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Preface

Evaluation sends a message. It points to what is valued and ignores what is not perceived to be important. Educational evaluation—testing and assessment—has been telling students, teachers, administrators, and legislators that the system values rote memorization and passive recognition of single correct answers. This message has been powerfully conveyed by the ubiquitous multiple-choice tests which have dominated American educational evaluation for most of the past thirty years and have terrorized it in the 1980s.

Worse than the form of the tests themselves has been the message that a single test can determine what students know and can do. Multiple-choice tests would not be so bad if they were part of a spectrum of evaluations, including essays, cooperative productions, collections of work, and teachers’ observations. But evaluation has narrowed to the “bubble” on a machine-scorable answer sheet.

At the same time as testing has been distorting what is taught and learned, turning it into pellets which are the intellectual equivalent of rabbit food, other forces have been pressuring schools to move in the opposite direction. Business executives and leaders of industry find that they want employees who can think for themselves and apply knowledge to new situations. Professional associations of teachers, such as the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the National Council of Teachers of English, the National Science Teachers’ Association, and the National Council on the Social Studies (to name only a few), have rethought what they were teaching as part of their professional responsibility. These associations and others like them have all researched, written, and published curriculum frameworks within the past five years. The frameworks share a common emphasis on thinking, problem solving, conceptual understanding, solid academic knowledge, and the application of learning.

These components of a sound academic education have been advocated for thirty-five years by the Council for Basic Education, which enthusiastically endorsed the new curriculum frameworks, especially the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics’ Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for School Mathematics. The Council’s president, A. Graham Down, perceived a collision between what should be taught in schools and how it is tested. With his customary vision, he sought ways to promote evaluation compatible with the rich intellectual experience schools should provide. He asked me to look at the newly emerging kinds of evaluation which ask students to demonstrate directly, not through the proxy of a “bubble,” what they know and can do and then to write a book about them.

As an advocacy organization, the Council operates largely through the written word, publishing studies of educational developments, a monthly journal of comment, and occasional papers examining specific educational topics. As befits the president of an organization that has lived on “soft” money for thirty-five years, Graham also sought financial support for the project, and received it from the National Science Foundation; The Lilly Endowment, Indianapolis; and the McKenna Foundation, whose generosity is gratefully acknowledged.

Assessment is as old as education itself. For most of its history, educational assessments consisted of recitations, oral demonstrations of mastery over a subject, or essays. In the United States assessment took these forms (and still does in some, mostly private, schools), until the middle of this century, when multiple-choice took over. By the 1980s, the bubble had eclipsed nearly all other forms of assessment in U.S. public schools. How students are assessed inevitably affects how they are taught. Assessment cannot be considered separately from teaching and learning, because assessments are the motivation for both teacher and student. Changing assessment therefore impacts on the classroom, the textbooks, the professional lives of teachers, the decisions of administrators. The topic here is a new system, not just modified tests.

I wrote the book for a general audience, not primarily for educational specialists in university departments of education, or in school or state education administrations, but for teachers, parents, school board members, taxpayers, legislators and their staffs, journalists, professional education-watchers, but above all the large number of general readers who care about what is happening in U.S. schools as a vital component of the economic, social, and political fabric of our civilization. The book largely consists of descriptions of programs, and weaves into them discussions of theoretical issues. Not all issues are treated in each case, but only where the circumstances presented an opportunity.

After a brief introduction to the players and the action on the evaluation scene, the book plunges straight into examples. It concludes with a brief historical description of how we got ensnared by a single form of testing, and some thoughts on how a broad-minded system can move our schools toward their goals.

I have consciously tried to use general language, not the technical jargon of education. The word “curriculum” appears only rarely in this book, when it absolutely cannot be avoided or appears in a quotation. “Teaching and learning” are used instead in order to gain both directness and accuracy. Philip Schlechty, president of the Center for Leadership in School Reform in Louisville, says in his 1989 book, Schools for the Twenty-First Century, that educational evaluation is “too important to turn over to the measurement specialist.” I hope to persuade the general reader that educational assessment is not an arcane subject, but everyone’s business.

Many people have contributed to this book, as I travelled around the United States talking to educators, attending conferences, watching students as they performed tasks. I want to thank everyone on the following list for their patience with my requests for information. The list is as complete as memory and records can make it; if anyone’s contribution has gone unrecognized, please forgive me.

