  4 

e. time needed for assessments 4 

f. used for school improvement 2 

2. Perceptions of locally developed, criterion-referenced, assessment process (STARS). 

a. development and collaboration 5 

b. alignment and planning 4 

c. teaching and learning   2 

d. curriculum 1 

3. Perceptions of standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced NeSA tests (NeSA). 

a. use of data 6 

b. instruction 5 

c. administration and use of technology 4 

a. development 3 

4. Perceptions of the transition from STARS to NeSA. 

a. accountability 6 

b. professional involvement 3 

c. curriculum 2 

5. Perceptions of the prevalence of a balanced assessment system with local school districts. 

a. accountability 8 

b. components of a balanced assessment system 4 

 

Conclusion 

A rather extensive agglomeration of data was gathered through the collection and 

analysis of quantitative data from an online survey completed by 115 administrators and 

qualitative data gathered from open-ended survey questions and interviews with four 
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administrators selected through purposeful sampling.  The findings of the Phase I 

quantitative study were organized by effect (administrative role, gender, level, curriculum 

responsibilities, and enrollment) and then organized by research questions (beliefs about 

assessment, STARS, NeSA, transition, and balanced assessment system.)  The findings of 

the Phase II qualitative data were organized by broad themes parallel to Phase I research 

questions.  The synthesis of the comprehensive information collected within this study 

provided for in-depth analysis. 
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Chapter 5 

Summary, Discussion, and Recommendations 

Summary 

The overarching research question, “How do administrators describe their local 

district’s balanced assessment system including local criterion-referenced assessments, 

statewide NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced test?” framed this study.   

Quantitative data were collected in Phase I using a web-based survey of study 

participants’ perceptions about assessments in general, the Nebraska STARS assessment 

system, the NeSA assessment system, the transition from STARS to NeSA, and the 

perceived prevalence of a balanced assessment system.   A collection of qualitative data 

occurred during open-ended questions included within the survey and from an analysis of 

interviews completed in Phase II of the study.  The researcher selected an explanatory 

mixed-methods model to more deeply explore and explain the findings from the study. 

This study on perceptions of administrators was conducted in conjunction with a 

parallel study of teachers’ perceptions completed by Jamie Isom.  A comparison between 

the two groups of educators is provided in the final chapter to expand the breadth of each 

study.   

The population of the parallel studies included educators from across the 3rd 

Congressional District of Nebraska.  Superintendents recommended administrators and 

teachers from 92 of the 166 school districts located within this area, and the survey was 

completed by approximately 28% of the 1,621 educators who were sent the survey.   

Administrators included 41 superintendents, 63 principals, and 11 individuals who were 

designated as “other.”  In addition, various effects were applied to the aggregate means 
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and tested for significance.  The effects included administrative role, gender, building 

level, formal curriculum responsibilities, and enrollment of the district.   

While significance varied by effect throughout the study, differences were noticed 

in overall perceptions by subgroups throughout the study.  Superintendents, while feeling 

less engaged than principals overall, were relatively supportive of assessment in every 

area except NeSA. Curriculum coordinators were definitely more positive on assessment 

then the other administrators.  The aggregate scores for elementary administrators were 

higher than administrators in all areas except for the transition process.   Females were 

generally more positive than males.  Finally, perceptions of STARS and perceptions of 

NeSA increased as the enrollment of the district increased.  However, administrators’ 

beliefs in assessment, and their confidence in the transition from STARS to NeSA and 

the prevalence of a balanced assessment decreased as districts became larger.   

Discussion 

The findings of this study are organized around Nebraska’s evolving assessment 

system as it transitions from the locally developed STARS system to a statewide test.  

The explanatory mixed-methods model selected for the study was sequential in nature, as 

perceptions were analyzed in the Phase I quantitative portion of the study and then 

explained in the follow up qualitative phase.  As the interview protocol was intentionally 

aligned with the Phase I survey, the primary themes identified through the qualitative 

analysis aligned accordingly.  The themes included perceptions of assessment, personal 

engagement, and district improvement resulting from STARS and NeSA, perceptions of 

the transition between the two systems, and perceptions on the prevalence of a balanced 

assessment system within the local district. 
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The first research question asked, “Do administrators’ perceptions differ on the 

value of assessment and its impact on student learning?”  Administrators were very 

consistent in their perception of the importance of assessment with an overall mean score 

of 4.38.  All effect subgroups had an aggregate mean above the “agree” level.  The only 

effect that was determined to be significant was “level.”  Further investigation of the 

significance showed that the administrators assigned to a secondary school rated 

assessment significantly lower than their peers assigned at other levels.   

