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ABSTRACT ;. :
Minimum competency testing proqrnn; present .
educa*ional decision nakers with a new-.opportunity to reconsider some |
fundamental issues in/American public education. Pirst, what is the'
aoal of our elementa;y and secondary ediacational system? In ) )
par*ticulédr, one must’ consider the role that minimunm competancy ﬁ‘
"testing plays in thé struggle for equality of ‘educational opportunity
and quality educatjonal opportunities for all students. A second
issue raiséd by minimum competency testing is desiqnating as -
vreducated" a student who has successfully passed the required’ tests.
The process of defining "education" on the basis of test performang e
'is especially cqhtroversial when the testing mandate goes beyond ¢
= basic skills. Pinally. the issue that must be examined in relation to
minimum competéncy.testing is that of who the decision makers are
that will ansyver the first two questions. These individuals must be
‘accountable to legislators ‘and to the public. In addition, they must
be able to eValuate the actual educational processes involved in the. /
.. measurement ‘of minimum compe*encies. Tn sum, it is important that
both decision makers and educational observers realize that "what-
happens with minimam competency testing will have an impact” on the
aef*nition and goals of American public education. (Author/Gc)

T

kS

« .
‘ b . N “ . . .
F ‘ e
" . X . o )
. . : .
. I . ’ v N . . -
N o . R} . . .

]

/4****#****************#*************t****#*#*****t***#*##*t*****t*****
* Reproductions suppl*ed by EDRS are the best that can be made
/ * from the original document.



. . . f,
. ’/" 1 \ ' . ' L4 [} .. .' . N
i . . ﬁm o N - . . ‘“ ?(:‘ ,
. ' i ) ”
9 . T
M_ & ‘ il \ \ ’
Y @) ] . )
M ' .
Q' i 4 . 3 '
N ) ‘ .. . ' , 4
P e : MINIM‘I C@@BTBNCY TESTING
‘_-u oo R NEW DIRECTIONS FOR AMERICAN PUBLIC EDUCM‘ION? . .,
i . ‘ )
< ' . s “ ) .
Diana Pullin® o o
: o ~ Center for Law and Bducation, I‘nc. ' ) A
S o | | -
. N— ’
{“}:4' ., ¢ J s
“ ! m ' . d L)
. l' £ v )
: . , 'Y ' b Aa : -
L} ‘,.’
= &
5 ) o ﬁ
oty . .
‘\" B 1 . . o
éﬁ-;“ . ,31\ v . " » : ~ ’ : e
P Prepared for B -
- ’ MIDWEST POLICY SEMINAR < N ‘
W e ~ convened by - . S
o [ - . .
A . Urban Education’ Program N |
- 4 ' . " . . . . -
- . , CE'REL, Inc. -/ . _ :
~ ' _ funded by a_grant from-the '
N ' Natmnal Inst tute’ of Education o .
. ) ) .:‘ ) B - ' . "
- . . ' .St.louis, Mo. . o R
. : Octobey 15-17, 1980 . -
: d ]
v q‘ . .
> / -
*The views expressed herein are . ° -
sa@lely those of the author, : N
Ttz oo U.s DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH,
: EODUCATION & WELFARE» . » -
, NATIONAL INSTITUTEOF ‘l
v A . EDUCATION ,
’ . THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO:
f T . DUCED EXACILY AS RECEIVED FROM . ’ Peooe
5 A THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN® : L0
ATING IT POINTS OF YLEW.QR OPINIONY ™ ™ omotmimmmmms iome v
7 . STATED oo NOT’N“E.CE.SSARILY REPRE-

— A AN e — ’




071'13}“: 1980, CBREL, Inc.’

. .@3 M
; R

»

Prenared by CB1REL Inc., a nrivate
nonprofit cornorat:lon supvorted ‘in
nart as an educational laboratory by
funds ‘from .the National Institute of
Education, Devartment of Education:

. Thé ovinions exoressed in this
oublication do not necessarily reflect
. the pvosition or policy of the Nal:}g‘:l

‘Institute of Education, and no official
endorsement 'should be inferred

Caoyright on this document. is claimed -
only during the period of develooment,
test, and uation, unless additional

hgriza f Ecihsaca i e bylthi;\ Natio:;;%

titut tion to claim cooyright
%the fi.nzl version. For information

the status of the copyright claim,
coru;act either the copoyright pronr:letor or
the Nat:lonal Institute of Education

/2

(O

e, f r).