Walter Askin, California State University, Los Angeles

Joseph Flynn, Cleveland Education Foundation

Joan Lipsitz, The Lilly Endowment

David Florio, formerly of the National Science Foundation, and now of the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of Education

Ramsay Selden, Council of Chief State School Officers

Maryellen Harmon, Center for the Study of Testing, Evaluation, and Educational Policy

George Madaus, Center for the Study of Testing, Evaluation, and Educational Policy

Ray Campeau, Bozeman, Montana

Alice Sims-Gunzenhauser, Educational Testing Service (ETS)

Walter MacDonald, Advanced Placement Program, ETS

Deborah Meier, Central Park East Schools

Patricia Bolanos, The Key School, Indianapolis

Grant Wiggins, CLASS, Rochester

Douglas Reynolds, New York State Education Department

Rodney Doran, University of Buffalo

Mary Ann Smith, University of California, Berkeley

Roberta Camp, ETS

Dennis Palmer Wolf, Project Zero, Harvard

Dale Carlson, California Assessment Program (CAP)

Susan Bennett, CAP

The staff of CAP

Richard Mills, Vermont Education Department

Ross Brewer, Vermont Education Department

Geoffrey Hewitt, Vermont Education Department

Robert Kenney, Vermont Education Department

Joan B. Baron, Connecticut Education Department

Stephen Leinwand, Connecticut Education Department

Michael Fischer, New York State Education Department

Joanne Lenke, Psychological Corporation

Fredrick L. Finch, The Riverside Publishing Company

Elaine Craig, Center for Civic Education

Sophie Sa, The Panasonic Foundation

Michael Holtzman, Consultant to the Panasonic Foundation

Gerald Kulm, American Association for the Advancement of Science

Eva Baker, Center for Research in Evaluation, Students, and School Testing (CRESST)

Jan Camplin, Lake Shore School District, New York

Sharon Partyka, Buffalo, New York

Marilyn Whirry, Manhattan Beach, California

Wynne Harlen, Edinburgh, Scotland

Anne Qualter, Liverpool, England

Myra Barrs, London, England

Anne Thomas, London, England

Betty Hagestadt, London, England

Heather Lewis, Center for Collaborative Education, Central Part East Schools, New York

Teachers and students of Central Park East Schools, New York Michael Goldman, Coalition of Essential Schools

Kati Haycock, Children’s Defense Fund

Steven Seidel, Project Zero, Harvard

Renika Zessoules, Project Zero, Harvard

Lois Easton, Arizona Education Department

Reuben Carriedo, San Diego City Schools

Grant Behnke, San Diego City Schools

Teachers in Cleveland, Ohio, Elementary schools

Kathryn Howard, Reizenstein Middle School, Pittsburgh PA

Willa Spicer, South Brunswick NJ Public Schools

David Sink, University of Birmingham, Alabama

Janica Loomis, Center for Law and Education, Birmingham, Alabama

Kathleen Fulton, Office of Technology Assessment, U.S. Congress

I owe a special debt to A. Graham Down for his encouragement and support, and for the same (and for indulgence when I was not in the office, but off enjoying myself watching real children in real schools) to my colleagues: Elsa Little, Barbara Manzon, Patte Barth, Amy Stempel, Catherine Meikle, Maryanne Annan, Stephanie Soper, Michelle Taunton, Karen Anderson, and Liza Benson. Amy Stempel acted as more than research assistant: she was an astute critic and framer of penetrating questions. Patte Barth, Graham Down, and Kati Haycock of the Children’s Defense Fund read early versions of the manuscript, and thanks to their perceptive comments, would now find it unrecognizable.

For the first three months of research for this book, I was assistant director of Center for Academic Interinstitutional Programs (CAIP) at UCLA, and was therefore supported by the University of California. My colleagues at CAIP, Patricia S. Taylor, director; Rae Jeane Williams, UCLA Writing Project Director; Susie W. Hakansson, UCLA Mathematics Project Director; and Janet M. Thornber, UCLA Science Project director, supported me from the beginning and have continued to encourage me since I moved to Washington. Thank you.

Another colleague at UCLA, Mike Rose, has encouraged me and argued with me for more than thirteen years as we shared a common dedication, first to improving writing instruction, and then, as our horizons opened out, to ensuring the best education for all students. Mike showed me how to interest the publishing world in this book, and therefore led to me the person whose patient editing has given it whatever quality it has.