Comments collected within Phase II confirmed the administrators’ beliefs in the 

importance of assessment and its value as a tool that can lead towards providing 

meaningful instruction.  Effective assessment, used correctly, assists schools in 

monitoring students’ progress towards meeting educational goals, becoming a key part of 

student success and growth.  Administrators were keenly aware of the accountability 

aspect of assessment.  Many comments indicated concern on the limitations of 

assessment in providing a complete picture of the school.  Finally, administrators are 

concerned with the number of assessments and the amount of instructional time lost for 

the administration of assessments.  In summary, an administrator commented, “Without 

assessment, it is impossible to understand what learning has occurred and the 

instructional decisions that need to be made to allow all students to master the material.” 

The second and third research questions focused on personal engagement and 

district improvement resulting from STARS and from NeSA.  Prior to reporting on the 

comparison between the two, the researcher reported on perceptions of the two systems 

independently.  While perceptions of STARS were well established, it should be noted 

that perceptions of NeSA was still being formed as it is implemented incrementally.    
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The administrators’ overall aggregate mean score of items related to STARS was 

relatively strong at 3.71.  The only effect with a significant difference was gender, where 

male administrators scored STARS substantially lower than did their female counterparts.  

While not significant, it should be noted that when responding to items involving 

STARS, elementary administrators were relatively more positive than those at the 

district, middle, and secondary levels.  

Administrators’ comments on STARS varied from ardent support to vehement 

opposition.  Proponents identified the increase in knowledge on effective assessment as 

being one of the most important aspects of the STARS system.  The STARS system built 

teachers’ knowledge in assessment and teachers can use this forever in their classrooms.   

Administrators also believed that the point of instruction assessments involved in STARS 

were ideal in providing immediate feedback to be used to improve instruction.  However, 

administrators expressed concern at the often-overwhelming workload that was involved 

in building and maintaining STARS.  Ultimately, inconsistencies within STARS 

assessments and within districts’ commitment to the process led to its demise. 

Administrators’ overall perception of NeSA was not as positive as it was for 

STARS, with an aggregate mean score of only 3.35.  The difference in respondents’ 

responsibilities as curriculum coordinator was a significant effect for NeSA items and, 

not surprisingly, those with curriculum responsibilities were more positive than those 

without.   In addition, superintendents were significantly less positive than other 

administrators concerning NeSA.  The superintendents’ aggregate mean score for NeSA 

was barely above the neutral position at 3.09.   



120 

Administrator comments concerning NeSA were equally varied with both positive 

and negative comments addressing the increased accountability involved in NeSA.  

NeSA has resulted in more emphasis being place on data analysis, which has caused 

districts to focus instruction towards standards.  The Table of Specifications created by 

NDE has helped to define the target as the increased consistency in assessment 

throughout the state has improved confidence in Nebraska’s assessment system.  

However, the same administrators expressed as many or more concerns with NeSA, most 

commonly noted as, “It is difficult to do much with a one-shot test of which results are 

not received until months after the assessment was administered.”  An administrator 

indicated that there was much more to the educational process than a single test score 

when he commented,  “NeSA is and should be only one part of what we consider when 

teaching our students.”   While administrators felt that there was some benefit in 

comparing scores with other districts, they felt that it is easy for too much emphasis to be 

placed on scores by the politicians and the public. 

Independent analysis of STARS and NeSA guided the research to the second 

research question, which asked, “Do administrators’ perceptions differ on their personal 

engagement in the locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessment 

system within STARS, compared to their engagement in standardized, statewide, 

criterion-referenced testing within the NESA system?”  Personal engagement was defined 

as being actively involved in the assessment process and demonstrating an improvement 

in understanding.  A significant difference was found when analyzing personal 

engagement by the administrative role of the respondents.  Superintendents seemed to 

feel lower personal engagement than other administrators for both assessment systems. 
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Administrators indicated that they were more actively involved in STARS during 

assessment development and in preparing students for the assessment and in aligning of 

curriculum.  Conversely, they indicated that they were more actively involved in 

evaluating student progress and spent more time collaborating with colleagues with 

NeSA.  While administrators felt that teacher collaboration was stronger in assessment 

development and instructional planning for STARS, they felt that NeSA allows for more 

collaboration in the modification of curriculum and in analysis of data. 

The independent analysis of STARS and NeSA also directed researchers to the 

third research question, which focused on district improvement by asking, “Do 

administrators’ perceptions differ on their district’s utilization of locally developed, 

classroom-based, criterion-referenced assessments within the STARS system compared 

to the standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced testing within the NeSA system?”  

Administrative role was the only significant effect for perceptions of district 

improvement. 

Administrators’ aggregate mean scores in the area of district improvement were 

higher for STARS in all improvement indicators, which included instructional practices, 

assessment practices, use of assessment for instructional planning, the curriculum 

alignment process, and improvement of student’s overall performance.  While the timing 

of implementation of the two systems could also impact perceptions of district 

improvement, it would have little or no effect on the comparison on the perceived 

improvement of the students’ overall performance identified in the final item of the 

comparison.    
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According to their comments, administrators were also mixed in their opinions on 

the ability of either system to “improve” the district.  Both district and personal 

philosophy of assessment seemed to impact administrators’ perceptions in regards to 

improvement within their district.   For some districts, STARS resulted in improvements 

at the classroom instructional level because of the point of instruction assessment.  In 

other districts, NeSA may result in improvements at the district level because of the focus 

on accountability.  Almost all administrators expressed concerns that the accountability 

movement may often be based on the wrong reasons.    

