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THE PURPOSE OF THIS PAMPHLET

v

tocal students tested above the national
average in readmg’™ °

Thaxter School prepares to adnuruster
dragriostic test battery to students”

SAT.scoses "dechine for the second
strarghl year” " 4

Ann scored at the 50th percentile in
reading and the 95th percentile in math-
ematcs”

Tom is eight months below grade level
iy reading”

Jon gamed .12 NCEs n reading.”

We live in a society that 1gextremely orrented toward testing Tests
are used to report progress. to compare performance, to determine
advanceme 1it, and to judge success or failure Testing.in one form or
another. appears in almost every phase of ife Testing occurs more
frequently. and probably cairies more weight, in the field of education
than in any other field.

Because testing. in many different forms. currently ptays such an
important 1olg 1n education. ESEA Title I, the Division of Federal
Assistarce in the Vermont State Department of Education, beheved 1t
was important to prepare this brochure to present a general introduc-
thion to terms and phrases commonly used in testing and to highhight
some of the advantages and disadvantages of certain types of tests

If. after reading this pasphiet, you desire additional information er
clanfication about testing. please contact either your locat school
administrator or the Evaluation Consultant, Division of Federal Assis-
tance Vermont Department of Education, Montpelier. Vermont 05602
Phone {802) 828-3124 - -
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WHY DO WE TEST?
~  Webster s Dictionary defines the word test” as asetof questions o1
exercises for deternuming one s knowledge or skills, an examination o
thial to determine something s value
. Testing o1 determining the tevel of one s knowledge. has always
existed n Amencan education Inthe earhestimes testing was usually
_ done as part of the daity school routine Individual students were
. frequently asked to recite passages or do anithmetic problems on small
~ chalkboards at thesr desks The judgment of how well the student had
acquired know!€dge or mastered the skills oeing taught was 'eft er-
tirely 1n the hands of the classroom teacher Problems with this ap-
proach were obvious. i

e No way existed to tell whether ateacher was being too harsh o1 too
easy n judging students .

e Tests were not  objective . that s the teacher’s judgment played a
majot 10le and was subject to biases ranging from student behavior
to family background '

® There was no common standard for comparing the performance of
one student to dther students. .

Problems associated with testing and setting objective standards in
oducation became apparentduring World War | when it was found that
fafge numbers of young draftees,coujd not read. write, or complete
simple anithmetic prehlems even though they had compteted school It
became essential tobe able to compare one recruit’s skills with anoth-
et's for placementntra:ning programs Thus. an effort to develnp tests
to compare one person s knowledge or skills with those of a group of
simular people was undertakenona large scale Following World War |
the emphasis on testing contin uéd to grow and tesfing for the purpose
of comparing knowledge and skill levels became a formal part of
education and an imgportant tool inimproving programs and Instruc-
tion for students . :

Today. schools test to determine how-well their students fearn what
the schools think 1s being taught. Thisinformation s used by teachers,
administrators. and educational specialists to help determine how
effective eaucational programs are for students and What additions or
changes can be made that will most benefit the student

Schools use a wide variety of tests in-an attempt to determine how
wek their students are doing. These range from teacher developed
cla%sroom tests designed to measure the content of daily lessons to
more sophisticateu tests developed by large commercial test devel-

<-opment companies

Other than teacher made tests. the most jrequently administered
tests are ntethgence (1Q) tests, échleveme‘nvests, and diagnostic
tests The next section of this pamphlet will examine the advantages
and disadvdntages of each type of test '
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WHAT ARE THE MOST COMMON
TYPES OF TESTS AND WHAT DO
THEY MEASURE? . .

’ There/ué many different types of tests av ulable to measure knowl- -
* “edgyagd skills The most frequently used test in the classroom is the
< one that 1s developed and administered by the teacher to measure

SQQZI/hC information he or she has recéntly 1aught In many respects
/Kese are the mostumportant tests a chiid will take because they allowa
" teacher to momtor educatidnal progress on a daily basis However.

because teachers must construct and grade 30 many of these t&sts.
. some questions may be poorly'f)hrased and elrors may occur in scor-
ing Furthermore. teacher-made tests do not permit comparisons ot a
student s performance to other students outside of that particular
classroom For these reasons, commercial publishers hire profession-
al test writers to develop more sophisticated standardized tests and
scoring systems - )