Susan Milmoe, my editor at The Free Press, obviously understands how performance assessment works as a feedback mechanism, for she gave me the kind of response to my early drafts that I wish teachers could take for a model. Sharing my aims for the book, she showed me where and how to shape it toward them. I am grateful to her for faith in a project risky for both of us. Of course, the ultimate responsibility for the accuracy of facts and the quality of judgments is mine.


Introduction

The educational spotlight is on goals, standards, assessments. Since fall 1989, when President George Bush met with the governors of all fifty states to outline a strategy for improving the achievement of American students, energy at the state and national level has been invested in setting national goals and figuring out how to measure progress toward them.

This book is an important component of the national debate, because it describes for people both inside and outside the educational community the kinds of assessment frequently mentioned—“alternative,” “authentic,” “performance-based,” or (my preferred term) “performance assessment.” These terms mean little or nothing to those who quite naturally have taken educational testing for granted as a matter for psychometric specialists. The goal-setting process and the consequent need for valid measurement have thrust educational testing into the foreground, so that everyone concerned with the quality of education not only needs to know what is available, but has a legitimate right to an opinion on it. The President and the governors have made education everyone’s business.

The history of the past two years reveals an interest in education as a national issue that has not been seen in Washington before. Following the “education summit” in Fall 1989, when the President closeted himself with the governors to discuss what they perceive as a national emergency, the National Governors Association announced the national goals for American education in spring 1990. As listed in America 2000, they challenged the nation to redirect its efforts so that by the year 2000:


	All children will start school ready to learn

	At least 90 percent of high school students will graduate

	American students will achieve competency in English, mathematics, science, history, and geography at grades 4, 8, and 12; and will be prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and productive employment in a modern economy

	U.S. students will be the first in the world in science and mathematics achievement

	Every adult American will be literate and able to exercise the rights and responsibilities of citizenship

	All American schools will be free of drugs and violence



But how do we know whether we’re achieving these goals, especially goals 3 and 4, their academic core? Designing indicators of progress became the business of the National Education Goals Panel, which was set up by the National Governors’ Association to monitor progress. The Goals Panel appointed advisory committees for each of the six goals, groups which include people whose work is described or words quoted in this book. The Goals Panel was charged with producing the annual Progress Report—the nation’s “report card”—a summary of where we are on the way to the six national goals.

When the first Progress Report was published in September 1991, there wasn’t much information available on the national level. The report was cobbled together from existing assessments. The framers of the report included the National Assessment of Educational Progress and the number of students taking the College Board’s Advanced Placement examinations and their scores—but they did not include the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) nor the American College Test (ACT), nor any norm-referenced achievement tests. The National Assessment of Educational Progress and the Advanced Placement examinations were cited as national information along with statistics on high school course enrollments, public satisfaction with education, and data from international student achievement comparisons, such as those conducted by the International Evaluation of Educational Achievement.

Neither the National Assessment of Educational Progress nor the Advanced Placement examinations are regarded as satisfactory measures of progress toward the goals. The National Assessment takes a sample of students at certain grades and in certain subjects. When it was established by Congress in 1969, the National Assessment was prohibited from gathering information below the national level—states could not be compared to states, districts to districts, or students to students. In 1990, a pilot comparison of states was permitted, with voluntary participation by states. This resulted in the May 1991 report on the mathematics achievement of eighth graders in thirty-seven states. Obviously it isn’t a complete measure of mathematical knowledge and skill.

The Advanced Placement program is an individual student examination, but it is taken only by the most academically advanced students who are intending to apply to prestigious colleges. Clearly this too is an inadequate measure of nationwide educational attainment. But Advanced Placement examinations challenge students to high academic achievement—in fact they are geared to first-year college courses—so they are a measure of how many students are being challenged in which high schools.

Obviously, if the annual Progress Report is to provide meaningful information, it must be based on comprehensive, timely information of the sort that would result from a national examination taken by all students. Such an examination does not exist, but it is being discussed widely, especially by the National Education Goals Panel’s advisory groups for goals 3 and 4, the National Council on Education Standards and Testing, and the New Standards Project.

