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A Ye'ar of Basic Skills Testing.and
Compensatory Education in Louisiana

Louisiang mounted a statewide tudent improvement effort in 197,6, the"

Major components of which are 1) the definAtion of State miniMum standards in

language arts (reading, writing) and mathematics for each grade, K through

12, 2) the development anciedstribution of State Curriculum Guides addressing

each of_ eigh.t pubject areas including langua6e arts and mathematics, 3) the

implementation of a State Basic Sylls Testing Program to measure performance

A.On the minimum standprds in 'the areas of language arts and mathematics among

grade 2 . through 12 'students, and 4) -the implementation of -3 State-Funded

Comperisatory / Remedial, Program guaranteeing remediation - services to the

students judged to be deficient in the minimum standards in language arts

and/oi-` matSematics.

This paper examines the major influences these student imProvement

componeAts have had on Louisiana%s public iChoo*ls since 1980. First, the

nature and origin of the, State Basic Skills Testing Program are described.

Particular attention is given the State Basic Skills Testing Program because it

iv argifablyi. the driving force of this student impro'vement effort. A State

testing-, if, the focils of thJs sympostum, the remainder of this paper th9n

examines Ihe influences of State testing on, 1) the home, '2) the .regular

classroom, 3) the lowest performing students, and 4) school building- and

school .system-leVel policy.

'7..he Bureau of Accountability, Office of Rearch and Development,

Louisiana Department of ECiucation, spearheaded the minimtim standards

definition completed .by 1978;4 and the basic skills testing efforts now ,in

operation. The Bureau of Evaluation, Office of Research and Development,

Louisiana Department of Education, is currently evaluating the State-Funded
-
Compensatory/Remedial Program, which is in its first year of operation.
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Back9round,

Minimum St'andards

In 1976, the Louisiana legislature authorrzed the formulation of tatewide

minimum standards of pupil proficiency in basic cenmunication and

computational skills (R,S.17:391.1-391.10). In 1,977 teams of teachers,

principali and supervisors friom across the State w'grked with State Department

of Education personnel to define the minimum standards in language arts

(reading' and writing) and mathematics. After review and revision these

language arts and mathematics minimum standard were approved by the State

Board of Elementary and Secondary Education.

State Testing

State assessment of student' performance on the minimum standards was

authorized under the same,. legislation (R.S. 1.7:391.1-391.10). The Bureau of

Accountability, Louisiana Department of Education, mountecUthe Louisiana State

Assessment Program in respons* to this legislation. Between 1977 and 1980,

this program focused on ihe assessment of performance ir the language arts

and mathematics areas. State wassessment of student performance in the

remaining six /curricular areas is planned but not actively pursued at this

time. ,
-

Criterion-referenced tests, based uporr skills idjkfied in the minimum

competency standards, were piloted a d administered to grades It, 8, and 11 in

reading during the fall of 1977-78. During the 1978-79 school year, tests were
, . . .

developed in mathematics, and irr 1979-80 they were comPleted for writing. By
., t..

testing all public school students at these benchmark grades the Bureau of
. .

- ,
Accountability intended to measure the performance of Louisira's public school

\



systems at developing these minimum competencies in their students, and

provide the school systeMs with individualized feedback about student
1

performance..

In 1981, the State AssessmentyProgram was modified to a grade 3, 7, and

.10 spring testing' cycle in order to alio* teacheri to have access to their

students' test restilts at an _earlier time. Results were r.eturned to the school

systels, intended for teacher use that spring and during the following school

year.

In 1.979 the State Legislature authorized a, new State testing program

lacecalled the Basic Skills Testing Program (R.5. 17:24.4) to eventually rep
.

the State -Assessment Program. Beginning in the 1980-81 sctiool year, the

Bureau of Accountability developed and piloted the Grade 2 Basic Skills Test

(BST). This test was b'ased on the minimum competency standards in reading,

writing, and mathematics. In the'spring of the 1981-82 school year this t4st

was administered to every public gchool second grader, in the State

(approximately 56,000) with the exception of special, education students not

addressing the Slate minimum standards. The State will add a grade level to

: the 'Basic Skills Testing Program each year, phasing out the grade 3,.7, and

10 State Assessment Program, until all Qrade levels 2 through 12 are tested

each year in 1992. 'in March, 1983, all public.school second and third graders

in the State (approximatelY 125,000) will be State tested- in both language arts

and matherriatics.

fnfluence of State Testing in the Home

The Department of Education is informing families abOut the State's plans

for testing their children, and is encOuraging families to actively prepare and

reinforce these basic .skills in their children while they are in the home.

