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Basic Skills: What Competencies Shall be Measured and How?
Alberto Montare, John GeYer and'Bruce W. Tuckman
Graduate School ofEducation,' Rutgers University

ABSTRACT

This paper was intended to'anger the following questions:

AO) are there a common set of skills'needed for employment that

can be identified?
(2) are there a common set of skills needed for citizenship and

social participation that can be identified?
(3) _can the results of answering questions 1 and 2 form the

basts, fer a-minimum competency test?
(fl 'Wha0orM of test instrument spould be used_td m_asure minimum

competencies?
(5) can the current New Jersey state testing program be used for

assessing miniMuM"competencies?
(6) what have other states (and cities) done to measure minimum

baric competencies and graduation requirements and does a use- _
ful pattern or_model emerge?

Survey work and the study o? source documents led to the following
conclusions:

(1) there is no obvious and agreed upon set.of employment skills
but that these, te the extent that employers will even talk -

about them, very widely frOm job to job (perhaps a large sCale
.job.analysis might .be more revealing); :

(2) there is no Obvious 'and' agreed upon set of social and ciizen-
shila skills required by ail.people;

(3) having a minimUm-competency.test on common employment, social
and citizenship skfllt cannot be accomplithed at.this time
withobta large scale job analysisi

(4) competency tests can be and have been built and are character-
istically-of-the-criterion-referenced type;

(5) nationally, altho60 competency tests exist and are used-typi-
_,,

cally to measure basic. skills in reading and math, rarely does-
performance on them constitute a graduation requirement;

(6) the state testing.program in New Jersey in reading and Math,
liketests. in many other places, seems to go beyond the basics
"of reading.and math into abstractlevels which may not need to'
be mastered bY all or even most students.

Paper presented to the,Annual Meeting of the American:Educational
Research Association,.New York. City, April 1977.
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The present.paper represents a summary statement an investigation
into the area of stateviide testing of minimum basic skillt.that we con-
ducted last year for ihe New Jersey Task Force on Competency Indicators
and Standards.

The firsf set of issues that we dealt with concerned the identi-
fication of minimum basic skills needed for employment in business,
government and the armed services as well as a consideration of the mini-
mum basic skirls required for adequate functioning An various other social-4
roles.

It would appear to be obvious that there are minimum basic skills
which each person must bring to the job market to gain employment, and to
his/6er various roles as a citizen, parent, and social participant in
general. Yet surveys we made of employers, and of the relevant research
and literature, led us to two broad conclusions:

1. Employment Skills -

While educational level attained and employment status have
been shown to be highly related, that relationship is complex

-and continually changing. - Neither education measured formally
by certification nor the skills presumably learned thereby will,
in and of themselves, guarantee eMployment. Many factors,_in-
eluding subjective considerations, enter into,employment deci-,

. sions. There is, therefore, no -simple minimum of skill attain-
ment required by the employment market in general which can be
used in a direct way to establish basic skill minimums for
pupils graduating from the public school system, However,
where requirements for entry-level jobs doefall within areas
for which the schools are deemed responsible, they most fre-
quently concern communications treading and writing) and arith-
metic.

. 2. Citizen/Parent/Social 'Skills -

There are minimum coMpetencies necessary to function in our
Society. This is attested to by,the existente Of expensive
institutions 6nd programs charged with the custddianship of
individuals who, for One reason or another, do not possess .

these minimumcompetencies. Actually, the school systems them-
selves fall into this category. There is ittle guidance'
aVailable as t6 what these basic skills -are,.er what.1evels of
competence ought to be mandated.. Nonetheless, what information
is available points to an emphasis on reading, writing and
arithmetic, 4nd_particularly on reading and arithmetic; -.

In the area of minimum basic employment skills-the following don-.
'elusions were reached:
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1, Business -

A survey was made of 15 New Jersey business firms -.five each
of large, mediumPand small busihesses - selected randomly from

traditional sources to explore the area of employment practices
as related to minimum basic skills. Information was obtained
by interviews and questionnaires. From this study, the follow-
ing conclusions were drawn:

a. The issues surrounding hiring practices are viewed as
,volatile and dangerous due to the amount of court
litigation over these issues in the rec2nt past.
Many firms resisted answering concerning their specffi
criteria for employment.

b. All firms contacted rely on impressionistic evidence
at some stage of the selection process. Many factors
play a part in the hiring process- - family, personal,
contacts, legai requireMents where they exist, judged
"aptitude." No amount of education, therefore, Can
guarantee a job, particularly since being "overquali-
.fied" for a job is as damaging as being "undergualified..

c. Requirements for employment most typically are speci-
fically jcib-related and are becoming more so due to

.recent court decisions. Very few general academic re-
quirements were found, although several firms.indicated
they preferred high school graduates, particularly for
clerical positions For some skilled occupatiohs,'
trade school training and/or apprenticeship is re-
quired.

d. ,All moderate and large firms contacted have some.jobs
for which there are no educational requirements per
Se. Requirements for these jobs are typically con=
cerned with sach factors-as health, dependability,
ability to learn the job and some specific job.:related
skills. Therefore, it is not possible to set minimum

___educational-standards at some minimuM "required-for
employment" since,for some jobS such minimums are
essentially "zero."

e. Where basic school-related skills are specified for
employment-in entry-level jobs they are clustered in
the areas of communications and arithmetic. The abi-
lity to use verbal and written language is,a commonly
stated requirement for clerical positions, and is
considered important in a wide range of 6ther jobs as'
Well. Ability in arithmetic is not so commonly pre-
scribed, but is considered essential to some jobs.

f. Those firms which use tests in selecting employees
are typically large firms with specified requirements
for each job. Such tests tend to be practical and
,job-related as opposed to the general academic tests
often employed in the past. This is a direct result of
court hilings requiring a demonstration of the validity
of all such tests.
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2; Government

Civil Service Offices in Washington, D.C., the RegionalAffice.
in New York, and State Offices in Trenton were contacted and
interviews were held concerning hiring practices and criteria
for federal, state, and:local employment. Civil Service docu-

ments concerning job descriptions, Criteria, etc:;'were reviewed,-

Civil -Service jobs are elaborately-delineated and categorized..
Minimum entry requirements for each job,category are established

by determining the necessary knowledge, skills and abilities.
Much of this work is-published in available government documents.
The criteria-in .1..he published documents, however, are for skilled
and professional leyel jobs. .The criteria for the jobs'at entry

level An the trades and labor 'areas are containedonly'in the
internal -Qualification Guides; which pre not aVailable to the .

