r

DOCUNENT RESUME

~

-

~

BD 204 380 3 . . "o 1H B10 370

AUTHOR Beck, Michael D. ' )

TITLR Uses and Misuses of Standardized Test Scores on a

: Local Level--A Test Devéloper's Perspective.

PUB DATE Apr 81 .

NOTE 10p.: Paper presented at the Annual Heeting of the
Aperican Zducational Research Association’ (GSth. Los
Angeles, Ck. April 13- 17, 1981 .,

LY

EDRS PRTICE MP01/PC0O1 Plus Postage. ‘ .

DESCRIPTORS Elementzry Secondary Pducation: l"Loaal Norms: Norm
Referenced Tests: *Scores: *Standardized Tests: '
*Testing Problems. *mest Interpretat1on

IDENTIFIERS *Test (Use . >

AB‘TRACT . . /

standardized test scores (sTS)

should be used on a

local level:
or district:

norm-referenced test
communication device with students, parents,
professional staff:

N

as one component of evaluation of a studend, school,

{2y to draw as much interpretive meaning from a
(YR™ as their structure will support:

fhe public, and
{4y to check status across grade levels in key

subiect matter areas:

{5) to

ompare inter- and intra-grade scores

across vears:

(6) to discover individuals whose neasured achievement .

deviates.significantly from their school ability'level: and (7} ¢to

corpare achievement scores with national,

local, and other subgronp

narmative data sets,

The misuge of

TS is outlined, as are the

sgveral veaknesses or limitations 0

using "local norms" based only’

(3) as a .

on the district population. Local norms often depeand on ungualified
local personfiel for their interpretation, should be developed once!
and then re-used over the next few years in order to track year %o,
., year chanaesr and way lead to educationally damaging. 1nterpretatiens
in lou-Berforming ﬁistricts. (RL) ~ :
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L \X ©T Standardized tests have a large numbet .of uses and an even larger °
, \

number of misuses on a local level. The f0110w1ng uses and misuses strike
me as be1ng especially 1mportant - or, at least, 1nterest1ng to discuss.

It is important to .stress at the start that I do not pretend to speak for,

my colleagues, either within The Psychologlgal COrporatlon ‘or in the 'in-

dustry" in general. These are merely @ biases; others should feel free to

disagree, if they choose to be wrong.

L EQRO4380

The uses and misuses‘Ifdsh to address can be conveniently grouped into

three major groups - testing/s proper role in decihion,making, using tests

g 1

to assess status and change, and interpreting results in terms of various

A}

" »
frames of reference.

I.. ™ TEST'S PROPER ROLE ’ _ ", -
. - . - ’ '.}

L

Uses As one component of evaluation of a stuaent, school or dlstrlc*.
Misuse: As ‘the sole cridferion for decision-making: ‘e.g., mlnimum com- \
" pétency tests, promotiop decisions, Title I evaluations, teacher .
evaluatlon . o -

No important decision should ever be made based on a single piece of

information, no matter how "relidble aid valid" the information is. Yet,

Q critical educational decisions are‘maQe da?lf aQQUt‘Children, teecheré, péo-
E: grams, end schools based sglely on single isolated sets‘of Eest\SCOies: No ‘
ig -doubt; part of the blame fer this .rests ;ith our enamog for numbers. Yet, .
ig tﬁat is a simplistic and incomplete .explanation. I eelieve a larger.part'of
.t . e . " t_,~ \’ \ \ B .
Paper presented at the meeting of ‘the Amerlcan Educatlonal Research Assoc1at10n,
Los Angeles, April 1981 ) ) . s
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the problem here is. a sad rea11ty -- We (collect1Ve1yJ have s1mp1y falled to

—an

use anything other than norm-referenced-tests 20 evaruate sghools or klds

How can we.assail newspaper reporters boards of éducatlon de wgislato;s'

itthe public'' for pwer1nterpret1ng test scores when we provzde no other

I

evidence? Isn't 1t*t1me we all got serlous about seeklng out sound alter-.

native assessment devices and u51ng them -= in addmt:on{to if not 1nstead of

*

standardized ‘tests? If we all honestly believe-that a 40-minute reading test |

profides a less compiete answer to our questions “Can Jill read?".or -
"Did the prograﬁ work?" ‘than does a trained professional, let's all say so and
provide the other evidence. lWhen we confront untrained people with a single

piece of data, expecially one With decimalized numbers, is it really sur- /-

%rising\fhat Judgments are baSed solely on that. One‘plege of -data

All of that sa1d I’ d 11ke also to mentlon that one p1ece of

b

-

*

1

? f}

ata 15 at

least a step in the right direction.