- 3 -



Every year the State Superintendent of Education sends a letter.to the-home of

every .student,to be tested, informing ,parents about the testing and the

intended purposes of the testing. Each home also recerves a Calendar of Skills

from the Department that identifies the basic skills that are to be tested-, and

suggests a skill-building activity for each day of the month, intended to

stimulate family involvem-ent in the development of their childrens' basic skills.

Over 250,000 Calendars were distributed during 1981 and approximately 500,000

Calendars were distributed in 1982.

After, the State testing has taken place, each home receives a repont of

its child's basic skills performance. This report is delivered by the

Department of Education to thssregular classroom of each tested student. The

teacher then delivers the report to the student's family, usually during a

parent conference, so that the test results can be .explained and remediation

.plans developed and reviewed Ikith the family.

5 Influence of State Testing in the Regular Classroom'

Jhe influences. of State testing on classroom inSrruction, istudent

ssessment, and staff development in the public schools are presented below.

Then some of the dosts 'of State testing are discussed.

Classroom Instruction

I /\ In 1979, the Louisiana legislkure 'authorized the development and

distribution of Curriculum Guides for all required subjects (R.S.17:24.4).

Since .1979, the Bureau of Curriculum, lnservice, and Staff Development has
vz?

carried out the piloting, field testing, development, and distribution of 26

different Curriculum Guides addressing:a wide range of subjea areas and

grade levels. The English Language Arts K-6 Curriculum Guide and' the



Mathematics K-8 Curricetlum Guide are of particular interest because they are

designed specifically to aid in the instruction of the minimum standards tested

by the 'State. Since 1980, 16,500 English Language .Arts K-6 Curriculum

Guides and 16,500 Mathematics K-8 Curriculum Guides have been distoibuted to

Louisiana's public school systems on 'request free of charge. Each Guide

contains approximately 600 pages of suggested instructional activities organized

by basic skill (minimum standard) and grade level. The Guides in these

subjects have receiVed the greatest amount of use because grade 2 and 3

language arts and mathematics will be tested in March, 1983.

Nearly all of the public school systems in the State have keyed their local

elementary reading and mathematics curricula to the State jninimum standards

in order to encourage and assist teachers in addressing the minimum standards

in their classrooMs. For example, Winn and Beauregard Parishes have

developed a Correlation,Manual that keys, pages in their curricufa to eachof

the grade 2 skills. The East Baton Rouge Public School.System has developed

its own Criterion Referenced Testing System that is firmly 'grounded in

iurriculer materials. East Baton Rouge keyed the State minimum '-standards to

its own skills hierarchy (a maximum skills system) as an aid to its teachers.

...Student Assessment

In 1981, the Bureau of Accountability., Ipuisiana Department of Education,

preP'ared and distributed to every second grade teacher in the Slate a Grade 2.

Item Specifications Manual. this was designed to inform teachers of the types

of items to expect on the Grade 2 BST and to encourage teachers to construct

rj. ifems of their own for skill assessment and to give their students experience in

,st taking. A Grade 3 Item Specifications Manual was prepared and

di'stributed by the 'Departmeht. of Education to every grade 3 public school
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teacher in the State` in 1982 as grade 3 was added 1 o the State Basic Skills
62

Testing in 1983. The Item Specifications Manuals provide item descriptions and
e?' ,

examples in layman's terms to simplify the item writing task,

At lea
1st

two different grade 2 basic skills practice tests have been
:

rdeveloped and used widely across the State ,during the 1982-03 school year:
:.

the Cenla Professional Development Center (PDC) Grade 2 Basic Skills Practice
., ,

Test and the Fifth District PDC Grade 2 Basic Skills Practice Test. These

tests were developed in response to a number of requests from teachers for a
,

grade 2 practice test. These practice tests each contain four items per skill

on a single page. This allows the teacher to prepare a test of only as many

skills as he/she wants to assess at any point. Many school systems, such as

the East Baton Rotige Public Schools th..,at have developed or purchased their

own literion referenced testing system in language arts ahd mathematics have

also developed grade 2 practice tests for use by their teachers.