- general public; Permitsion to see thase materials waS refused-
Therefore,: for many jobs it tspossible to determine the type
of qualification required,.but the specific level of Mastery .

required fora ,given.job.is restricted. From the information that
was made available.to the Task Force, the following conclusions

seem.warrented:.

a. The.Federal Civil Servi.ce lists a nuMber of jobs which
have no.educatiOnal requirement's nor. Written teSt pre-
requisites. .These jobs are often at the entry level.
In addition, there are also'"worker-trainee" designations
specifically for those with poor educational backgrounds.-

b. At entry level, a common Oatte'rn is to require experience
or a specific educational criteria, like high school

graduation, and/or a specific minimum performance on a
test. There is a trend away from specific educational .

requirements, due to the difficulty in defining their
validity legall, and to the Civil Servic P.. tradition of
working_up_through_theMerit ystem, Evan at skilled:
levels, :rob experience has become thei)rimary criterion;
but in its absence specific educational experiences ma,r
be substituted:

c. Like industry, and for similar reasons, the Civil Service
As very-concerned about thevaliditY ortests used ,and
other requirements. Tests tendito Oe very job spedfic.
rather than of a general educational)nature.

d. A sample ofentry=level jobS within' the state Civil-
Service shows requirements specifiC to each job, but in
addition the very general requirement that.applicants
be able to read and write English_sufficiently well to
be able to 'perform the job adequate.

e. The requirements established are minimums and -01e're is
some indicatiOn that,government, like every other employer,

- hires the-best that"they can find interms of training and
experience. Therefore, the de factO requirements can
fluctuate with.the job maeket. a



3. A\tmed Services

Recruiting personnel-fromall services were contacted concerning
general requirements Operative within the state. In addition,

personnel at the district and command :levels were interviewed,
as,well.as personnel at the Armed FOrce'VoCational Testing Group,
and the Navy Personnel_Research and Development Center; The

following conolusions are merited:

a. The armed SerVices prefer to.enlist Wgh school
, graduates, but a-diploma is not absolutely necessary.

b. All applicaRtsare-given the, Armed S,.!rVites Vocational
Aptitude. Battery and scores on this test are used in
.determining acceptanCe and career placement. The

services are reluctant to iseveal.miniMum score levels.
for enlistment since these levels fluctuate withIsupply
and deMand. '

c. Enlistees are given reading tests and those falling
below a 6th grade level are provided with.remedial train-
ing.

In the trea of minimum basic. skills required fgr social roles, the'
following conclusions were reached:

1. No one yet knows the minimilm'skills and\proficiencylevelS re-
quired to function in social roles in oiir societi/. Research is

sparse, and'is rarely targemed_directlyitothe question.

Far example,_no definitive studies werifound which attempted
.

to determine.froin.observation of actuaT life situations the
minimum Skills required for social andlpersOnal competence.

.Most of the existing information comes:from the work of coMmitiees
. .

not, unMe the-Task. Ferce attempting to select skill-4reas and
competency levels by diseussion and consensus. .This is a reaSon-.
able procedure, but the great.complexities of values, assuMptions

-and-approaChes I a .1 **1 -.Bile

and provide little basis for choice:among them.
. ,

Other relevant.information.comes from-official statements adopted
by indivfdual .stateSattempting to define and reaffirmthe pur-
poses and priorities of primary-andsecondary education.. .

-Common.to'all'attempts to set guidelines in this- area is a .

strong emphasis on reading, arilthmetic and writing., and particu-
,larly om reading and arithmetic, as basic skills.

2. StudiesofBasio Skill Areas --

a. Perhaps-the'most ambitious atteilTtto specify the-
functional competencies necessary for adult participatign
in society-was conducted by the Adult PerformanCe.level
Project of the University of Texas at Austin. 'This
project operated within the area of adult.eduCation and
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was concerned, therefore, with_ldentifying tRe'areas
of knowledge which delineated undereducated, under-.
employed adults from those enjoying more suCcess.

Five Knowled_ge Areas -

From their research, prOject persOnnel concluded that
five general .knowledge areas were of primary importance:
consumer economics, occupational-knowledge, community ,
resources, health; arO'government ahd law.

Four-Skill Areas -

The'project ideptified four skill areas which were
required: communication skills.(reading, writing
speaking, liStening), computation skills, problem.solving.
.skills and interpersonal-relations skills.

b. A second noted project frbm.the field of adult education
is. the New York State External.-High-Schobl Diploma Pro-
gram associated with 6yracuse.University. As itsT.title

.suggesis, this project.fs. concerned with.detereining -
areas and levels of adult functioning.which Can be con-

- sidered adequate-for awarding diplOmaS to adults over
18 who did hot complete high school. Four areas of
competente were.established as essential: -

%

P(1) Basic Skills -

Reading ana`comOutation, the ability .to communicate
:effectively through writing; a visual media (like
painting or-dramatic performante), or through..sspeech..
or other aural media.(like Musical compositton -or-
performance). The New York State Program proposes

. inflexible Minimum standards_in_reading and computa-
tion-W11s unly; and-stetes-that-thse-standards
be-a requirement for the educational_system as well
as the individual.

