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MYTHS ABOUT TEST SCORE COMPARISONS

IRIS C. ROTBERG

MY REMARKS TODAY ARE STRAIGHTFORWARD: TEST SCORE COMPARISONS ARE
HIGHLY MISLEADING INDICATORS OF THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION AND THEY
ARE IRRELEVANT TO DECISIONS ABOUT THE WISDOM OF ANY PARTICULAR
SCHOOL REFORM. I BELIEVE THEY ARE USED FOR INAPPROPRIATE PURPOSES
AND THEY ARE BLAMED FOR PERCEIVED FAILURES IN OUR ECONOMY AND IN
INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION. THEY DRIVE THE DEBATE ON PROPOSED
EDUCATION REFORMS SUCH AS NATIONAL STANDARDS, CHARTER SCHOOLS,
VOUCHERS, SCHOOL FINANCE EQUALIZATION, AND SCHOOL-BASED MANAGEMENT.
IN SOME SCHOOL SYSTEMS, TESTING HAS BECOME SYNONYMOUS WITH TEACHER
ACCOUNTABILITY. AND AS WE CONTINUE THIS PROCESS, WE IGNORE REAL
EDUCATIONAL PROBLEMS.

THE JUSTIFICATION FOR TEST COMPARISONS IS BASED ON A SET OF MYTHS.
FIRST, THOUGH, LET ME ACKNOWLEDGE AT THE OUTSET THAT TESTS CAN BE
VALUABLE WHEN USED FOR APPROPRIATE PURPOSES. FOR EXAMPLE, TESTS
HAVE BEEN USEFUL IN DIAGNOSING STUDENTS’ LEARNING PROBLEMS, IN
PROVIDING TEACHERS AND STUDENTS WITH ONGOING FEEDBACK ABOUT
STUDENTS’ PROGRESS, OR IN ENCOURAGING CHANGES IN CURRICULUM AND
TEACHING METHODS. HOWEVER, OUR CURRENT PUBLIC POLICIES HAVE GONE
WELL BEYOND THE RATHER NARROW REALITY OF WHAT TESTS CAN AND CANNOT
ACCOMPLISH.

LET ME START WITH A MYTH WHICH IS WIDELY ACCEPTED BOTH BY PUBLIC
OFFICIALS AND BY THE GENERAL PUBLIC:
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ls TEST SCORE COMPARISONS BETWEEN NATIONS, BETWEEN STATES, OR

BETWEEN SCHOOLS PROVIDE VALID MEASURES OF THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION.

THE FACT IS THESE COMPARISONS ARE FLAWED METHODOLOGICALLY AND DO
NOT REFLECT EDUCATIONAL QUALITY IN ANY COUNTRY, STATE, OR SCHOOL.

I WILL BEGIN WITH A BRIEF DISCUSSION OF THE INTERNATIONAL SCIENCE
AND MATHEMATICS COMPARISONS. (1) THE INTERNATIONAL SCORES HAVE
LITTLE TO DO WITH THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION. THEY REFLECT INSTEAD
DIFFERENCES AMONG NATIONS IN STUDENT SELECTIVITY, IN POVERTY
LEVELS, AND IN CURRICULUM EMPHASES.

THE BASIC PROBLEM IS STUDENT SELECTIVITY: THE FEWER STUDENTS WHO
TAKE THE TEST, THE HIGHER WILL BE THE AVERAGE SCORE. THAT SCORE
DOES NOT REFLECT THE OVERALL QUALITY OF THE EDUCATION SYSTEM. IT
SIMPLY REFLECTS THE FACT THAT THE STUDENTS REPRESENTED IN THE TEST
COMPARISONS HAVE BEEN MUCH MORE HIGHLY SELECTED IN SOME COUNTRIES
THAN IN OTHERS.

THE FIRST SET OF INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS, CONDUCTED IN THE 1960s
AND EARLY 1970s, DID NOT TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE PERCENTAGE OF THE
AGE GROUP ACTUALLY ENROLLED IN UPPER-SECONDARY SCHOOL. THESE
ATTENDANCE RATES ARE HIGHER IN THE UNITED STATES THAN IN MOST OTHER
COUNTRIES. AT THE TIME THE TESTS WERE ADMINISTERED, ONLY ABOUT 20
PERCENT OF THE AGE GROUP IN EUROPE ATTENDED UPPER-SECONDARY SCHOOL
--THE HIGHEST-ACHIEVING 20 PERCENT--COMPARED WITH 80 PERCENT OF THE
AGE GROUP IN THE UNITED STATES. WHILE THE EUROPEAN ATTENDANCE
RATES HAVE INCREASED SUBSTANTIALLY, THEY STILL REMAIN LOWER THAN
THOSE IN THE UNITED STATES. (2)

MORE RECENT STUDIES HAVE TRIED TO DEAL WITH THE SAMPLING PROBLEM BY
TESTING ONLY THOSE 12TH GRADE STUDENTS WHO ARE IN AN ACADEMIC TRACK
AND TAKING MATHEMATICS OR ADVANCED SCIENCE. THESE CHANGES,
HOWEVER, DO NOT ADDRESS THE PROBLEM. CONSIDER, FOR EXAMPLE, THE
RESULTS OF A RECENT ASSESSMENT OF MATHEMATICS STUDENTS IN HUNGARY
AND ENGLAND. HUNGARY RANKS NEAR THE TOP IN THE EIGHTH-GRADE
COMPARISON. BY THE 12TH GRADE, WHEN HUNGARY RETAINS MORE STUDENTS
IN MATHEMATICS THAN ANY OTHER COUNTRY, HUNGARY RANKS AMONG THE
BOTTOM COUNTRIES. HAVE HUNGARY’S SCHOOLS GONE DOWNHILL BETWEEN THE
EIGHTH AND THE 12TH GRADES, OR IS IT SIMPLY A MATTER OF MORE
STUDENTS, LOWER SCORES?