1

. little solace to a disgruntled, skeptical public.

/

- piece\of %nformation isn't sufficient

. { . : :
the 1nformat10n is- far from perfect.
informa
gven

.
better/ than I.

"'on and, theré won't be any problems "

The NEA qstrech position proyzdes
- ol

NEA's argument is per-

.ceived -- #orrect;y in my unbiased eyes -- as being es;Ehtially: "One

for decision-making, especially when
Therefore, let's not provide any

Fortunately, few people -—-

g NEA’s own membership -— have been able to follow the logic any

However, anyone who believes educational. acéountability is.

L3

passé just because it's the ‘topic of only.one AERA session this year has

simply not been listening to people in the reak world. -
N , e . S

-
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—’ i
Use: ., Drawing as much lnterpretlve meaning from a NRT as thelr structure
will support. »

- *

Misuse: Pretendipg NRTs are "diagnostic’ and criterion-referenceé;

3

Regardless of what publrshers' advertise ents and promotion brochures -

claim, or-what all of us would lrke, one test cannot be all things to all

people. The test'with greatest market appeal to&ay would be a twenty-minute

diagnostic/prescriptive basic_skrlls achieyement battery -- with-objeetive
) ‘

mastery cutoffs and, of course, a full complementfofznormative data. Sooner

or later, we -- 31l of us in this.game -4 are going to have to homest and tell

\ -,

some people we dont have such an inst
* ! v -

v, There is a fine, and often indisti ct,-line betwéen mflking a test for
as much information as it can reasonab y ?ield and overrinterpretatlon. My
personal'bias is that all of us have, more often than we like to aumit, crossed

*

Use: As a commumrcatlon devide [-- with students, parents, "the, publzc"
and professlonal staff

Misuse: Failure to report result to all concerned groups.; . . .
A recent natzonal survey (Be k & Stetz, 1979). 1ndicated that whrle .
almost 90% of the students in Gr des 5-12 would.like to f1nd out their scores

on $tandardized tests, fewer th 1/3 of their ‘teachers repont the scores to

o= N '
students. 1Is 1t'surpr1sing whén we hear of students whose attltudes toward
L V - *
taking such tests are Iess-th -idezl or who give. less than 100% to com-
4 - ..,

d/pletlon of the task? If yoz/were .told. yearly that the test you were taking

Il

to help‘you, and ;hat you should db your best,

3

was 1mportanf WOuld befﬁme
how seriously would you take this information after belng lied to £ivé or

? -
seven times? On a broade ~1eveI 1f rEsults are not routlnely shared with

parents, the publi¢, and/the staff;'shquldn't-ne ekpect results to 'be viewed

. rl

with suspicion of distmust or ds not. useful? . .. ’

ent and we never will., . - -




II. STATUS & CHANGE - - - L - S ,

Use: Checking s;atus across grade levéls in key subJect mattér areas
Comparing inter- and intra-grade.scores atross yqars..

Misuse: Smorgasbord testing programs.-'Freqqent changes in test series’.

. . )
,Probably -the single 'most useful a&i{ibute of standardized, norm-refer-
.y .

enced test scores is their comparabililty within grade across content areas and

within content areas‘across grades. That 1s, suth scores--- probably umlquely

‘

“— permlt schools to assess (in a ﬁormatlve sense at least) relatrve status ’

across subject matter areas and across grages. - . . ‘

. T Nevertheless, a disturbingly large percentage of school districts are

unabie to avail themselves of this feature Why? For whatever reasons -

budget, poor leadershlp, a commlttee approach, to dec1510h-mak1ng, not

~

wanting to disappoint any pub11sher -- sizable numbersfof districts use 2, 3,
or mofe series at different grades in any given year.:[Such a testing policy,
by definition, eliminates one of the potentially most juseful features of anf

standardized test. When such a—polié; exists, the scrool_either is unable to .