We have already seen where the National Education Goals Panel fits in. The National Council on Education Standards and Testing had its origins in the political background of the education reform movement. The charge was led by the President and the governors—the Senate and the House of Representatives had almost no role. In the middle of 1991, it became obvious that some better measures of educational progress were needed and that they could not be designed without standards. You can’t measure how close you’ve got if there is no clear mark to shoot at. A Senate bill setting up a National Council on Education Standards was discussed in 1990, but got nowhere. Now the idea was revived and both houses of Congress passed legislation to establish the National Council on Standards and Testing. The Council’s charge from Congress was to study the “desirability and feasibility” of national standards for American education. It is widely believed that the Council is essentially setting up a national examination system, something that will complement—perhaps even replace—the National Assessment of Educational Progress, which by its nature has little effect on teaching and learning.

As such bodies do, the Council represents interested parties: there are four members of Congress; U.S. Department of Education administrators; representatives of business, industry, higher education, and the psychometric community; and the whole is chaired by two governors. Their first two public hearings symbolized two opposing ways of setting standards: starting from the top or starting from concrete examples.

Starting from the top involves deciding what kinds of knowledge and skills we want the educational system to produce. At its first public meeting, the National Council therefore asked representatives of the five core academic disciplines—literacy, mathematics, science, history, and geography—to describe what content they expected students to master after twelve years of schooling. This procedure turned out unsatisfactorily. The professional organizations (with the exception of the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics which produced Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for School Mathematics in 1989), are fighting among themselves about the definition of their disciplines and what knowledge and skills should be expected from students. The most public dispute is between representatives of social studies teachers’ organizations, who believe that history is only one of a number of social studies, and the professional historical associations, who believe students should understand the narrative sweep of history primarily, and social studies will be absorbed along the way. The teachers’ professional organizations in science and literacy (reading and writing in English) are equally preoccupied with internal disputes.

A further cause for dissatisfaction with top-down standard-setting is the fragmentation resulting from looking at education within these traditional boundaries. The Council for Basic Education since its founding thirty-five years ago has advocated a vision of an educated person as a productive member of society—one who works, votes, and engages in lifelong learning. The exact amount and nature of mathematics or science or geography courses taken in school should be subordinate to that overall vision.

The second approach to setting standards was exemplified at a subsequent meeting of the National Council, when three people whose work is described in this book explained performance assessment to the members. Tej Pandey described open-ended mathematics questions used in California statewide assessments (he displayed the “James” question which appears on page 68); Joan Baron demonstrated the real-life problems which make mathematics and science accessible for high school students in Connecticut, and Ross Brewer explained the first statewide assessment by portfolio (collections of student work) in Vermont. Their presentations showed how standards can be described in terms of tasks that students should be able to perform. If students can solve a problem about water use in their own homes, then they have learned important mathematics and can also write to communicate their solutions.

Both approaches to standard-setting are clearly needed. We need a vision to inspire our efforts, but we also need concrete examples of what the vision entails. It is fine to say that all high school graduates should be prepared to vote intelligently, but does that mean knowing the names of candidates running for president, understanding editorials in The New York Times, or being able to quote statistics about the exact area of federally protected wetlands in any given state? Such questions translate easily into assessments, so that standards can be approached practically as assessment issues.

That approach is being taken by the New Standards Project, a non-governmental group funded by the MacArthur and Pew Foundations, which is designing a national examination system—an innovation in the United States, although common in many other countries. The New Standards Project has a vision of regions or clusters of states or school districts designing their own examinations, including in them “anchor” tasks. These tasks will be performed by all students taking the examinations, and will be scored nationally. This is the process known as “moderation” in Great Britain, Australia, and some other countries. Scores on the examinations will be equated (“calibrated”) to the anchor tasks, providing comparisons to a national standard. Individual students and their schools will thus know where they stand.

During summer 1991, the New Standards Project established that calibration among different responses to different writing tasks is possible, although a great deal of psychometric sophistication will be needed to make it work for a national examination system. At a working conference attended by more than 350 writing and mathematics teachers and another 80 or so policymakers, the New Standards Project decided on two policies: (1) any state, cluster of states, or regional organization entering into the Project’s national examination system must guarantee the resources to enable every student to reach the standards exemplified by the tasks; and (2) the tasks themselves must include the “three p’s”—performance, project, and portfolio. You will find examples and explanations of the three p’s in chapters 2 through 6.