ENGLAND, BY CONTRAST, SCORES IN THE BOTTOM HALF IN MOST OF THE
EIGHTH-GRADE COMPARISONS, BUT RANKS AMONG THE TOP COUNTRIES BY THE
12TH GRADE, WHEN ONLY A HIGHLY SELECT GROUP OF STUDENTS THERE TAKES
THE TEST--INDEED, STUDENTS WHO HAVE STUDIED SCIENCE AND MATHEMATICS
ALMOST EXCLUSIVELY SINCE THE AGE OF 16 IN PREPARATION FOR THEIR
SECONDARY SCHOOL COMPLETION EXAMINATION. SIMILARLY, IN EIGHTH-
GRADE COMPARISONS, JAPAN RANKS FIRST, WITH HONG KONG IN THE MIDDLE
OF THE RANKINGS. BY THE 12TH GRADE, WHEN ONLY THREE PERCENT OF
HONG KONG’S YOUNG PEOPLE ARE TAKING MATHEMATICS (COMPARED WITH 12
PERCENT IN JAPAN), HONG KONG COMES IN FIRST AND JAPAN SECOND. (3)

WHEN A COUNTRY’S RANK CAN CHANGE SO DRAMATICALLY BETWEEN THE EIGHTH




AND 12TH GRADES, IT SIMPLY SHOWS THAT THE TEST COMPARISONS ARE
MEANINGLESS AS A MEASURE OF SCHOOL QUALITY.

I TURN NOW TO HAROLD STEVENSON’S HIGHLY-PUBLICIZED COMPARISON OF
11TH GRADE STUDENTS IN SEVERAL COUNTRIES: THE UNITED STATES, AS
REPRESENTED BY MINNEAPOLIS AND FAIRFAX COUNTY, VIRGINIA; CANADA, AS
REPRESENTED BY THE PROVINCE OF ALBERTA; CHINA, AS REPRESENTED BY
BEIJING; TAIWAN, AS REPRESENTED BY TAIPEI; AND JAPAN, AS
REPRESENTED BY SENDAI. (4) CLEARLY, THESE SITES ARE NOT
REPRESENTATIVE OF THE NATION AS A WHOLE, NOR WERE THE SCHOOLS
SELECTED WITHIN EACH SITE NECESSARILY REPRESENTATIVE OF THAT SITE.

THE COMPARISON BETWEEN CHINA AND JAPAN SHOWS HOW THESE FLAWS LEAD
TO MISLEADING FINDINGS. CHINA RANKED FIRST IN STEVENSON’S STUDY
EVEN THOUGH JAPAN EDUCATES A MUCH HIGHER PROPORTION OF ITS YOUNG
PEOPLE THAN DOES CHINA AND MANY JAPANESE STUDENTS ALSO SPEND UP TO
20 HOURS A WEEK IN CRAM COURSES--IN ADDITION TO THEIR REGULAR
SCHOOLING.

THE REALITY IS THAT THE TEST SCORE RANKINGS REFLECTED STUDENT
SELECTIVITY, NOT THE OVERALL PERFORMANCE OF THE EDUCATION SYSTEM.
LIKE MANY OTHER DEVELOPING COUNTRIES WITH SCARCE RESOURCES, CHINA
HAS AN ELITIST EDUCATION SYSTEM THAT PROVIDES UPPER-SECONDARY
EDUCATION TO ONLY A SMALL PROPORTION OF ITS YOUNG PEOPLE. WHILE
MOST JAPANESE STUDENTS COMPLETE HIGH SCHOOL, A MAJORITY OF CHINESE
STUDENTS ALREADY HAVE LEFT SCHOOL BY THE 11TH GRADE. AS A RESULT,
ONLY A SMALL PROPORTION OF THE AGE GROUP IN CHINA IS REPRESENTED IN
STEVENSON’S TEST RESULTS--THE HIGHEST-ACHIEVING STUDENTS, IN THE
CAPITAL CITY, IN A COUNTRY WITH PARTICULARLY WIDE DISPARITIES
BETWEEN URBAN AND RURAL EDUCATION.* WE CAN UNDERSTAND, THEREFORE,
WHY STEVENSON’S CHINESE SAMPLE OUTSCORED NOT ONLY AMERICAN AND
CANADIAN STUDENTS BUT ALSO JAPANESE STUDENTS. THE POINT IS THE
FEWER AND MORE HIGHLY SELECTED THE STUDENTS WHO TAKE THE TEST, THE
HIGHER WILL BE THE AVERAGE SCORE. THE RESULT HAS LITTLE TO DO WITH
THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION.