The most commonly used commercial tests re intelligence tests,
achievement tests, and diagndstic tests Each of these types of tests
are used for different-reasons The tests. the reasons for using them.
and then advantages and disadvantages will be described below

”

1Q or Intelligence Tests ° . :
1Q" stands for inteligence quotient Intelligence tests are designed
1o measure a person s rpolentnal for learning compated to other peo-
ple his or her own age Intelligence tests are pot muant fo measure
. specific knowledge Intelligence test scores tend to be farrly constant
from year to year butdovaryasa function of r.w motivated a studentis
to do well on the test. oi how well he or she is feeling on a partictilai
day Achiids potential for learning may even change as a tesult of
changes in his or her environment or the kinds of educational expe-
riences he or she encounters 1Q tests are not used in ESEA Tutle |
testing
There = a great deai of controvers ¢ surrounding the issue of intelh-
gencetesting Asatesult, 1Q scores are usedmuch less frequently now
than they werein the past Experts caa stiiMiot agree én a defmition of
intethigence, whether ornot thete are differentkinds of intethgence. the
degree to whigh intelligence 1s hereditary, the extent to which tests
actually meastre intelligence. the amount of cultural bias in the tests,
the stabelity of test scores over ime. and the weight which shonld.bes
given to 1Q scores in an overall evaluation of thechild Itis lmpo'rtgnl.
. therefore. that mtellg’ge’nce scores be interpreted by people who are
aware of the controversies surrounding these tests and 'vho have other
ynformation available about the child
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Remember :mumqunl:o tosts. hké-.ﬁl other tests, are qnly one mdica-
tor of a studantss intellectual development and should never be the only

criterion for judging a student’s abilities or skils
b »

. Advantages
* 1Q scores have been fairly accurate in the past for,
prédicting stiidenbsuccessin academic setings
e Individual 1Q tests can be used as one measure foi
the selection of students tor special programs of to
. . identify those in need of spectal assistance Nor-
mally an 1Q score of 100 is considered “average - .
The further away from this score (either up or down)
a child scores. the greater the possible need for a
spectal program or assistance

. Disadvantages
¢ Oftentimesintelligencetestsdonot take Intoaccount
differences in the cultural or economic backgrounds
of students being tested
e The results of 1Q tests are oiten misinterpreted 1Q
scores can and do change. Accurate interpretation
can be done only by trained experts "
. » Accurate 1Q tests can only be given to one student
at a time rather than to large groups. This requires
much more ime for testing and adds to the expense
In addition, most inteligence tests can only be ad-
ministered by a specialist trained ingiving a particu-
lar intelligence test. )

Ingellnge?\ce tests are being used less t}eq[n(_antly in today’s class-
rooms than in the past A more commoniy usedcommercial test today
is the achievement test -

‘Achievement Tests .. N
Unlike intelhggnce tests which were designed to medsure a pers 'S
“potential for learning’. achievement tests are intended to measure a
person's general skillsin specific academic areas such as vocabuiary,
reading comprehension, anthmetic computation, spelling, social stud-
ies. or, science. These tests are often referred to as “survey” tests
because they do,not try to determine everything a student may know
about a subject Usually. achievement tests are constructed by test
publishérs using experts from untversities, textbook writers, and cur-
ricvlum speciahists These people examine what is being taught at
different grade levels across the country in areas such as reading and
thematics Based on this information. these experts develop test
‘questions to measure generally how well students are doing in each

academic area

Achievement tests are commonly used in selecting students to par-

L'l »
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ticipate in ESEA Title | This 1s because student Title | participation is
contihgent upon a student s nol achieving in basic skills on’a par with
his her peers These lests are-alse commonly used for reporting the , -
gaing students show f{rom ESEA Title'l assistance -

While achievement tests are popular among educators they, like all «
tests. should be looked upon as only one indicator of how well a y
student or educationalarogram 1s succeeding '

Because achievement tests are general’ medsures ot an academic
area. not all the questions on the test will precisely match what 1being
taught n yourchilds school of classroom These tests are useful for
getting a geheral picture of how well a group of students or an educa-
tional program s functioning in a specific subject matter area