( ) GeneraI Knowledge -

The project requires_some,judi0ous admixtares
of knowledge in the.following 'fields:. language,
Math, science, ..so4a1 science and humanities
.(Competancies- in 14anguage and math are higher than
those required. und4 Basic Skills).

Social and Political Skills

Social and Politica) 'skillS include a knowledge
of indi'vidual and .:sotial consequences of -personal
and grouR behavior and include .how 'groups. and

(3.)
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Tests in readinvand mathematics as a requirement for
issuance of a high school dip_loma. -Yhese tests are

deslgned to measure the minimum skills and capabilities.
required of.adults _in Oder to function adequately.-
They.011 be given at-Grade 9 with oppbrtunity for re-
testi rat laper,grades. Their use as a graduation

%sil',.,,r'66-1 --eni-iis-soneduled to begin in June, 1979. :Three
' addTti nal/tests are under developmegt to he incorporated.
in;j9A0-:--1:hese cover the areas of civics and citizen-
ship,'-p-rado0,:,,s.cience:, including health and'drug
education, drieitin.g and language development:

3. New JerSey Ed6cational Goals StatementEzy.,
. ,

Any deterfffnationiof minfMum.basic skills,.requfred competency,.
levels and assessment procedures must take Into account.the
ultimate goals and prioritie S. of the edimational system as a
wholei--and many-statesi-including-New-der'g-ey, have-adopLed-such.
goalgStatements in recent yeart. The goals were adopted in1972
on the recommendation of a specially constituted Needs-A'sseSs- .

.

- ment Advisory Council, composed of a representatin. cross section
of'the puplic. They included both 1:Outcome" goals, i.e., the
knowledgeland skills pupils should acquire in the public school
system, and "Process'' goals, Le:, the means by which such
education'ought to take place.

individuals relate
processes..

7.

-American political institutions

arid

(4), RersOnal and Career'Plannfng41s. .

The ability'tO idebtify alternatiVeJutures, both
personal and occupational', and to select among.'
these.and to:pursue them prod6ctively

:

-5
. ment.

.

. New York Regents Competency Tests

It should be recalled that these areas were compiled
for use with adults and cannot be applied indiscriminatqly

_ to adults/children in salool. For this latter purpose,
the Board of,Rernts on March 26, 1976 approved a re-
solution establishin the assin of Basic Com etenc

. Outcome Goals -.

"The public schools in New JerseY shall help. every .
pupil in the State:

. (1) To acquire skills in obtaining information;
solving *problems,-thinking critically,-and com-

.

municating effectively.
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) To acquire a stock of basic information concerning
the principles of the:physical,.6iological and .
social sciences, the historical record Of,human

achievements and failiures,and durrent socic.1
issues. \\N.

(3) To become an effective and responsible contri-
- butor to the decision-making processes of the-poli-

tical and other institutions of the community,
state, county and world. q

(4)- To acquire the knowledge, skflis and understanding
that permit him/her to play a satisfying and

, responsible role as both producer and consumer:

(5) To acquire lob entry-level skills 'and also to
'acquire knowledge necessary for further education.

(6). To Icquire the uriderstanding of and ability to
form responsible relatiOhs with a-wide range of
Other people, including buf hot.limited to those
with social and cultural characteristics different
-from his/her own.

(7) To acquire the capacities.for playing satisfying
and responsible roles in family life.

(8) lb acquire the'knowlOge, babits and attitudes
'that promote personal\Tid public health, both
physical and mental, \

) To acquire the ability and the desire to express

.
himself/herself creatively in one or more of the
a'rts, .and to appreci te the aesthetic expressions
of other people.

(10) To acquire an understand'ig of ethnic Principles

and values and\-the-ability o apply them to his/

her own life. .

(11) TO develop_an understanding of h./her own worth,
abilities, potentialities and 1imttations.

(12) To learn to enjoy the process of learning and-to
acquire the skills necessary for a life ime of
continuous learning and adaption to charm .

Process Goals -

.

"The public schools in New Jersey shall provide:

9
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( ) Instruction which bears a meaningful relationship
to,the present, and futUre needs and/or interests
of pupils.,

(2) Significant opportunitiei consistent,with the age
of 'We pupil, tor helping to determine the 'nature
'of the educational experienceS' of the pupil. -

(3) Specialjzed and individualized-kinds of educational
experienas'to meet the-needs of each pupil.

. -

( ) OppOrtunIties for teaching staff meMbers and
pupils to make recommendations concerning the-
operation of...the sctionls. :

) Comprehensive guidance facilities and serVices
for each pupil:'

() An environment in which any competition among,
-.pupils is positive.

4
,

(7) Resources for education, used with maximum
efficiency.

(8) Teaching-staff members of high-quality:-

(9) Diverse"forms'of constructive cooperation with

,

Parents and commanity groups.", .

4. Goal -Statements and Basic Skills in Other States -
-

While the goal statements of the Various states,vary widely in
format and purpose, theyrepresent a-rich resource in deter-
mining what has been atteMpted in identifying important areas
for education.

a. Basic Skills -

By 1973, 42 states had adopted official goals state-
ments which were collected and reproduted by the
Cooperative Acaountability Project. Of these, 22
included sections interpretable as statements of
"basic skills." Table 1 presents the-number of times
certain skills were mentioned under that category or
in direct.association with 'reading and'atnematics.

10
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- TAB-LE 1
; 4..

NUMBER OF STATES CLASSW(ING CERTAIN'
ITEMS' AS BASIC

Reading ,

Mathematics
Writing
Speaking
Sciences (natural,
behavioral, socfal).