*Indeed, a recent study by Jianjun Wang, a researcher at California
State University, showed no significant difference between U.S. and
Chinese ninth grade scores when students were selected from both
urban and rural areas. While the samples clearly are more
representative than those in Stevenson’s study, selectivity still
remains a problem because a large number of Chinese students have
already left school by the ninth grade--and, therefore, are not
tested. (5)



TWO OTHER FACTORS, IN ADDITION TO STUDENT SELECTIVITY, ALSO AFFECT
INTERNATIONAL TEST SCORE COMPARISONS:

FIRST, THE PROPORTION OF LOW-INCOME CHILDREN IN THE TEST-TAKING

POPULATION. THE UNITED STATES, FOR EXAMPLE, HAS A RELATIVELY HIGH
PROPORTION OF LOW-INCOME STUDENTS COMPARED TO MANY OTHER
INDUSTRIALIZED COUNTRIES. AND THE NUMBER OF LOW-INCOME STUDENTS
HAS GROWN SUBSTANTIALLY IN THE PAST DECADE. WE TEND TO HOLD THE
EDUCATION SYSTEM RESPONSIBLE FOR OUR BROADER SOCIETAL PROBLEMS--
WHETHER THESE ARE MAJOR PROBLEMS LIKE POVERTY, DRUGS, CRIME, FAMILY
BREAKUP, OR TEENAGE PREGNANCY, OR LESS DRAMATIC PROBLEMS LIKE TV-
WATCHING OR WEARING EARPHONES WHILE STUDYING.

SECOND, DIFFERENCES IN CURRICULUM EMPHASES AMONG NATIONS ALSO
AFFECT THE INTERNATIONAL RANKINGS--FOR EXAMPLE, CHOICES ABOUT THE
PROPORTION OF TWELFTH-GRADE STUDENTS WHO STUDY CALCULUS, THE DEGREE
OF SUBJECT-MATTER SPECIALIZATION AFTER AGE 16, AND THE AMOUNT OF
TIME DEVOTED TO CRAM COURSES IN ADDITION TO REGULAR SCHOOLING. THE
POINT IS THE DECISION ABOUT WHETHER OR NOT TO ADOPT A PARTICULAR
PRACTICE SHOULD BE BASED ON A CAREFUL CONSIDERATION OF THE
IMPLICATIONS OF THE PROPOSED CHANGE, NOT ON RANKINGS ON
STANDARDIZED TESTS WHICH ARE COMPARING QUITE DIFFERENT CURRICULA,
BUT WHICH THEN TAKE THE PLACE OF PUBLIC DIALOGUE AND DEBATE.

THE SAMPLING PROBLEMS FOUND IN INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS APPLY AS
WELL TO THE RANKING OF STATES ON THE SAT IN THE UNITED STATES. AS
YOU KNOW, THE STATES WITH THE HIGHEST PROPORTIONS OF STUDENTS
TAKING THE SAT TEND TO HAVE THE LOWEST AVERAGE SAT SCORES. (6)

I COMMENTED IN A RECENT ARTICLE (I THOUGHT IN JEST) THAT ONE WAY TO
INCREASE A STATE’'S AVERAGE SAT SCORE WOULD BE TO DISCOURAGE
STUDENTS FROM APPLYING TO COLLEGES THAT REQUIRE THE TEST. I
RECEIVED IN RESPONSE A LETTER ASKING WHETHER I BELIEVED SUCH THINGS
DID NOT HAPPEN. THE WRITER RESIDED IN A HIGH-INCOME DISTRICT THAT
HAD RECENTLY MERGED WITH A LOW-INCOME DISTRICT. STUDENTS IN THE
LOW-INCOME AREA WERE ACTIVELY DISCOURAGED FROM TAKING THE SAT
BECAUSE OF THE CONCERN THEY WOULD DEPRESS THE AVERAGE SCORE--WHICH
IN TURN MIGHT DEPRESS PROPERTY VALUES.

THE SAMPLING PROBLEMS ARE NOT LIMITED TO INTERNATIONAL AND STATE
COMPARISONS. THEY OCCUR AS WELL WHEN WE COMPARE SCHOOLS WITHIN A
SCHOOL SYSTEM, WHEN WE ATTEMPT TO EVALUATE TEACHERS BASED ON THE
TEST SCORES OF THEIR STUDENTS, OR WHEN WE USE TEST SCORE GAINS TO
SHOW THAT ONE SCHOOL REFORM OR ANOTHER HAS "WORKED." YET,
INCREASINGLY, THESE ARE THE PURPOSES FOR WHICH TEST SCORES ARE
USED.

LET ME GIVE YOU SOME EXAMPLES OF WHAT HAPPENS IN COMPARISONS
BETWEEN SCHOOLS. SCHOOLS CAN RAISE THEIR SCORES SIMPLY BY
EXCLUDING LOW-PERFORMING STUDENTS. A RECENT NEW YORK TIMES ARTICLE
DESCRIBES AN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL THAT WAS PUT ON PROBATION BY THE
STATE FOR LOW TEST SCORES. WITHIN ONLY A SINGLE YEAR, THE THIRD
GRADERS HAD MADE MAJOR GAINS. ACCORDING TO THE ARTICLE, "OFFICIALS
SIMPLY STOPPED TESTING MOST OF THE THIRD GRADERS. BETWEEN 1988 AND




1992, EVEN THOUGH ENROLLMENT DOUBLED, THE NUMBER OF THIRD GRADERS
TESTED DROPPED BY NEARLY HALF, FROM 76 IN 1988 TO 44 IN 1991. BY
1992, ONLY 28 PERCENT OF THE CLASS TOOK THE STANDARDIZED TEST,
ACCORDING TO DOCUMENTS OBTAINED FROM THE STATE AND THE DISTRICT."
(7) AGAIN, THE POINT IS THAT THE MORE HIGHLY SELECTED THE STUDENTS
WHO TAKE THE TEST, THE HIGHER WILL BE THE AVERAGE SCORE. THAT
SCORE HAS LITTLE TO DO WITH THE QUALITY OF THE SCHOOL.