This has been a severely reduced summary of the present ferment in American education. I have focussed on goals and standards to demonstrate how central performance assessment is to their attainment. I have not mentioned the President’s America 2000 strategy, or the state versions (“Colorado 2000”) springing up in response; or the New American Schools Development Corporation, or Educate America, or the American Achievement Tests; or the proposals to change the requirements for Chapter 1 compensatory education, so that norm-referenced multiple-choice tests can be replaced with performance assessments for reporting purposes; or the separate standard-setting efforts by the National Academy of Sciences, the U.S. Department of Energy, and the U.S. Department of Labor. It is easy to get confused by the multiplicity of publications, meetings, conferences, and task forces, not to mention their cross-connections.

A consensus is building, however, on the role of assessment as a lever to crank the system up to higher achievement. High standards demand assessments which teachers not only can, but should, teach to, and that students must study for. As you will see from the examples, these assessments are in the early stages of experimentation, but they should not be judged and rejected for lack of qualities which need time to develop. Performance assessment has a vital role in the present educational drama: it will not only chart progress toward the national goals, it will also help us reach them.
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1 From Testing to Assessment



1If learning is being able to bubble in answers on a test, then … our kids are learning. But I don’t think that’s what learning is. All it shows is that they have test-taking skills. If we really want to have global thinkers, we’ll stop spending our time training them to take the Georgia criterion-referenced test.

—Georgia teacher



Americans expect school in the 1990s to be about the same as it was when they were children. But the world outside school isn’t the same as it was even as short a time as five years ago. If school is supposed to be preparation for work, citizenship, and personal development, it ought to be different from what we went through.

An international economy—which is our future—depends on an educational system capable of producing workers who can think, solve problems, and adapt flexibly to changing circumstances. A society that will have to adapt to finite resources needs citizens who understand the complexity of issues facing them. By national and international measures, American schools are not producing graduates who come up to these standards. The educational system is not up to the job. A new model of schooling is a national imperative.

Retooling the system includes changing assessment—not so much because we need to know how we are doing (although we certainly do) but because assessment drives instruction. This is a bald statement of a truth that is unpalatable if the assessments or “tests” drive teaching and learning in the wrong direction. But if the assessments are models of what students should know and be able to do, then they provide a lever for lifting the system to a new plane of achievement.

I do not claim that a change in assessment is a panacea for the educational system. Assessment is an important motivator to engage students in the kind of learning we will need in the rest of the 1990s and the twenty-first century, but it alone will not bring about the needed changes in American schools. It is only one of a number of needed reforms: the professionalization of teachers, improved school financing, a vast infusion of technology into the schools, rethinking school schedules to get rid of the 50-minute period and the nine-month school year, and a serious increase in public understanding about the purpose of schools. I claim only that a change in assessment is a necessary but not sufficient condition for a functional system of education in the United States.

WHAT IS ASSESSMENT?

Educational evaluation is a huge topic, and it is difficult to approach because of terminology. To make it more manageable, I will look at it from the point of view of the actors in the educational system—students, teachers, administrators, and parents—and in doing so point out what is and is not the focus of this book.

Some form of judgment on students’ performance is an essential part of any learning. You only have to think about learning anything—from swimming to calculus—to realize that no progress is possible without judging how your activities, mental or physical, bring you closer to your goal. Informal feedback to students—“Yes, that’s right,” or “You might want to change this or that element”—defines an important component of teaching. In fact, students experience most evaluation as classroom feedback on their performances.

Richard Stiggins points out that 90 percent of evaluation takes place in the classroom.2 This evaluation takes many forms: teachers’ observations, teachers’ responses to written and oral work (the As, Bs, and Cs recorded in the little squares of grade books), informal discussions with students about their work, and quizzes or tests designed by the teacher or taken from a textbook. To both teachers and students, the word test usually means these periodic evaluations. Teachers tell their classes at the beginning of the semester what counts toward the final grade—so many points for routine work and so many for the tests. Stiggins’s research shows that teacher-designed multiple-choice tests emphasize memorizing and recall of facts and that teachers’ essay assessments suffer from their lack of training in evaluation techniques. Teacher preparation programs typically include no training in evaluation, so test making and grading are frequently learned on the job from other teachers and hard experience.3

Whatever their quality, the results of the tests are fed into letter grades, which appear on report cards and are aggregated as grade point averages.

