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Introduction

This fastback explores the phenomenon of minimum competency
testing (MCT). Because of the space limitations of the fastback, the dis-
cussions are necessarily brief. Those who wish to furthe, puisue theis-
sues involved should consult the bibliography.

Origins

While MCT is the latest movement in educational accountability,
such testing programs are not new. For exainple, the British have used
an examination system for well over a century. In this country, similar
tests can be traced back over a century to the Boston Public Schonls
Common Examn and New York State's Regents’ Examination. In the
carly part of this century 1t was commonplace for rural schools to ad-
minister a competency exam at the end of the eighth grade. In addiion,
older vouths and adults have been taking the GED high school equiva-
lency test since World War 11. The Denver public schoolshave required
high school graduates to pass competency tests in basic skills since
1961. Oregon passed the first statewide MCT legislation in 1973. It was
first applied to the graduating dass of 1978.

Causes

The push for MCT began in the carly 1970s when arash of studies
appeared reporting that American students were performing consider-
ably below previous levels. Employers began to complain that a grow-
ing number of job applicants lacked reading, writing, and mathemat-
ical skills for entry-level positions. Citizens charged that schools were
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failing in their task and needed 1o be held accountable. In 1976 George
Gallup found that 65% of the public supported the idea of required
competendies as prerequisites for high school graduation. Other polls
have found the percentage to be as high as 80%. A poll of sc hool board
presidents by the National Sc hool Boards Association found that 76%
helieved that every student should be required to pass a minimum com-
petency test as a prerequisite for graduation, Public (riticism has heen
fueled by well-publicized lawsuits in which ill-prepared students have
sought (so far unsuccessfully) redress from the schools. The Peter Doe
case (San Frandsco, 1972) was the first malpracice case against a
school district ever pursued in this country. Doe charged that his fifth-
grade reading level at high school graduation was below the compe-
tency level necessary for holding a job. Although Doc lost his case,
some educators view MOT as a fail-safe mechanism to prevent such
suits in the future. Others see MCT as providing the necessary docu-
inentation to substantiate claims of educational malpractice. Some
legal experts believe that Doe would have won his case if MC'T had
been in operation during his school years. Public interest in MCT has
been supplemented by recent rescarch on competencies, behavioral
objectives, and the measurement of educational outcomes, all of which
have becomne common in public education. This combination of forces
has made MCT politically feasible.

Legislative Responses
The legislative response to public concern about education has
been diverse. but at this writing 38 state's have established some form of
MCT. All 50 states have experienced legislative ot state education de-
partment activity (study, planning. discussion, drafting, imnplemeuta-
tion) in the area of setting standards for schools or students. Federal
MCT legislation has been proposed, but administration officials have
opposed it on the ground that education is essentially a state and local
function Passage appears unlikely. However, Congress has included a
provision in the renewed Elementary and Secondary Fducation Act
that enables the Department of Education to award grants to local ;
state school systems which desire to develop educational proficiency
standards.
) .
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Uses

The standards set by MCT are utilized in a variety of wavs. An anal-
ysis of legislation and policy statements shows that standards me used
to determine who should graduate, be promoted. exit early from high
school, receive extrta help. o, be excused from specific courses. Atthein-
stitutional level, standards may influence the tvpe and scope of instruc-
tion. as well as levels of finandial support. In addition, MCT iy also
used to evaluate school programs.

Conuol and uses of MCT appatently depend on the political dli-
mate and nadinons exisung in the vanous states. Some states pernnt
deasions o be made at the local level while others have more cenual-
ired programs. Various states appear 10 be adopting MCT on the as-
sumption that tougher  “aduation requirements wall satisfy public
criticisim of education as well as meet the demand for greater educa-
tional accountability, Existng MC'T programsimeasure competence in
o1 hnowledge of different areas including the three Rs, funcunonal lier-
acy. tizenship, consumerism, social responsibihity, career develop-
ment, emplovinent skills, survival skills, fiee enterprise system, social
studics, and natral saence,

Special Interest Groups

The pressure for MCT is coming largely from citizens and legisla-
wres. The lage educational groups—National Fducaton Associ-
tion. American Federation of Teachers, Amendcan Assocauon of
School Administators, National School Boards Associanon, Parent-
Teacher Association—oppose MCT unless it tied to remediation,
local control, and increased {funding, T eachers and admimstrators e
suspicious that MG T will be used toevaluate them unfairly, erode local
control, and become hnancially buadensome.

Competency-Based Education

Competency -based education (CBE) is a term thatis frequently con-
fused with minimumn competency tesung. However, they are actually
two distinat movements that frequently use a common vocabuelary.
Both inovements involve the serung of standards and testing, but CBE
is also linked s spedific theories of learning and waching (e.g.. be-
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havioral objectives, individualization, etc.) while MCT is not. Instead
of just a testing programn, CBE calls for a fundamental restruc turing of
schools awayv from letter grades and academic ¢redits and toward dem-
onstratin. . »mpetencies in skills needed in evervday life outside of
school. Sume CBE advacates have attempted to use the recent interest
in MCT 10 boost interest in CBE. Some states (Oregon, for example)
have programs that incorporate both MC'T and CBE. (See Phi Delta
Kappa’s fastback 118, The Case for Competency-Based Education, by
Dule Parnell.)

O
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Basic Models

Th(' old debate over local control of educar.on 1s given fresh mean-
ing by the emergence of MCT. The variety of systems of school govern-
ance has greaty influenced the way MCT s implemented in the
various states. Compretency standards are setby state governments in 20
states and by local governments in 16 states. The degree of cenualiza-
tion o1 local conuol built into the plans generally reflects the historical
and political milieu of the various states. States with a history of cen-
ualization have been presariptive and have exerted much state contiol.
States with a history of local control have tended to provide guidelines
to the local boards of educition and then hold those boards responsible
for implementation.