The fourth research question asked, “Do administrators’ perceptions differ on 

their district’s transition from the locally developed classroom-based, criterion-referenced 

assessment within the STARS system compared to the standardized, statewide, criterion-

referenced test within the NeSA system?”  Both administrative role and enrollment of the 

district were significant for perceptions of the transition process.  Being on the front lines 

of the transition between assessment systems, it was not surprising that curriculum 

coordinators were significantly more confident in the transition process than were other 

administrators.  In addition, analysis of the variable indicated the perception of the 

transition process decreased as the size of the district increased.   

Administrators’ comments indicated that they were not very well prepared for the 

transition from STARS to NeSA and it was “met with trepidation.”  Confidence in the 

new system seems to be increasing as the NeSA continues to be implemented, although 

some districts are holding onto some of the formative assessments developed in STARS 

in an effort to focus on individual student development.  One administrator commented, 

“Going from STARS to NeSA wasn’t done as soon as it should have.  I don’t like 
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jumping into new things without research, but I also don’t like being last.”  

Administrators continue to rearrange the pieces of the assessment puzzle to meet new 

guidelines and demonstrate compliance.   

The final research question asked, “Do administrators’ perceptions differ on the 

prevalence of a balanced assessment system within their school district?”  The 

responsibility as curriculum coordinator was the only significant effect on the perception 

of a balanced assessment system within local districts.  Curriculum coordinators were 

more confident of the existence of a balanced assessment system than other 

administrators.    

Administrators portrayed a sense of uncertainty in their comments concerning the 

prevalence of a balanced assessment system within their district.  Every administrator 

seemed to be a proponent of a balanced assessment system, as they indicated that pitfalls 

are inevitable when success is focused on a single measurement.  While a worthy cause, 

however, a balanced assessment system is not very well defined at this point and has not 

been articulated.   Administrators’ comments reflected an understanding of the benefits of 

a coordinated assessment system, but also recognized pressures involved in the public 

reporting of results.   

Conclusion 

Nebraska schools were in the final year of transitioning from STARS, a system of 

locally developed, criterion-referenced assessments, to NeSA, a single statewide test.  

Officials within NDE had encouraged school districts to look beyond required assessment 

directives towards a balanced system meeting both instructional and accountability needs.   
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However, achieving an effective balance utilizing various tools, all of which have a 

different purpose, is a philosophical decision, which varies by district.   

Administrators believed in the importance of assessment in the education of their 

students.  A baseline of knowledge and assessment skills was established through the 

STARS system.  Educators were engaged in assessment and their understanding of 

assessment improved, while formative point-of-instruction assessments became a 

valuable tool for improving student learning.  However, the inconsistencies of STARS 

resulted in political pressure for a statewide test and resulted in NeSA.   NeSA was born, 

and its implementation has resulted in increased analysis of assessment data and more 

focused targets for instruction.  The transition between systems was continuing and 

administrators were becoming more confident in the change.  Now, however, the real 

work is defined in the overarching question, “How do administrators describe their local 

district’s balanced assessment system, including local criterion-referenced assessments, 

statewide NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced test?”  

Many administrators will recognize that they have not reached the goal of a 

balanced assessment system in their individual districts when they ask themselves, “What 

is the purpose of assessment?”  Is it for improving instruction, evaluating student 

progress, improving student learning, driving school improvement or demonstrating 

accountability for the public?  Yes, it is!  The purpose of assessment is to address all of 

these areas.  Assessment is more than a number and an important part of the learning 

process.  Awareness of the importance of balance in assessment is growing within 

schools and the political structure of the state; enough that legislation has been introduced 

to expand accountability beyond NeSA test scores. 
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As school leaders determine the purpose of assessment within school districts, 

they must also determine how to effectively and efficiently implement a balanced 

assessment system to realize that purpose.  Financial resources, time limitations, and 

varying levels of expertise will remain challenges as balanced assessment is defined.  

National norm-referenced assessments, state tests, and classroom-based measurements 

will all be considered.   

Recommendations 

The purpose of this explanatory mixed-methods study was to explore the 

perceptions of Nebraska administrators about their experiences in the transition from 

STARS to NeSA and their perceptions of the influence of that shift on implementing a 

balanced assessment system.  Educational and political leaders within Nebraska may find 

the results of this study to be of value as they make decisions on assessment and its 

impact on students within our state. 

The findings of this study suggest two possible recommendations involving 

assessment practices in local school districts.  The first recommendation addresses the 

next step in the transition between STARS and NeSA.  The second recommendation 

revolves around implementation strategies for a balanced assessment system.   