“STANDARDIZED” TESTS

Teachers’ grades, like all other forms of assessment, constitute information. The quality of the information is affected by the form in which it collected, the assessment expertise of the teacher (or other collector), and the purpose for which it is collected. The grades may be used with other pieces of information to make decisions about whether the student should go ahead or stay in grade another year (retention) or which track a student should be placed in—academic, general, or remedial, in most cases. In fact, however, teachers’ judgments embodied in tests and grades usually do not stand on their own—a sore point that is an important focus of this book. School districts use results on tests they buy from publishers in order to check on students’ progress as their primary basis for decisions about students’ futures; they use teachers’ grades and observations only to modify these decisions.

An example of this process is formalized by the University of California admissions office. It requires applicants to submit both the results of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and their grade point average (GPA) gained in the subjects (English, mathematics, science, history, foreign language) required for university entrance. It uses a complicated statistical formula to combine the two numbers in order to rank applicants; a high SAT can compensate for a low GPA, for example, and a low SAT may cast doubt on a high GPA. The system arose to combat grade inflation, a serious problem that emerged in the late 1960s as grades began to creep upward at the same time that student performance in first-year classes seemed to be deteriorating. The SAT is not connected to curriculum and was therefore regarded as an objective correction to the GPA, computed from the grades assigned by teachers.

Teachers’ grades and teachers’ judgments seem to suffer from suspicion, perhaps justifiably. In the past, teachers’ grades on the same pieces of work have been found to vary widely and therefore seem to need objective verification. Nevertheless, teachers are closest to the students and can most directly influence their learning, so an improved assessment system should aim to educate them by including them.

The huge test publishing industry sells its products to superintendents or district testing directors with the same techniques that characterize marketing any other product: service to the customer (the school district) for the lowest price. Examples of these tests are the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, published by Riverside Publishing Company; the California Achievement Test, published by CTB/Macmillan/McGraw-Hill; the Stanford Achievement Test, published by the Psychological Corporation-Harcourt Brace Jovanovich; and the Metropolitan Achievement Test, also published by the Psychological Corporation-Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. These are the four used most heavily by American school systems and states, but there are many more. There are forms of these tests for different grades and for different purposes, according to what the school districts want to test.

The National Commission on Testing and Public Policy estimates in its 1990 report, From Gatekeeper to Gateway: Transforming Testing in America, that students take 127 million separate tests in a year. Since there are 41 million students in American public schools, that works out to an average of three tests each, but since it is an average, some students must take many more than three. Students in remedial programs, such as Chapter 1 and English as a Second Language, are especially subject to heavy test schedules. Each of these tests involves preparation time, which, many teachers say, is not of the same quality as time spent on learning.

These tests are commonly referred to as standardized tests, which means they are given under the same conditions and ask the same questions across different populations in order to permit comparisons. They are expected to provide answers to questions such as: Is my child reading at the national level for her age? Is our district doing better than theirs on grade 3 reading? Are this year’s students reading at a higher level than last year’s? Comparison tables frequently appear in local newspapers, and realtors use these tables to enhance the desirability (and price) of a house in the service area of one neighborhood school over another.

The standardization of these tests is not the issue here. Two other features are much more important for the purposes of this book: norm referencing and multiple choice. A norm-referenced test is designed to show where a given student lies in comparison to a group of peers, usually a national norm. The items are chosen not to establish how much students know of what they ought to know but whether they are above or below the norm for their age and by how much. The reverse of norm referencing is criterion referencing, which is testing against an expected standard (what the child ought to know at that stage of development). However desirable this may sound, in practice many criterion-referenced tests are simply multiple-choice tests scored to district or state standards. Students—and teachers—could not tell the difference between most norm-referenced and criterion-referenced tests.

Multiple-choice testing means choosing a single answer from among a small number of preprepared possible answers. It is sometimes called bubble testing because the answers are recorded by filling in ovoids with a pencil.

Teachers administer these tests by making sure that each child has the necessary number 2 pencil. Then they watch while the students read the question booklets and fill in the bubbles on separate sheets. These sheets are collected and mailed to the test publishers, who score them by running them through machines that recognize the filled-in bubbles and then mail a report to the school district.

