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ABSTRACT

"Minimum Competency Testing and Local Schools.*

This monograph reports on an exploratory investigation
of the impact of minimum competency testing on local
schools. 7The implementation and impacts of test
requirements in three Missouri and four Ohiu lo-al school
districts were ctudied through interviews with teachers and
administrators and the analysis of written materials on the
test and curricula.

The focus is on how the testing programs affected the
curriculum, teaching, the allocation of resources, the
relationships between school and community, and how teachers
responded to the program. Both the intended and unintended
consequences were looked at.

The findings suggest minimum competency tests affect
different schools in varying ways. Test programs can be
formulated and implemented in ways that create anxietiec and
resentments among teachers or in ways that gain their
support. Even the adrinistration of a common state test
will affect different schools differently. Several general
factors determine the impact: (1) The form and objectives
of the test; (2) The level of local commurity interec- in
student test performances; and (3) The expectaticns of
school leaders with respect to student performances. The
public interdistrict comparisons of test results greatly
affected the impact of the Missouri test mandate.
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INTRODUCTION
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I. MINIMUM COMPETENCY TESTING AND LOCAL SCHOOLS,

A. Introduction.

During the 1970'c minimum competency testing programs
were adopted in rapid succession by state governments and
local schcol districts acroes the nation. In lese than a
decade three-fourths of the states enacted some form of
minimum competency testing requirement. Public concerns
about student achievement and schnrol per formance had created
a climate 1n which state and local bodies responsible for
school policy felt the need to enact school accountability
measures such as minimum competency testing. The concerns
were felt at the national level as well. Though no national
policy was adopted there was some interest in the Congress
in the enactment of a national testing requirement. Among
profescsional educators and groups involved in education
policy there was considerable controversy about the wisdom
of minimum competency testing requirements. Many public
officials responsible for making policies for the public
schooles supported competency testing mandates. For the most
part professional educators expressed skepticism and
oppocition.

As a consequence of competancy testing mandates
teachers and administrators in the majority of the schools
across the nation have been faced with implementing some
form of testing program. How have minimum competency

testing programs affected local schools? MWhat impact have

8




they had on school practices? How have they affected
curriculum and teaching? What have been the costs of
program development znd implementation? MWhat imp;Ft have
they had on teachers? How have teachers responded to them?
This research report addresses these qQuestiors. The
monograph is based on the results of exploratory studies of
the impact of competency testing programs in seven local
school districts located in Missouri and Ohio. The focus 1s

upon the impacts minimum competency testing prograns have

haa on practices in local schools.

B. Minimum Competercy Testing.

The requirements of minimum competency testing madates
differ greatly from state to state. The programs
implemented in local school districts vary in specific
content, form, and objectives. The common elements of
minimum competency testing include the designation of a set
of "minimal basic skills" or "competencies" that students
should acquire by a specified grade level, and the dse of a
specific test (or set of tests) to determine whether
individual students have acquired those competencies. In
many instances the failure of students tc perform at
prescribed levels has a specified consequence -- failure to
graduate from high school, non promotion to the next grade
level, assignment to a remedial course, retaking the tecst at
a later date.

In the formulation of most minimum competency testing

programs the following four issues are addressed: (1) What

J
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ski1lle are to be dacignated as "basic" or "essential® at
particular grade levels or for high school graduation? <¢2)
What specific level of skill attzinment is to be gpnsidered
minimal? (3) How is the acquisition of the requisite
skills to be measured? (4) MWhat consequences, if any,
follow from the failure of the student to demonstrate the
specified minimal proficiency.

Our primary interest is MINIMUM COMPETENCY TESTING
PROGRAMS: not so much the tests themselves. These PROGRAMS
may inciude particular steps to prepare students for tne
examination(s) and to assist students who fail to meet
required performance levels. Our studies of the impacts of
programs in sewveral loca! districts suggest that the
activities surrounding the tests, such as pre~test exercises
and remediation programs, often are as important ac the test
itself. Often these related activities have tne most impact
on the local schools. Local school impacts, such as the
reordering of curricula, the reallocation of resources, and
the reassigrment of teaching responsibilities often occur in
pre-test preparation efforts and post test remediation.

It is important to distinguish minimum competency
testing from two other educational practices -- competency
based education and achievement testing. Minimum competency
testing is not synonymous with competency based education;
though they share many assumptions about educational goals,
structure and content. Minimum competency testing may, in

fact, be a part of a competency based education program.