Staff Development 0

,
During the 1982-83 school year Louisiana's public school systems have

-2 .

conducted sitff develOpment activities for their second grade teachers to help

.theni prePare their students for the State testing. This author estimates that

roughly half, of the State's public school systems 'have turned to the

J. State-funded Professional Development Centers (POCs) and the State's Spesial

'Plan Upgrading Reading (SPUR) project for .help, in this. staff development.

During the 1981-82 school year the Fifth District PDC, which serves' a group

of 20 public school systems in the 1northern part of the State, operated the
,

"Grade 2 COmpetenCe in '82" program aimed at Preparing teachers and students

,fo'r the Grade 2 BST. The highlight of this prOgram' was'a weekend.Teachers'

Rally attended by more than 450 grade 2 teachers from :within ..the Fifth

District Consortium. This program's services have focused oh improving the
I
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teachers' abili,ty to deliver basic skills instrUction, to develop test taking, skills

4n students, and to prepare and use their own student assessment' to aid

instruction. A grade 2 and grade 3 program is under way in the Fifth
4

Di;trict this school year. :The SPUR project has a staff of locally based

technical assistants, each of whom has regional responsibility within the thie.

These staff members have each conducted inservice training, on request, , for

grade 2 teachers to help them develop- language arts basic skills in their

students.

Tirrie an'd Resources, Spent -with Testing

1

State basic skills testing consumed the better part of three school days

for each second grade student Jested. The testing was administered by the

second grade classroom teachers during March, 1982. Part of the first 'day

waS used for a practice test; part of the secondday for the 60 item ,language

arts .section, and pare of the third day for the 60 item mathematics section of

the Grade 2 BST. Additional teacher tiff& was required to conduct malceAup:

testing for second graders absent duiling` the testing sessions. The, same

amount of time per :. child will be requirefor the grade 43 testing.

This State basic skills testing also comes- during the time of the- school-

year when many of Louisiana's school systems,are 'conducting their local ncorm

referenced and/or criterion,/ referenced testing. One second grade teacher

estimated that all testing conSumed approximately one month of the school

year. The Director of Evaluation of one of Louisiana's larger school systems

rescheduled his 'school system's criterion referenced suMmary testing from the

spring to the fall 90 as not to overburden the classroom teacher with testing

at a single point during the school year. Thus, the State basic skills testing

poses '"an ddditidnal responsibility for the classroom teacher whpse schedule

ften includes local testing as well.

WI
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The State testing is thordinated by the Bureau of Accountability withinl
thelOffice/ of Research and- Develoment with the assistance ,,of a locally assig eed

'
test ,'Coordinator in each school systeth. These individuals are carefully

prepared by the 1)4epartment of Education,, through a series of training

sessions, to handle all the logistics of test distribufion, admiriistration, and

return, and ll testing of special education students as required by State Law

(R.S.. 1724:4)4 These test coordinators then play a key role in the
tr,

distribution and interpretation 61 test results in the months following testing.

The Bureau of Accountability. coqrdinated Test Utilization Workshops for these

test coordinators April, 1982, to prepare them to be able to distribute and

explain the test results that Were due to arrive in each school, system in early

May, 1983. Hence, there has' been established in each school systep a strong
1.44

linkage between the Bureau of Accounta bility and the school systems' central -

offices regarding State testing.

Influence of State Testing on Lowest Perfoi-ming, Students
(Compensatory/Remedial Education)

The Compensatory Remedial Education law (R.S. 17:394-17:400) directed

the State to provideremediation during the 1982-83 school year for he second

graders who failed to attain ,at or above a, score of 75 percent correct on the
^,4*

language arts and/oi mathematics sections or the Grade 2 BST. Some 6,056

second "graders (11% of those tested) were identified as eligible for

remediation. SChool systems were provided State funds in the amount of $350

per student per area of eligibility to address these student& deficient basic

skills'. Local compensatory/remedial programs were operated during the

summer, 1982, and during the 1982-83 regular school year. Thirty-three of
-

the 66 public school systems in Louisiana -chose to offer a summer school to

their eligibre students, and 2;43 students (36% of those qualiNing)

8 -
10



attended the summer school. All 66 school systems are optrating prodi-ams

during the regular 1982-83 school year proyiding instructional services -to the

students who did not_attend summer school. Some 111 percent of the .students

who attended summer school but did not attain mastery of all their deficient

skills are also receivind regular year remediation.