Li stening -

Probl em Solving
Art
Literaturir
Drame
Music
Humanities
Viewing
tngl ish

'Foreign Lanjuage
.Spelling
Vocational-Technical

e

°-:22

22

1.7

iS

13-

.;12

8
6

2,

- 2

; 2

2

1

1

1

1

10.

It is 'clear from th listing thdt reading and mathe-
matics are still c.(iosidered to be primary basic "skills

in the schdols'of. the United States. There is less
concurrence'on what the third,basic skill should. be,
but writing is the leading candidate. The three
.",it's) remain the skills of fundabental concern to-the-
school s .

b. Citizenship -

Most state goal statements make some reference to the

, area-of citizenship and a few set aside a section
where learning outcomes are specified. The following
example from Massachusetts is included to illustrate
the nature of such statements:

'Education should provide each learner with _a knowledge and understand-
ing_of how our society functions in theory 'and in practice; education
must ilso foster individ6al commitment to exercise the rights and _

responsibilities of citizenship and to protect 4the rights of others.

.

"Citizenship in a democraqc society is meaningful'.When there is. effectivc
participation by individuals in its political, economic, and social

1 1



institutions. Effectiveness is enhanced through knowl.edge of these

instftutionsi by acceptance of responsibility for living within and
impraing them, by familiarity with the methods of effecting change-,--
and by respect for the civic attitudes and behaviosr of others.

c. SociaT/Participant

,

The goals statements of several states include
some reference te personal.and interactive social
skills and understandings as-a dategory. The goal

a statement for.Kansas is representative:

"Social Relations 7 -
.

t 1. an understanding of cultures different from the learnWs such
as food,,shelterv clothing, occupation's and unique social relations;

2. an understanding of society!s influence On the'learner's way of

_thinking and way of life; '

3.- an understanding of how the learner may affegt the progrest,.condi-

tionsi and forces operating' in the World around him;
4. an awareness of the interdependence and'interrelationshiO among

_peoples, regions, did nations:
6. an awareness'of the contributions of many differeat peoples to-the

1)earner's way of life; \
6. 0-know1edge of the means\of communication between individuals,

.co...munities, states, and hations; .

7. an ability to compare arid contrastxural and urgan, farmsand cfty,

arid affluent and low income ways of life; -

8.- an awareness of how and why social groups develop and change_such-

as family, school, and communIty;
9. an awareness and understanding of.the various ethnic and, socio7

economic life styles Common to our total cultUre.'"

d: Parent -, .

. .

Few'states make direct:reference o teachIng skills:
of parenthood,: although this learning is subsumed
under mariy other headings:.- The "goal stateMent..of

. Delaware is typical:.

"Education ih Delaware" will provide the-opportunity for each/lea'rner, to
the extent of hfs,individual ability,to develop an appreciatidn,Of-Xhe
'family as a basic unit of society. / /

/

/.,

- To learn about and dpvelop skills related to home arid family =

responsi'bilities. /

r To understand his gple and the role of each family member. ,

- To recognize ancrunderstand family-type t-ocial units/which are

evolving in today's culture."
(

,6.5?
/-

.



The following statements summarize our conclusions to this point:

1. Many employers, bemuse of recent cod) t-rulings that all-
job requirements must be job related, hesitate to specify
any minimum basic skills which can be related to the
schooling process.

2. The Civil Servi las developed sophisticated .

analyses of tt .1(1 lls and abilities needed ac

d minimum entry , for each Civil Service job

category, but only Lnose criteria for skilled and profes10; 1

level jobs are made public. Criteria for entry level jobs
in the trades and labor area are not available to the public.

3. Astudy of.employment practices and procedures, and a review
of state educational goal statements. it:hiding New Jersey's

Mutcome"and "Process" goals, in ,hat those,who do
address themselves to the question skills'tan be
considered minimal for functioning in society most 6equently
mention the three "R's" - 'reading, writing and arithmetic -
with .ogarticular emphasis on reading and arithmetic. \\

The second major issue with which we concerned ourselves was the
question of the assessment of minimum ba§ic skills.

Assuming that minimum basic skills for attaining a job and for carrying

out various etherssocial roles havebeen identified, and further assuming
that those skills are or can be taught in the school system, how are minimum

, student competencies in those areas, to be assessed, within the context 6,f
present stite regulations; laws and Administrative Code objectives?

.
One-answeris applied performance testing, or comOetency tests,*

Which are'simple measures of performance in an-actual or simulated situation.

Competency tests can be used'to measure a wide spectrum of behavior.
They can be applied to specific jobs in specific settings, to basic edu-
,dational skills like mathematical computation, or to more general capabilities

The United States government, as well as business and industry, uses
performance tests to determine qualifications for job applicants. For

instance, the Government Printing Office utilizes performance measures for
various printing tasks as the basis fpr selecting new employees, Rnd the
Gederal Aviation Administration uses proficiency tests to evaluat:. the
success of training programs.

-

*The following material has been adapted froM Competency Tests and GraduatiOn
Requirements,/published in 1975 by thellational Assoc atiOTOT Secondary,
School Principals, (NASSP), Reston, Va 22091.

13



In secondary schools, driver training is the most obvious fype of
Performance test. Writing an essay or so(iftg an equation, however, are
also -performance' testS:T-COMpetency. may be measured by'paper and penc:l

tests as well as by,other means.

Use'of performance tests will likely accelerate since recent court -

decisions have reqdired employment.tests to be directly related to the
actual job (skill).

The critical element of a performan( '(nt is.its_authenticity.
Performance tests may be simulated, of cou) but-the siMulation should

mirror the real woild. Certainly they involve the application of

both skills and knowledge.

The ffective use of competency-based,eduation depends upon a clear
understanding of objectives, and a precise statement of the behaviors that
demonstrate the required competency levels.