Recommendation one.  The keys to the implementation of any change are 

communication, cultivation, and commitment.  There are wide-ranging implications to 

those who implement the change and those who are affected by the change.  As Marzano 

was quoted in the review of literature, “Some innovations require changes that are 

gradual and subtle; other require changes that are drastic and dramatic” (Marzano et al., 

2005, p. 66).  Transitioning from a local point-of-instruction assessment system to a state 
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test was drastic and dramatic even though it was implemented incrementally.  Research 

and development time was limited within the timelines established in Nebraska statute.  

The resulting second order change caused anxiety and fear throughout the transition 

process.   

It is recommended that administrators now step back and fill in any gaps, which 

may have existed during the transition between systems.  NeSA will be fully 

implemented and districts now have an idea of how it will look.  It is important that 

districts communicate with administrators, teachers, and the public so they understand 

how NeSA will be used for accountability at the local level, even while it may be used for 

different purposes by the state.  Districts must continue to cultivate knowledge in 

assessment so educators understand the difference between the formative assessments of 

STARS and the new NeSA tests.  They must formally define how NeSA tests will impact 

curriculum, instruction, and student learning.  Finally, districts must commit to an 

assessment strategy to meet the needs of their local students while meeting the 

requirements placed upon them by others. 

Recommendation two.  Findings from this study indicated that administrators 

believe in assessment and understand the importance of a balanced assessment system.  

However, it is equally obvious that there are many questions on how to obtain this 

balance.  Local leaders must redefine their assessment philosophy and formally define 

what the term “balanced assessment system” means in their district.  They must 

determine the local purpose of assessment.  Districts must define how national norm-

referenced assessments, state NeSA tests, local classroom-based assessments, and other 

assessments fit into effective teaching and learning.  Administrators and educational 
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leaders cannot assume that a balanced assessment system will just happen.  Efforts in this 

area must be focused and direct. 

Future Research  

 NeSA testing is in its infancy as an assessment instrument in Nebraska and it is 

too early to identify its impact on instruction and student learning.  There is much 

research on high stakes testing throughout the United States and even internationally.  

However, while many chastise Nebraska for being late in joining the accountability 

movement, state educational leaders must recognize the wealth of assessment expertise 

that has been developed throughout the past decade.  Nebraska teachers and 

administrators understand assessment at a level not often seen by their peers in other 

states through a process that was not evident in other states.  States throughout the U.S. 

typically jumped directly into the world of high-stakes state tests without the experience 

of a locally developed accountability system.  Therefore, it would be beneficial to 

educators if a future study would investigate the impact of previous assessment training 

efforts within Nebraska on the newly implemented state test.  The purpose of the study 

would be to determine strategies to efficiently replicate the training for educators who 

were not able to get this experience. 

 An additional study could look at Nebraska’s assessment system from the student 

perspective.  A great deal of time and emphasis is put into assessment of students, but no 

one has ever asked them how they feel about assessment.  Research indicates that 

engaged students are successful students.  Districts take a leap of faith when they rely on 

students to perform on assessment of which students do not see relevance.     
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Chapter 6 

Comparison of Administrators’ and Teachers’ Perceptions 

Purpose  

The purpose of the parallel explanatory mixed-methods studies completed by 

Michael Teahon and Jamie Isom was to explore the perceptions of Nebraska 

administrators and Nebraska teachers about experiences in the transition from STARS to 

NeSA as well as their perceptions of the influence of that shift in implementing a 

balanced assessment system.  The structure of the parallel studies was identical with the 

only difference being within the sample considered.  Results, discussion, and 

recommendations within the “administrator” study dealt exclusively with responses and 

comments from superintendents, principals, and other administrators.  Conversely, only 

responses and comments from teachers were discussed in the “teacher” study.  Teachers 

of language arts/reading, mathematics, science, assigned to multiple areas or designated 

as “other” were included within the sample.  The results from the 115 administrators and 

334 teachers will be compared within this report.   

Research Questions   

The primary research question that guided this study was:  “How do 

administrators and teachers describe their district’s balanced assessment system including 

local criterion-referenced assessments, statewide NeSA tests, and national-norm-

referenced tests?” 

Five research questions framed the collection and analysis of data within the 

Phase I quantitative portion of the study.  They included: 
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1. Do administrators’ and teachers’ perceptions differ on the value of assessment 

and its impact on student learning? 

2. Do administrators’ and teachers’ perceptions differ on their personal 

engagement in the locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced 

assessment system within STARS compared to their engagement in 

standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced testing within the NeSA system? 

3. Do administrators’ and teachers’ perceptions differ on their district’s 

utilization of locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced 

assessments within the STARS system compared to the standardized, 

statewide, criterion-referenced testing within the NeSA system? 

