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SUBJECT: Implementation of the Common Core State Standards and the Smarter 

Balanced Assessment System 

 

The system’s academic enterprise continues to work on the development and 

implementation of strategies required to bring the Common Core State Standards and the related 

Smarter Balanced Assessments online in South Dakota.  These Standards in math and in 

English/Language Arts are being implemented to provide a consistent, clear understanding of 

what students are expected to know and to be able to do at different grade-levels throughout their 

K-12 experiences.  Related to this initiative is the work of two consortia established to develop 

assessments aligned to the Common Core State Standards that will among other things ensure 

graduates from high school demonstrate that they are college- and career-ready.  In fact, 

participating states have agreed that the 11
th

 grade summative assessment will be used for 

college placement.  South Dakota has joined the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium as 

one of the 20 governing-state members.  Like other governing states, we have committed to 

using their 11
th

 grade assessment as an indication of the student’s ability to do college-level 

work.  At an operational level, this means the system has committed to using the results of the 

assessments to place entering students much as we currently use the result from ACT, 

Accuplacer and other normed assessments.    

 

Our colleagues in K-12 have been actively engaged in work with the Standards and with 

the design of the assessment programs for some time.  As these processes unfolded in South 

Dakota, university faculty in English/language arts (ELA), math and education helped with the 

design and delivery of professional development opportunities offered by the Department of 

Education.  Further, faculty responsible for the system’s programs in teacher education have 

been working to incorporate critical elements into all programs offered that will make sure 

graduates are prepared to work in schools offering curriculum based on the Standards and 

making full use of the Assessments.  As higher education engagement has evolved during the 

past year, the Department of Education and the Regental system are developing close working 

relationships on the areas of mutual interest. 

 

As the system has become much more broadly engaged, an ad-hoc implementation group 

has been created to support this work.  Members of the group include: 
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BHSU – Erin Holmes, Curtis Card 

DSU – Rich Avery; Carmela Lanza 

NSU – Vicki Evans; Jennifer Lofswold  

SDSM&T – Jill Trimble; King Adkins  

SDSU – Kurt Cogswell; Dennis Papini 

USD – Dan van Peursem; Dale Pietrzak 

 

This group is serving a range of purposes.  Most importantly, this group will work with 

colleagues on campus to help frame South Dakota’s position as issues with the Smarter Balanced 

implementation are brought forward and addressed.  The group has been leading work with 

others in the universities, the K-12 system and the Consortium to define what it means for 

students to be college-ready or on track for college-readiness by the eleventh grade in 

English/Language Arts and in math.    
 

 

To date, much of the work of the group has focused on defining the term “college-ready.” 

This process started last October when Smarter Balanced convened a working group comprised 

of math and ELA experts from across the country.  This group, which included Dr. Courtney 

Huse-Wika, a faculty member from BHSU, worked to refine a broad definition of college 

readiness as well as sets of Achievement Level Descriptors (ALDs) for each grade level.  These 

ALDs have been created to prescribe what a student should know or to be able to do at a given 

grade level.  This takes on greater importance at the 11
th

 grade level since these definitions tie 

directly to what it means for students to be “college ready” in their ability to complete a 

particular skill or set of skills that align with the Common Core State Standards.  Operationally, 

these ALDs will be used to draft and gauge test items and to establish proficiency levels within 

the assessment itself. Since the 11
th

 grade ALDs will be used for placement into college-level 

courses in math and English/Language Arts, it is important that these be agreed to by both K-12 

and higher education.   

 

A draft of the Smarter Balanced Achievement Level Descriptors (ALDs) was released in 

late November. In January, staff from the Board office and the Department of Education, 

working with members of the Steering Group, coordinated meetings to review these draft ALDs 

and to gather feedback. With the help of each campus’ Smarter Balanced Implementation Group 

members, meetings were organized at BHSU, DSU, NSU, SDSU, USD, and at the University 

Centers in Sioux Falls and Rapid City.  During these meetings, the 11
th

 grade ALDs for both 

Math and English Language Arts/Literacy were discussed, as well as the general implementation 

of Smarter Balanced. Overall, the discussions were largely positive and productive, and 

attendees from both higher ed and K-12 thought the meetings were valuable. Feedback was then 

sent by each campus to the Board office, and major comments and concerns from the meetings 

were compiled into a report which was submitted to Smarter Balanced. Individuals were also 

encouraged to submit their own feedback via the survey provided on the Smarter Balanced 

website.  These responses have been incorporated and a second draft of the ALDs has been 

circulated to governing states for review.  This process will close and a set of ALDs will be 
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presented at the spring Collaboration Conference for acceptance by the Consortium.  This is a 

key step because the Consortium will begin enhancing and refining banks of test items.  A pilot 

assessment is scheduled for this spring so discussions will soon turn to the establishment of cut 

scores.  The system’s implementation team will continue to lead this effort. 