. look at changes dcross ‘grades/content areas or, worse, "looks' at them but

= . - »

draws unsupportable, toealiy inaccurate conclusions.| At the risk of slight’
" overstatement, I doubt ihae there is:ever an edugatipnally sound justi%ica-
. tion4£é;~such a smorgasbord testjng‘plan. : ‘_ e
’ t A related, thoagh perhape‘iess pervasive, prob em is that of changing , - '
alsystemwide test Seriesion a frequent ba;is. "Pre uent' is difficult to
l ' definé thdugh for éiseussidn ?urpoées, I would be haed pressed to support

' cﬁa?gés more frequent than every four or five yearh Even when changes are

o
- ) made from an oid ‘to a newer edition of a test serfes, -the problem is present -- f
:‘
déspite what publlshers'/equatlng tables would fndlcate For many test uses,
;. , S /
) * ok {u
/
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_the con51stencz of the norms is of greater 1mportance than therr accuracy

“vis a vis some theoretlcal natlonal aVerage. ,Each,tlme a test,seraes is -

e
L4 t s

R .«

changed “this con51stency is lost. The g erpretlve value of an unghanglng
- ‘ .

frame of»reference is bften overlooked in the searqh for .the most up-to~date

test and tes;unorms as.90551b1e. In.mest 1n§tapces, congrstency of fhe norms

"

has muth greater rmport rhan does’ currency ‘ ) 4

LY

Use: Asse551ng change -e 1nd1v1dual group -- over tlme. " .

Misuse: Unreallsglc "groyth" expeetancles

2
*

, One of the primary reaeons schools use NRTs is to assess change: In

fact, perhaps the b;oadest "use" of such tests today 19 in Title I and other

in which growth expectancies are totally umreasonable.

compensatdry programs, in whlch change assessment is ‘the prlmary, 1f not c

*

sole, purposs. . Nevertheless, there continue to be_large numbers of districts

i ) ¥
. .

T

Examples of thia,eituaiion are not difficult to find” They incfude the

¥
* I - ¢

following,each of whrch Occurs frr more frequently than any ‘of us == publlshers,

"1nformedﬂ users, evaluators, 1vory-t0wer aeademlclans -- goulq 11ke to admit:
3 it d
"All students .in this program should show S NCE amits! growthﬂ

(Thls is the, 1980'5 ver510n of the'"year's growth for a year s in-
‘ \-, I-‘ ,‘
spructlon"‘slogan. Hard as this is for our DOE, RMC TAC and other
v L., et

_albhabet'friends to accept, the current slogan is only marginally

- v, \ ‘
. s more d;gestlble thaﬁ.lts distasteful predecessor.) . /
N
Y ﬁte average PR for 'dach of our elementary buildings will increaSe
oy ! . -
i 'by LO poaﬁts this year." ' :

L]
PN ."'

PEveryvchild (building) should score above average on this test.™

;' ”31% of aur students fazled to show normdl growth thls year."

LR N »
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- III. FRAMES OF REFBRENCE ) o ‘ ' .

Use: Comparing ability and achievement test results to dlscover "in- .
« *  dividuals whose measured achievement deviates significantly from
' their school ability level.
Misuse: Interpretlng small, non-significant ab111ty-ach1evement differences
’ " as revealing problems. Comparing restilts on ability and achievement - |
. tests that were not normed together. Considering ability-test "]
iresults as indicating 1nnate, ‘immutable 1ntelllgence.

~ Fl

Interpreted with the appropriate amount, of caution, -ana1y51s of signi- .

ficant dlfferences between concurrently normed abllity and achievement tests
? can be revealing and instructionally useful. The keylportions of this posi-
- tion are 'with the approériate anount of caution," "significant differences,"
' -. g 3 - 3
v and "condnfrently normed." If any of these are not met in.a §pec1frc in-

Ll

stance, the value of the comparlsons will range from meanlngless to harmful.