TEST SCORE INFLATION AT THE COLLEGE LEVEL HAS RECEIVED WIDESPREAD
PUBLICITY. MANY COLLEGES, ANXIOUS TO CONVINCE PARENTS AND STUDENTS
OF THEIR QUALITY AND SELECTIVITY, INFLATE THE AVERAGE SAT SCORES BY
EXCLUDING ECONOMICALLY DISADVANTAGED, REMEDIAL, LEARNING DISABLED,
OR FOREIGN STUDENTS. (8) THE COLLEGE, THEREFORE, "LOOKS" BETTER.

SCHOOLS ALSO INFLATE THEIR SCORES BY ENCOURAGING STUDENTS TO DROP
OUT OF SCHOOL BEFORE THE EXAMINATION, OR BY RETAINING THEM IN
GRADE. AN EDUCATOR PUT IT THIS WAY: "I’'M CONCERNED BECAUSE WE
HAVE FEWER STUDENTS AFTER GRADE 9 AND IT LOOKS LIKE IT’'S TO A
SCHOOL’S ADVANTAGE TO GET A KID TO DROP OUT [RATHER] THAN TO KEEP
HIM ON THE ROLES AND HAVE POOR TEST SCORES AT GRADE 12." (9)

THIS TECHNIQUE IS NOT LIMITED TO THE UNITED STATES. ACCORDING TO
A WORLD BANK STUDY, SIMILAR EXCLUSIONS HAVE BEEN REPORTED, FOR
EXAMPLE, IN KENYAN PRIMARY SCHOOLS WITH HIGH PROPORTIONS OF PASSING
STUDENTS. AND THE SAME STUDY FOUND THAT AS MANY AS 20 PERCENT OF
CHINESE STUDENTS MAY BE RETAINED IN GRADE IN UPPER-MIDDLE SCHOOL IN
ORDER TO INCREASE THAT SCHOOL’S SCORES (AND, THEREFORE, ITS
REPUTATION) ON UNIVERSITY ENTRANCE EXAMINATIONS. (10)

STUDIES ALSO SHOW SIGNIFICANT FLUCTUATIONS IN TEST SCORES FROM YEAR
TO YEAR IN SCHOOLS THROUGHOUT THE UNITED STATES. WHILE WE MAY NOT
ALWAYS RKNOW THE REASONS, WE DO KNOW THEY ARE NOT RELATED TO CHANGES
IN THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION. A RECENT STUDY OF TITLE I, THE U.S.
FEDERAL EDUCATION PROGRAM FOR DISAVANTAGED CHILDREN, FOUND THAT
ABOUT ONE-HALF OF THE SCHOOLS IDENTIFIED AS NEEDING "PROGRAM
IMPROVEMENT, " BASED ON TEST SCORES, APPEARED TO BE DOING JUST FINE
ONLY ONE YEAR LATER--WITHOUT MAKING ANY CHANGES IN THEIR TITLE I
PROGRAMS. (11) A SIMILAR STATISTIC COMES FROM A STATE WHERE 28
PERCENT OF THE SCHOOLS HAVE WON THE TEST SCORE COMPETITION ONCE, 11
PERCENT HAVE WON TWICE, AND ONLY FOUR PERCENT HAVE WON THREE TIMES.
(12) IS IT LIKELY THAT THE QUALITY OF THE SCHOOLS CHANGED SO MUCH
FROM YEAR TO YEAR THAT ONLY A SMALL PORTION OF THE SCHOOLS COULD
RETAIN THEIR FIRST PLACE STATUS OVER TIME OR ARE THE TEST SCORE
FLUCTUATIONS RELATED INSTEAD TO SUCH FACTORS AS DEMOGRAPHIC
CHANGES, METHODS OF TESTING, OR MEASUREMENT ARTIFACTS? THE
EFFECTIVE SCHOOLS STUDIES FACED THE SAME PROBLEM.

PERHAPS THE PROBLEM IN USING TEST SCORES TO MEASURE SCHOOL QUALITY
IS BEST ILLUSTRATED BY A BBC INTERVIEW WITH THE HEADMASTER OF A
SCHOOL THAT HAD RANKED FIRST--AS MEASURED BY THE LARGEST TEST SCORE
GAIN FROM THE PREVIOUS YEAR--UNDER A NATIONAL ASSESSMENT IN
BRITAIN. THE HEADMASTER MADE THE POINT THAT HIS FIRST PLACE
RANKING MEANT LITTLE BECAUSE IT REFLECTED ONLY THE SCHOOL’S VERY
LOW BASELINE PERFORMANCE. HE ALSO PREDICTED, BASED ON HIS




KNOWLEDGE OF THE INCOMING STUDENTS, THAT HIS RANKING WOULD FALL THE
NEXT YEAR AND THEN RISE AGAIN THE FOLLOWING YEAR WHEN HE EXPECTED
A PARTICULARLY HIGH-ACHIEVING GROUP OF STUDENTS TO ENTER THE
SCHOOL. THE HEADMASTER KNEW WELL THAT NONE OF THESE TEST SCORE
INCREASES, OR DECREASES, REFLECTED CHANGES IN THE QUALITY OF HIS
SCHOOL. PERHAPS EDUCATORS ARE MORE ASTUTE ABOUT THESE MATTERS THAN
ARE POLICYMAKERS. (13)

THE EMPHASIS ON TEST SCORES I HAVE DISCUSSED HAS LED TO A SECOND
MYTH, THAT IS:

2. THE QUALITY OF OUR SCHOOLS HAS DECLINED: THAT’S WHY WE ARE NO

LONGER "COMPETITIVE"

WE INCORRECTLY CONCLUDE FROM THE FLAWED TEST COMPARISONS THAT OUR
SCHOOLS, OR OUR PARENTS, OR OUR STUDENTS, OR OUR SCIENTISTS, OR OUR
RESEARCH INSTITUTIONS HAVE FAILED.