] Advantages FEN

e. Achievement tests aljow. parents. and educators to,
compare how well therr students and schools are
performing n terms of general knowledge in such
Aeay as reading. mathematics, science. etc . with
other students and schools from acroés the country
Achievement tests are usually adrunistered to large
groups of students and. therefore. are relatively
ipexpensive and less time cofsuming than intglhi-
gence tests .
Achievement tests can be easily administered and
interpreted by classroom teachers

Disadvantages
The questions on achievement tests do not measue
precisely what Is being taught 1n a classroom or
school. There may be questions on the test that
measure information that 1s not being taught at that
grade level o1 0 that school There also may be
information or skills being taught in a grade or
school for which there are no quesnor}s on the *
achievement tést . -
Only contentareas whichcan be measured by multi-
ple-choice test itggns are included in thetest.
s Achievement tests cannot be used to pinpoint the
- strengths and weaknesses of individual students in
various subject matter or skill areas :

If achievement tests provide general information on how well stu-
dents or programs are performing. what test can besed to pmpomt
problem areas? The answer s a diagnostic test :
Diagnostic Tests

While the achievement test is intended to measure general kgowl-
edge or skiil inasubjectarea. the diagnostic test1s intended to dentify




spectfic protélvm areds within that subject matter For example. an
achievement t8st in arithmetic computation may simply show that the
student 1s performung foorly in that general area A diagnostic aath-
~ metic test might show that the studentcan do everythingbut carry and
. borrow in addition and gubtraction problems '
o For the most part, diaghostic tests are the most popular test tool used
by leachers and ectucatnégal specialists These tests aliow teachers to
identify the specific stren ihs and weaknesses a studept has and then
plan a precise program to overcome thbse weaknesses Diagnostic
tests are commonly used t‘gr ESEA Title | testing to assist teachersboth
’ in diagnosing problems ahdin checking for student progress
Diagnostic tests. unlike achievement tests. are usually designedto
measure only reading or mathematics and not subject areas such as °
- s6ciarstudiels and sclencéi ' )

. ) . Advantages
- o Unlike achievement tests. diagnostic tests provide
the teacher with a detailed prcture of @ student's e
strengths apd weaknesses .
. * .Resultsallow the teacher to develop precise nstruc- .
’ ) tional plans‘toccompensate for weaknessesxl: to* s

. buiid on stiertgths i
. o Usually diagnostic tests canbe administered to Kirge
> * groups of students which make them less expensive
and time consuming than inteligence tests  ~ °
A Y

o

y ’ Disadvantages
N ¢ Diagnostic tesfs ust allyprovide intormation on'only
° T, one subject area at a time. wh:ch)é usually -eithet
e reading or mathematics. B .
* o Diagnostic tests require more traiing to administer

..+~ andnterpret than achievement tests but less train-
ing than intelhigenge tests * .
" _* “Diagnostic test information is of little value unless
ot | someone can take that tnformation and develop a
! . T specific educational program to overcome student
) weaknesses -, - -

g

4 .
‘ In summary, let us review what we have learned about tests thatare
commonly used 1n education. : ) )

’ o Teacher'Mmade tests. although extremely valuable in measuring.
- student progress. are generally le$s sophisticated and do hot per-
.mit comparisons across grades og schools .

o Intelhgence tests are being used less frequentlyin schools. usually .
require an expert to administer and interpret, are given to one
student at a ime. and miasure “"potential for learning’. rather thars

spicific knowledge in a particular content avea .

‘ L
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o Achtevement tosts ate the most commonly used commercial test.
they measure general knowiedgelevelsin several subject matter
areas. they give an overall picture of how wella student or program
1s dogng Not all of the questions on an achievement test match
what 1s being taugnt in a classroom of school

e Diagnostic tests are probably the most popular tests among
teachers. they identify specific student strengths and weaknesses.
usually inmath or reading, the information can be used to develop
precise educational plans for students to overcome weaknesses

F:nally' leslé are only one indication of how well & student or educa-
tional programis functroning and this information by itself should not
be the sole éniterson for judging performance

t

For example i

Judy W has a record of scoring poorly on any type of commercially
developed test In talking with her we find out that the pressure”
¢« tedted by the way these testsare given frightens her and that she finds
shecan not concentrate on.the questions How else can we measure
how well Judy s doing in school? We could logk at other test scores to
see if she has always had this pioblem in taking tests or whetheritisa
recent devetopment, we could,iook at fier grades in vanous subjects,
talking with her teachers would give an indication of her ability: we
could examine 'samples of her daily work. or we could observe her
performance in the classroom penodically While none of these alter-
natwes to testing give us a broad basis for comparing Judy to other
studentsgthey do allow us to make general statements 2bout her skills
and abilily : ’ . N