Analvsis of the accountability legislation indicates thar all states
have identified mastery of the basic skills as the major goal of educa-
tion. MCT is seen as a means of identifying those students who lack
competence in the basic skills. Idennfication is needed so that remedia-
tion can be provided to fulfill the statutory guaraniee (found in many
states) of a minimum standard of performance for every student.

Thiee major themes appear in the states that have enacted pre-
scriptive legislation. 1) the state has aduty toestablishas a goal of state-
supported education the atainment of a certain level of proficiency
in skills necessary to function as an adult aitizen, 2) a wiitten test is the
most practical method of determining the degree of goal achievement;
and $) test results should be utilized in educational decision making.
Based on the assumption that standardized wests can accurately measure
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student achievement, the inten: of many statutes is to monitor intra-
system cffectiveness. The tests are intended ta: 1) measure the quality of
education: 2) provide information to assist educational decision
making: 3) identify the effectiveness of instructional programs and
assist in the evaluation of school personnel.

The accountability legislation generally anticipates and authorizes
some action to be taken based on the results of the test. Four deliberate
strategies have evolved: 1) test performance is the hasis for awarding
diplomas; 2) test performance is the basis for grade-to-grade promo-
tion; 3) test performance identifies students who need remedial instrucc-
tion; 4; test performance is the basis for evaluating program effective-
ness and for developing educational .nprovement plans.

While there is considerable diversity in the legislation in the 38
states that have adopted MCT, three basic models have emerged.

Model A: State Standards—State ‘Test
Model B: Siate Standards—1.ocal Test
Model C: laxcal Standards—1.ocal Test

MCT programs in Floridu, Oregon, and Colorado typify these mode’s;
therefore, the status of MCT in these states will be disc ussed as illustra-
tions.

Model A: MCT in Flonda (State Standards—State Test)

Florida was one of the first states to implement MCT. Since the
mid-Sixties Florida has had aggressive educational legislation thau in-
creased the role of the state in education and attempied to legislate ac-
countability and increase the competency of students. The view in
Florida is that the state has a responsibility to require minimum stan.
dards of achicvement. In fact, Florida legislation guarantees that all
citizens of the state will be minimally competent. The Flonda Educa-
tional Accountability Act of 1976 states that the first priority of the
public schools of Florida is to assure that all Floridians, to the extent
their individual physical, mental, and emotional <apacities permit,
achieve mastery of the basic skills in reading, writing. and arithmetic.

Given this legislative mandate, state standards accompanied by a
state test are almost a logical necessity. They key elements of the Florida
legislation are:

Q
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1. A test of basic skills will be administered in grades 3. 5, 8, and 11
to identify student ueeds and find out how districts are doing at ineet-
ing standards. Students must master objectives 1o pass to the nextlevel.

2. The Functional Literacy Test, which includes the areas of read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic. must be passed for high school gradua-
tion. Three opportunities for passing the test are provided.

3. A Cerulicate of Atendance will be awarded to students who do
not pass the Functional Literacy Test.

4. Students must meet the local district requirements regarding
courses and credits in addition to passing the test.

5. Provisions for an early exit exam are included. Students choos-
ing to take the exam must leave school if they pass the test.

6. Remediation programs are funded by the state. The Florida leg-
islature provided $26.5 million {or the 1978-79 school vear for the pur-
poses of remediation.

For at least three years much national attention has foc used on min-
imum competency testung in Florida, and the rest of the counuy
watched Florida as a test case of the effects of statewide literacy testing,.

The Florida Educational Accountability Act requires students o
meet state-established standards of profidency in basic skillsin order to
earn a high school diploma. While MCT was not 1o be used to deny
graduation from high school unul 1979. preliminary field testing of
the Florida test caused mue h alarm among professional educators and
civil rights groups. The Fiorida test was given in October 1977 10
120.000 juniors as a field test; 36% failed mathematics and 8% failed
communication. A disproportionate number of those students were
black.

Since then the Florida program has been under legal auack, pro-
fessional srutiny. and even professional condemnation. The Natonal
Education Association sponsored a study of the Flonda program and
condcluded that Florida's new graduation stardards. while well in-
tended. were implemented in a faulty manner. Specifically ded were
1) a lack of adequate commmunication about the program; 2) a lack of
careful consideration of important ramifications of such a program;
3) a lack of planning to try to reduce or eliminate undesirable effects:
4) a lack of decentralization, by passing school building-level decisions
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that genuinely affect teachers, students, and parents; 5) a disregard for
the special problems of the black and poor; 6) punishment of students
for the inadequacies of the educational system; 7) neglecting the im-
provement of the state’s educational environment; 8) hasty implemen-
tation, i.e., inposing tests before standards were adopted; 9) arendency
t0 narrow curriculum and overemploy drill; 10) a tendency to empha-
size testing of students and identification of failures, rather than
diagnosis and remediation of inadequacies; 11) opening the way for
teacher evaluation on the basis of competency test scores and under-
mining public trust in teachers and education. The NEA study also
viewed v'ith alarm the erosion of local control that comes with central-
ized state-controlled MCT.

A court ruling in Debra P. v. Turlington in july 1979 postpones for
four years Florida’s right to use a passing grade on a functional literacy
test as a requirement for high .chool graduation. In his ruling on the
case, U.S. Disirict Court Judge George Carr held that the Florida test
was not itself discriminatory, but he said minority students showed a
disproportionately high faiiure rateas a result of attending segregated
schouls for the first three years of their formal education. The courtsaid
that the state cannot require students to pass a competency test hefore
graduation until after ""a necessary period of time to orient studentsand
teachers to the new functional literacy objectives, toinsure instruction
in the objectives, and to eliminate the taint on educational develop-
ment which accompanied segregation.”