WE ADD TO THE TEST SCORES OUR NOSTALGIA FOR THE PAST WHICH LEADS US
TO OVERESTIMATE THE QUALITY AND RIGOR OF EDUCATION IN OUR PARENTS’
AND GRANDPARENTS’ GENERATIONS--AND EVEN IN THE SCHOOLS WE ATTENDED.
WE IGNORE THE ENORMOUS STRIDES THAT HAVE BEEN MADE IN EDUCATING A
LARGE PROPORTION OF THE POPULATION. 1IN 1940, 38.1 PERCENT OF 25-29
YEAR OLDS IN THE UNITED STATES HAD GRADUATED FROM HIGH SCHOOL. BY
1993, THAT PERCENTAGE HAD RISEN TO 88.2 PERCENT. IN THE SAME TIME
PERIOD, GRADUATION RATES FROM FOUR YEAR COLLEGES ROSE FROM 5.9
PERCENT TO 23.7 PERCENT. (14)

OUR STUDENTS’ EDUCATIONAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS EQUAL AND IN MANY CASES
SURPASS THOSE OF PREVIOUS YEARS--EVEN MEASURED BY TESTS. ACCORDING
TO A RECENT STUDY BY THE RAND CORPORATION, STUDENT MATHEMATICS AND
READING PERFORMANCE IMPROVED FOR ALL RACIAL AND ETHNIC GROUPS
BETWEEN 1970 AND 1990. (15)

CLEARLY, THE UNITED STATES FACES SERIOUS EDUCATIONAL PROBLEMS,
WHICH I WILL TURN TO IN A MOMENT--BUT THEY ARE NOT THE PROBLEMS
IDENTIFIED BY THE CURRENT PREOCCUPATION WITH TEST SCORE
COMPARISONS. A TENDENCY TO OVERSTATE--OR TO MISSTATE--THE PROBLEM
IS NOT NEW. IN THE 1950s, WE RESPONDED TO SPUTNIK BY BLAMING THE
SCHOOLS FOR OUR PERCEIVED INFERIORITY TO THE SOVIET UNION IN
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY. WHEN (MUCH LATER) WE REALIZED THAT PERHAPS
WE COULD HOLD OUR OWN IN THAT COMPETITION, WE TURNED TO ANOTHER
CONCERN: AN IMMINENT SHORTAGE OF SCIENTISTS AND ENGINEERS,
PREDICTED TO OCCUR IN THE 1990s--AGAIN DUE TO THE FAILURES OF OUR
EDUCATION SYSTEM. WE HAVEN’'T HEARD MUCH ABOUT THESE PREDICTED
SHORTAGES NOW THAT WE ARE WELL INTO THE 1990s, PERHAPS BECAUSE NEW
Ph.D.’s ARE HAVING SUCH A TOUGH TIME FINDING JOBS.

WE DO, HOWEVER, STILL HEAR ABOUT PROBLEMS 1IN INTERNATIONAL
COMPETITION. THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM IS THAT WE CAN’'T COMPETE
BECAUSE OUR SCHOOLS PRODUCE A POORLY-TRAINED WORKFORCE. YET MOST
OF THE EVIDENCE SHOWS THAT THE PROBLEMS ARE CAUSED BY QUITE
EXTRANEOUS FACTORS: THE GLOBAL ECONOMY, GOVERNMENT POLICIES, AND
BUSINESS PRACTICES--FOR EXAMPLE, THE LACK OF INCENTIVES FOR



INDUSTRY TO INVEST IN LONG-TERM PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT, THE FINANCIAL
INCENTIVES THAT LEAD TO OFFSHORE MANUFACTURING, DIFFERENTIAL WAGE
RATES AMONG COUNTRIES, DIFFERENTIAL PROFIT MARGINS AND GOVERNMENTAL
SUBSIDIES AMONG COUNTRIES, LICENSING PRACTICES, EXCHANGE RATES, AND
TRADE POLICIES. SHOULD WE BLAME OUR SCHOOLS, FOR EXAMPLE, IF THE
STICKER PRICE FOR A JEEP CHEROKEE IS $19,100 IN THE UNITED STATES
AND $31,372 IN JAPAN? (16)

LET ME TURN NOW FROM THE INACCURATE ASSUMPTION THAT OUR SCHOOLS
HAVE DECLINED--AND ARE THE CAUSE OF OUR LACK OF COMPETITIVENESS--TO
A THIRD MYTH:

3. WE CAN "FIX" OUR SCHOOLS BY ADMINISTERING MORE TESTS.

OR, PUT ANOTHER WAY, IF WE HOLD TEACHERS ACCOUNTABLE FOR STUDENTS’
STANDARDIZED TEST SCORES, OUR SCHOOLS WILL IMPROVE. THIS MYTH IS
REMINISCENT OF THE THEME OF THE MOVIE, FIELD OF DREAMS (TRANSLATED
INTO EDUCATIONAL TERMS): BUILD A TEST AND THEY WILL LEARN.