Since competenc)-based education emphasizes the achievement of speci-
fied objectives, and not the -anking of learners, sChools may provide,a
variety of instructiOnal routes for students. One major thrust of com-
petency-base6 education, therefore, is to provide alternative settings
for learning, often outside of the school.

-Competency or proficiency tests are criterion-referenced measures.
Such are not designed to-determine an individual's relative sAanding in

,some norm group. Rather, they tell what an individual:can Or cannot do

with certain specific requirements.

r
Most standardized achievementtests'are survey tests 'iesigned,for

interpreting pupil standing in his/her peer group. It.is, however, possible

to use them as performance measures. Cutoff scores or criterion levels

can be set Oy a school district in defining the competencies it considers

impc-;Unt. Teachers can then be asked to evaluate the individual items.
on the test for content validity and for level of difficulty.

'Most measurement personnel, however, would probably-recommend a
specially tailored, criterion-referenced test to determine minimum basic

Skills,competency, levels.

Expection high school students to demonstrate proficiency in import-
ant areas of curriculum is consistent with sound eduCational practices..
The issues,raised about competency testing focus on other-matters, like
the definition and determination, of the proficiency levels to be required.

Some of the cOnSiderations in the design and use of such tests follow:

14



Goals -

14.

To establish and define proficiency levels, the goals must be
clear, precise, and understandable. Without such a.Clear
statement, the usefulness of comPetency tests is questionable.

2 Test Uses -

-How the test will-be used.will help determine its design._ Will
it be applied as anindicator of general knowledge or.as,a
demonstration of specific,minimums? Will the tests beltnked-
to gradu- 1? Or, will passihg.the test resultin a certifi-
cate, ;tional credential, or an,endorSement on the tradi-.
tior dip Competency testS should serve not only as an

oppovt ,r Students to identify deficienties:andAo
demonstrat. important skills.but,'more importantlY, to provide
_an impetus for revising program Sequence and content to help:

students reach desired levels of.competency. .

3 "Proficiency"

Directly connected to.the questionof test purpose and use is

the problem of.defining."proficiency;" Will the school.test
Proficiency skills andicnowledge learned in School, or test the
application of-learning to tasks required'outside Jf.school?
Or will the School, test both areas?

..The minimum acceptab'lelevel af proficiency or achievement must be.
established., Will .that minimum.be pegged at a certain 9raen leVel equi
valent on a standardized test? -If so:,. what grade level will be acceptable?
Or will the minimum.level be a tertatn_percentage'accuracy.on a Xest-of-
skills br behavior§ to be learned?_ Dr will resillts be reported on a
"past7fail" basis? \Or mill they be defined at specified,leVels of..cOm-
petency above base line requirements?

.4. Experience -

Criterion levels are generally.based on experience,-and they
change as society changes. Thus, te§ts must be reexamined and

altered as information, is gathered.

5, Norms Vs. Standards of Competency -
,

School systems mustjlot confuse norms, i.e., how a student ranks
in relation to others in knowledge, with standards of competency,
i.e., what a student actually knows how tr do. A test designed

for one purpose does not necessarily satisfy another purpose.. .

In addition; schools muit make certain that proficiency tests
measure behavior that reflects thelearning opportunities of
the students.

15



Approaches to Developing.Proficiency Tests -
_

.0ne practice is for individual schools or school systems to develop---:
instructional objectives and then write test items which meet these
objectives,. Teit items,cap refleCt noncognitive as well as cogni-

tive outcomes.

A second practice is to tap existing pools of test items. Test

items appropriate to examine various competencies are being developed
by a number of'organizations including the Educational Testing
Service-, Westinghouse-LearninglCorp,-,--the-UCLA Center for the

Study of Evaluation, and the Clearinghouse for Applied Performance
Testing.

'oach may be used successfully. The'important issue'is'
urce of.the test items; but their appropriateness to the

perforMance being.measured.

The specific issue of how, statewide testing.should be accomplished
was first addregsed by'attempting to gather information on'howHother

states and municipalities are assessing minimum basic skills.

The following is'a summary of such activity.*

1.. Arizona

Requires verified.competencies for graduation for the class.of
1976. To recOve,a diploma'in At*Ai:na students must downstrate

ninth grade reading level. CurrEltIy, Arizoml is the only

state with suCh a graduation regLirTlent.

2- California

The California Legislature in.19U 'cted_minimum regbirements
in reading and mathematicS, thus-be, :ng the first state to
establish a speCifiC level:of.achic ament for the high school

diploma.- The reqUirement:hoWeyer, was repealed because of
loopholes in-..the law. Many objected to all school districts
in,the state having to meet a single standard. Subsequently,

alaw was passed SpecifiCally forbidding state authorttiei from
, adopting statewideAnimum standarqs for high school graduation.
'Currently, the state's Superintendent of Public' Instruction is
agking the legislature to.require that every student achieve
a certain level of.competency as well as a skill-marketable to

an employer

*CrInifried from Competency Tests and-Graduation RequireMents, cited earlier.
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. Oregon -

16.

In-1973, the Board of Education established six goals for the

. public schools. .
--.:sed on them, 20 areas of personal, social

and career development were identified as necessary for sur-

vival in contemporary life. Competency must be demonstrated

in each area, but the level of'competency is determined by

each local district. Starting in 1978, these areas of com-
petency will beccme part of the requirements for a high school

--diploma. The areas of minimum survival-level competencies are:

a. Personal Development 7.

To-survive and grow as an individual, it is
necessary to develop basic skillS (reading, writiri;

listening, speaking and analyzing); understanding .
scientific and technological Processes;.understand-
ing the principles involved in maintaining. a-'
healthY,mind.and bodY;-and. the skills to,remain,

a lifelong learner. .