Based on this national exposure, criticism, and serious analysis. the
Florida test 1s being modified to imnprove quality and eliminat any
cultural, regic. 1al, or sexual bias. Latest results show significant im-
provement in the test scores by both black and white students. The
Florida Commissioner of Education is confident that the testing pro-
gram can survive all current challenges. Many Florida educators be-
lieve that the testing program will cause students and parents to take
school more seriously. While the Florida test is being hallenged in the
courts and has been the butt of much professional aitiasm, it remains
pepular in Florida.

Model B: MCT in Oregon (State Standards— lLocal Test)
Unlike Florida, the Oregon Board of Education mandated compe-

I
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tency requirement- or standards but left it up to ocal districts to devise
ways of meeting tk s mandate through tests and other performance in-
dicators. The state retained attendance and units of credit requirements
but further required that loca! districts determ: ‘ne an- test minimum
competencies needed to function successfully in society.

The Gregon program includes competency-based education (CBF)
as well as MUT. However, the publicity given the concept of demon.-
sttated competencies as a prerequisite for graduation encouraged many
states to adopt the more restricted concept of MCT. The MCT move-
ment was started in Oregon in 1972 with great hope that it would im-
prove the accountability and quality of education. This hope was ex-
pressed i the November 1974 Phe Delta Kappan article by Dale
Parne!l, then state superintendent of schools,

In 1equinng demonstration of competenaes throush real-life tests. the
new graduation requirements serve as the performance indicators v Je-
termining how well educators are reac hing the goals of school, g tha
prepare studenis tor the roles of learer, producer. citizen consumer. in-
dividutd and family membes.

Public hearings that preceded legislation provided sufficient proof
that the citizens of Oregon helieved the schools should provide studentis
with the skills o survive both cconomically and sacially in the adult
world. The state adopted compctency standards and then placed the
burden of implementation upon the local districts. All local plans and
tests, however had to be approved by the state to insure compatibility
with statewide goals. State approval can be expensive. A report from
Oregon’s Educational Coordination Commission found that Oregon
school districrs spent from $26,500 10 $173,200 in attempting to im-
plement Oregon's competency graduation requirements,

The 1972 legislation required each district to adopt competency
statements and performance indicators in the following arcas by 1978:
reading; listening; speaking: writing; analyzing; computing; scientific
and technological processes; healthy mind and body; life-long learn-
ing: local, state, and national citizenship; responsibility for the en-
vironment; consumerism; functioning within an occupation or con-
tinuing education leading to a career. Some Oregon school districts
developed more than 300 competencies; others, such as the Medford
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school district, have identified as few as 23 broadly defined compe-
tenr ies,

Original deadlines have been extended. The class of 1978 was tested
in only the basic skills of -ading, listening, analyzing, speaking,
writing, and computing. Certification in life role arcas has been post-
poned as a graduation requirement until 1981. No student has vet been
denied a diploma in Oregon because of MCT scores.

Model C: MCT in Colorado (1.ocal Standards—1.ocal Test)

Several states have avoided strong state mandates. Colorado, for
example, passed legislation in 1975 whereby local hoards of education
may require proficiency testing for graduation. The state does pro-
vide the following guidelines that districts must follow if they adopt
MCT and establish standards:

1. Instruction must be provided that will prepare students for the
test;

2. Tests shall be given twice a year with initial testing in ninth
grade;

3. Periodic reports must be sent to parents of students who fail
the test;

4. Remedial and tutorial services shall be provided within the
school day until the students pass the exam.

These guidelines were based on the experiences of the Denver Public
Schools, which have required its graduates to pass a four-part Pro-
ficiency and Review Test since the early Sixties. The four parts of the
test are mathematics, spelling, language, and reading. Tests in these
four areas are given in December and April of each year for all students
in grades 9 through 12. Remedial programs are provided to all stu-
dents having deficiencies in the basic skills. The Denver sequence of
instruction, testing, remediation, and retesting has been so successful
that only 1.5% of the Denver students fail to obtain a high school
diploma due to inability to pass the test.

This model may encourage experimentation or continuation of the
status quo. That s, itallowsdistricts totake many differentapproaches
or 1o do nothing. Jefferson County, west of Denver, is one district that
has chosen to experiment. This district has achieved national recogni-

J



E

tion for its MCT program, which includes criterion-referenced tests,
individualization, and an instructional management system to docu-
ment achievement of competencies.

Nlinois, another example of Model C, provides no guidelines what-
soever. However, technical assistance and advice are provided by the
State Board of Educators. Presently 25% of 1llinois school districts are
implementing MCT and another 55% are investigating it.

There is much variety in MCT. No two states have taken identical
action. In fact, competency is defined differently in all 38 states that
have adopted MCT. There is also little agreement on how to measure
competency. Procedures, policies, and strategies vary froin state tn
state. In spite of this diversity, three basic models have emerged. The
key distinction between the models is the degree of statelocal control.
Yet to be determined is whether the degree of state’local control has a
significant impact on educational innovation or achievement.

1o
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Major Problems and Issues

Because MCT is such a complex phenomena there are a number of
problems and issues associated with it. This section briefly outlines
some of the most important ones.

Public Perceptions

Part of the impetus for MCT stems from public perceptions that
American schools are bad and getting worse. However, numerous
studies indicate that this extieme condemnation is not justified. For
example, recent data show that:

1. The percentage of 17- and 18-year-olds able to pass a reading test
given by the armed forces has risen from 15% during World War I, to
65% during World War 11, to 80% at present.

2. Upward shifting norins of both 1Q and achievement tests in the
lower grades since World War T suggest that the average 9-year-old to-
day is the intellectual peer of the average 1i-year-old at the time of
World War 1.