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE = .
BETWEEN NORM-REFERENCED
AND CRITERION-REFFRENCED

TESTS? - -

We have talked about the different types of tests usually found, in
schools Since achievement testsare the thost cormmonly used testsin
education. and most schools use achtevement tests at" one time of
another itis important to understand at least two different ways these
tests are used to make tomparisons of students

We can see how well a studentdid onan achievementtest conﬁ_)ared
to similar students from across the cougtry. In test jargon, a test that
uses this kind of comparison {an individual's performance compared
to a group's performance) 1s called a "norm-referenced test”

We can akso compare how well a student did on an achigvement test’

kS




by matchmy tus or her performance to predetermined crnteria For
example, we mught say that we expect all fourth grade students to be
able to pass 9 out of 10 addition problems on a test If the student

. cannot do this, he or she will be given spectal'assistance In this case.
the student's performance on the test 1s being compared to a prede-
termined expectation or critenon, and. therefore. we call this xand of
achievement test a “cfitenon-referenced test .

Let us examine these two kinds of comparisons from achievement
tests more closely .

The "group comparison of norm-referenced test” 1s simply a test -
whose questions have been given previously to large numbers of stu-

. dents from all over the country When test publishers develop an
achievement test. they ask schools across the natior: to give ihe testto
their students: In return. the schools are not charged for the test
. By giving the test to large numbers of students from urban, subur-
ban. and rural schools m regiohs throughout the country. the test
publisher hopes to get a cross-section of student scores that reflect

. how students of different skill levels perform on the test Based on
these scores. the test publisher then has an idea of how an “average”.
above average or "below average’ studentwill score onthistest Itts .
this average or “nermal’ population’s performance on1he test against
which you: school s students are compared

The actual companson 1s made by taking the number of correct
answers your student received and gomng to a table in the test booklet
that provides scores of how well the "normal populau.gn“'dld on the
same test ) i .

The reason the test publisher gives the test (¢ SO many students
inthially 1s to,get a better picture of how well jhe “typical or average”
student can be expected to score and o Insure that students from
varied backgrounds have been included in the "normal population”
For example. 1t would not be fair to test students from poor, ruralareas
on an achievement test which had been tried outon students {romrich.
suburban areas We canassume that wealthier suburban schools and
codmmunities have more resources available bothin and out of school ¥
that affect how well their students do on tests Rural students oftendo
ot have these same resouices available Therefore. 1t 1s not farto

. compare how well they perform on tests ~normed™ on just students
*from wealthy suburban areas

On a “norm-referenced test” then. comparnsons can be made
between your child s performance and thatof other students of similar
age. grade level, or background from across the country Scoreson a
‘norm-referenced test” may also be used to determine-how well a
school's or grade's performance compares with similar schools or
grades across the country .

Advantages
e Norm-reférenced tests provide a means of compat-




g e petletpance of individuat students or educa-
tional progirams to other sinular students or pro-
grams trom across the gountry A

e Results from the publisher's norminggroup”can be
used as a benchmark for determining how much
fearning has taken piace and for identifying areas of
general weakness in curriculum

Disadvantages
.o Norm-referenced tests alwaysjudgea student’'s pet-

formance relative to the performance of the students
in the normal population’ This norm population
may not be made up of similar students and so com-
parisons would not be fair

e The results of “norm-referenced tests™ are often
over-interpreted and given more weight than other
nchicators of learning While it1s fair to use thenorm-
roferenced test results for general comparisons. you .~
need to remember that it does not perfeclty match

_ whats being taught in your focal schools .

e Data collected from the 'norming group™ quickly
becomes out-of-date bec¢ause oi changesin curricu-
tum as well as 1n society as a whole For example. it
prob\bly 1s misleading to compare the performance
in refiding of fourth graders n 1979 to how fourth
gradersin the ‘norm population”didIn 1969 Teach-
tng /methods changed. textbooks were improved.,
students were exposed to vastly different experi-
onces. social or parental pressures may have
changed — all these factors probably tontributed to
making the 1969 norms outdated.