 

Attention is now turning to reporting.  Since the 11
th

 grade assessment will be used as a 

measure of college-readiness, the message that the score report form going to students and their 

parents will need to be vetted by our universities.  For example, this will be an opportunity to tell 

groups of students that they appear to be on track to be college ready but they will need to 

complete an advanced level math class during their senior year.  More importantly, this will be 

an opportunity to provide a targeted message to those students who are not on a path to be 

college ready that will provide an option or set of options they can pursue to address their 

identified deficiencies during the senior year.  In addition to reporting to students, the 

Consortium is working to develop reports that will go to states, to schools, and to teachers since 

this student performance data will be useful information fort each of these groups.  Finally, 

protocols for reporting results to postsecondary institutions are also being developed since this 

information will be used to inform placement in college-level coursework.  

 

As stated, the 11
th

 grade Smarter Balanced assessment will be used to provide each high 

school junior a statement of work to be completed during the senior so they will be ready to do 

college level work when they graduate.  For many students, the recommended path will be to 

enroll in and successfully complete another advanced level math course during the senior year.  

However, for a significant number of students, this will require additional work in lower level 

courses covering material that is parallel to the remedial programming offered by the system’s 

universities.  As the state prepares for this, this spring the Department of Education is offering a 

pilot through the South Dakota Virtual High School.  This offering is utilizing the Regental 

system’s remedial strategy which is based on the diagnostic Accupalcer linked with Pearson’s 

MyMathLab or MyFoundationsLab.  Students enrolled who demonstrate mastery through an end 

of course retesting with the Accuplacer will be allowed to register in entry level college courses.  

Building forward, there are plans underway to engage higher education faculty and K-2 teachers 

in the development of other options that can be tested with plans to bring effective options to 

scale.  This work is supported by the supplemental funds awarded by the Bush Foundation.  At 

the same, a number of foundation funded, national initiatives are also coming on line, all 

working to develop common web based materials that high school students can use to develop 

proficiency during the senior year.   

 

There is one other aspect of this project that needs to be recognized.  The Common Core 

State Standards are viewed as being significantly more rigorous than the existing state-level 

standards.  Since sample items have been released by Smarter Balanced, it is quite clear that 

these are also normed at a higher level.  As a result, more students are expected to be identified 

as not proficient.  Eventually, this will lessen as students and teachers become more familiar with 

the expectations established by the Standards and those captured by the assessments. However, 
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campuses in the state will have to be prepared to deal with an increase in the number of students 

categorized as “not college ready”.  The system’s engagement with Complete College America 

will help since the system hopefully will have established a broader array of options that are 

allow more individually tailored approaches to remediation.  Further, the system will be 

challenged to work with the Department of Education to lay out the importance of this transition 

to make sure the state stays this course. 

 

The state is engaged in a number of national initiatives that support states in this work.  

Prime among these is the College and Career Readiness Partnership (CCRP) created to promote 

broad implementation of new Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in Mathematics and 

English Language Arts (ELA) and the related national assessments being developed by either the 

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, in which SD serves as a governing state, or by the 

Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC).  The CCRP is 

sponsored by the American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU), the 

Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), and the State Higher Education Executive 

Officers (SHEEO).  This Partnership is helping partner states identify what is needed for 

successful utilization of the CCSS and common assessments of student achievement, both to 

improve college readiness in PK-12 and to make effective use of these assessments for 

placement and other decisions in postsecondary education.  Once state teams have completed this 

preliminary scan, the Partnership then helps states develop and implement strategies that will 

lead to successful implementation.  To begin the process, participating states sent a team to an 

organizational convening held February 20-21 of state, local, and institutional leaders at the 

higher education and PK-12 levels to achieve the active cooperation and open collaboration 

necessary for the successful implementation of the CCSS.  South Dakota’s Team includes: 

 

Kay Schallenkamp, President, Black Hills State University 

Thomas Hawley, Provost, Northern State University 

Matthew Moen, Dean, College of Arts and Sciences, University of South Dakota 

Colleen O’Neil, Director, Division of CCT, SD Department of Education 

Sam Gingerich, System VPAA, South Dakota Board of Regents 

 

There is one other resource available to South Dakota during this implementation.  

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium has hired a set of senior consultants who have been 

assigned to work with the governing states on a regional basis to assist states with the 

postsecondary implementation.  These individuals serve as ambassadors on behalf of Smarter 

Balanced and as advisors as plans are developed to engage academic leaders and faculty in the 

implementation.  This is being done because the Consortium recognizes that engagement of 

higher education faculty, administrators and policymakers as full partners with their P-12 

colleagues is key to establishing student pathways that are aligned, especially during the 

transition from high school to college.  All parties need to be fully engaged as the process of 

designing assessments and setting performance standards occurs especially if the integration of 
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11th grade Smarter Balanced assessments into postsecondary placement policies is to be 

realized.  Dr. Robert Stein, former Commissioner of Higher Education in Missouri, is the 

consultant assigned to South Dakota.  He has been in contact with us throughout this process and 

will be attending the April AAC meeting to provide a broader perspective of the work that’s 

underway, to discuss key issues facing the Consortium in the next few months, to address 

concerns of members of the Council or from the campuses, and to offer support and suggestions 

for engaging campuses in this work.   

 
 

  