3. Greater numbers of people have reached a higher level of literacy
than ever before in our history.

‘Two additional facts need to he emphasized. First, the much publi-
cized decline in SAT scores is an almost meaningless statistic for MCT
advocates because students who take the SA’T are college bound and
unlikely to be affected by MCT'. Second, public concern over the value
of a high school diploma has arisen only because of the overwhelming
success of our public schools. Since 1910, the percentage of students
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graduating from high school has risen from 9% 10 75%. lonically, in-
creased success breeds increased expectations,.

Vo- abulary of MCT

- he vocabulary surrounding MCT presents problems in com-
municating about it. First. the term “competence’ has a positive emo-
tonal aura much like “motherhood ™" or the " American wav.” Who can
be against competence? In addition, there is considerable vagueness
surrounding many concepts centtal w MCT. For example, minimum
competence, survival skills, life skills, functional Lieracy, etc., are all
rather vague terms. Many aritics of MCT aigue that there is no univelr -
sal standard that can be applied 10 all people, regardless of occupation,
geographic location, level of education. and so on. Indeed, the defini-
uon of minimum competence varies greatly among those school dis-
tricts that have adopted MCT. Depending upon the district., students
must master from thiee 10 several hundred competencies. Students
can demonsuate competence in writing by writing three paragraphs
with no more than five crrors; by writing a hundred-word essay with
no more than five eriors in spelling, three in capitalization, and three
in puncuation; by taking a multiple-choice test of grammar and
punciuauon: or by successfully completing a job application form.
Thus, the very language of MCT contains a number of important
problems that are frequently overlooked and end o doud the debate
about the impact of MCY on students, weachers, and curriculun.

Educational Impact of MCT

This issue can be divided into three parts: the possible impact of
MCT on 1) weachers, 2) students, and 3) the cuniculum.

Critics fear that MCT will cause teachers 1o “teach 1o the test™ and
ignore or neglect other equaily important material that does not ap-
pear on the test. Advocates believe that MCT will focus auention on
basic skills that have not received enough auention from teachers.
Some advocates also argue that teachers do not receive sufficient tain-
ing in the basics or in diagnosis and remediation and urge increased
certification standards as well as inservice uaining in these areas.

When MCT is tied 1o promotion and graduation the impacton stu-
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dents is obviously great. The biggest problem is dediding what o do
with students who have spent four vears in high sc hool butcannot piss
the test. Certificates of attendance o1 “spedial” diplomas (for the handi-
capped) have been suggested. However, critics feel that this willlead o
second-class status for certain groups of students and fear thar MCT i
the early grades will be used more {or this kind of “vacking™ than for
diagnosis and 1emediation. They also fear that students will view the
minimum standards as ideal standards and thus perfoom ata lower
level than thev are capable of. I addition, when MCT s locally con-
wolled and varies from district to district, tansfer students become a
problem. Critics predict a great deal of ansferring for marginal stu-
dents if standards van greatly in ditficalty in differenc districts.

Critics fear that MGT will cause a nantowing of the curriculum as
well as more emphasis on testing, record-keeping, and remediation
with less time spent in regular (lasses. Some advocates dispute these
aims while others believe that this will increase accountability and
lead 1o desirable carricular reform,

Political Issues

Most state constitutions include a provision requinng the state to
provide an effective system of schools. Some MCT advocates justify
MCT as a means to this end. However, some MCT crities question
whether it is possible to legislate learning or achievement. Thev dis.
tinguish between policies designed 1o equalize educational oppor-
wnity (which they view as a legitimate political goal) and policies de-
signed 10 promote educational achievement (which they view s a
more technical problem that cannot be solved by political fiav). MCT
proponents counter this by arguing that education today is already
heavily politicized and thus the only real question is how that process
will occur, not whether it will or should occur.

A second essentially political debate concerns the Jocus of MCT
control: local versus state. Those who favor state control arquc that
local contol will lead to meaningless tests with vasty differeni con-
tent and standards. Strong, uniform legislation, they say, is necessary to
stimulate meaningful reform and produce data that allow compari-
son and evaluation of schools. ‘Those who faver local control argue

MC 19 1 9
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that local needs and priorities vary and therefore it is unwise to set a
single standard for an entire state or to attempt to generate compati-
sons among schools that mav be invalid. Moreover, they argue that
local boards are ultimately accountable and thus should control testing
programs.

A third politically sensitive question revolves atound how high the
minimum standard should be set. No matter what approach is taken.
in the final analysis, the determination of a cut-off score is largely
political. If practically no one fails then the test becomes meaningless
and officials will be criticized for having set standards oo low. If 100
many students fail ther the political, educational, and finandial costs
will not be acceptable,

Legal Issues

These issues can be divided into four categories: 1) phase-in period.
2)test instruction march, ) radial discrimination. and 4) han. icapped
students,

Thaditional notions of due process require adequate prion notice of
any rule that could cause irreparable harm to a person's educational o
occupational prospects. Since MCT could have such an effect. itis im-
perative that students be aware of the system and its potential impact
on their lives. There is no legal precedent for “adequate prior notice™
in this area. but estimates range from thiee 1o 12 vears. Due process
also requires that what is tested must be incuded in curriculum ob-
jectives and actaally be augha,

There is some evidence that a disproportionate percentage of black
and Hispanic students will be adversely affected by MCT. Title VI of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits “practices that have the effect of
disciiminating against individuals on the ground of race, color. or
national otigin.” The Department of Education requires “affirmative
steps” to meet the needs of non-Fnglish-spea .ag students., Legal chal-
lenges may alsoarise if “'segregation” o1 “tracking™ occurs as a result of
remediation programs for students who fail MCT. The NAACP has
challenged Flonida’s MCT program in the courts. HEW's Office for
Civil Righs is presently considering a policy statement on MCT.