The Bureau. of Evaluation of the Office of Research and Developinent

conthicted a formal evaluation of this State-Funded Compensatory/.Remedial

ummer School Program during the 'summer of 1982. The Bureau obtained

inform%tion from tkiree sources to carry out this evaluation. , A Student Profile

was submitted for each summer school student, a ample a 390 summer 'school

students was tested in the grade 2 basic skills at the close of summer school,

and summer school teachers completed a survey of their summer school

instructional practices. The major finding's from these data sources are

outlined below. ,

o Thirty-three of. the State's 66 public school systems offered
summer school programs.- A total of 2,263 eligible students was
served by the State-Funded Compensatory/Remedial Summer
Program; 1,9011 of these students received 70 hours' of language
arts remediation and 1,170 'received 70 hours Of mathematics,
remediation.

o ' Students, included in the testing. samples for2 both language art
and mathematics showed gains in performance at the close of
summer school.

o Approximately 59 percent of the students who took the evaluatiOn
test in language arts scored at or above 75 percent correet.

o Approximately 85 percent of the students who took the evaluation
test in mathematics scored at or above 75 perecent correct.

o Among all stuaents instructed in language, atts, the teachers
judged that 58 percent of these students' language arts
defi:diencies had been removed.

Among all students instructed in mathematics, .the ,teacher;
judged that 71! percent .of these students' mathematics
deficiencies had been removed.

- 9
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In summary, Louisiana's St'ate-Fupcled Compensatory/Remelial Program

represents a State commitment to the development of minimal language arts and

matheltics competencies in every Louisiana public school student and a first

step bc the State to focua'services on those with identified educational needs.

The long range impact of the State-Funded Compensatory/Remedial Program will

ultimately be reflected in the year-tor-year bask skills/test performances of the

students served by the Compensatory/Remedial Prog ram.

Compensatory/remedial itstruCtion will '4 again be provided to the:iowest

perforMing second and third grade students during the 1983-84 school 1.year,

and this remediation mili be targeted At deficient skills identified with the

5pring 1983 State basic skills testing.

4.

Influence of Sta4 Testing on School Building- /
and School System-Level Policy

0

.
Promotion/Retentioin

One major intended /effect of StatfP-testing -is on school systems'
. 4- .,-- -. _

promotion/reterition, practices., 'In 1979 the 'State authorized the Department of
'%-1,-.: ' i . ..j.

<V,.41,' \
t ducation to require each local school system to prepare a pupil progression

:1.'>. (1.

plan: that- ;woad ensure mastery of . minimum ,skills before promotion ,1 R. S .

._. ftl
17:24.4J. I rther state4t tboti§ other factors were to , be considered,

,,:,, Ate.' 4
ance on the, basic skills test were tb be the

4

the resdlts of tfie studerAl.per

,principal Criterion in thetwmOtidecision.
,.

,
Pupil 'prbgr.essio4lans were -prepared by -64,ti% of Louisiana's 66, public

,school sy,stems fOr the 'first time in 1980. 'Each,,pien contained the locally
----4 _

4N/eloped criteria fosi K-12 grade promolionNetention. Pupil progression plans
:

-,;,-. , ;
have bee updated each yearl by Louisiana's public schOcil systems. Starting

4lit:1982, hese pupil progression plarts. cal-) for use of Grade 2 BST reSults as
''.. . .

rtvs . .
,

a major criterion in:all grade 2 student promotion/retention 'decisions.

- 1.0



In October, 1982, the Bureau of Evaluation conducted an evaluation of

the effects of Grade 2 BST performance on student placement at the start ;if

the next school year. All of Louitigna's public school systems compi led and
1

forwarded school-level reports about the grade placement of all second graders

who had taken the BST in the previous spring. The major findings of this

evaluation are listed below.

o The systems reported that a total of 4,935 students had been
retained in grade 2 for the 1982-83 school year. This was 8.7
percent of thee-students who had taken the Basic Skills Test in
the precedih-6 spring. This proportion is an increase. of 0.4
percent over the 8.3 percent of grade '2 students reported
retained inthe previous year.

o Of the students retained, 53.7 percent were those eligible for
compensatory/remedial services (i.e. , had not achieved .tht
minimum standard on the Grade 2 BST). The remaining 46.3
percent of the students retained had Achieved the minimum
standard on the. Grade 2 BST.

o Students who were eligible for the CompensAory/Remedial
Program were about as likely ko be promoted (43.0) as retained
(43.2$). However, the sch I systems that had offer6d .a
State-funded summer sch,00l promoted a higher proportion of
their eligible students: u44.7 percent as opposed to the 35.8
percent of eligible students promoted in ..systems not offering a
summer program. No grade placement was reported for 13.8
percent of the eligible students. Most of these were students in
ungraded special education classes.