I'M AFRAID JUST THE OPPOSITE HAS OCCURRED. AN EMPHASIS ON MULTIPLE
CHOICE STANDARDIZED TESTS ENCOURAGES THE TEACHING OF A NARROW SET
OF MEASURABLE SKILLS THAT OFTEN HAVE LITTLE TO DO WITH WHAT
EDUCATORS AND PARENTS VALUE MOST. IN THE UNITED STATES,THE
MANDATED TESTS--AND THE ROTE LEARNING ASSOCIATED WITH THEM--ARE
PARTICULARLY COMMON IN CLASSROOMS WITH HIGH PROPORTIONS OF LOW-
INCOME AND MINORITY CHILDREN.

IN ADDITION TO THEIR NEGATIVE EFFECTS ON INSTRUCTION, TEST
COMPARISONS DO NOT PROVIDE A VALID BASIS FOR AN ACCOUNTABILITY
SYSTEM. THE RAND STUDY I REFERRED TO EARLIER PUT IT THIS WAY:

"COMPARISONS OF SIMPLE, UNADJUSTED TEST SCORES FROM ONE YEAR TO THE
NEXT OR ACROSS DIFFERENT SCHOOLS OR DISTRICTS DO NOT PROVIDE A
VALID INDICATOR OF THE PERFORMANCE OF THE TEACHERS, SCHOOLS, OR
SCHOOL DISTRICTS UNLESS THE DIFFERENCES IN SCORES ARE VERY LARGE
COMPARED TO WHAT MIGHT BE ACCOUNTED FOR BY CHANGING DEMOGRAPHIC OR
FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS. THIS IS RARELY THE CASE; SO, ANY USE OF
UNADJUSTED TEST SCORES TO JUDGE OR REWARD TEACHERS OR SCHOOLS WILL
INEVITABLY MISJUDGE WHICH TEACHERS AND SCHOOLS ARE PERFORMING
BETTER." (18)

THE CRITIQUE OF CURRENT STANDARDIZED TESTS HAS LED TO A FOURTH
MYTH: :

4. THE PROBLEMS IN CURRENT STANDARDIZED TESTING PROGRAMS CAN BE
SOLVED SIMPLY BY DEVELOPING NEW AND "IMPROVED" TESTS.

IT IS ARGUED THAT NEW, INNOVATIVE TESTS--THE TERMS USED ARE
PERFORMANCE TESTS, PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENTS, AND ESSAY EXAMINATIONS--
WILL TAKE CARE OF ANY FLAWS IN CURRENT TESTING PROGRAMS. LITTLE
ATTENTION, HOWEVER, IS PAID TO HOW LONG SUCH TESTS WOULD TAKE TO
DEVELOP, HOW MUCH THEY WOULD COST, WHETHER THEY COULD BE
ADMINISTERED ON A LARGE SCALE, HOW MUCH THEY WOULD SUBSTITUTE FOR
INSTRUCTION IN SCHOOLS, AND WHETHER VALID COMPARISONS COULD BE



MADE .

RESEARCH AND PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE IN A DIVERSE SET OF STATES SHOW
THAT THE TESTS ARE UNLIKELY TO BE APPROPRIATE FOR LARGE-SCALE USE
TO COMPARE SCHOOL DISTRICTS, SCHOOLS, OR STUDENTS: (1) THE NEW
TESTS ARE NOT PSYCHOMETRICALLY APPROPRIATE FOR MAKING SUCH
COMPARISONS; (2) THE SCORING IS HIGHLY UNRELIABLE: IN SOME CASES,
THE PROBLEM IS RATER RELIABILITY; IN OTHERS, TASK RELIABILITY (LOW
CORRELATIONS BETWEEN PERFORMANCE ON DIFFERENT SUBTASKS); AND (3)
MEASURES OF TEST VALIDITY (FOR EXAMPLE, THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE
TESTS PREDICT STUDENTS’ FUTURE ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE) ARE LACKING--
NOT SURPRISING, GIVEN THE LOW RELIABILITY OF THE TEST SCORES. (19)

SOME STATE TESTING PROGRAMS HAVE TRIED TO USE COMPLEX STATISTICAL
FORMULAE TO CONTROL FOR STUDENT BACKGROUND VARIABLES THAT MIGHT
AFFECT GAIN SCORES. THIS WORTHY ATTEMPT TO MAKE THE COMPARISONS
"FAIR" HAS NOT WORKED--THE MEASURES SIMPLY CANNOT CAPTURE KEY
VARIABLES--BUT IT ALSO HAS RESULTED IN TEST-SCORE MEASURES THAT ARE
INCOMPREHENSIBLE EVEN TO THE EDUCATORS WORKING WITHIN THE SYSTEM.
ONE SUPERINTENDENT PUT IT THIS WAY: "IF YOU ASK ME DO I UNDERSTAND
THE FORMULA, NO. NO I DON'T . . . FOR ME TO SIT HERE AND YOU ASK
ME TO EXPLAIN IT TO YOU, I’'D BE IN DEEP TROUBLE." (20)

THE POINT IS THAT THE NEW TESTS DON’T INCREASE THE VALIDITY OF TEST
COMPARISONS--THEY FURTHER DECREASE THEM. AND THEY CLEARLY DON'’T
ADDRESS THE BASIC PROBLEM: TEST-SCORE DIFFERENCES FROM YEAR TO
YEAR OR FROM SCHOOL TO SCHOOL TELL US LITTLE ABOUT THE QUALITY OF
THE EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM.