Administrators—principals, superintendents, and central office staff—care about the results of these tests because they are concerned with how their district or school looks to the outside world. “Those reading and math scores are still the bottom line,” wrote an assistant principal in a letter to the editor of the New York Times in September 1990. These are the tests referred to when schools are said to have “high test scores” or to “score consistently below the national average.” This is “accountability.” Almost all states now have statewide tests of this kind, in response to pressures from legislators and taxpayers’ representatives to monitor the expenditure of their money.4

The high visibility of these tests causes pressure on the teachers, who are asked, directly or indirectly, to teach to the test so that scores will rise. In the mid-1980s when this pressure intensified, workshops for principals and teachers were organized, usually by county departments of education but also by private consulting companies, to teach school personnel how to “align” their teaching with the test. They compared lists of topics on the tests with the topics covered in the school’s textbooks. In cases where the textbook and the test came from the same publisher, teachers were told to make sure that they covered the test areas before any other material.

In classrooms where teachers are under pressure to raise test scores, students labor through workbooks that isolate skills from context and are arranged to familiarize them with the multiple-choice form of the tests. Some teachers resign themselves to acting as a guide to the textbook and design their own end-of-unit or end-of-chapter tests to match what the students will face at testing time. others resent the interference with their teaching. A teacher in Arizona told me that testing means “one curriculum ’til March, then the district’s tests, then the state’s test, and only then back to the curriculum.” A teacher in an early childhood school in Dalton, Georgia, told a researcher:


I was petrified that my class would do so poorly that I wouldn’t be back next year. So I taught what the other teachers recommended to get them ready for the test. After the test I started teaching, good teaching. The class enjoyed it and I think they learned more the last three weeks of school than they did the first six months, because I was more relaxed, the students were more relaxed, and I was able to hone in on those areas where they needed help.5



Teachers recognize that teaching to multiple-choice tests is not helping students to learn, but they feel powerless to resist political pressure to raise scores. Some have even resorted to cheating by looking at the tests before they are administered and then teaching the children precisely those items.6

The most serious development in the mid-1980s was the intense focus, probably exacerbated by the media attention to educational accountability, on test scores as the only indicators of progress. Norm-referenced, multiple-choice tests have been around a long time, but they used to be regarded as one piece of evidence among many describing a student’s progress or the quality of a district’s programs. In the accusatory atmosphere following the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983, the public and legislators turned on the schools and demanded results they thought they could trust.7 They felt that the educational establishment had taken public money and thrown it away. They wanted the whole system tightly screwed down so that it could be controlled. In the years between 1983 and 1989, states instituted statewide tests that, until the late 1980s, were all multiple choice. The tests, originally intended as monitoring devices, became clubs to beat teachers and schools over the head.

NATIONAL TESTS

The district tests, closer to home, usually have consequences—“high stakes”—for both students and teachers. The statewide tests, which in many states are also norm-referenced, multiple-choice tests purchased from publishers, have an impact on administrators at all levels. National tests have a different impact. It may seem surprising that there are national tests in a country where responsibility for education is divided among fifty state authorities, but two kinds of tests are authorized by the U.S. government: accountability tests for programs funded under Chapter 1/Title I and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

Chapter 1 tests are required so that the Congress knows whether money it has appropriated has caused improvement in the test scores of children eligible for the programs. Children are admitted into Chapter 1 programs if they score below a cutoff point (established by the state and local authority, not the government) and must take a multiple-choice test once a year to measure their progress. This accountability measure must be nationally aggregatable; that is, it must be possible to add the scores across the states and localities and look at the achievement of subsets of the whole—African-American children or Hispanics, for example. Because published tests have national norms and therefore permit aggregation, the U.S. Department of Education keeps a list of “standardized” norm-referenced, multiple-choice tests that are acceptable for Chapter 1 reporting purposes. Chapter 1 students are therefore drilled by the bubble, so that their programs (and the funds) remain in their districts and schools. Overwhelmingly, the students in Chapter 1 programs are minorities—African-Americans, Hispanics, native Americans, and immigrants. The time taken preparing for tests is stolen from the precious little time there is to help these children catch up to their peers.

The other national test, the NAEP, was designed in 1969 as a monitoring system to keep records of how well the education system is doing over time. It is a national program evaluation. The NAEP is administered to a sample of students that is statistically selected to represent the population. A student would experience it as one more multiple-choice examination, but not an interesting or significant one. No results are returned to the school or the student. Instead, reports are issued about the state of the national ability to write and to compute and the amount of knowledge students have about history, geography, and science. The book What Do Our 17-Year-Olds Know? was based by its authors, Diane Ravitch and Chester E. Finn, Jr., on an NAEP test of students’ knowledge of history and literature in 1986.8 The reports of hesitant progress in skills that hit the headlines (“Tests of U.S. Students Show Little Progress,” “Tests Show Little Gain in Education”) come from the NAEP reports.