. A



Minimum comnetency testing- is being 1mnlemented Ln a mnjorlty of
1

| P
.

states and in mm;y local school districts. These prosrams whether

self- imolemente Nor mandated by a state board - of education, state .

: com‘issioner or state legislature are of varied character Some

| minimum comnetency testing nrogrems are useda-to determine init,ial entry

into’ public veﬁucation. Some minimum competency testing nrq\grams are used

| to determine class plecement ability grouoing, or tracking Some pro-

’grams are used to determine grade- to-grade uromot:lon. Final}.y, sdme

programs ‘are used to determine high school graduation and whe |
test-taket's are. to receive regular h:lgh school dinlomas or so;\e less: “
_clesuable credential of hlgh school completion.

’I‘hge varled character; of mmimum :.comsetency testmg programs is R
also exhiblted by the varymg nature of the test and evaluatlon instruments /
used in such urograms, some mm?imun comoetency testing relles upon tlie
_" use of §rad1thna‘1vnonnjreferenced test _instrwnentg,“whlle other programs
| rely‘unon criterion—referenced testing. Despite the widespread variety
Vof mmnm:m comoet;ency testing programs, all such m'ograms oresent common )
| questlons about the nature of Amer1can public education. - - | -

Mmmum competency testmg programs present both educational
dec1sxon-makers and observers of the Amerlca.n educatmnal scene with'a

new opporttmlty,to. recorfslder the most ftmdamental issues in Amerlca.n

PJ.pho, Chr1s "State Act1v1ty Minimum Cormetency Testlng, Uodate VIII" .,
(July l 1979) Denver Colorado: Educatlon Conm1551on of the States.
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Cpublic education: Utk

‘testing. - It\is the§e'§ctors who shape the nature of the remaining - - ?L

inquiyies. y oo e

ot

What 15 thé goal of our gystem of public elementary and secondary 'ﬁ
education? S .
. What is the implication of designatiﬁg the student nroducts of our |
educational system "educated"? R

" Who are the decision makers who answer these qpestions? o
J foa e -

FUNEY

dhe answers tb these questions are best sought by looking first for the
(e
_.identities of the decision makers who .have brought us” minimmm comoetency

. ‘ Minimum Competency Testing
¢ ___Who Decides? - 4- %

ety

-~

The 1ndividuals ‘and organizations determining questions/related qo )

'#f’fthe use of minimum comnetency testing are slightly less varied and

diverse than the nature of the testing orograms they con51der._¢Whether

‘;Q to initiate minimum competency testing, how to imolement the program, '

1;def3nition of the goals and objectives to be tested determinatlon of

ﬂ -
the use of test results--all of these and myriad related issues~-are

determined by one or more of five categories of dec1sxonmakers.,.The3
nature)andfscooe of minlmum competencv testing has been detenmined by

state legislators, state devartments or comm1551oners of education,

state boards of education, local boards of educat1on, or local school f~:

administrators. One or the other of these actors has plaved the major

‘ role in dec1sion-making relative to the use of minimum competency testing
j‘in a jurisdiction, with only occa51onal oBeratlve efforts by two or,

.more categories o¥ dec1s1on-makers.
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The three case studiea nresented to this conference hlghlight c}uee

_,‘disparate ekxgnples of such dettstonﬂqeking Comnisa loner Mallory

 3in's system of asses‘qment of edug:ation. a syatem 'imple
- to a legislatlve mandnte llnked to uastutute whlth 1m.

for education. Sunerintendent Larusb descrtbes 1tago'$ loc.ally initiated

describes Misshuri's teatinu tnttl.at:ive undertaken@\t'\ rho direc.t:lon of

4

the State Board of Education™ hupermtendent Thompson d s«.x'tbeas Wlscoxv

1ted \in resnonse

ee!sed state funding

}

:’ ) ' ~ - . ’ v
testing program. LT o o h
i ¥ v

The decision-mkers active in making critical choldes about nininm )

competency testing impact the new testing nrograms in different ways, ways

most often dicta{ted by the unique constituency to whom thﬂ {locisimjrﬁ“aﬁers .
..~ feel. that

oy,

., \K

themselves are accountable. scons-—

for, examnle ‘nave felt to some extent accountable to the taxnayers who

wouid:du v .oroof ‘of’ the need and effectivenese' of the inc.rea&fgf state ‘

ap ¢

i Aor oubli elementary %.nd seconhary eduqation. Some
lﬁical bo‘ .ds of, eglﬁcatlon_,initiate conme‘&e:xcy tests as’ high sehool .,