IT IS REASONABLE TO ASK, THOUGH, WHETHER THE TESTS’ TECHNICAL
PROBLEMS MAY BE OUTWEIGHED BY POSITIVE INSTRUCTIONAL EFFECTS.
TEACHERS DO REPORT THAT THE NEW TESTS HAVE SERVED TO DRAW THEIR
ATTENTION TOWARD WRITING AND PROBLEM SOLVING SKILLS--AND AWAY FROM
ROTE LEARNING (WHICH, IRONICALLY, IS A LEGACY OF THE TRADITIONAL,
MULTIPLE-CHOICE, STANDARDIZED TESTS). BUT THESE BENEFITS COULD BE
OBTAINED BY USING THE TESTS FOR INSTRUCTIONAL PURPOSES WITHIN
SCHOOLS--WITHOUT ATTEMPTING TO MAKE COMPARISONS THAT PROVIDE
MISLEADING INFORMATION.

EVEN THE INSTRUCTIONAL BENEFITS, HOWEVER, ARE UNCERTAIN. ONE
RESEARCHER PUTS IT THIS WAY: "IT IS ONE THING TO COMMUNICATE TO
MATHEMATICS TEACHERS, FOR EXAMPLE, THAT THEY SHOULD PUT MORE
EMPHASIS ON PROBLEM SOLVING; IT IS QUITE ANOTHER TO COMMUNICATE
WHAT THAT MEANS, WHAT TYPES OF PROBLEMS SHOULD BE USED TO EMBODY
THOSE SKILLS, AND HOW THAT INCREASED EMPHASIS OUGHT TO BE
IMPLEMENTED IN THE CURRICULUM." (21)

IN ADDITION, THE TESTING PROGRAMS, WHICH ARE EXTREMELY COSTLY AND
TIME-CONSUMING, USE RESOURCES THAT MIGHT MORE PRODUCTIVELY BE
APPLIED TO OTHER INSTRUCTIONAL PURPOSES. IN TESTIMONY BEFORE THE
U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION AND LABOR,
SEVERAL RESEARCHERS ESTIMATED THE COST OF ADMINISTERING TESTS
NATIONALLY IN FIVE SUBJECT MATTERS IN ONLY THREE GRADES AT MORE
THAN $3 BILLION PER YEAR. (22) BY COMPARISON, THE ENTIRE TITLE I



PROGRAM, THE LARGEST FEDERAL PROGRAM FOR ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY
EDUCATION, SPENDS ABOUT $6 BILLION PER YEAR.

IN VERMONT’S PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENT PROGRAM, TEACHERS REPORTED
SPENDING AN AVERAGE OF 30 HOURS PER MONTH (EXCLUDING TRAINING)
WORKING ON MATHEMATICS PORTFOLIOS. (23) 1IN KENTUCKY, FOURTH GRADE
TEACHERS WERE "OVERWHELMED" BY THE ADMINISTRATION AND GRADING OF
THE WRITING AND MATHEMATICS PORTFOLIOS. (24) IN MONTGOMERY COUNTY,
MARYLAND, READING SPECIALISTS SPEND AN AVERAGE OF ONE MONTH PER
YEAR ON LANGUAGE ARTS TESTS--TIME TAKEN FROM INSTRUCTION CHILDREN
OTHERWISE WOULD RECEIVE. (25)

IT IS CLEAR TESTING PROGRAMS CONTRIBUTE TO BUREAUCRACY, PAPERWORK
AND COSTS AND THEY RAISE A SERIOUS QUESTION, THEREFORE, ABOUT THE
ALLOCATION OF SCARCE RESOURCES. YET, THE USE OF TEST SCORES FOR
ACCOUNTABILITY PURPOSES OFTEN IS PROPOSED AS A WAY TO REDUCE
REGULATORY BURDEN--AND ITS ASSOCIATED COSTS--BY REPLACING
TRADITIONAL REGULATIONS (FOR EXAMPLE, ON CLASS SIZE OR TEACHER
CREDENTIALS) WITH STUDENT TEST SCORES.

CALIFORNIA RECENTLY ELIMINATED A PERFORMANCE EVALUATION SYSTEM THAT
WAS CRITIQUED FOR BEING TOO COSTLY, GIVING TOO MUCH ATTENTION TO
NON-STANDARD ASSESSMENT, AND GIVING TOO LITTLE ATTENTION TO
MULTIPLE CHOICE TESTS. (26) IN KENTUCKY, A NUMBER OF STATE
LEGISLATORS HAVE ADVOCATED MAJOR CHANGES IN THE PERFORMANCE TESTING
PROGRAM, INCLUDING A RETURN TO STANDARDIZED TESTS. (27)

PERHAPS THE BEST EXAMPLE OF WHAT HAPPENS TO TESTING PROGRAMS COMES
FROM ENGLAND. IN 1988, PARLIAMENT MANDATED NATIONAL CURRICULA AND
ASSESSMENTS. IN THE FIRST YEAR OF ASSESSING 7-YEAR-OLDS, THE
ASSESSMENTS TOOK TWO TO FOUR WEEKS OUT OF THE SCHOOL YEAR. FOR THE
1993 ASSESSMENT OF 14-YEAR OLDS, THE MARKING AND REPORTING FORM FOR
MATHEMATICS WAS 112 PAGES LONG. AS A RESULT, THE TEACHERS, WITH
STRONG PARENTAL SUPPORT, BOYCOTTED AGAINST ADMINISTERING THE TESTS
AND REPORTING TEST SCORES. THEY CITED A RANGE OF CONCERNS SIMILAR
TO THOSE EMERGING FROM TESTING PROGRAMS IN THE UNITED STATES--
OVERWORK, BUREAUCRACY, DISRUPTION OF REGULAR SCHOOLING, FLAWED
TESTS, USE OF SCORES TO COMPARE SCHOOLS, AND OPPOSITION TO NATIONAL
CURRICULUM AND TESTING. (28) THE BRITISH TESTING PROGRAM HAS BEEN
ABANDONED. :