"b. Social Responsibility -

G,;,sod citizenship requires the ability to cope
rr;!sponsibly with local and state govdrnment as
well.as national government; in personal_inter-
actions with the environment; on the streets and
highways; and as a consumer of goods and services.

c. Career Development -_

To survive and advance-in any career area, students
are asked to develop entry level skillsfor their
chosen career,fields; good work habits and attt-
tudeS-; the-ability to maintain good interpersonal
relationships; and the ability to make appropriate

career_decisions.

d. Local Assessment -

,

Local school boods"may establish tile performance
indicators they ,are willing to 'accept as evidence
that the studen: has indeed developed the required

competencies. all competencies need to be
developed in the school situation, but school
personnel are expected to evaluate competencies
learned bOth in and out of school as the student
Viorks toward the high school diplo.

17



. Virginia -

17.

The Virginia Standards _of Quality Act,,effective July 1, 1976,--
requires minimum statewide educational objectives and a uni-
form statewide testing program in basic skills within,two -
Years: The requirements include functional literacy, compu-
tational skills,.a basic knowledge of U.S.' history and culture,-
,and either the ability.to enter a.post-secondary schoOl or the
attainMent of a job skill sufficient to make employment possible.

5. Florida -

The State Commissioner of Education has proposed a special

diploma that would certify a minimum competenty in certain
basic skills. Students could earn-a "regular" diplomamithout
passing the competency test, but they would receive special
recognition for passing it.

',New York.-

, .

The New York State Basic Competency Tests, which are adminictered
as early as the ninth grade,/6easure achievement in- f"ve areas:

reading, mathematics, civics and citizenship, prattick 1 sciences

and health, and writing skills. The reading and math ests will

become requirements 'for a diploma-starting with the class of
1979. The other tests will ,,e administered on an experimental
basis beginning in ,October, 1976. New editions of the tests
will be available in January and June each year.

7. Louisiana - /

The State Board of Education has considered 6 proposal by a
board member cal,ling for statewide minimum competency require-
ments in reading and math, with Proficiency levels set:at-10th
grade level .as graduation requi-rements7---The-State-DepaYtn-Te-rit,-----

- of Education is:studythg the proposal.

8. Maryland --

The State Board,of 'Education is currently considering various
forms of proficiency and graduation requirements,

. Denver, Colo.

For 15 years, Denver has required that graduates demonstrate
proficiency in four are'as: language, reading, spelling 'and
arithmetic, Jhere are also course credit.requirements. The

proficiency tests are Anitially administered in the first
semester of ninth grade. For students who fail, remedial
classes are established and students retested.- By senior
year, only one and one-half percent of the class does not
reach the desired level of competency on one or mere:of the

M,
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tests. Certificates of attendance,are presented to studehts
who have not passed the competencies or the required number of
credits but who have maintained adequate attendance.

10. Omaha, Neb. -

For a Westside,Community.Schools diploma, proficiencies must
be Aemonstrated in reading, writing, oral communication, mathe-- _
matics, consumerism, theflemocratic process, and problem-solving.
Jests areadministered at various times during the first three,
years of high school, and "opportunities for remedial training

are available before retesting.

11. Gary.; Ind.

Starting with the class of 1977, students will uu
pass a reading proficiency test for gradUation. Tests in writing,,

spelling and mathematics are under development.

The Nebo School District, Spanish FOrk, Utah -

has instruments to verify competencfes in career education,
musk, typing, physical science, geography, mathematics, home
economics, English and art.

13. The Salt Lake City School Board -

has voted to establish competency-based instruction and to
initiate graduation requirement assessment testing.. Tests in

English and mathematics are under development.

14. The Los Angeles Board of Education -

-

.0'assed a resolution-in January, 1976 that all candidates for a
high.school diploma demonstrate proficiency on a-reading.test
sbfficient to-affirmHthat the-student gradUates :fead and com-
prehend at a level necessanYto.Suvive in societi:'

15. The Anchorage Borougil School District

adopted in 1975 two proficiency requirements for graduation:
basic English and math skills. Students who do not pass the
exams in the tenth grade are required to enrol1 in and pass
special.remediaT courses in these areas.

16. Parkrose School Districi, Portland, Oregon

has develOPedSeveral instruments to verify graduation requirements--

competencies in mathematics and writing.

19



19.

Duval County, Florida -

has developed a functional literacy test to-verify the basic
skills required for graduation.

18. Greensville County, Virginia -

has adopted a program of-mjnimum-standards from-elementary-grades
through high school.

19. Rhillips Academy, Andcver, Mass. -

requires students to demonAtc coinpttts in reading and
writing'to qualify for graduation. 6

The Craig"City School District, Craig, Alaska

has adopted a spectrum of performance objectives. As a student
masters a specific set of objectives, credit is given toward
graduation. Mastery is determined by performance tests along

'' with other measures.

21. The St. Paul Open SchoOl, St. Paul, Minn.

verifies experiences:and competencies in each of 'six general
categories to fulfill graduation requirements.

The issue of ne.use of competency tests as graduation.requirements
raises both administrative-And_philosophical*questibns:.

.1. 'The administritiveAuestion iniolves-the:grade level at which
tests should-be administered. .CompetenCY-teSting_should be .

admin1Steredearly enough_in the pupils: scboOl Career-so-that_
effective remedial trainingcan be undertaken by those who ..-----:.4:_.

initially fail. tO meet-miniMuM'requirements°
,.,

2. The philosophical.question concerns the students Who do not ,

qualify for a coMpetency-based diploma. To recogniLe students
. who have spent four.years in high school tut Who still lack ..,

,certain Competencies,'various suggestionS have been.made; In-'
cluding:',

:a._ Special diplomas, .

b. Certificates of attendance' .

.c. Diplomas'with'endertements. and/or non-endorsements of
1 , competencies met .- . , .