#
graduatlon requirements " d1°reg:t resoonse to pressure from 1oc;a1 business

sufficient oroflciency for on- the job Success Some ed) ca,tor dec 1sion-

makers choose to nm:],ement mim.&wmmtency testmg%;m antlcmat‘fon S

of increased aggregate student scores on the' stan‘dxrdlzed measures of "

achievement” used to evaluate and comoare Qeducatmnal orog'rams These

r—

,educators frequently are advocates of a "'carrot and stick" ab‘oroach to | ’fgr

"%

learm.ng or, for that matter to teachmg, and be11eve thdt a test%jto lea
% v.v - _g:g A

aﬁ?‘oach W111 increase student prof1c1€ncy
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The awlience to whnm\:he decision-makers fusl accountable will

datgrmine the natuve, and indeed the very existenca, nf the testing
mxugrum n fﬁct‘ the voicae nE the audiance to whom the decielun*mukev
teela accounzable may be 50 stronu that the constituency -may become, Je
; facto. the unofficial decision-eker for much important educational
d?Llcy»making. This s varticularly true when the declslon-maker is
\publlcly elected. In some clrcunstanices, the demand of the unofficiul
. - pdecision makers has become so sttong that the officlal, professional
declsion -makers --many times experienced educators-f;ﬁz:afelt campellad
to engage in practices conlrary to‘their own best judgment and training.
Such situdtions have caes the use of new test instruments B ore they
have:ﬁet requisite orofessional standards for vaiidity and reliability be-
-“'ceuse of a demand for immed}ate 1mn1ementation of a testing nro Tam,
"Similarly, many educators have. ‘been uressed to test and make C itical
“decisions about students before sufficient proof wasw athered of
l "instructional match," i.e., that students were bé&ng irly inst cted
on the knowlédge~and skills assessed by the test. .
The vroblem of instructlonal match or instructioﬁél velidity,
is a critical variable influenced by the locus of dec151on-making about |
minimum comnetency(\estlng If the prime movers of a test1ng program
operate at the state level, exgpbr in a le 1slature a state board or
a state department, the ;estlng program will have(a 51gn1f1cant1y different
educatlonal effect than would a locally 1n1t1ated program, Because a

mgndated minimm competency test w111,<at least eventually, have a
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pewartul intllence on tha curriculum afforded students who will he

requirved to take tha test, a stara vun tasting nroygram ramgvns From

locgl school distvicts:the lagt and mose significane vnactga of lLocal
f

control, tho determination of what will be taught to a commmity' 3

schoul uhtldran.

b

Minlmaon Cai‘t}),et:emy 'I‘aa!ing:
Who {3 "Rducated'?

.

Regardless of whers the dacision*mnking about minimunm uompetency
testing takes place and the ldentity ot the official or unofficial

‘decision-makers, the goals angd ijectives measured on the test play a

major role in defining what we mear) when we say that a student has been

succeisfully ”educaged.” Bducational end-nroducts are labeled as

»

béing successfully eduqated if they pass the test, regardless of whether

. the test is part of atest-for-dinloma scheme, where the achievement measured

1s successful completion of twelve years of study, or whether the test

is part of a school readiness scheme, where the achievement measured is

“the success of the family in early childhood education. Some programs

define successful education ‘in smaller increments, use a minimum competency

‘test to measure the achievement needed to pass from grade-to-grade or

from track-to-track within a grade. in each instance, when the skills and -
knégledgé to be-meésured on the test are defined and when the requisiEe
ievei of achievement for.success on the test is set through designation of
item difficulty éﬁ& cut-séore; the tesﬁ—makers establish a standard of
educatlon . | .