A STUDENT IN ONE OF THE U.S. STATE TESTING PROGRAMS SUMMED UP THE
PROBLEM THIS WAY:

"I FEEL THAT THE PORTFOLIO PROBLEMS WERE REALLY DOME. THEY DIDN’'T
MAKE ANY SENSE AND THEY DIDN’T ACOMPLISH ANY THING. IF THEY WERE
A LITTLE HARDER I MEAN ALOT HARDER, MAYBY IT WOULD OF HELP ME BUT
IT DIDN’'T. THERE WAS PROBOBLY HELP SOME PEOPLE. THEY ALSO WASTED
TIME IN CLASS. I KNOW WHY YOU ARE DOING THIS BECAUSE YOU WANT TO
BE BETTER THEN THE JAPANIES." (29)

I WILL CONCLUDE WITH ONE MORE MYTH, PERHAPS THE MOST
COUNTERPRODUCTIVE OF ALL:




5. WE CAN COMPENSATE FOR THE INADEQUATE RESOURCES SPENT ON POOR
CHILDREN BY INCREASING TESTING REQUIREMENTS.

OR, PUT ANOTHER WAY, MONEY DOESN’T MATTER.

HOWEVER, RESEARCH SHOWS THAT PER-PUPIL EXPENDITURE, TEACHER
EXPERTISE, AND CLASS SIZE DO MAKRKE A DIFFERENCE IN STUDENT
ACHIEVEMENT. (30) INCREASING TESTING REQUIREMENTS WILL NOT BUY
BETTER TEACHERS OR THE INDIVIDUAL ATTENTION CHILDREN CAN RECEIVE IN
SMALL SCHOOLS OR SMALL CLASSES. THEY WILL NOT PROVIDE LOW-INCOME
INNER-CITY OR RURAL STUDENTS WITH SCIENCE LABORATORIES, COMPUTERS,
OR DECENT FACILITIES--AMENITIES THAT AFFLUENT STUDENTS TAKE FOR
GRANTED. TESTS WILL NOT FIX THE BROKEN WINDOWS OR THE CRUMBLING
BUILDINGS.

NOR WILL TESTS REDUCE THE SCHOOL FINANCE INEQUITIES WHICH, IN THE
UNITED STATES, MEAN THAT CHILDREN FROM FAMILIES WITH THE LOWEST
INCOMES ATTEND THE MOST POORLY FUNDED SCHOOLS. YOU ARE ALL
FAMILIAR WITH THE LARGE DISPARITIES AMONG STATES, AMONG DISTRICTS
WITHIN A STATE AND, IN SOME CASES, EVEN AMONG SCHOOLS WITHIN A
DISTRICT. FOR EXAMPLE, THE 100 POOREST DISTRICTS IN TEXAS SPEND AN
AVERAGE OF JUST UNDER $3,000 PER STUDENT. THE 100 WEALTHIEST
DISTRICTS, HOWEVER, SPEND ABOUT $7,200 PER STUDENT. IN ILLINOIS,
SCHOOL DISTRICTS SPEND BETWEEN ROUGHLY $2,400 AND $8,300 PER
STUDENT. (31) IF MONEY DOESN’'T MATTER, RICH DISTRICTS HAVEN'T
HEARD THE MESSAGE.

AN EDUCATOR SUMMED UP THE RESULTS OF HIS STATE’S TESTING PROGRAM
THIS WAY:

"BASICALLY, WHEN YOU LOOK AT ABOUT THREE FACTORS, AND THAT IS THE
NUMBER OF STUDENTS ON FREE LUNCH, THE ECONOMIC BASE OF THE DISTRICT
AND THEN THE AMOUNT SPENT PER CHILD FOR INSTRUCTION, IT CORRELATES
ALMOST 100% WITH THE DISTRICTS WHO FALL AT LEVEL 1, 2, 3, 4 AND 5.
THE ONES THAT ARE LEVEL 4 AND 5 [THE HIGHEST SCORING DISTRICTS]
HAVE VERY FEW STUDENTS ON FREE LUNCH . . . SO, IT’S REALLY NOT FAIR
TO COMPARE THESE KIDS DOWN HERE THAT ARE PREDOMINANTLY MINORITY
STUDENTS, VERY LOW INCOME. THEY GET JUST THE MINIMUM THAT THE
STATE PROVIDES AND VERY LITTLE ELSE SPENT ON THEM." (32)

THE POINT IS WE CAN’T IMPROVE OUR SCHOOLS BY GIVING MORE TESTS. A
PREOCCUPATION WITH TEST SCORE COMPARISONS, I’'M AFRAID, ENCOURAGES
PUBLIC OFFICIALS TO LOOK FOR "QUICK FIXES" AND DEFLECTS ATTENTION
FROM REAL PROBLEMS: THE LARGE PROPORTION OF CHILDREN WHO LIVE IN
POVERTY AND THE VAST DIFFERENCES IN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES BETWEEN
RICH AND POOR SCHOOLS. MY GREATEST CONCERN IS THAT A FOCUS ON TEST
SCORES TAKES ATTENTION AWAY FROM THE PROBLEMS IN OUR MOST TROUBLED
SCHOOLS, THE REAL WORK THAT NEEDS TO BE DONE TO ADDRESS THEM, AND
THE RESOURCES NEEDED TO DO IT.

THANK YOU.