The courts have ruled that all handicapped students have the right
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to an education under the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act, P.L.
94-142, requires that schools provide this equal protection by the
means of an individualized education program (IEP) tailored 1o each
child’s special needs. While the IEP is not considered a binding con-
tract by the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped, it is clear that
Congress intendead for the IEP to bring an element of accountability
into special education programming. If the goals established by a stu-
dent’s IEP are different from that of a MCT program and passing the
test s a prerequisite for a high school diploma, the school district has
a problem. Changing the IEP may be one choice, excusing the student
from the twest is another. Fither option will probably he contested by
various special interest groups. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1978 provides that students may not be excluderi from educational pro-
grams because of a handica'- Handicapped stadents must be individ-
ually accommodated. Steps must be taken to insure equal opportunity
for promotion and graduation.

Financial Issues

The diversity of MCT plansand the tapidity of implementation has
left the topic of costs as one of the least explored areas in the current
MCT herawre. Common sense indicates that there are certain items
that must ¢ financed regardless of the model chosen. Economies of
scale would generally make Model A (Stare Standards—State Test) the
most cost-efficient alternative. However, cost mav be given only min-
imal consideration if other criteria (e.g.. political, educational, social)
are considered more important or when emotional overtones are
present,

Some advocates of MCT believe such a st will inake education
more accountable, which will lead 10 more efficiency, which in nun
will result in tax savings. This result is not vet evident, Justifying edu-
cational programs on a cost-benefit basis has not been exuemely fru-
ful because of the qualitative nature of the schools” outputs. Cost items
that are generally associated with MCT programs are.

1. Set-up costs of legislation—hearings, data collection, and
studies;

Q
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2. Implementation costs—piloting, modeling of proposed legisla-
tion;

3. Information costs—preparing and revising plans to meet legis-
lative mandates;

4. Administrative—record keeping and reporting expenses;

5. Enforcement costs—staff to monitor, evaluate, and police;

6. Test development costs;

7. Test administratica costs;

8. Remedial programs.

In addition. there may be an indirect costin teims of supportlost to
programs previously receiving funding. The anticipation of and fea
of program curtailment has intensified the debate about MCT.

This fastback does not allow space for full discussion of all cost
items. Some perspective will be provided by examining several key
items hasic to all MCT programs.

The development and pilot testing of test instruments is costly if
done correctly. Cost estimates for developing a test, conducting pilot
studies, revising the test, and printing vary from $25 to $210 per test
item. Average development cost will exceed $1C0 per item. Kentneky
found that it cost $6 per pupil to develop and pilotits MCT program.
California spent $2.5 million in caeating maodels for school districts
to use in developing local programs. States can save money if they
delegate the task of test development to local districts. While this would
shift the financial burden, duplication of effort could easily increase
the total cost. An even greater concern is the quality control of locally
developed tests. Some local districts can ill aftord this added expendi-
ture (326,500 10 $173,000 in Oregon, for example). Some districts have
chosen 1o minimize this cost by adopting standardized tests in lieu of
developing their own. However. standardized tests will invariably
cover material not taught to students of the district. Consequently, this
approach is suspect both legally and educationally. Many states are
moving toward item banking and the utilization of consotiums to
share expenses of test construction,

Simply giving a test is of little benefit to anyone. The data collected
must be interpreted, analyzed, and used by the classroom teacher and
policy makers. The actual cost of administering and monitoring test
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programs will vary with the amount of scoring, reporting. and record
keeping required. These activities can require additional personnel -»
create a drain on existing services, In addition, teachers and adminis-
trators need training in the purposes and uses of the MCT program.
They also need time and budgets 10 develop remedial programs.

While not all states provide funds for remediation, this has tarned
out to be the high cost item in most states. Amencan public schools ac-
cept responsibility for all students. Legally, there may be noobligation
to provide maximum help to those students who have failed. Politi-
cally, it must be done. Florida is now spending more than $26 million
annually to help remediate students who fail MCT. New Jersey spent
$30 million in 1976-77 for cosnpensatory education. This figure was
close to double by 1979. The state of Washington is spending in excess
of $85 million for remedial programs in reading and math. Some
authorities have reccommended even higher figures for other states.

While it is theoretically possible to develop comparatively low cost
MCT programs. the strain of achieving statewide or districiwide legiti-
macy, gaining the support of professional and ethnic groups, and pro-
viding remediation programs has made the process costly in acrual
practice.

implementation Problems

Once the dedision o adopt an MCT program has been made. there
are several implementation problems to be faced. First, a decision must
be made about which competencies to test. Standard school subjects
(ant. science, English etc.). basic skills (reading, writing, arithmaac.,
life skalls (balancing a checkbook, filling out a job application), sui-
vival skills (building a fire, swimming), or some combination of the
above are among the most popular alternatives.

Second. the method of measuring the competencies must be de-
termined. Classroom paper and pencil tests, school products and per-
formances (essays, paintings, automobile brake jobs, etc.), simulations
(simulated job interviews in the classroom), and actual performances
(real job interviews) are some of the choices. Paper and pencil tests are
faster and easier to administer but are not necessarily better measures to

predict success in later life,
O f:_
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Third, the number and timing of the tests imust be considered. The
possibilities tange from a single test at the end of the twelfth grade 10
tests every year (grades 3, 5. 8, 11 are common levels). In addition, the
tests can be given either at the beginning or end of the school year. The
number and tming of retests is also important. Remedial programs
will ohviously be affected by these decisions.,

Fouith, the establishment of the cut-of f score o1 nunimum standard
is a crucial issue. This will be primarily a political decision, depending
on how many students a school (ot state) can afford to fail or remediate.

Fifth. some thought needs to be given to the uses of MCT results,
Possibilities include the evaluation ol individual students, teachers,
schools, school districts, or an entire state system. Note that any of these
alternatives can be employed without tying MCT to promotion or
graduation.