The major conclusions drawn from' these figures are that the State's grade

2 basic skills testing has not by itself dramatically changed the pattern of

grade 2 studdnt promotion/retention decisions in the State's public school
1r:systems. The school systems are considering ,BST performance as bt4t

piece of information to be weighed when making romotion/retention decisions'.

The process of developing school system Supil progression plans, which began-
.

..in 1980, was intended to restrict social promotion by forcing school systems to

state publicly and visibly the criteria.they use'to promote students. The BST

has a major role in this,..but other local, criteria, sucti as limits to the number

of times a student can be retained"or local performance standards in addition

to BST performance, can mask its effect.

- 11 - 13



Ute of Test Results

Basic skills test results are reported to school systems aggregated at te
classroom, building /*and system level. The Department of Education haS a

contract with a data processing company tb handle all test scoring, to prepare

reports and to distribute them to the school systems. In 1982 all tests were

scored, data analyzed, and reports prepared and returned by May 15, less

than two months after the testing. Each student and farriily receive-d a

one-page individualded perfOrmance report, each teacher received a oAe-page
,

class summary, each building received a one-page building 'summary, aDd each
- *^111

school system received a one-page parish sUmniary. These summaries reported

mean performances on each basic skill by the respective group of students.

The Bureau of Accountability conducted Test Utilization Workshopt for school
A

system test coordinators. The, test coordinators were prepared at this

workshop to promote use of the test results )n their school systems.

Teachers were encouraged to examine their classroom summaries, identify areas

of their instructional strength and weakness, and adjust their instructional

plan ij the following year to shore up any weak areas. In a similar veih,

building anthschool' system staffs rere encouraged to examine the performance

of all second graders in the building or school system and fake corrective

action (curriculum revisidn, etc.) to strengthen areas of \h5Cv- performance.

The State has not formally evaluated teacher, building , or s hool system ute
4

of these, basic skill test repoAs. One of the aUthors, from e periences while

conducting State monitoring of local school systems, can attest that the reports

are fiked in student cumulative folders and in building and central office files,

and are constantly available for use. in the four school systems monitored,

one instance of building level use of the reports to examine or adjust

curriculum stood out notably. In Orlean's Parish, the principal of one

14



elementary school was so disheartened when she discovered that her school was

in the bottom five elementary schools in the . parish on Grade 2 BST

performance, that she and her staff vowed to change this situation. She and

ther building staff have undertaken a basic skills improvement effort during the

1982-83 school year. Keys to this effort are a strong family communication

component, an emphasis on discipline, and a return io the basics in the

elementa ry g rades .

The Bureau of Accountability, Office of Research and Development, is

currently designing methods a school staff could use to examine its building
1011,

and system-level performance (other than comparison of mean's), intended to

shed light -ion patterns of baSic skill performance and basic skill instruction'

within the building or school system. 'these methods of data inquiry are being

considered for inclusion .in a test utilization packet to be sent by the Bureau

of Accountability to all school system test coordinators in 'May, 1983.

Summary

Louisiana's student improvement effort, the key component of which is iis

St4te Basic SkilIs Testing Program, is influencing the homes, classrooms, and

school systems of the students tested. A ditionally, special help is being'

given those students who perform most 'po rly on the State tests.

Each year the Department of Education is informing parents of the testing

and entouraging family involvement in the' development of their students' basic

skills.
1

Classroom teachers perceive the State testing as a d7 of reckoning, but

one that -can be anticipated and prepared for in the months prior to the

testing. The Department of Education and the local school systems are



;

.

working to provide the resources and opportunities to these teachers to help

them with this basic skill's preparation,,and to help them use the results of the

testing to aid their instruction.

-The State-Rinded Compensatory/Remedial Program is supporting local

instruction aimed at each eligible student's basic skills deficiencies identified
0by the State testing. Evaluation results provide eivdence that the students

E

served made progress toward developing minirin skills in language arts and

mathematics. ,.
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