«- Analternative to comparing a student agamsf how another group of
simitar students did on a test 1s to compare his her performance
against a predetermined critenon or standaid Thistype of testiscalled
a ‘prlterlon-referer:ced test " ’

A critenion-referenced test compares the student to a set of crnitena
rather than to tha performance of other students Questions are usually
arranged to measure skills in some type of sequence from simplest
skills to the more complicated If a studentcan pass all or most of the
items we say he or she has ‘mastered” the skills If the studentbeginsto
fail questions, then we say that mastery of tirat skill has not been
attained. and thatis where instruction begins On acriterion-referenced
test there 1s usually no comparison with how other students did on the
same questions Weare interested in only what each individual student
knows

On a math cniteron-referenced achievement test. we may expect a
fourth grader to be able to do 4 of the first 6 items correctly and a fifth




grader to du 10 of the st 14 tems If a student in either grade fails to
obtain the necessary number of correct items ("the cnteron”) then a
special program of instruction can be provided for them This allows
studgnts o learn at thewr own pace and to be operating at different
leveld in different subject areas without specific references to grade.
levels . .

° Advantages
¢ Studentachievementisjudged onhow well that stu- .
" dent performed a desired skill rather than by com-
paring his or her performance to another group of
students functioning at a different grade level.
e Teachers can obtain information about how well
individual students have mastered specific skillsand ‘
use that information to develop individual programs
of study for those students. -

Disadvantages
e In most cases. thére 1s no way of knowing how a
student s score on a critenon-referenced test com-
pares with a national average.
e Testiesults usually cannot be summarizedinasim- -
ple score .

In summary. there are two basic kinds of achievement tests norm-
referenced tests and cnitenon-referenced tests The difference be-
tween these tests 1s how they evaluat€ a student’s performance

A norm-referenced test compares a student’s test performance to

. how wella “group or normal population™ did on the same test Thistype
of test allows a school to see how well iIts students or prggrams are °
doing compared with similar students or programs acrossthe country
Ii the “norm-population” is not similar to your students then the com-
pansons will be misleading The results of ESEA Title I assistance are
usually reported on the basis of norm-referenced tests

A criterion-referenced test compares the student to a set of critene
or expectations in terms of .skills to be mastered In .many ways
criterion-referenced tests, like diagnostic tests, allow tke teacher to
see which skills have been mastered and which have not and to plan
specific educational programs for the student Many ESEA Title |
teachers use critenon-referenced tests to monitor student progress
The resuits of some criterion-referenced tests such as the PRI-DM!can
be converted. by the test publisher, toa reporton how well the child did
1n compartson to other students across the country
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. WHAT DO TEST SCORES MEAN?

" s shightly below grade level, 3.2 (third grade, second month) is slightly

. should be 1n the tenth grade? No, it simply meMa e student is

We have discussed the types of tests uted in schools and looked
specifically at achievement tests, but tests are of ho value un|@ss we
can understand what the scores produced really mean We will look at
tive kinds of test scores raw scores, grade equivalents, percentiles,
stanines, and NCEs These scores are usually found only on norm-
referenced tests since they represent different ways of comparing one
student's performance with that ot a group of peers

Raw Scores ‘ -

A raw scoreis simply the number of questions the studentanswered
correctly Because the number of questions vary between tests, the
raw score itself does not have any value in making comparisons For
example.if a fifth grade studentgets 21 outof 50 questions correctona
reading test and then gets 12 questions out of 25 correctonamathtest,,
what do we know about the student's performance in reading and
math? The ariswer is nothing, since we don't know how hard the
questions are for a hifth grader We use thre raw score to go to the test
publisher s tables and convertto scoresthatletus compare the chald's
pertormance to that of other fifth graders One of those score’ 1s the
grade equivalent

Grade Equivalents
Grade equivalent scores are based ona division of the school year
into nine months ) . . .