, A subtle but ‘I be11eve meanlngful distinction in ab111ty-ach1evement - )
' f\ ,
comparisons i between interpreting the results 1n an “expectancy“ sense "
versus in & "predictive" sense. o S CoTe .
A -

¢ . . - B . -

Many of my more atademipally oriented colleagiies continue ho*prolong'
the age-old debate of whether intelligenoe/abil}ty.testsIaotualif‘meﬁshne -

anything distinct from achievement tests. It's really time to put this eilly v
» . . L .o .o .
topic to rest -- of course they measure different thingsa Not totally

’

different, not uncorrelated, not twor sets of unique characteristlcs, but

- 1

clearly different things. Of course how able someone 1s relates sllghtly

.
LN

with his current achievement. And of course - what Eomeone has learned ro

date affects how able she is to learn future thlngs. But to‘prdﬁehd that

ability and achievement are one and the same, <- or that e*ren .cu,z_'re}rxt state-of-
* LS

the-art measures assess the "same thlng" ?esplte their’ lhbels‘is{satently'
. . . “,:..n :

\ . false and inattentive to facts. . ; S
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Looked.qf purely in a statistical sénse -- which I guess AERA meeting

presenters should do -- assume a typical pair of achievement and ability

tesgs. The ability test would have a reliability coeff;cient of about .90
~- most are oetter,'out I_work better with rounded numbers. All of bs
technicinns visuaiizo a pie called_intelligence or ability or some oucn in
which 90% is “clean" (nhatever it is-we're really measuxing) and the.other
10% is;garﬁage‘-- "erro;? to y&u purists. Now let's add the achievement
teot. .The typical 'achievement-ability test cof}elation'is.abopt .75,
Using my psychometric snake'oilﬁ 1 come up witn a new ability-achievement

hd

pie in which we still have ‘the 10% garbago, a 56% slice called achievement-

‘ability, and 34% that's unique to the ability test. No-one can honestly

claim that something that accounts for over a third of the pie is trivial.

Not something we want to pay attention to for whatever reason -- time, potitics,

cost -- QK. Not worth 1t" in a measurement sense «-- short-51ghted.

Usel, Comparing achievement scores wit approprlate benchmarks -~
national, 'local, other subgroup ormative data sets.
hd £
Misuse: Selecting benchmarks that result in misleading conclusions about
status or change. ,

. National norms, despite what the popular press would have us believe,
are not on their way out. Such data continue to be widely requested and almost-
as-widely used. 1 see no.51gns of the demise of hational norms for the
tradisionai'types of sorvey tests.
On the other hand, other types of normative data Ezg'frequéntly roﬁuested
and, fip less froquently, provided for €ertain NRTs,., I'm'lhinning here of
such subgroup data as regional, public vs. YWon-public, large-city: Title I,

special education, and socioeconomic status mbrms. Many, if not most, test
] ) »
g . "
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1 . X ‘
users would like to have some type of sub-national norms for the tests they -

are using. Many ,of the noms ‘sets currently being provided for such purposes ,
are remarkably devoid of technical soundness, however. . Pétentia; users of such

norms sets need to inspect the reﬁresentativeness of these data very care-

v

fully rather than faithfully adopting the data as if they were sound and .

well-developed.

#

" ! -
A.final set’ of popular norms for tests is ''local norms," based only on

the distgict populasion.. Despite their surprisingly wide use, and sanction

e

by most measurement specialists, these data have several weaknesses or

limitations: . .

f) It is extremely-rare to find local personnel who can. correctly
interpret s data. I have repeatedly heard such things as, ,.
. "National norm; tell hag'we compare to people nationally and
local norms. compare us with similar“loéal districts.,'” dr,

s 2
“Oua district average is at the 43rd percentile in national norms,

-+

but We'%q_right at the 50th in terms of local norms." Or,

LY

"Our averages in national norms have been dropping over the past -
| . . .
* few years,.but wifh local norgs, we'® ho$#ing our own.'" Such

statements give me;Iiffle reason to suspect that local norms are
¢ interpreted nearly 45 well as are national norms. And we all

know how well national norms are intgipreted.
/

2} In order to be most useful, local notms should be developed once and

then re-used over the nexi few years, Otherwise, year to year

changes Eannot be tracked. However, I know of Eé large-scale .
o C

developmeﬁt and use of local norms of this type.

- L}
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’ 3) In low-performing districts, local norms can.lead to education- T
. ally 'damaging interpretations.. The real message often tonveyed ' )
M ’ ' . -
in such cases is,.'Mrs. Jones, your son can't read, but he can - -
Lot -
. read almost as well as the other kids. who can't read.” This is,
of course, not a problem with local norms, per se, 'but with their
. . i . - :
interpretations. L
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