,4-

1.cAlso tkan.from the-NASSP publication, CompetencY Tests and Graduation'
Requirements ? cited earlier.
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Positive Aspects-of Competency Testing for'Graduation -

-
a: It demands that educators and the public squarely

face the question of what a high school education is
and should be;

. Carefully organized teaching ard carefully designt
sequential learning will prc,L. -ly resuL,

c. Slow learn=,..s and underachieve, ,111 likel, receive
direct and immediate attention;

d. Courses of study will likely be revised to correct
identified deficiencies;

e. Subjects leading to the de'Velopment of competencies
will receive additienal emphasis;

f. Alternatives and opttons not requiring attention on
class will likely be broadened; .

g.. The-csenior year. may gain more holding power,because'of
, a new focus on requirements and options;'

h. The_community will 'know the minimum performance required
in specific subject areas for the diploma.

Possible Negative Aspects on Competency Testing for GradUation

Confuston.over the meaning Of,a high school .diPloma
.will continue if each district identifies its own

' level of competencies and performance indicators;
The emphasis on pragmatic and practical competencies
may result in erosion of liberal education;
The emphasis, on measurable 'outcomes could result in
less attention being paid to areas where results are '

.mor,e difficult to-measure;
The record-keeping system,could become burdensome to '

both teachers and administrators; -.

e.. The conflict between fliumaneness" &rid "accountability!'
may be intensified as criteria are established and
clarified;

. "CommunitY disagreement ray arise over the nature and
difficulty of competencies;
Dropouts could increase depending Upon the level of
minimum competencies;

. Expectations for improvements-in student achievement
could exceed, actual iperformance.

NASSP RecommendationS on Competency and Graduation 7

The National Association of Secondar. School Principals makes
, the following recommendations concernihg high,school graduates:

That graduates be competentin the. baSic skills at a .

NN:level ufficie4tto learnjab'specificationz. or to
Ilursue the requirements to anter:pbStsecondary edu-
cation_
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b:. That. graduates- possess the Skills to acquir-e the
information- necessary to .be a, citizen &rid a 'worker.. _

c. That the graduate tild be sufficiently knoWledgeabl
,hout the democrati lrocesses, and n xperiepced in
group discusSioh s be ap inforwed .voter.

12 'of-functioning in the.-lcical° community-.
d. That requirements for,a diploma .should therefore-in-

clude theseverified attributes:

(1 ). an abil ity to read, write, and compute _Wi th. a
Specified proficiency '

(2) an acquaintenship with the American experience,
to include an understanding of the process and
structure of democratic governance

(3) the successful completion of a series-of courses
and/or planned experiences, some of which involve
a group setting...

%-

Finally, the state of .New Jersey has for some time now assessed
educational goals through tile use of the New. Jersey Educational Assessment
Program (NJEAP). One possibility ttiat was considered by our, group was
the use.ofthe NJEAP as a test of minimum basic skills.

We arrived at the following conclUsioos:

I- ,Background and Development of the NJEAP

The New_gersey Educational Assessment -Program was undertaken .

by the New'Jersey State Deoi-rtment of Education'to provide infor-
mation to education .decttion makers on the state andN)ocal levels
cbncerning"New Jersey's educational system.

Long-range.,Goals

Ytie long7range goal-of the'EAP, are to asses the atatus Of
New Jersey'S educational system relative to' the Statewide
.goils previouslY herein-listed. The EAP endeavors to provide
information useful in Planning and-evaluating educational .

programs deSigned, to meet these.goals.

Program' i77tention

-The intenti.of :the program is to assist in the identification
of local school districts which have conducted programs which
'are'especially successful and these which are in particular
need of assistance.. In addition to providing local school
districts with information relevant in the aseessment of student
progress, the EAID provides information tO local districts that

-
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will be helPf 1 in making decisions about the allocation of

resources and tte design, implementation and emaluation of

educational programs. The program began in the fall of 1972

with the-testing of fourth and twelfth grade students for

achievement in the basic,skills of-reading and mathematics.

2. Adequacy of NEAP as a Minimum Basic Skills Measure

NJEAP was noi designed as a meast.6"e, of MinimueBasic Skills

competency. Teachers were originally asked to'"rate topics on

the basis of what is'actually taught, rather than' on the basis

of which topic they thOught should be taught." In other

words, the tests-are geared to:measure those "...skills identi-,

fied by teachers as having beeh taught by the time students -

enter grade four, grade seven, grade ten or grade twelve," and

not those skills which students are expected, at-a minimu-, to

acquire by these grades.

Test Results
-;

Tables 2 and 3 (pp. 23-24) represent analyses of performance

on the 1975-76 NJEAP. Table 2 shOws performance on individual

test items py 4th and 12th graders in OFG "A",5_the lowest

socioeconomic background,status. This table indicates-the -

number of test items.gotte'n right by different percentajes Of

students in this group. M, shown, there are 28 hems, or 30
percent of the test, on which fewer than 65 percent'of the

students got correct answers.

On fourthgrade mathematics; fewer. than 65 percent of the.

students get correct answers (16 38 items, or 53 percent of the

test.

If the.testswere- measures Of'minimuRbasic competenCY, one
would:expect the majority'of .ttems tO be ansWered correctly _

by.80 Or 90 percent rather than:65 pertent, and for yirtually
the itemS-to be gOtten right by 65 percent rather tharl

only a little more'thanbalf. ,

Performance by 4th and 10th grade students in the DFG's A; ,

'E and J the lowest, middle and.highest SES groups, appear'in

Table J; and reinforce and Confirm the results in Table 2. -

5 Grouping based Cri oriables,contributing to a
district's,socioeconomic status (see page 65 for more details nn OFG).
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NJEAP - ITEM PERFORMANCE 1.,NA,LrIS

(1975-76; DFG3),

4th Grade

Rea in Mathematics

% Correct .Number of teMs

90 99 13

80 89 24

70 - 75 23

65 69 7,'

60 . Af 7- 7.