Begmnu‘wg - Endof ,
Sept Oct - Nov, Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May June -
0 D | 2 3 4 5 6 , 7 8

If a studentis functioning at grade level, that studentis demogstratiﬁgﬁf
the same level of skill or knowledge as other students at that gr;ﬁe‘

)

level In other words. he or she 1s getting thessame number of JEms
correct on a test as the average student at the same grade lev#§ For
example.a third grade student who is tested in reading in Octgbgérand =~
who 1s said to be scoring at the 3.1 grade level {third grade, first
month)is atgrade level Astudentscoring 3 0 (thitd grade, o months)

above grade level It a third grade student scores 10.3’(te4g'nh grade,
third monthy on a reading achievement test, does this meah he or she

achieving and probabty could do more challénging work, though not
necessarily at tife tenth grade level. The third reading test, in this
case was never given totenth graders Thetestpublisherarrived atthe
tenth grade score through a statistical formula rather than actually
giving the test to tenth graders. ' o ,

)
.




[——

' than thus student in reading and spproximately 60% of the students in

. score of 3 At the end of the year the student Jakes the same'testand

- stillhas a stanine score of 3. The'student had astanine score of 3when

The major disadvantages to the grade equivalent score are that it
cannot be added and averaged accurately and that it assumes that the
same amount of learning occursin each month of the school year. We
know that 1s hot true Therefore. changesn grade equivalent scores
are not necessanly accurate inficators of student progress .

it grade equivalents are not good indicators of progress what about
percentiles? e ' .
Percentiles . : .

A percentile 1s another type of score that i1s derived from the raw
score {(number of correct responses) The percentile s ascale from tto
99. with the 50th percentile being considered average :

If a student receives a raw score of 20 on his/her reading achieve-
ment test and we look this up in the test publisher's table, we find it
converts to a percentile score of 60. What this means 1s that approxi-
mately 10% of the students in the “norm population” scored higher ¥ .

the norm population scdred lower in reading .

Obviously. the higher above the 50th percentile students score. the
better they are doing, and the further b8low the 50th percentile they
score. the greater the need is for special assistance

Although there aré problems with adding and averaging percentiles,
these problems are not as great as they are with grade equivalents
Percentiles provide a much more accurate descniption ¢f student pro-
gress than grade equivalents.

Another commonly used test score 1s called the stanine

Stanines .

A stanines another indicatorof a student’s rank relative to the norm
population and s also derived from the test publisher's table by using
the raw score ) .

Stanines are a scale from 1 to 9. Stanine scores of 1.2, 0or.3 are
considered to be below average scores, scores of4.5 orbareaverage;
and stanine scores of 7, 8, or 9 are above average scores

While the stanjne. unlike the grade equivalentand percentile scores,
can be added and averaged accurately. its disadvantage is that itisnot
a very precise indicator of student progress For example, a student
may get 27 questions correct the first time he/she takes the test. This
number of correct questions may just barely be enough to geta stanine

this time gets 321tems correct This number of correct questions isonly®
one away from a stanine score of 4 butitis still one short, so the student

he or she started and stili has‘a stanine score of3attheend _of theyear.
Does this mean no learning took place? Obviously not, because we
saw from the example that the student answered more questions cor-

ls
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rectly the second ime than he or she did the first time Whatitmeansis
P~ stmply that the stanine score is not exact enough to accurately reflect
student progress

%

nce & o o
A score which is technicaily very ssmilar to a stanine. butlooks like a
percentite. 1s the NCE. or normal curve equivalent- While stanines
range from 110 9. NCEs range from 1 to 99 If ong translated stanine
scores into NCEs. score. of 1t0 35 NCEs would be considered below
average. scores of 34 to 66 wouid be average. and scores 0! 67 to 99
_wouid be above average Because there are 99 points on the scale
instead of 9. NCEs provide a much more precise measure of where a
studenpis. and how much be or she progresses relative to other stu-~
: dents Like stamnes. NCEs can be averaged to provide an accurate
pictuie af « roup performance In fact 1t was for the purpose of sum-
manizing r. nwide ESEA Titie | achievement data that NCEs were
»nitially develgped NCEs are not often used to report test results of
individual students. but are used to report the ESEA Ttle [ results thata
school district has achieved K
The following excerpts on NCE s are taken from Technical Paper No
' 2by G Kasten Tallmadge entitled Interpreting NCE's — ESEA Title |
Evaluating and Reporting System pubhished In Octaber 1976 by the
. Office of Education . : ’