Sixth, the problem of failures requires some attention. Differenti-
ated diplomas, certificates of attendance, and “special” diplomas have
all heen suggested. Schools with high failure rates may slso require
special consideration.

Measurement Problems

The 1wechnology of testing is fraught with many problems. The
American Psychological Association and the National Education As-
sociation have both adopted 1esolutions calling for the suspension of
MC.T until the tests can be purged of sociocultural bias. Both Florida
and North Catolina have legal challeages to their competency pro-
grams pending.

‘The general concerns over the imperfeciions of 1esting are magni-
fied by MCT herause of the sometimes severe consequences to the in-
dividual student failing the test. In addition, students are often re.
quured to take the tests, which are paid for with public funds. When the
burden of proof for learning is placed onihestudent, the courts require
fair, equitable, and 1elevant tests,

Three measurement problems that have caused the most legal and
professional consternation are 1) reliability, 2) validity, and 3) bias.

A test 1s said to have reliability if reprated use produces consistent
results. To be more precise, a test should consistently produce similar
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results when similar kinds of student, are measured. regardless of who
administers the test. Hastily developed competency tests can casily lack
reliability and lead to inconsistent results that produce legal and
political problems. Adequate time for field testing becomes very im-
portant.

Test items have validity if they measure what is intended to he meas-
ured. Crucial to validity is a clearly specified set of objectives. Without
specific objectives, the development of a valid test—one that will ac-
complish its purposes—isimpossible. The competencies thatare tested
must be indluded in the cutticulum. H there is a disparity beitweencur-
ricular objecuves and test objectives, the test is invalid. If the compe:
tencies tested are not part of the school curriculum. it would be unfair
to deny a person a diploma because he or she did not possess such com-
petencies. In addition, instructional validity requires a comparison of
test objectives and items with actual classroom activities and topics. It
may not be enough to demonstrate that the competencies tested are part
of the curriculum. Test items should measure topics actually taught
Cautious administrators will want to be able to prove that an indivi-
dual pupil has received instruction related to the competencies tested.

Tests should show no sodial, cultural, sexual, or ethnic bias.

While the problems of measurement are real. many have decided
that MCT is necessary or inevitable even if iests are imperfect. Qthers,
however, advocate delaying implementation of MCT unul important
measurement problems are 1esolved. Sull others believe that many
measurement problems will never be 1esolved and thus oppose MCT
on these gronds.

Administration Issues

Overseeing the change to MCT presents several chalienges o
school administrators. Because of the nature of the enterprise most
major changes in education involve political considerations. Gener-
ating political support for MCT requiresthe slow process of informing
and involving the community. The two groups who appear most
threatened by MCT are minorities and teachers. Special attention st
be given to these groups if political trouble is to be avoided.

MCT has many implications for the total school organization.

O
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Questions that should be asked in the early planning stages include:

1.
2.

What instructional changes should be made?
How will we monitor and document the teaching of the compee-

teneles?

3.

=9

5
b.
7.
8.
9.
10.
1.

12,

13

How can we insure teacher support?
What will be the role of wachers in the development of MCTT?

. Will the test be locally developed or a standardized instument?

How will we evaluate MCT?

Who will develop the remediation program?

How much money will be budgeted for iemediation?
Which teachers will handie remediation?

What grades will be tested?

Will the handicapped be teswed?

What vear will the requirements go into elfect?
When will the tests and retests be givenr

Two other issues need 1o be kept in mind. First, teachers will need
mservice e ation to faclitate the transition to MCT, including in-
struction in.  gnosis, remediation, and monitoring. Accurate record
keeping may well be a most coniplex and time-consuming task. Sec:

ond. keeping current on MCT legal developments will help adminis-

wators avoid legal problems.

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

26



Common Misconceptions

Bc( ause MCT is an emotional topic, arguments are frequently ad-
vanced on both sides of the topie without reference to documentation.
Many of these arguments are based primarily on the hopes or fears of
individuals and groups rather than on serious analyses of the issue,
This section will identify some popular misconceptions associated
with MCT.

There is a certain irony in that one person’s fear concerning MCT
may be another person’s hope, While some fear MC'T because it may
strengthen state control, others hope MCT is implemented precisely
because they want increased state control. Some fear MC'T because it
might curtail athletics and music; others favor MCT because they
hope it will deemphasize these exttacurricular activities. Thus, the
MCT debate is particularly difficult to untangle and both advocates
ana critics suffer from serious misconceptions.

Hopes

Various people and groups have high hopes for MCT for a number
of reasons. The tollowing statements are among the most commonly
heard.

L. MCT uill stop soaal premaotion and insure that everyvo-re can at
least read and urite.

First, there are no secret recipes for leaming or teaching. This is
especially true for such complex skills as reading and writing. The most
that can be hoped for is that all those who pass MCT will have some
minimum skills in those areas at test time. Second, at least 15 states

Q
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have not tied MCT to promotion or graduation. Thus, in those states
social promotion and graduation may continue to occur despite farlure
by students on a minimum competency test.

2. MCT unll make teachers accountable for teaching the tasic
shills.

There are some important differences between accountability in
education and in other fields. For example, measuring learning is more
diffic ult than measuring how many cars are builtor sold. Public school
teachers have littde control over which students enter school. While we
¢ an =nake sure that teachers devote a certilin amount of time to teac hing
basic skills, there is no way to make students lears if thev lack either
the ability o desire. In addition, some methods of implementing MCT
may not greatly increase the accountability of individual teachers. A
single test given in the eleventh or tweifth grade, for instance, will add
linle to the accountability of kindergarten and first-grade teachers,
espediatly if the elementary school and the high school have different
hoards of education.

$. With grade mflation and ability grouping, I don’t knouw whatan
A mieans unymore. I need to know exactly what my children have
learned and not learned. This s why U'm i favor of MCT.