4. Do administrators’ and teachers’ perceptions differ on their district’s 

transition from the locally developed, classroom-based, criterion-referenced 

assessments within the STARS system compared to the standardized, 

statewide, criterion-referenced test within the NeSA system? 

5. Do administrators’ and teachers’ perceptions differ on the prevalence of a 

balanced assessment system within their school district? 

Research Design and Methodology 

 The researchers selected an explanatory mixed-methods approach for this study. 

Quantitative data were collected in the initial phase (Phase I) of the study using a survey 

of administrators’ and teachers’ perceptions about assessments in general, the Nebraska 

STARS assessment system, the NeSA assessment system, the transition from STARS to 

NeSA, and the prevalence of a balanced assessment system.  The collection of 

quantitative data was followed with the collection of qualitative data in the second phase 
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(Phase II) of the study for the purpose of assisting in the explanation and interpretation of 

the findings.  The survey was initially piloted with Nebraska educators serving in districts 

outside of Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District prior to being administered to the 

selected sample.   

Educators from 92 public school districts from within Nebraska’s 3rd 

Congressional District were surveyed using a survey developed by the researchers from a 

review of the literature and organized around the five research questions.  An open-ended 

qualitative question was included at the end of each survey section and was used to frame 

interview questions for the qualitative second phase (Phase II) of the study.  

Participants 

The survey population for the parallel studies consisted of administrators and 

teachers in 166 public school districts within Nebraska’s 3rd Congressional District.  

Contact information for 1,621 educators was submitted by 92 of the 162 school districts.  

The potential respondents, including 277 administrators and 1,344 teachers, received an 

email containing an individualized link to the survey with 449 completing the survey 

(27.7% of potential participants) (see Table 32).   

 

Table 32 

Response Rate 

Source Sample Respondents % 

Administrators 277 115 41.5 

Teachers 1,344 334 24.9 

Total 1,621 449 27.7 
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The focus of this combined comparison was between those serving as an 

administrator (115) and those serving as a teacher (334).  Gender, level, enrollment, and 

curriculum responsibility were analyzed within the parallel studies but are not part of the 

focus for the combined comparison (see Table 33). 

 

Table 33 

Sample for Parallel Studies 

Source Respondents % 

Administrators 115  

Superintendent 41 36 

Principal 63 55 

Other 11 10 

Teachers 334  

Reading/Language Arts 82 25 

Mathematics 65 19 

Science 44 13 

Other 16 5 

Multiple Areas 127 38 

 

Findings – Phase I Quantitative Data 

The findings of the combined Phase I quantitative study are organized around the 

five research questions that addressed these areas:  (a) the value of assessment and its 

impact on student learning, (b) personal engagement with STARS compared to NeSA, (c) 

the district’s utilization of STARS compared to NeSA, (d) transition from STARS to 

NeSA and (e) the prevalence of a balanced assessment system.   
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The difference between administrator and teacher perceptions was significant for 

beliefs about assessment, perceptions of STARS, the transition between systems, and the 

prevalence of a balanced assessment system within their districts (p < .05).  No 

significance was found in perceptions of NeSA (see Table 34).   

 

Table 34 

Significance by Role 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Beliefs about assessment* 1 357.891 31.676 .000 .067 

Perceptions of STARS* 1 730.650 5.075 .025 .011 

Transition* 1 326.660 15.152 .000 .033 

Balanced assessment system* 1 144.842 8.356 .004 .019 

Error 442 61.490    

Significant at .05 level. 

 

The aggregate mean scores for administrators were higher than teachers in all 

areas of the survey.  Administrators (4.38) and teachers (4.13) were both positive in their 

beliefs about assessment, with the aggregate mean for both subgroups falling above the 

“agree” level.  Both subgroups were also more positive on items addressing STARS than 

those addressing NeSA.  Administrators were also significantly more confident than 

teachers in the transition between the systems and the prevalence of a balanced 

assessment system (p < .05) (see Table 35).   

 A more detailed look at perspectives by role is reported within the expanded 

themes.  Respondents addressed the personal impact of STARS and NeSA in the areas of 

engagement and in improvement of understanding.  Perceptions of improvement at the  
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Table 35 

Themes by Role 

Source 

Administrators 

N=115 

Teachers 

N=334 

Total 

N=449 

1.  Beliefs about assessment* 4.38 4.13 4.19 

2.  Perceptions of STARS* 3.71 3.67 3.68 

3.  Perceptions of NeSA 3.35 3.31 3.32 

4.  Transition from STARS to NeSA* 3.81 3.57 3.63 

5.  Use of a balanced assessment system* 3.72 3.58 3.61 

Significant at .05 level. 

 

district level were also addressed.   Questions addressing the transition from STARS to 

NeSA focused on opportunities for training and education on the assessment systems, and 

on the amount of emphasis placed on each system.  The use of local criterion-referenced 

assessments, statewide NeSA tests, and national norm-referenced assessments on both the 

personal and district level were analyzed.  Finally, educators in all roles thought that a 

balanced assessment system was present in their district (see Table 36). 