The process of 1dent1fy1ng those who have been successfully educated

'"Sgglns when the testing program is 1n1t1a11x mandatéd. The dec;51on-makers

”/ &



establ ishing the nrogram, bd-\t:hay' lcuhlamrs; board members, or edicators,
jonarally provida at ledst 4 general statement of the purposes of the
tastling prﬂgruﬁ; Thua, anhmlnnwmumtnuﬂy tasting nrogramsa 4re initiaced
"to' combat the Llls of soclal nromot lon,” '"to assess the abillcy to
ﬁunutipn 1h'chc adult real world,' or ”tq,tnéﬁve nroficlency in tha‘basl;
aklills @_nd to nromote gm"uzl citizenshin,” This charge to the test-makers
beging tha procass of defining the educated individual., The definition
s EUrchen subscantlal when the ®st-makers estubllsh the goals and
objectivoa, or skills and knowledge, which will be assessed in determining
whether the avarridinu mandate Ls being met by a narticular studont.
Some programs hhya ralled uoon extensive public tiunut at thls stage; in
other programs pﬁpllc input has been minimal or nonexistent. Some programs
have looked clos;i&_to-ghg unofflicial decision-makers for formal inout at
this state; others Hhvo not. In any event, when test-content is defined,
~ & simultaneous andrcohgruent definition is imnlicitly written for what
is required for a student to be identified as hnvtng been successfully
educated. | | |

This process of defining e¢ucation causes little controversy when
only the most fundamental and basic of skills in reading, writing, and
computation are at issue. However, once the testing mandate goes beyond
proficiency in,Lhe.basic skills, controvery abounds. Programs to assess
"functional literacf," "adﬁlt basic competency,' or "fundamental survival
skills" provoke unending debate about what:yublic education is and should
be doing. At time, the debate concern _"ambiguity of those terms.

'However, once'the test-makers sharpeh.the,definitions of those terms by



/
avticulating che skills and Anowledge which they fael are camponsnts "¢
sach construct, an uneuiing debate is pravoked. Too arten, the test
rda te arkl the teat -makers seek to wuuuru: that which i dubjective,
lnfruma on privacy, contating value ijm:\ts, conflicts with rollgi'\mw
haliafs, or impoves cartain political pérsmc;ctvea.

While American nublic education has long bean ramgutzéd 44 one of
the most powertul mechanisms for soclalization. sl uvsshnuacinn in this
nation, in a society with somewhat increasing tolerance for individual
differences educational mandates which act to Lmpose ruug.tous. political,
or vilue perspectives fuce \ulmost: certain opposition ,fmmia;t ‘ loast iqme
segments of soclety. Thus, current objections to riclal and cu}tural
bias in some tests can be expected to grow, along with complaints about
such offorts. Ay tests Qf’mral develonment' and of ''good citizenshin."

The substance of knowledge tested s one controversy nrovoked by
attempts to define education by t’osts. the level of kfiowledge tested is
another. While this issue is not as public as the one‘justkdescribed.‘
{f made nublic, the controversy over lcve}s of skill required myldba
only slightly -less intense. What would be the public reaction to its
realization that many tests used to determine high school graduation
require only the oroficiency of the average sixth or seventh grader?
And, controversy aside, what are we conceding about our educational sysfem
when we seek after twelve or thirteen years of schoolling, only six or
seven yedrs of educational"achieyement? The latter question presents
narti‘cularly discouraging Prospects when one réalizes that minimum

cqnipetency testing will, in all probability, drive the curriculum and

o | _ .lnl
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ISLFUCLLOR b our suldals Ul stich o way that, with little alSu ti
offer a3 Lentives for teachars or atindanta, the ’M'S}.‘l an the
Compdteiky teat bavaing the maximen laval uf mrn..:um;z afwd Inat it lop
affered tn most schools.

1

_ 4 M1 i Commetency ,leat tnyg:
What Are the Geals of Public BEducation?

The struggle over control of the minimmm compatency movement diud
the difficulty of agredinyg on what the movement should tell us aboue .
ou'r students bgth point to the most fundamental quaatfun- the movumnt/
roquires (3 to dssess. Does the minimu competency testing movement

roquire us to reassess the goals of our system of nublic elementary aml

1Y
\

socondary education and, it 40, what Shauld ttﬂwaa ;goals ha?

In pa!-‘tlcu].s'r. one {3 inclined to consider what role minlmum
competency testing olaysfin the stx‘u'ggle for equallty of educational
onportmitle:s for minority studa}\.t‘.s and the struggle for' quality
aducationgl ovnortunities tor all st\.ulent.s.}‘wui the minimm compatency

movement toster or inhibit the sursuit of elther goal? I[s either concemn

either a vresent or contemnlated goal of our educational system and, iLf

»
30, will minimum competency "testing serve to further or to.frustrate that
. goal? N | | |
To date, the only impact comneténcy‘testiné has had on

equality of educational ovvortunity has been the confirmdtion, by the
test results, that we have not yet achieved equality of educational

ooportunity for students of all races and cu;tures‘. In fact, the ta’sts

-



saﬁftrm Lhat we have Ldy tu o s our efforts. * N RLALIME C e Caiw v
4!19&&1113 YOETam haa aa vet alunay anything athey chai significanely
lower ehmatlonsl sclilevement far mimrity atdenta.  The data ahows
schievement 30 low that Lt cennat be primerily attributable to the
fumily  aociosconomic muww of the atmmm n rmt. a?,lystu
Of teat scores amd othar stislent Jdata Liulicata that race ;id% 4 fay mire
potent prediction of student. success on gne malor min i Competency
r:nt than other variables, L luding socioeconamic status .’

