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What Test Scores Don’t Measur

[n a recent op-ed piece on the quality of

U.S. education {“U.S. Schoois: The Bad News
Is Right,” Nov. 17| Diane Ravitch suggests
that “the greatest obstacle to those who hope
to reform American education is complacen-
cy.” | agree. As a nation. we are too compla-
cent about the large proportion of our sty-
dents who are in poverty, about the vast
disparities in educational expenditures pe-
tween rich and poor school districts, about
the rising costs of higher education and what
it does to student motivation. Byt these seni-
ous problems will not be addressed by inter-
national test comparisons that are seriously
flawed and, in fact, irrelevant.

U.S.smdcnnamwtdzmedbymoseinother

Taking Exception
‘\

nations. Yet, after aimost three decades of ap-
parent failures on international tests, we have
maintained 2 level of productivity in science and
¢ngmeering that is overwhebming. The fact is
that intemnational comparisons of test scores are
h.chly misleading indicators of the quality of a
nauon’s education system or the expertise of its

The rankings of nations in international
test comparisons are meaningiess because it
is virtually impossible to controi for the major
societal differences among nations. For exam-
ple, attendance rates in the finai years of high
school are much higher in the United States
than in most other countries. Indeed, the first
international assessments compared the aver-
age score of more than 75pmtoftheage
group in the United States with the average
score of the top 9 percent of the students in
West Germany, the top 13 percent in the
Netheriands and the top 45 percent in Swe-
den. The more students who take the test,
the lower will be the average score. That
score has little to do with the quality of educa-
tion in any country.

Consider, for example, the results of 3 re-
cent assessment of mathematics students in
Hungary and England. Hungary ranks near
the top in the eighth-grade comparison. Not
surpnisingly, by the 12th grade, when Hunga-
Iy 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, or1s it simply a matter of more
students, lower scores?

Engiand, by contrast. scores in the bottom
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ranks among the t0p countries by the 12th
grade, when only a highly select group of stu-

Kongindlenﬁddlcolthem&ings.Bythe 12th
grade, when only 3 percent of Hong Kong’s
taldngmthamﬁa(mpa_red

When a country’s rank can change so dra-
muauybetweenthedghthand 12th
grades, it simply shows that the test compari-
Sons are meaningiess

ltisnotjustamztterdsmdentattmdancc
rates. For exampie, it hag been observed that
inarecentmathmdcsumamemofm-
ym-oldsinsixcmmtxia,%pa'cemofme
age group attended school. What isn't stated
isthatthesamplaofchﬂdmwuaﬂy tested
Were not representative of the entire coun-
try. Thus, the entire United States was com-

lnothercountria,smdmtstakeoouna
ahnoste:dusiveiyintheirﬁeldsdspedaﬁu-
ﬁonaftcragelﬁ.‘muﬂﬁgbsdwoumdems
mmtutedhsdmandmathmua
studied essentiaily oniy science and
mathematics from age 16 on.
ﬂ:ewoblunnmmanﬁedmmyby

isadnmmezedortnveneversmdiedthemte-
rialcoveredbydxeassasmmtandmmmkdy
toberepramtedhthesanmletaldngmet&t.
A comparative assessment. therefore, is mean-
mgiaaifthetatiagivenonlyinselected
schoots.

Differences in the incidence of poverty
among students taking the test aiso affect the
rankings. Countries with substantial propor-
tions of low-income students taking the test
tend to score lower than countries with less
poverty or than those whose low-income stu-

dents are not tested simply because they are
not in school.

In addition, curriculum differences fromna
tion to nation affect test resuits. For example
advanced ma tics students in the United

U.S.highsdxoolstudenu&ﬁouldtakecalcu- ‘
hu.thisiawecannotberuolvedonthebasis |
aftatscomofnudemwbohavenevertak-j

But there is 2 more fundamental issue.
Even if the test results accurately portrayed
merdative‘rankhxgs_‘_,gfpa;ﬁdpatingcoun-
tries, we are still left with the macter of
whether test scores are a useful measure of
those things that are most important.

The fact is that the quality of our scientific
output and the skills of our science and engineer-
mgmjomamenreuw!yjlﬁgh.mﬁhwrsuc- |

Competitiveness relates less to weakness in sci-
ence education or international test ;
dnntofarnmwbﬂefactaxthehd(oﬁncen-
tives for industry to invest in long-term product
development, financial incentives that lead to ofi-
shore manufacturing, licensing practices and the
emphasis placed on military at the expense of ci-
vilian research.

These issues will not be addressed by yet
another round of international tests. Nor will
test comparisons provide a better education
for low-income students who attend schools
with inadequate resources. are the real
problems we should not be complacent about.
Let’s focus our attention on the difficult pub-
lic policy issues to be addressed rather than
on spurious comparisons and rankings.
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