 While not significant, an item-by-item comparison of administrators’ and 

teachers’ perceptions on engagement with STARS and NeSA provided additional 

information.  It is interesting to note that while teachers indicated a higher level of 

engagement for STARS and for NeSA than the administrators, the opposite was true on 

personal improvement and on district improvement.  While teachers rated their personal 

engagement in preparing students for assessments and evaluating student progress above 

the “agree” level for STARS and for NeSA, administrators reached the “agree” level for 

collaboration to review assessments in NeSA only.  NeSA has caused administrators to  

 



134 

Table 36 

Expanded Themes by Role 

Assessments are used: 

Administrator 

N=115 

Teacher 

N=334 

Total 

N=449 

1. Assessments in general* 4.38 4.13 4.19 

2. STARS*    

a. personal engagement 3.68 3.89 3.83 

b. personal improvement 3.73 3.58 3.62 

c. personal perception 3.74 3.76 3.75 

d. district improvement 3.70 3.52 3.56 

3. NeSA    

a. personal engagement 3.43 3.51 3.49 

b. personal improvement 3.23 3.15 3.17 

c. personal perceptions 3.30 3.33 3.32 

d. district improvement 3.39 3.25 3.29 

4. Transition from STARS to NeSA*    

     a.  education on assessment 3.73 3.41 3.49 

     b.  emphasis by district 3.91 3.78 3.81 

5. Use of a balanced assessment system*    

     a.  engagement 3.64 3.65 3.65 

     b.  defined by district 3.66 3.40 3.46 

     c.  used by district 3.72 3.88 3.94 

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

become more actively involved in assessment as they worked in interpreting of results.  

Both subgroups thought that their personal understanding of the elements of assessment 

improved more through STARS.      

A significant difference existed between administrator and teacher perceptions of 

district improvement when comparing STARS to NeSA (p < .05) (see Table 37).   
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Table 37  

Comparison of STARS to NeSA by Role 

Source df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Role* 1 185.853 10.842 .001 .024 

Error 440 17.141    

*Significant at .05 level. 

 

It is interesting to note that while administrators were more confident that a 

balanced assessment was defined within their districts, teachers were more confident that 

it was being used.  Administrators and teachers both indicated that the district improved 

its student’s overall performance more with STARS than with NeSA (see Table 38). 

Findings – Phase II Qualitative Data 

 The findings of the qualitative data gathered in Phase II of this study considered 

as a whole, was centered around three qualitative research questions:  

1. What is the purpose of assessment? 

2. What is the impact of STARS on instruction and student learning? 

3. What is the impact of NeSA of instruction and student learning?   

The questions were explored through qualitative data gathered through open-

ended questions as part of the Phase I survey and through personal interviews by the 

researchers with teachers and administrators in Phase II.  As the interview protocol was 

intentionally aligned with the Phase I survey, the primary themes identified through the 

qualitative analysis aligned accordingly.   
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Table 38 

Comparison between STARS and NeSA 

Role Administrators  Teachers 

Source STARS NeSA  STARS NeSA 

Personal engagement in:      

1.  development of assessments. 3.46 1.88  3.62 2.09 

2.  student preparation for assessments. 3.57 3.23  4.06 4.21 

3.  evaluating student progress using assessments. 3.72 3.95  4.10 3.60 

4.  collaboration to review results of assessments. 3.92 4.11  3.74 3.75 

5.  aligning curriculum with standards. 3.83 3.62  3.97 3.80 

Personal understanding of:      

6.  instruction. 3.48 2.89  3.37 2.96 

7.  assessment. 3.88 3.06  3.57 3.04 

8.  using assessment data for planning. 3.75 3.33  3.56 3.21 

9.  curriculum alignment. 3.77 3.40  3.74 3.25 

10.  Nebraska Standards. 3.98 3.49  3.86 3.40 

*District improved its:      

11.  K-12 instructional practices. 3.67 3.27  3.44 3.23 

12.  K-12 assessment practices. 3.79 3.33  3.52 3.23 

13.  use of assessment data for instructional planning. 3.69 3.63  3.54 3.39 

14.  K-12 curriculum alignment process. 3.85 3.51  3.74 3.41 

15.  student’s overall performance. 3.50 3.22  3.34 3.01 

 

*Significant at .05 level. 
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The strategy of aligning the Phase II interview protocol with the Phase I survey paralleled 

the explanatory mixed-methods design selected for the study.  After review and 

reflection, five areas were determined to be the major themes for the qualitative portion 

of the study:  (a) personal beliefs about assessment, (b) perceptions about the STARS 

system, (c) perceptions about the newly implemented Nebraska Statewide assessment 

tests (NeSA), (d) experiences with the transition from STARS to NeSA, and (e) progress 

towards a balanced assessment system.  Further coding of the responses provided insight 

into general categories within each of the five themes of the study (see Table 39).   