50 - 59 8

- 40 - 49 -9

30 - 39 4*

20 - 29 0

10 - 19 0

9

99 H

- 64

12h Grade

5.ELLTI

lumber of Items, .Number of Items

3

72 80

4

.;trode.w .7.1.60.10.11,..1,0

, Mathematics

Number o'f Items

a

13

14

12

14

5

0

I

; 67 ,(701)

28 (30%)

34 (47%)

38 .(53%)

45

35 (44

'47 (53%)'

42 (47t)'

!
t

,

* Very tricky.or very dif.ficult items missed ih most Nip, gro0Os (e,g,, for2PFG 17, pasSing pet oent.

On these items i',!er 72, 454, 59, 62)

Nohe of these items were paised'by 65% or more,of.,:thef011a StUdentt,

1** pimd 1?1,1 13% ofohe 6FG j StUdents.

r,^11,11.., 61,., And .,1 DPG 5..
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-If the NJEAP measures Minimum Basic.Gompetency, then,weare
confronted by large numbers of students who lack these miniMUm'

competencies. , However,' it is equally likely that something
other than minimums are being measured by the test.

,3. Possible Use of NJEAP to Determine Districts 'Achieving the
Minimum Basic Skills (MBS) Mandate -

A study of the relationship of the abilities tested by the
NJEAP as compared with Minimum basIc skills competency shows,

therefore, that the two are not the pmel Nevertheless,
NJEAP scores'can serve as a-very nodgh prosy of the de ree
to which districts are achieving the MBS mandate. Districts
with relatively high EAP scores can be expected to contain
relatively'few itudents with severe MBS problems, while othe'r
districts, with relatively low EAP scores, can be expected to
have.a comparatively large number of MBS deficient pupils.

Which are these districts? Preliminary findings indicate
that the lower socioeconomic class or DFG districts can be
expected to suffer from the most severe MgS-underachievement
problems.

ThiS relationship isAndiCatetlin Table 4) page 26. It lists

the average 1975=76 EAP test results (for grade§ 47, 10 and
12).for the State as a whole.as.well as for the jdfferent
-DFG,groUps; This table shows that both the EAP.reading and
'mathematics "scores fncrea-§e as'one.goes from the lower to the

-higher DFG ,groups.

In sUmmary, we have noted that:

1. Criterion-referenced applied'performahce testing has been
successfully used by business, government and educators to

-determine:whether or not specified obj0tives of prformance
have been met.

L. Several states and municiOalities have adopted minimum basic
skill standards.and competency assessment procedures,-although
only one state:- Arizona - makes passing such 'a test a graduation
requirement at this time.'

3. TheAJEAP was not designed foe use as.a minimum basic skills
test. .Nonetheless,'some test items do measure minimum basic_
skills, and could form the basis for preliminary-MBS testing
in advance of the design 'of specialized instrumentsfor that'
purpose. The test results could also serve as a rough proxy_
of the degree to which districts are now achievjng the MBS
competency mandate.

2 8.
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D2G' MINS' AND NATH SC6XES

9

WPM, vomr41WWIMPIONNed.

Grade A B C

1'
$iFae RTZ )CORE

SD REg

,Average .RE

A) RAVI

drade 7
wneamobwiloWn1

Average RE 003 SC(:!RE'

SD READ

Average lin, 3CORE

SP MATH

. I 78.9 79,6 f' .5
4,8 '4,5

48,; 51.9 52.5 $4.1

7,3 3,4

E2.7

2.7
54.7

2.8

60.9 66.1 66,7 59,7

7,9 5.8 5.1 3,7 3.6

49,6 54.0 54,2 53.7 .H.4

6.4 6,1 5.2 7 3.9

Gnde 10
Iverage READ:NG SCOR

SD READ

Average MATH SCORE' '

SD MATH

Grade ,12

Average 'READING SCORE',

SD READ

Lverage MATH SCORE

SD Ian

SD

55.;

56.8
6.5

5840

4;7
61.6
5,8

59,2
3.5

4.2
7,9'

60.6
2,2

61.3
4,0

58.1
4,9

59,8
6,3,

61.7
2.4

63.8
2,6

60.1 62,6
4.0 2,1

63.7 67,1

,4,9 2,1

62.0
2.4

64.4
3,1

H I J
wasM111.....IMM*0.010.....11

33,,C 8? 2 84.2

2.7 0 1.9,

55.6 56.1 56.6

3.3 8 1.9

70.2 71.6 72.8

3,5 ,9 3,0

57,5 . 7 59,7

4,7 3,1

63.1 6344 ,64.8*.

1.4 2.3 2.0

65.4 66.0 67,5

2.5 3.2 1,5

1

85.1
2.5

57,9

2.8

p.

77.5 76.2
2.6 2.0

61.5 63,6
2,9 2.4

6.6,1
1.5'

69,1
2,5

2,4
72.3
3 7

62.8 64.3 '64.0 63.3 66.5 6646

2,3 1,3 2.0 1.,8 '1.3 8,2.

67,8 .69,5 69.0 470,9 72.7 73,8

3,5 2.0 2.9 2.7 1.8 5.3

4 7 10 12

State READING Average
n

\ State SD READ 5,41 6,2 5,0 4,7' !

',State MATH brerage 54.4 57.0 64,2, 67.8

' State SD MATH 4.7 5,9 6,2 5.6

.- Standard Deviation \

fr,.4..! all EA? .ana1y"es, ;TP,b1.,:is 2, 3. i-1-14 ,41 were

7, t,he most rec!ar',:,-,,InAP ann121 ror,,ort,

,

provided by the ow Jersey N7irtmelt, 0
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