VoCATS

Where instruction and accountability meet
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For more than 30 years, North Carolina has focused on creating and improving VoCATS, a statewide computerized instructional management system used primarily in secondary career and technical education (CTE). VoCATS serves as an umbrella under which CTE curriculum is developed, disseminated and implemented, and student achievement is evaluated. 
Although the initial focus of VoCATS was as a tool for classroom teachers to improve student learning, over the past decade it has assumed an increasingly significant role in the NC CTE accountability process. This focus on using existing curriculum components to guide accountability means that CTE instruction and accountability are inextricably linked, providing an accountability system that yields data that are meaningful to students, parents, teachers, school officials and members of the business community. 
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Performance Indicator Two (PI 2) - Attainment of Career-technical Skill Proficiencies. By
2006-2007, 61.4 percent of career-technical education enrollees in North Carolina will score at
Level I or above on end-of-course Career-Technical Education (CTE) tests. 2006-2007 is the
additional, extended year by Congress of the federal Carl Perkins Vocational and Technical
Education Act of 1998.
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2002- 2003- 2004- 2005- 2006-

e 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007
Category Bl A1 B2 A2 B3 A3 B4 A4 B5 A5

CTE Regional

lanners

. Overall 57.161.0 582650 593655 605639 614

Special Populations 44.7 459 462 545 47.6 559 491 533 504
Nontraditional 56.8 647 579610 59.069.1 602546 612
Academically Disadv. 39.2 40.4 408 451 424456 440456 454
Economically Disadv. 54.2 49.6 554 546 56.6 53.4 578 53.5 589
Limited English Prof. 39.5 37.6  41.1 362 427 341 443335 457
Exceptional Children 30.2 344  32.0 380 33.8382 357388 373

College Tech Prep 49.1 52.8 504 598 51.8 609 531594 542

Program Areas 571610 582650 593655 605639 614
Agriculture 37.1 600 388593 404683 421718 436
Business 67.0 712 679 706 688 69.1 696610 704
Health Occupations  53.0 553 542 699 554749 567753 57.7
Marketing 472562 486552 500567 514562 526

@ Internet




VoCATS Overview

Course blueprints are the basis of the VoCATS model. A blueprint is a list of standards, or specific competencies and objectives that students should master as a result of completing the course – what students should know and be able to do. Blueprints, created by teams of teachers and state program area consultants and validated by business and industry representatives, also indicate other important information about each objective. This other information includes the objective’s weight or relative importance in the overall course, its classification using Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, Krathwohl, and Masia, 1984), and integration with traditional academic areas such as mathematics and language arts.
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Blueprints are available for all courses in the Standard Course of Study except a few that are so highly individualized as to make development of a standardized curriculum impractical. These blueprints provide a framework for instruction, which is expanded upon in curriculum guides and other resource documents that are aligned by objective to the blueprint. These curriculum documents provide aligned classroom activities and support materials that assist the teacher in instructing students to master the stated objectives in CTE courses. Classroom assessment
banks distributed with each course provide assessment items aligned to the course competencies and objectives that teachers can use to pretest students,  for interim assessment, and to create practice tests and study guides. The number of items per objective in the classroom banks reflects the degree of importance as determined by the percentage weight the objective carries in the course blueprint.

Classroom assessment banks are created using Classroom Manager, a software product of CTB/McGraw Hill. This commercial off-the-shelf software, available in all NC school systems, allows teachers to track student performance throughout the course term. Based on the results on preassessments and interim assessments, teachers are able to individualize instruction, allowing students to explore objectives in greater depth when they are ready or to provide for remediation when extra help is needed.

Technical Attainment

With the increasing focus on CTE accountability in the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act of 1990, an accountability component was added to VoCATS. One hundred item multiple-choice preassessments and postassessments were developed for each course by the state agency. These assessments were aligned by objective to the course blueprint both in cognitive level and in course weight. These tests were administered to all students enrolled in the course. Targets were set for overall mastery and for improvement from pre- to post-. Results were collected by course by school district and disaggregated by school, by teacher, and by class. Studying these results allowed administrators to direct resources to areas of greatest need. 
With the Perkins 1998 reauthorization, NC CTE accountability shifted to an accountability assessment model similar to what was being used in end-of-course tests in the traditional academic areas. Accountability assessment banks were developed, again aligned to the course blueprint. The accountability assessment banks were comparable to the classroom banks, but security was strictly maintained by the state agency in both item and test development and in test administration. A procedure was implemented to ensure validity of items in both the classroom and accountability assessment banks. A procedure for assessing reliability was also established. Initial reliability testing found most CTE assessments fell well within acceptable scores for reliability, a trend that has continued in subsequent reliability testing. Only items that are valid and have high reliability are used on tests.