Teachers and administrators both overwhelmingly indicated assessment was an 

important part of the instruction and learning process.  This belief is summarized by the 

comment, “Assessment provides an additional guiding light to the instructors that can 

refine and direct instruction of students.”   

When considering the second theme, STARS, most teachers believed that it had 

many things to offer in terms of impacting instruction and learning, “STARS was 

developed by teachers and administrators, was very hands-on, and provided immediate 

feedback that was very beneficial.”  STARS also increased the used of data for planning 

of instruction and provided increased opportunities for professional development, “The 

STARS system allowed me to develop assessments that matched the standards and were 

aligned to our district's curriculum.  I was able to test, re-teach, and then retest to make 

sure students gained proficiency.”   

Administrators’ comments about STARS, while positive, were a little more 

varied.  Some administrators believed that STARS was positive, “STARS (and the use of 

the formative assessment process) has increased collaboration and provided much needed   
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Table 39 

Themes and Codes - Combined 

Themes and Codes from interviews and open-ended items from survey.  

1. Personal perceptions about assessment. 

a. informed instruction 31 

b. student learning 26 

c. accountability 23 

d. number of assessments  11 

e. time needed for assessments 8 

f. used for school improvement 4 

2. Perceptions of locally developed, criterion-referenced, assessment process (STARS). 

a. teaching and learning 27 

b. curriculum 16 

c. alignment and planning 15 

d. development and collaboration 14 

3. Perceptions of standardized, statewide, criterion-referenced NeSA tests (NeSA). 

a. instruction 26 

b. use of data 24 

c. administration and use of technology 22 

a. development 13 

4. Perceptions of the transition from STARS to NeSA. 

a. accountability 27 

b professional involvement 17 

c. curriculum 16 

5. Perceptions of the prevalence of a balanced assessment system with local school districts. 

a. accountability 31 

b. components of a balanced assessment system 26 
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direction for instruction.”  Others wavered: “Very time consuming but improved 

performance for those who bought into the process.”  Administrators in smaller schools 

expressed concern about the work load that it created, “Small schools sometimes 

struggled with the workload and assessments were often left to one or two grade level 

teachers, rather than having the opportunity for collaboration.”   

STARS was generally seen as positive as it related to student learning and 

instruction.  A difference in perception between teachers and administrators involved 

engagement in the development of assessments.  Teachers were deeply immersed in 

assessment development, while administrators were often more on the periphery of 

development. 

While comments concerning NeSA were not as favorable as those about STARS, 

they were still relatively positive from both administrators and teachers.  Teachers and 

administrators have generally accepted NeSA as something that is in place for the long 

term and is now part of the educational landscape.  Most educators believe that NeSA is 

more about accountability and ranking schools than about having a positive impact on 

instruction.  One administrator commented, “While our district changed several practices, 

I do not believe we improved the practice.  Practices were modified to fit the high-stakes 

testing model.”  Another says, “Pressure to score well seems to outweigh instructional 

focus.”  A teacher comment reflected similar concerns:  

NeSA is frustrating because there is no immediate feedback, for teachers or for 

students. It seems that the pressure of accountability is heavy for the staff and the 

school, but has little impact on the individual student.  It is difficult to motivate a 

student to do their best without immediate feedback or consequence involved. 

 

Members of both groups indicated that curriculum alignment and data analysis has 

improved, or could potentially improve, with NeSA tests.  One educator commented,  



140 

 

“More emphasis has been placed on data analysis so performance in this area has 

improved.”  Another says, “While one-shot tests do not impact instruction, they may be 

helpful for analysis of data on an annual basis, which could provide a basis for 

determining district-wide effectiveness.”  Administrators and teachers understand that 

accountability is part of the overall landscape of education and were working to find 

ways to keep student learning as the primary focus of assessment. 

The transition between STARS and NeSA was seen as slightly more positive by 

administrators than it was by teachers.  Unfortunately, both groups indicated that little 

work was done to prepare for the transition between the two systems.  The impact and the 

timing of the legislation resulting in NeSA didn’t allow for much to be done in advance.  

As one administrator saw it, “We were just told that we weren’t doing STARS anymore 

and that you would go to NeSA.  I am frustrated with the inconsistency.  It seems as 

though we try something for a little bit and then are forced to go another direction.”  A 

teacher echoed the same sentiment, “STARS tests were continued until NeSA started and 

then everything was sort of dumped.”  The change in assessment systems was often seen 

as a move from one system to the other, and not a transition.   

Administrators and teachers had similar reactions in their perceptions of a 

balanced assessment system by generally making supportive comments.  An 

administrator said, “A balanced system gives the district information about how well the 

state standards are being taught and how well the students are learning.”  Another 

commented, “I think it is critical to have a balanced approach.  It provides a cumulative 

picture of a child’s progress over time.  Every child can have a bad day, but if a child 

repeatedly does poorly, this will be evident on a variety of tests.”  A teacher commented, 
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“Utilization of a balanced of assessment system is in keeping with best practice.”  