Hfforts to explaln away- low minority test bart‘umx:c-én growsus
that test results are belng used orimarily to identify.students tn need
of remedial or compensatory educational onportunities must bhe carefully
scrutinized. When the use of a ’mlnmun cmtnm:y test hay the effect of
segregating or resegregating students on the basis of race, are we able
to sufficiently justity, for both oducat,{cmu and social reasohs, the
pru:tl,c:n? Purther, is such tsolation of the races justifiable when we
have no proof thnt any inu‘anse in test scores which might result {s not
the result of toaching test taking skuls rather than luﬂmsed nrof;;hnw
in the fundamental skills being musurod on tho test?

The quality of educational Opmrtunltios afforded our students is
another factor orcsentgd in ranthg the goals of education to the

& A
issues presented by minimum competency testing. Implicit in competencv

ZIn soring, 1979, the first gradmting clasy’ “ubjectod to a state

test-for- dinloma requirement under Florida's Educational Accountability
Act nrovided granhic evidence of the racial effects of minimum comhetency
testing: blac students had a ten times greater L.ham:e of failing the test
“than whites, . o

' N ’

SO'Hhre, William. '‘Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Comnetencv Testing,“

NSSLP Renort, Janulry, 1980. Washington, N.C.: National Social Science
and the Law Projoct.
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) *testmg s deflmtlons of what will be taught and at wh1ch levels of pro-
f1c1ency, is the estale‘hment of the goals toward wh1ch our teachers

. 'and students wrll be .wog;cmg and the quali‘ty of educatlon Wthh students ;

w1ll be afforded Few of us rea11 ‘: when we become mvolved in 1ssues

relatmg to ‘minimum competency testing, that we are r;\aklng determlnatlons

which d1rectly effect what educatlon w1ll be and how far educatlon will

take our st:dents . ’ o - ' ¥

3

The ‘qualit){ of 'educational oppor'ttmities Qe-afford ou_r-‘ students -
is- also effected by the pressures to whioh we respond when we imolement
/ testing‘”'nrogranws For example, to resuond to the demand to make. the
" high school dlvloma a certificate for certam .employers w1ll 51gn1f1¢antly
influence not only the meaning of the dmloma but also the mstructlonal -

!

offermg in most schools. ‘ '
Fmally, some of us, myself inciuded, have at various time os1ted :
" an md1v1duallzed aonroach to minimum comoetenq; testing as a nrbgsed |
solution or altematlve to the present minimum competency testing

conundrgn. The formulgtion of an indiyidualized educational orogram

~ for every student based upon that student's needs, ab111t1es ‘and goals
with the use of an ind1v1dually tallored assessment of comoetency to
determine whether the student has met his or her J.nd1v1dual educational
goals is allurmg and should receive further con51deratlon. However, e
individualized education of this ty'oe oresents only a facile solution to
LY the problems presented by the mninm competency testing movement. ' - ..

- The forces behind minimum competency testing seek a mechanism for

‘m f
Rl
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fos;ering'individpal educational achievement, but they also seek such

* goals as re-establishing the "credibility"*of“the highyschool diploma.-

An emplo&er who seeks adsurance that a. hiéh school diploma signifies a

snecified level of achiev hardly be expected to be satisfied

': w1th»what are, in effect 1nd1v1dualized diulomas Legislators seeking
a specified "rate of return" on the investment of educational.tax dollars,
would also probably have'difficultf accepting the individualized avoroach.

Minimum Competency Testing
Where Will It Take Us?

[)

More,questions‘than answers about the impact of minimm competency

EIN

test have been presented here. Such is as it should be, at least at |
this point'in the history of the movement. We cannot yet fully assese ,
this latest eoucétional énnovetion but we can, and must, in ouf roles

as educational decision n;iers or simply educational observers remember’
ithat what havoens w1th minimm comnetency testing will impact the de-

finition and goals of education in our nation. , /

4
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