This a good example of suggesting a solution without dlearly iden-
tifying the problem. If the goal is better reporting of skills learned and
not learned, then the most logical approach would be to improve the
traditional renort card. It must also be kept in mind that MCTisonly a
gross estimation of learning in certain areas. The areas not measured
by MCT (social skills, personality traits, etc.) may be even more im-
portant to future success than the ones being measured.

4. The three Rs are all I've needed in hife! Qur schools have be-
come academic cafeierias that let the students prck fun but meaningless
courses. MCT unll restore basic educ tion to the schools.

MCT by itself is simply a measuring device that can be adopted by
a school system without significant changes in curriculum. The
Denver school system after 17 years of MCT still offers 954 junior high
and high school courses. In addition, cach year greater sophistication is
required to cope with today's world, which in turn changes the skills
that are considered basic. For example, in a few years computer skills
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may be basic. An overloaded curriculum does not necessarily mean that
the basics are not there, nor that the curriculum is filled with meaning-
less courses. State mandates and school board policies have played a
major role in the expansion of school curriculum. If priorities or
limitations are needed, legislative or board action should be requested
in addition to (01 even without) MCT.

5. Today's students can’t even fll out a job application! MCT unll
test skills from the real world. Everyone should know how to get a job
and support a family.

While it is true that some students have difficulty filling out job
applications, it is not true that most do. The National Assessment of
Education Progress (NAEP) estimates that 13% of the nation’s 17-year-
old high school students are functionally illiterate. NAEP defines
functional literacy as being able to perform tasks necessary to function
in American society (such as reading a newspaper or taking a driver's
license test). Although many people would argue for the importance of
getting a job and supporting a family, it is not self-evident that this
should be the major focus of the schools. Indeed, it is difficult to de-
termine what “real woild” skills all occupations share, Moreover,
MCT may o1 may not test those skills; the majority of existing MCT
programs test only the three Rs.

6. Maost high school graduates are really unprepared. MCT willre-
store the value of the lugh school diploma.

We are teaching more kids more skill, than any sodiety in the
history of the world. Recent data show that the percentage of 17- and
18-vear-olds able 1o pass a governmentreading test has risen from 5%
in World War I, to 65% in World War 11, to 80% at present. During the
same period the percentage of students who graduate from high sc hool
has risen from 9% to 75%. It seems ironic that as more and more people
become high school graduates, the expectations of the public e in-
creased. The more successful schools are, the less value is assigned to a
high school diploma. T'he value of a high school diploma is based on
factors other than student learning. When few people graduated from
high school, it was a valued achievement. Now that niost people grad-
uate, it has hitle comparative value, regardless of the competence or
lack of competence of the graduate.
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1. Unlike many educators I favor MCT. 1 know social promotion is
generally a wav for teachers to get rid of problem students. particularly
rmunornities. Consequently, these students are pushed up and out and
nobody cares if they haven't been trained or don't know how to read.
MCT wnll force all teachers to pay more attention to the diagnoss of
weaknesses and remediation, especially among problem students o
manoriies.

Racial prejudice is widespread in many areas of our society. Unless
spedfic steps are taken. we have no assurance that MCT will cause
teachers to pay more attention to the diagnosis and remediation of
learning problems amang minorities. It is conceivable that MCT will
identify problem students only to have them placed with the worst
teachers or in less effective curriculum triacks. MCT could in fact he-
come a new {orm of segregation—racial as well as academic —if itis not
tied 1o an effective remediation program and monitored by sensitive
administrators.

8. Schools are notonowus for thewr lack of coordimation between
grades or schools. MCT should force educators to coordinate better
their programs from grade to grade and school to school.

Pctentially, MCT may result in even poorer coordination. Many
MCT programs are locaily controlled and developed. in somie cases
building by buiiding. T'his can lead 1o inconsistent goals and standards
between elementary and secondary schools in the same distict. The
likelihood of this is even greater when the elementary and sec ondary
schools fall under the jurisdiction of separate boards. The problem of
coordination is especially acute in states that have large number s of dis-
tricts (Illinois, for example, has over 1,000 districts).

9. If citizens ave imvolved in establishing the mimimums and
dentifying priovities, they unll naturally provide greater support for
schools and education.

There is a difference between panicipation and support. Many
citizens are interested in MCT precisely because they have serious
doubts about our educational system. Establishing representative
citizen involvement in the discussion of educational priorities is a
desirable but most difficult task. Attracting some groups to participate
in this task has confounded manv school districts for decades. There is
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little hope that MCT by itself is a strong enough magnet toattract these
groups into discussion or involvement, let alone support, of educa-
tional efforts. Moreover, if not properly planned and monitored, citi-
zen involvement can easily exacerbate tensions among groups and in-
dividuals and become a divisive issue,

Fears

There ate as many arguments advanced against MCT as in favor of
it. The following are perhaps the most common fears, but they do not
constitute an exhaustive list.

1. MCT will destroy higher learning in our high schools. If MCT 15
required, teachers will teach only the basic skillsand thiswilltrivialize
the curnculum. High school graduates will be only minimally compe-
tent.

MCT can be used to diagnose those students who need further in-
struction in the hasics. Obviously, not all students fall into this cate-
gory. Those who have mastered the basics may, of course, be allowed
and encouraged to choose more advanced courses. Additional require-
ments in “nonbasic”’ areas can also be mandated to assure that ad-
vanced courses and requirements remain part of the curriculum.
Various existing MCT programs test such diverse areas as economics,
social studies, natural science, government, as well as the three Rs.

2. With the adoption of MCT, testing will become the main ob-
jective of school. Critical thinking, attitudes, and cveatienty unll be
1gnored because they are difficult to test.