“NCEs are like percenfiles Both an NCE of 50 and a percentile of 50
are exactly average While NCEs do not match percentiles at other
points (except for 1 and! 99). the anaiogy is quite useful when trying to
describe achievement gains measured i NCEs: While 1t 1s not stnctly
. correct to taik about NCE gains as if they were percentile gains. it will
NE 2N probabiy facihtate communication and enhance understanding to do
. ";“’ .50 This is particularly tiue since most people tend to think of percen-

tiles as if they were an .equal-intgrval scale and would be somewhat
confused to iearn that a gain from percentile 5 to percentile 101s almr ust
*. exactly twice as big as a gain from perczntile 15 to percentile 20
‘AnNCE of 501 at grade level. Regardiess of the time of year at which
testingisdone-and the grade levei tested.a properly derived NCE score
of 50 will always be the nationai average for thatgrade leveland month
Being average means being exactly at grade level, NCEs below.50
signal below-average achievement levels or below-grade-level per-
~formance AnNCE of 301s exactly the same distance below grade leve!
at every grade while being “a year below grade level” has a different
meaning at each grade. Finally, an NCE of 30s always exactly twiceas
far below grade level as an NCE of 40 while being "two years below
grade level " 1s nevertwice as much as being ofle year below grade level
(belilve it or not)! -, ,
"An NCE gain of zero means thaf the Title | project produced nQ gamn
A zero NCE gain does not mean that the studgnt or group of students

]
o
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st and posttest They aimost certainly
answered more itens Corre tly at the end of the instructional pernod
than at the beginning The zerQ NCE gan simply means, that the
amount of tearning was precisely what would have been expected had
there been no Titie | projeet — in other words it means that the Title |
project added exactly nothing to the requiar school program
Al NCE gamns greater than zero dre good' Whenever the avaluation
shows an NCE yain greater than Zero, it means that the Title | pupits
profitted from participating in the project In general, the largei the
NCE gain. the more effectivethe project itisnot possible however. to
designate”anys specific NCE gain as the criterion for exemplary or
. outstanding projects Acost-effectiveness criterion seems moie appro-
priate Assuming that the same number of dollars were spent, for
example. a 4-NCE gamn produced in a treatment group of 200 pupils
might be considered as good as an 8-NCE gan produced 1n a treat-
ment group of 100 pupiis ™ ) -
in summary, we now know that raw scores, or the number of items a
student gets correct on the test have httle value for comparison pui-
poses but are the key to getting other test séores from the publisher’s
) ) t.h:bles Grade equivalents are not accurate for describing student prog-
~-." ress because they cannot be added or averaged accuratelv and they
" erroneously assume that equal learning takes place in each month of
schoout- . , °
Stanines can_be averaged atcurately but are not precise enough
indicators ot student _progress Generglly, the best test scores for
) showing student growth br progress 1s the percentile or the NGE
¢ Finally. we should emphasize that caution should be used In inter-
preting test scores, if you.asa parent, areunsure about gh’e meaning of
your child’s test scores. seek advice from your school Remember. test
scores are only one indicatron of a student’s performance. We should
not discount other factors that serve as evidence of student peror:
mance such as subject matter grades. examples of the student’s daily
. work. teacher appraisal, or observation of the student performing in

class Iy

" TESTING IS USEFUL, BUT:

Tgsting 1s a very valuable tool for education, parents, and the com-
munity whep it comes to ‘making decisions about programs for stu-~
dents and schools When properly used, test information can heip

- teachers create educational plans designed to overcome areas of aca-

. demic weakness or to build on specific strengths Testinformation can

be used by school administrators and citizens to make decisions about
wherexesources should be apphed to meet educational neéds

Obviously. test information ¢an also be abused and to prevent this

we otfer the following cautions

Ye.imod nothitg between pret
L
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e, Testing 1s only one indication of how well a student or school pro-
gram 1s performing Other information should be included along
with testinformation before judgments are made about studentsand
programs '

Fot example. Informatign about the attitudes andbehaviorof ’
the students in school s probably as impoytarit as how well
they do on achievement lests Information about the resources
avallable to provide the iastruction 1s also important

If achievement tests do not match the material taught to the student,
then drawing conclusions frem such tests can be misleading. and
the results wili be of httle or ho value -