The NAEP was designed to be curriculum free in the sense that it is tied to no single textbook or curriculum; it tests what students at age 9, 12, and 17 should know regardless of how they learned. Historically NAEP has had more influence in Washington than in the statehouse or the classroom because its messages cannot be translated easily into information useful at the local level. You may be aware that students write reasonably correct prose but cannot construct a good argument, but you may be convinced that these are someone else’s students, not yours. There is pressure on Congress to revise the original legislation authorizing NAEP so that its results can be reported for each state, not just the nation. Some want to use it for district reporting too, basing their confidence on its reputation as a kind of national report card. They believe that use of the NAEP at the state and district level will result in imposing a national standard for all schools without disturbing state control.

When students reach high school, they face another kind of national test, but one that is unconnected with the federal government: the aptitude tests that colleges use to select their applicants. The market is divided between the College Board’s SAT and the American College Testing Service’s ACT. The SAT is not a curricular test; it does not test knowledge and skills as they are taught in the classroom. Rather, it tests the general skills in language and mathematics that are believed to predict success in postsecondary education. The ACT is a test of content knowledge, but it is unconnected to any specific curriculum. Students face the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT) early in high school and then the SAT; National Merit Scholarships are awarded on sustained high scores between the PSAT and the SAT, and a great many other scholarships and financial benefits are tied to the SAT.

These aptitude tests are national in the sense that they are marketed nationwide and almost all aspirants to selective colleges (not all colleges are selective) take them. But the SAT and the ACT are used illegitimately when the results are quoted as indicators of educational quality, for two reasons. First, only college-bound high school students take the SAT and the ACT, thus distorting the picture, since not all high school students are college bound. Second, the SAT is curriculum free in a much more radical sense than the NAEP tests: it does not test what a student may have learned in literature, science, or history/social studies, and it reflects mathematical learning only to the extent that the student can recall the algorithm which will result in filling the right bubble on the answer sheet. But the SAT is a high-stakes test. It seems ironical that a test that contributes so much to decisions about a student’s educational future should have only a tangential relationship to the student’s educational past.

The SAT and the ACT have been well criticized by organizations like the National Center for Fair and Open Testing (FairTest) and have been the objects of numerous lawsuits, which have fairly well established that SAT and ACT scores are correlated with socioeconomic status.9 Because residence patterns frequently dictate the quality of schools (compare Westchester County and New York City public schools), it seems fruitless to try to distinguish between the home and the school as the ultimate source of high SAT scores. In any case, scholastic aptitude tests are not the subject of this book. This book is concerned with tests or assessments that directly affect teaching and learning.

I shall also leave aside the other tests that students face from their earliest days: the intelligence tests that get them into or exclude them from Gifted and Talented (GATE) programs, the career aptitude tests that counselors administer in middle or junior high school and senior high school, vocational education tests, and tests administered by military authorities in the course of recruiting. All of these have been thoroughly scrutinized—and in the main rejected for their unintended adverse effects on the lives of children—by able critics, among them Stephen Jay Gould, N. J. Block, Gerald Dworkin, R. C. Lewontin, Steven Rose, and Leon J. Kamin, and FairTest.10

HOW TESTS WORK

The focus here is on tests that affect the relationship of the student, the teacher, and the subject taught—those tests that have most potential for leveraging improvement in teaching and learning. This means the classroom assessments that teachers administer for grades, the achievement tests used for accountability by districts and states, and the nationally aggregatable tests used for Chapter 1 evaluation. I shall focus for the most part on publishers’ norm-referenced, multiple-choice tests.

The form and content of nationally normed, multiple-choice tests have corrupted the three-way relationship of teacher, student, and material. (Teachers’ own multiple-choice tests are obviously not nationally normed, but they have the same form.) I will justify my charge with some examples of multiple-choice tests and invite you to remember similar tests from your own school experiences. Your memories may provide sharper examples, because the ones I will quote were never actually used. (Because of secrecy, publishers do not release actual items but make public only examples of the kinds of questions that appear on tests.)

Here is a Primary 1 reading item from a Stanford Achievement Test:

A Friend for Mouse

Mouse wanted a friend to play with. First, Mouse saw a cat. It wanted to chase him. Next, Mouse saw a bird. It flew away. Along came something as small and gray as a Mouse. Mouse had a friend.
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