MCT will not mean that a school will offer only a minimum cur-
riculum. The Florida experience indicates that testing need not be-
come the main objective of the schools. Economic pressures, rather
than MCT. have been the worst enemy of advanced courses and af-
fective skills. Fiscal constraints have mandated cutbacks in all areas.
Moreover, existing MCT programs in other states test such difficult
t0 measure areas as personal development. social tesponsibility, and
problem-solving ability.

3. Quality education unll suffer of MCT is adopted. Athletics,
music, fine arts, and other nonbasic aveas wll be eliminated. Unique
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and individual needs of students will be shunted aside. Bilingual,
handicapped, and gifted students will be abandoned.

Even if MCT focuses on the basics ot on those things that are com-
mon to all students, this does not mean that everything else will be
abolished. It may mean only that certain general priorities have been
established. MCT may be implemented at the same time as other extra-
curricular activities receive increased support. Moreover, cach subject
mentioned above is supported by strong and vocal pressure groups. I
is doubtful that MCT alone will cause their demise.

1. There 1s no doubt MCT unll greatly strengthen state control of
education at the expense of local control.

There are innumerable forms of MCT. At least seven states hine
MCT programs that are locally developed, administered. and con-
trolled. This obviously strengthens rather than weakens local conuol.
Other states have adopted MCT programs thatate developed. adminis-
tered. and controlled by the state. Obviously. these programs have the
potential to strengthen the influence of state government. But nothing
is automatic. MCT can be used to strengthen local or state contiol, de-
pending on how it is implemented.

b Iresent that some unproventestdeveloped in New Jersey or lowa
18 hemg wsed as the sole basis of awarding students diplomas or evaluat-
ing the performance of teachers or admuonstrators.

The choice of st and utilization of 1esuls is frequently letcup 1o
the local district, and the testitself may in fact be locally developed.
Moreover, MCT is not necessarily tied to graduation or to the evalua-
tion of teachers. In fact. MCT s not generally used o evaluate teachers
o1 administiators,

6. MCT s justanother racist plot It simply a plov to keep nanos-
uy students from getting diplomas and competing with whites.

It is possible. but not necessary, for MCT tests to be tacially biased.
Such tests should obviously not be used. However, MCT may be benefi-
dial o those minornity students who e ignored and pushed up and owt
without adequate insuuction, MCT may be utilized o protect the
nights of minorities by preventing this of itis ted w effecuve diagnosis
and remediation,

. MCT can be an el thing. Many students will fadd and somply
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drop out. This will leve the country sitting on a powder keg of bitter.
uneducated, unemploved vouths.

The pattern in existing MCT programs has been for a large per-
centage of students to fail initially but for the percentage to be reduced
dramatically by graduation time. Denver, which has a 17-year-oid
MCT program, has a 1.5% failure rate after remediation and reiesting.
It all depends on how high the minimums are set and how effective the
remediation is. Again, this is freqaemtly left up to the local district.

8. It is immoral to force people io take a test, fal them. and leave
them sitting there. But remediation 1s too costly for a local district and
the state won't provide the extra money.

Not only is “MCT without remediation” immoral. it mav also be
illegal. Some states with MCT programs have made provisions for
remediation. Florida. for example, allocated approximately $26 mil-
lion for remediation in 1978-79. Even if money for remediation is not
supplied at the state level, it may still be possible for local districts to
provide low-cost remediation by shifting priorities and staff assign-
ments.

9. MCT will allow those who pass the test to graduate early from
high school. But theve is something to be said for spending four years
in high school. it's part of growing up. Besides, if you graduate early,
how will you know which class reunion to attend? Early graduation
would also lead to a drastic reduction in the number of teachers needed.

Having German measles is also part of growingup, but itisneither
necessary nor desirable. In addition, MCT does not have to be tied to
early graduation. The two states—California and Florida—that allow
carly graduation use a sepatate and more HEorous test as the qualifica-
tion test for early graduation. Both states found that only a small
number of students (1%) were interested and capable of utilizing this
option. Thus, there has been no significant impact on teacher
employment.

W
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Conclusion

Allhough MCT has been discussed in every state of the Union, it has
not been adopted in all states and may have reached a high-water mark.
At least four states have rejected MCT. In the states that do have MCT,
most debates are now concerned with implementation issues. Inservice
MCT warhshops are becoming increasingly popular with local schoal
districts. Because each state has a unique set of circumstances, itis to he
expected that the vanous MCT programs will be moving in manv dif-
ferent directions,

MCT has been anapidly giowing movement with nearly all actvity
occurring in the past five vears. Asaresult, research on MCT has lagged
behind. While there is very litde hard data on the mmpact of MCT, a
growing body of literature has developed. The selected bibliography
that follows represents only the tip of the iceberg, The Natonal In-
stitute of Education is in the beginning stages of a four-year study on
the impact of MC1 programs.

The MC'T movement has been compared to a constantly changing
landscape. Under such conditions, it is (learly impossible 1o predic
exactly what its long-term impact on education will be. Contributing
1o the confusion is the fact that MCT emerged for diverse reasons and
with differing approaches. Because it has been such a short time sine e
MCT first emerged and with implementation deadlines scheduled
all the way up to 1985, it may be vears before any reasonable assessment
of impact can be made. This fact, coupled with uneven implementa-
tion and or financing. court cases. and other confounding variables,
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may well prohibit any final conclusions about MCT. Any assessment
of the impact of MCT must be tempered with the knowledge that new
{ads and terms tend to rise quickly in education, only to be rather short-
lived. It must be noted, however, that even if MCT turns out to bea fad.
the political forces that gave rise to MCT may require attention for
quite some time. Moreover, because MCT hasattained thestatus of law
in many states, this movement may have more impact on cducation,
than most fads. In the final analysis, it is quite likely that the MC1
movement will have both positive and negative effects. Thus far,
neither the worst fears of MGT critics nor the highest hopes of MCT ad-
vocates have been reahized.
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