New Reporting Achievement Level Descriptors Dialogue Guide for California Educators
Starting with the reporting of 2025–26 summative assessments, results for the Smarter Balanced Summative Assessments for English Language Arts/Literacy (ELA) and Mathematics as well as the California Science Test will be reported using new reporting Achievement Level Descriptors (ALDs) that better describe student performance. 
The purpose of this guide is to equip teachers with helpful information they can use when discussing a student’s summative assessment results with students and their families. It includes guidance to help prepare for the conversation, information to be used during the conversation, and resources to share with families.
Preparing for the Conversation
Before you meet with families, consider
· reviewing the student’s most recent score report and, if available, performance from previous years;
· gathering information about how the student is doing in your class 
(e.g., examples of student work, grades, test scores, student feedback on their learning); and
· formulating plans for instructional strategies and other supports for the student; be ready to share specific ideas. Consult the Next Steps to Support Student Progress documents for general direction.
· Next Steps to Support Student Progress in ELA (PDF)
· Next Steps to Support Student Progress in Mathematics (PDF)
· Next Steps to Support Student Progress in Science (PDF)
During the Conversation
Purpose of Summative Assessments and What They Measure
· In the spring, your child takes the state tests in ELA, math, and science. These tests help families and educators understand how students are learning.
· Summative assessment results—when combined with classwork, report cards, and teacher feedback—provide a clearer picture of a student’s progress, areas of strength, and potential areas for further development.
· The summative assessments are aligned with the state content standards and expectations for college and career. The results provide a snapshot of where your child stands in relation to the knowledge and skills expected at their grade level. All four levels represent grade-level learning, just at different points along the path toward sophisticated understanding.
New Reporting Achievement Level Descriptors
· California has adopted new reporting ALDs and labels to help students, their families, and the public better understand student performance on the summative ELA, math, and science assessments.
· Starting this year, you will see new labels on your child’s score reports. These new labels make the results easier to understand. The score reports will show that your child demonstrates Advanced (Level 4), Proficient (Level 3), Developing (Level 2), or Minimal (Level 1) understanding of the material covered in the grade level they just finished.
· These new labels and descriptions address the inaccurate perception that Level 3 represents a grade-level cut-off and that students scoring below Level 3 are “below grade level.” This is not accurate as all of the items on the assessment measure grade-level standards and the various levels represent a range of understanding.
· It is also important to know that only the labels have changed. The test questions, format, and scoring stayed the same as last year.
Questions Families Might Have About Summative Assessments and the New Reporting ALDs
· What is a summative assessment, and why does my child take it?
· What do the achievement levels mean, and how should I interpret my child’s results?
· What does the score tell me about my child’s learning?
· Why do the levels have different names or descriptions from last year? Has the test or the way it is scored changed?
Interpreting Results
· Explain the information available on the student’s score report. The score report will show that the child demonstrated one of the following levels of understanding of the material covered in the grade level they just finished. The “What Do the Scores Mean” documents provide the full ALDs for each subject as well as additional information to support understanding of student results:
· What Do the Scores Mean—Smarter Balanced for ELA (PDF)
· What Do the Scores Mean—Smarter Balanced for Mathematics (PDF)
· What Do the Scores Mean—California Science Test (PDF)
· Share that students demonstrate grade-level knowledge and skills at increasing degrees of complexity and sophistication across the four levels.
· Put these results in the context of what you see in class, noting strengths and areas for growth. Sharing specific examples of student classroom performance can support a more complete understanding of a student’s learning.
· Put these results in the context of performance on the state summative assessments in previous years, if applicable. As a reminder, only the labels have changed. The test questions, format, and scoring stayed the same. Because nothing else about the assessment has changed, you can still compare year-over-year results.
Questions Families Might Have About Interpreting Results
· How do these results match what my child does in class?
· What other information do you use, besides test results, to understand my child’s learning?
· Where can I find more information or help with understanding the score report?
Instructional Implications and Next Steps
· The “Next Steps to Support Student Progress” document can be a starting point.
· Discuss how you plan to support the student’s learning in class and at school.
· Offer ideas for how families can support learning at home.
Questions Families Might Have About Instructional Implications and Next Steps
· How do you use these results to support students?
· Based on these results and your observations, what are the next steps for my child?
· What can I do at home or school to help my child keep growing?
Resources to Share with Families
The California Starting Smarter website provides resources to help families and their children understand more about state tests, scores, and what resources are available ,  including the Next Steps to Support Student Progress documents for ELA, math, and science on the Reporting Achievement Level Descriptors web page.
