
Comparison between the Iowa Assessments and Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 

The purpose of this document is to provide additional information to stakeholders about the similarities and differences between the 

Iowa Assessments and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium. This document clarifies the information provided by the Iowa 

Assessment Task Force report released December 31, 2014.  House File 215 established a task force to review and make a 

recommendation for a statewide assessment of student progress in math, reading and science.   The recommendation was to identify 

an assessment that is aligned to the state standards, is valid, reliable and tested in Iowa.  The task force was charged with 

considering the costs to school districts and the state in providing and administering such an assessment and the technical support 

necessary to implement the assessment.     

As the current provider of the state testing program, the current Iowa Assessments report student achievement and student growth 

data, as required under Title 1 of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and ESEA Flexibility, and consistent with the 

requirements of House File 215.   Included in the results are measures of:  

 Student achievement levels 

 Student growth 

 College and career readiness 

 School effectiveness and improvement 

 Information needed for the Attendance Center Report 

The Iowa Assessments have been empirically validated for each of these purposes.  The Iowa Assessments provide this information 

in a fair, reliable and accurate manner.   

After the adoption of the Common Core by the state of Iowa, the design, development and validation of the Next Generation Iowa 

Assessments began.   Consistent with House File 215 requirements, these assessments will be available for use in the spring of 2017.   

 

 

 



The Iowa Assessment Task Force determined that the Next Generation Iowa Assessments and the assessments produced by the 

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) each meet the minimum legislative requirements of House File 215.  They also 

determined that both assessments were written to the Common Core State Standards which represent 90 percent or more of the 

Iowa Core in mathematics and English Language Arts (ELA) (page 12 of Task Force Report).   Beyond these similarities, the two 

assessment programs have significant differences with respect to cost per student ($15.00 versus over $29.00).  However, the more 

substantive differences between the two assessments are outlined in the table below.   

 

 Iowa Assessments/ 
Next Generation Iowa Assessments 

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 

Involvement of Iowa 
Students and 
Educators 

Research, development, and validation of the Next 
Generation Iowa Assessments are based on 
unparalleled levels of involvement from Iowa 
students, Iowa educators, higher education faculty 
and measurement experts in developing the next 
generation of assessments.  Over 700 Iowa educators 
and 400,000 Iowa students have participated in this 
process.  The state of Iowa has incurred no costs for 
this development.  
 

SBAC item development, scoring, alignment and 
item reviews have been completed through 
contracts awarded to California-based McGraw-Hill 
Education CTB ($72.5M) and New Jersey-based ETS 
($42.6M).   

Less than 1% (.17) of the students participating in 
the SBAC field test were from the state of Iowa 
(6,800 students).   Approximately 75% of the 
students in the sample (3,000,000) were from the 
state of California.    

 

Student Time The time required to address House File 215 
requirements is a careful balance between 1) test 
fairness and reasonableness and 2) instructional and 
legal defensibility.  The Iowa Assessments strike this 
balance and keep student testing time at a minimum.  
The same will hold true for the Next Generation Iowa 
Assessments.  

SBAC testing times are 2 to 3 times longer than the 
Iowa Assessments.   



 

Science The Iowa Assessments offer a valid and reliable 
science assessment for a nominal cost.  The Next 
Generation Iowa Assessments will also offer science.   

SBAC offers no science assessment as mandated by 
House File 215.  Additional costs for science will 
need to be addressed.   

Local Decision The Iowa Assessments offer a summative testing 
solution to address federal ESEA mandates and Iowa 
House File 215 requirements.  With the Iowa solution, 
scope, sequence and administration of all other 
assessments are district determined and controlled.  
The same is true for the Next Generation Iowa 
Assessments.   

SBAC offers a solution that mandates multiple 
interim assessments, performance tasks in ELA and 
mathematics and an end-of-year assessment in ELA 
and mathematics.    The SBAC system imposes 
uniformity of testing across all participating states 
and districts, thereby removing local decision 
making.  

Comparable Rigor The Iowa Assessments results provide the state of Iowa with information about how students are achieving 
and growing.  The Iowa Assessments also provide an indication of the proportion of students in grade 11 
that are ready for credit-bearing college courses.   For all Iowa students from the classes of 2013 and 2014, 
an average of the proportion of students ready for college is provided in the table below.   

Iowa Testing Programs has completed extensive research to validate the Iowa Assessments as predictors of 
success in coursework at the University of Iowa.   

Consistent with the Iowa Assessments, SBAC spring 2014 administration suggested that approximately 33% of 
students in ELA and 41% in mathematics are ready for college-level courses.   

   

   

 

 
 
 

Proportion of Iowa Students Identified as 
College-Ready 

 Iowa 
Assessments 

SBAC  

Mathematics 35 33 

ELA 41 41 



 

National 
Comparisons 

The Iowa Assessments currently offers 
information that compares Iowa students to 
the nation.  The Next Generation Iowa 
Assessments will offer similar comparisons.  

 

SBAC offers a solution that compares students to eight self-
selected states (the number of states that have signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding with UCLA; pulled from 
SBAC website 1/14/15) which are not geographically or 
demographically representative of the nation nor are they 
similar to the state of Iowa.     

Technology Issues Iowa Assessments are currently offered online 
and as paper/pencil to accommodate district 
resources and schedules. The Next Generation 
Iowa Assessments will also be offered in both 
modes.   

 

There are concerns the about the state of Iowa being ready 
to administer the SBAC.  The Task Force is recommending 
that the Legislature create a work group to study 
technology readiness (page 16 of Task Force Report).  The 
technology directors of the largest districts in the state 
have raised concerns with respect to networking, 
bandwidth, costs, instructional time and technology 
support (page 35 of Task Force Report). 

SBAC makes the case that the assessment will be 
adaptive.  But in reality, the adaptive format will only be 
offered as an online format and the paper format will 
remain a fixed form approach.  Given the technology 
readiness concerns in the state, it may be several years 
before the supposed adaptive “benefits” of SBAC are 
realized within Iowa. 

Mission and 
Longevity 

Iowa Testing Programs (ITP) at The University of 
Iowa has provided a multitude of educational 
assessment solutions to Iowa schools for over 
75 years. ITP has provided consultation, 
workshops, and professional development 
seminars the support the implementation and 
use of the Iowa Assessments.      

SBAC is a consortium of states formed in order to apply for 
Race to the Top federal funding.  SBAC has no history of 
providing services in the state of Iowa.   