Teachers and administrators indicated that the ultimate goal of assessment is to increase 

learning when they said, “We use the most advantageous standardized assessments 

available.  Much thought has been put into which assessments are used and based on how 

well those assessments will benefit students.”  While teachers and administrators 

understand that a balanced system is ideal, they were often unable to define it.  Therefore, 

school districts across Nebraska were at different stages of implementing and utilizing a 

balanced assessment system. 

The public emphasis on assessment for accountability purposes was still the 

biggest concern, “Obviously since it holds the most importance we will focus our efforts 

on the NeSA test because it tells how good or bad a system we have.”  Teachers and 

administrators understand the pressure that is involved with the ranking and scoring of 

schools within the current accountability system.  In essence, what gets paid attention to 

is what gets done.  A teacher commented, “Centering everything around NeSA testing is 

a mistake as it is one test on one day.  This is not a true evaluation of a student's true 

learning.”  One administrator bluntly stated his concern, “Too much assessment.  The 

federal system should be thrown out if teachers and principals are fired because of low 

achieving students even when the students improve.”   

In conclusion, when comparing collective comments relative to the overarching 

question concerning the prevalence of a balanced assessment system, teachers and 

administrators see its potential value, but have struggled in its implementation.   
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Recommendations 

The data collected by this study has potential value to guide the next steps in 

understanding what schools and educators need to do to make assessment systems more 

effective across the state.  Educators are positive about assessment, the value of a 

balanced system, and what a balanced assessment system can mean for instruction.  

However, these same educators struggle with how to define a balanced system at the 

local level so that it is doable and meaningful, while addressing the expectations of 

reporting and accountability.   

The following recommendations address the overarching question of this study, 

“How do administrators and teachers describe their local district’s balanced assessment 

system, including local criterion-referenced assessments, statewide NeSA tests, and 

national norm-referenced tests?” 

Recommendation one.  This study has established a baseline for future research 

relating to a comprehensive balanced assessment system.  Continuing study of NeSA 

tests and focusing on ways to use NeSA for improving instruction and increasing student 

learning, can guide potential modifications within Nebraska’s comprehensive assessment 

system.   

Recommendation two.  Supporting agencies such as ESUs and NDE should 

continue to provide professional development opportunities relating to the development 

and implementation of a balanced system for local school districts.  Assessment 

philosophy remains the prerogative of local school districts.  While districts may not be 

able to control what is reported and publicized by the media, educators should use 

assessment data to drive improvement in their district.   
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Recommendation three.  Understanding the implications of change and 

transition remains critical for leaders as they guide their districts to new levels of 

assessment and accountability.   

The leader creates the conditions necessary for the appropriate use and reporting 

of student achievement information, and for communicating effectively with all 

members of the school community about student results and their relationship to 

improving curriculum and instruction.  The leader understands the attributes of a 

sound and balanced assessment system. (Chappuis et al., 2005, p. 99) 

 

Educational leaders need to understand the reaction to change and must deal with the 

implications of this reaction.   

Future Research 

Future research identifying schools that are successful in their implementation of 

an effective and balanced assessment system could help to guide educational leaders as 

they work towards this ultimate goal.  Nebraska is fortunate to have educators with a 

strong background in assessment, who understand its value when utilized at the point-of-

instruction.  While other states were going different directions in meeting the mandates of 

federal accountability, Nebraska chose to invest in research-based professional 

development for their teachers and administrators.  Training on assessment needs to 

continue.  Educators would benefit from future studies investigating the impact of 

previous assessment training efforts within Nebraska.  The successes of these efforts 

must be replicated in current and future assessment strategies. 

An additional study could look at Nebraska’s assessment system from the student 

perspective.  A great deal of time and emphasis is put into assessment of students, but no 

one has ever asked how students feel about assessment.  When students feel that the 

instruction and information is relative to their needs, they tend to become much more 



144 

 

engaged.  Research indicates that engaged students are successful students.  Districts take 

a leap of faith when they rely on students to perform on assessment of which students do 

not see relevance.     
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Phase I   Superintendent Introductory Letter 
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Phase I   Superintendent Follow-up Email 
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Phase I   Superintendent 2nd Follow-up Email 
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Phase I   Pre-notice Template 
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Phase I   Invitation to Participate 
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Phase I   Educator 1st Follow-up 
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Phase I   Educator 2nd Follow-up 
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Phase II   Interview Protocol 
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Phase II   Informed Consent 
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Phase II   Invitation to Interview 

 

 

 

  



207 

 

 

 

  



208 

 

 

 

 

Appendix M 

 

Phase II   Follow-up for Invitation to Interview 
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Phase II   Follow-up 2 for Invitation to Interview 
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