The technical attainment performance indicator was changed in 1998 to include a mastery standard only, and the Data Collection Process (DCP), an Internet-based system for collecting student postassessment data, was created. The DCP works in conjunction with the Planning and Performance Management System (PPMS), an Internet-based application used by local CTE administrators to plan for the expenditure of federal and state CTE funds and to evaluate results. The PPMS provides state and local results on all performance indicators. Using these results, the PPMS automatically sets five-year goals and annual benchmarks, based upon how far the school district needs to move to reach state proficiency targets. The PPMS display adjusts continuously to show the most recent four complete years of data and the benchmark targets for the current year. CTE administrators use these data for strategic planning related to their greatest opportunities for improvement. The state agency uses the results to pinpoint areas where special technical assistance is required.
CTE postassessments are also a formal part of the statewide North Carolina High School to Community College Articulation Agreement, which requires students to earn at least an 80 percent on the postassessment in addition to meeting other requirements in order to receive articulated community college credit for the related secondary course. 
Future Directions for VoCATS and Accountability

CTE is in the midst of several projects that will have a major impact on the process of measuring and reporting technical attainment. VoCATS is undergoing a major overhaul, converting to the Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (RBT) (Anderson et al., 2001). Using RBT will allow the VoCATS components to be more closely aligned. Under RBT, verbs have more precise meanings, which means activities and assessments can be designed for better instruction and evaluation. The format and content of blueprints and curriculum documents has been extensively revised. The first RBT-based materials are scheduled for dissemination in Summer 2008, and it is anticipated that full implementation will require about five years.
Several changes are being considered for CTE postassessment testing and reporting, including possible use of a system of scaled scores rather than raw scores to account for variation between courses; changes in the number of items on each postassessment; possible embedding of field test items to remove the need for separate field testing; and use of anchor items to equate tests.

CTE staff will also continue to look for new ways to evaluate student progress that build upon current testing practice through use of so-called 21st Century assessment or “authentic” assessment. Authentic assessment calls for looking at student performance via whatever method is most appropriate given the outcome behavior being measured. This might include some paper-and-pencil assessments, but can also encompass such techniques as hands-on performance activities, checklists, portfolio development, and acquisition of related business and industry credentials.
A replacement for the outdated Classroom Manager software is being considered, possibly one that will allow for distribution of postassessments online, online testing, and seamless collection of data. It is anticipated that a decision about new software will be made by Fall 2007, and, if new software is selected, that it will be phased in over a period of about two years. 

The PPMS is being revised to take advantage of improvements in technology and to accommodate changes in federal requirements under the 2006 Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act. Temporary methods of collecting data and reporting on results will be utilized during 2007-2008 and 2008-2009. The fully functional system is not expected to be in place until Fall 2009.

Applicability to other states

The report Tough Choices or Tough Times (National Center on Education and the Economy, 2007) focuses intense attention on the role of “standards, assessments, and curriculum that reflect today’s needs and tomorrow’s requirements” (p. xxv). The report recommends that standards be based on the skills that are important in the workplace and go beyond memorization of facts to develop “the key ideas and conceptual frameworks” (p. 84) that learners could use to continue to construct the knowledge they will need throughout a lifetime of work. 
VoCATS is not a system of ready-made tests that another state could purchase and use wholesale. Instead, VoCATS focuses on developing appropriate standards based on employment patterns and needs within the state, creating curriculum materials that guide teachers in helping students meet those standards, and assessing the results. The VoCATS model could provide a valuable tool to administrators trying to develop a similar system in another state. Any state could benefit from a system that strengthens this link between instruction and accountability.

For more information

For more information about VoCATS and how CTE curriculum is developed in North Carolina, visit the Public Schools of North Carolina on the web at http://www.ncpublicschools.org/workforce_development/vocats/index.html or contact Mary Jo Nason (mnason@dpi.state.nc.us or 919-807-3822). For more information about the PPMS and CTE accountability in North Carolina, contact Rhonda Welfare (rwelfare@dpi.state.nc.us or 919-807-3876) or http://wdeppms.dpi.state.nc.us. Log into the PPMS site using a login and password of guest.
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*Defined as earning 65 or more percent correct on CTE postassessment
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Sample blueprint shows competencies and objectives for the course.
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The PPMS displays state benchmarks (performance goals, identified as B1, B2, etc.) and actual performance (identified as A1, A2, etc.).














Source: NC CTE Accountability Data, 2006.
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