Nebraska State Accountability
NeSA-Reading: A New Statewide Reading Test

Frequently Asked Questions and Answers

Nebraska’s new testing system debuts this year, ushering in a new era of school testing and accountability. Most students took the reading test online. Student performance was measured against revised state reading standards that identify what students ought to know and be able to do at certain grades. Students in grades three through eight and grade 11 in all public schools took the tests in March and April. 

Q. How is NeSA-Reading different from other tests public school students take?

A. For the first time this year, Nebraska students took the same grade-appropriate test. The results allow parents, policymakers and the public to compare student performance in one school to other schools, one district to other districts and to compare those results with statewide averages.

Q. Why is that important?

A. Comparisons between schools inform parents and community members how well their local schools are doing. The results also help identify which schools are using instructional programs that are most effective in raising student performance. The data help school leaders identify areas in need of improvement and provide information about how funds and resources should be reallocate to focus on the needs of students. State policymakers also will have better information and data to guide decisions on educational policy.

Q. Are all students taking NeSA-Reading tests?

A. Students in grades three through eight and 11th graders took the same grade-appropriate test. Students with significant cognitive disabilities were eligible to take the NeSA-AAR, an alternate test.
Q. How will parents know how their own child scored on the test?

A. For the first time, the Nebraska Department of Education has developed a report on the results of individual students. Local school districts will distribute those student reports soon after August 25, 2010. These reports show the student’s overall reading score as well as each student’s score for reading comprehension and vocabulary. The report also will show parents how their student’s scores compared to the scores of students in their own school building, the school district and to students across the state.
Q. When were students tested?

A. Students were tested on reading between March 29 and April 30. About 83 percent of the students tested took the test online, using school computers. The remaining 17 percent took paper and pencil tests.  
Q. Were the online tests and the paper/pencil tests different?

A. No. The questions were the same at each grade level. Each test had six to seven reading passages and about 50 questions to measure how well students are meeting Nebraska’s reading standards. The test was administered during two sessions and was not timed.
Q. Who decided whether students would take an online test or a paper/pencil test?

A. The local school district made that decision, typically based on the availability of resources.

Q. How will these new test results help teachers and students?

A. From the results, teachers will be able to identify content areas that need additional instruction. Teachers will then focus their instruction to better ensure that all students have an opportunity to meet the state reading standards. 
Q. When will parents and the public know how well students performed on the test?

A. The results were released to the public August 25. Individual student reports will be confidential and available only to students, parents and schools. Individual scores are protected under federal and state law.

Q. Do all students have to take the test?

A. Yes. School officials were responsible for ensuring as best as they could that all students had an opportunity to take the test. Schools provided additional testing opportunities for those students who were absent on the regularly scheduled testing day. The results include zero scores for students who absent during the entire testing period and also for those students whose parents refused to allow them to take the test.

Q. If a student has a learning disability or physical disability that prohibits them from taking the test online or by paper/pencil, do they take the same test?

A. Students with disabilities may take the test with accommodations. A list of approved NeSA accommodations has been provided to each school district.
Q. What about other subjects? Did students take a grade-level mathematics test as well?

A. This year, in the 2010-11 school year, students in grades three through eight and 11th graders will take a mathematics test, following a similar process. In 2011-12, students in grades five, eight and 11 will take a science test.

Q. What happens if a student scores significantly lower than others?

A. Research shows that data are key to knowing what a student does well and where the student needs additional learning opportunities. The goal is for teachers and schools to use individual student data to improve instruction for individual students. School districts also are encouraged to use data to drive school decisions about how resources are distributed with the goal of improving areas of need. Parents who are concerned about their child’s performance should talk to that child’s teacher. NeSA-Reading is a one-time, drop-in measure of a student’s reading skills. A student’s teacher knows best how well a student is performing daily in the classroom and what the test results mean. 

Q. What happens if a school building or school district scores lower than others?

A. It is important that parents and others use multiple sources of data when comparing how well their schools are doing. For example, this year school districts also will report how their students performed on national standardized tests and how their high school seniors scored as a group on the ACT, a college entrance exam. That information provides a more complete picture of how the district and schools are doing. If there are concerns, parents and community members should discuss the results with their local school administrators who are the best source of information on the successes and the challenges their school and students must address.