For example. if your school uses a traditional mathematcs
curnculum and the new achievement test you have selected
tests modern math concepts, the lest will not -accurately
represent how your students are doing In math Itisextremely
ymportant that the content of the achievement test matches as
closely as possible what is being taught . -~

& Some students do not perform well on tests. for them, a testis notan
accurate reflection of achievement

For example. some students become SO apprehensive when
it comes time to take a test that they “freeze” or "go blank”
There1s ho doubt that testing cieates pressure on students For
students who cannot take tests, we must use othér indicators
such as teacher grades. observation of classroom perfor-
mance. and examples of work. Efforts should also be made to
reduce test anxiety for students by telling them the purpose
and use of the tests they are talung and providing them with
moie experience in taking tests °

e Donot ‘over-interpret” test results Be aware of the imitations of the
test you’are using and the test scores that are being reported

For example. our fourth grade scored this year at the 48th
percentie in reading butevery other year they have been atthe
52nd percentile Something must be wrong' To begin with. the
48th percentile 1s not significantly below average In terms of
performanceand. for that matter. the 52nd percentileis notthat
high above average Do not generalize about the quality of an
entire school based on the performance of how one grade
scored on one achievement test )

o A test must be properly administered 1n order to obtain accurate
results , , .l g
N For example, giving an achievement test just after students
- ~_ havereturned from vacation will probably notgive you the best
“.results Also, testing studehts for long periods of time durning
the day can lead to poorer scotes because students get tired

T?%Qhers should be familiar with directiohs for giving the

test I 1\test 1s to pe given to students for 30 minutes. the
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tedad her should not extend the time 1o 45 minutes because she
knows tf the students had more ime they would do better The
norm population that oniginally took the test had only 30 min-
utes |f vahd compansons are to be made. thatis all the time
that can be allowed Following directions on a test1s essential

Teachers shoutd not teach the specific questions on a test to stu-
dents Naturally, they may teach the subject matter or content that
those questions are intended’to measure *

Since the State of Vermont has introduced a basic competency
program that allows school districts the option of determining what
methods will be used to assess student skill levels (tocally developed
X \ tests. norm-referenceg tests. cnitenon-referenced tests. etc ). itseems
important to provide a bnef explanation of that prografm

- »

WHAT IS THE VERMONT BASIC
COMPETENCY PROGRAM?

All of the schools In the State of Vermont are probably doing some
type of testing similar to what has been described in this pamphlet In
addition. all are involved in the Vermont Basic Competenc‘y Program

¢ «The purpose of this programs tonsure that students graduating from
- Vermont schools have obtained minimal or basic mastery of skills in
‘the areas of reading, wnting, listening, speaking. computation. and
. reasoning .

The Basic Competency Program allows the use of a flexible testing
system The State of Vermont has already stated what the basic skills
shouid be in each area. but it leaves the measurementof those skillsup
to each community. Some communities wish to assess these skills via
norm-referénced or criterion-referenced tests available from commer-
cial pubhshers Most communities, however, have chosen to develop
their own test items. While the Vermont Basic Competency pregram
establishes the mintmum acceptable level of skill for students and
schools in réading. language arts. arithmetic, and reasoning that must
be demonstrated before a diploma or advancement s awarded, the
methods for measuring these skill areas are feft up to the schools
Schools may electto use a commerctally developed test or to develop
tests of their own or to combine both approaches.

While the testing process uséd by each school district participating
in the Vermont Basic Competency Program s different and therefore,
does not permit compgrisons to be made,among school districts, it
does provide the distnct with spectfic information about how well its
students and schools are performing in the basjc skill areas identified
by the state: i
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IN SUMMARY

We have examined the kinds of tests that are most frequently used i
<~hools and what various types of test scores mean What we ‘can
conclude 1s that testing has been. and probably will continue to be. a
very integral partof the educational process Itis, therefore, important
for parents and teachers to become more fanuliar with testing and the

_issues assocrated with the use of tests " . .

While this pamphlet has attempted to provide an overview on testing.
it has also pglnted out that testing ¢anbe a comphcated process that
requires a great deal of careful consideration before conclusions ¢an

" be drawn .

Tests are a tool that can help pdrents and teachers improve educa-
uenal progiams for students, but taey are only one tool Unless they -
are used wisely. they can easily distort the overall picture of a child’s
educationai development Y,
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