One set of Ohio local districts included in our study is

i0
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implementing a more comprehensive Competency bacsed education
program. The tenth grade minimum competericy test upon which
our research focused is one component of that more
comprehensive competency based education approach to school
curriculum and structure. Simitarly the Ohio mandate for
competency testing requires districts to develop competency
based education programs and to use a sequence of minimum
competency tests as part ~f the program. Competency based
education involves the establishment of clearly defined
competency objectives for all educational levels, The
objectives generally reflect an @mphasis upon basic skills,
The curriculum and classroom instruction are designed to fit
those specific obJectives, and student pProgress and success
are measured in terms of those objectives, (For discussion
on competency based education see: (Spady, 1977 and Spady
and Mitchell, 1977
Minimum competency tests must also be distinguished in

design and pPurpose from academic aéhievement tests,
Achievement tects are used widely in American schools to
Mmeasure academic attainment and ability. They are empl oyed
to ptace students along a continuum of academic achievement
and to differentiate among levels of individual academic
abilitv. The function of minimum competency tests jec
different. They are designed to ascertain whether students
have acquired a Prescribed minimum level of competency and
not to rank order them along a broad continuum. They are
used to indicate the possession‘of specitic Knowledge or

skills and not general intelligence or aptitude. Most

11
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min:mum competency tecsts are not designed to discriminate
among different levels of ability among studernts who have

achieved those minimum competencies.

Competency testing nrograms vary widely in sp;cifxc
content. They stress different basic skills. Various
minimum performance levels are established. Different forms
of tests are used to measure competencies. Some programe |
entail extensive pre-testing and special preparation for the !
competency tests. Others assume that students should pick ‘
Up the competencies in the regular curriculum and offer nc
specific test preparation. Some programs specify post-test
diagnosis and remediation. Others do little or nothing to
work with students who faii to pass the test. Programs may
or may not include specific sanctions for students who faii
to demonstrate minimum competencies. The several programs
we looK at represent considerable variation along trese
dimensions.

The emphacis of most minimum competency test programs
15 upon "basic skills" which are to be acquired prior to
high echool graduation. The specific <kill areas tecsted
differ among state and local programs. All programs tezt
reading competency and most include writing and computation,

Some include social studies and science. Many programs

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

emphasize basic "life skills" or "coping skills." Most

ptograms put emphasis upon the 2pplication of reading,
writing, and computation to real life eituations -- reading
bus schedules and medicine labels, filling ovt a job

application, computing mileage or interest rates.

12
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Many testing programs require the passing of a tes: ar
set of *ests at a specified level of competency as une of
the requirements for high schocl graduation. Som; programs
test competencies in earlijer grades as well as high school.
In some instances they include a sequence of tests at
various grade levels throughcut the school years. One of
the Ohio cases specifies gizj!! achievement tests in grades
3, 5, 7, and 10. Passage of the tenth arade tecst is
required for graduation frem high schoel. The testing in
the earlier grades is yced only for diagnosis and
remediation.

Minimum competency testing programs have heen adopted in
response to concerns about school performance. They have
beer established to pursue a variety of general objectives,
and in practice they serve an even wider range of purposes.
In reviewing state competency testing programs and their
effects, Mitchel Lazarus identified six goals which he found
specified or implied in minimum competency testing programs:

1. To make the Jdiploma meanirgful by ensuring

that people who carry it have at least the minimum

ability to read, write, and compute--meaning¥ful

only in those states that have diploma sanctions,
Of course;

2. To help employers identify (througli *he

diploma) job candidates who have these minimum
skillsg;g

3. To pressure students to acquire the minimum
skills, and thus become more employable, better
able to act as informed consumers, and better
equipped for a satisfying life;

4. To pressure schools and teachers to provide
more instruction .n basics. less in "frillg";

13
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Page 7
S. To 1dent:fy students who need remediation 1n
the basic skills;
6. Tn create a consistent data base for
monitoring the progress of education on a
statewide basis. (Lazarus, 1981, op. &4-7 -
Lazarus goes on to suggest several motives sometimes
ascribed to states and local districts that adopt competency

testing requirements. These are:

1. To respond *o political pressure to "do
something" about the schools -- as quickly and
1nexpensively as possible;

2. To strengthen state influence over local
education;

3. To support a management mode! that sees the
educational system in factory terms, which

requires a measurement of cutput;

4. To resegregate society by denying diplomas,

and hence emp'oymen., t3 substantial numbers of

minority youth while certifying the large majority

of whites. <(Lazarus, 1721, p. 7J
The latter four purposes reflect the arguments made by many
whu oppose minimum competency testing.

In assessing motivations and purposes of competency
testi~~ programs in the . n districts we found it useful
to hypothesize three gu.. ., .1 goals or objectives applicable
to competercy testing programs. Each ‘eacher and
administrators w~ talked with was as<ed which of the three

following general objectives best fit the program at his or

her school .

1. ACCOUNTABILITY. To evaluate sxhool
performance and to hold schools accountable for
assuring basic student performance.

2. STUDENT DIAGNOSIS. To diagnose individual

student weaknesses and probleme areas and direct
them to specific remediation.

14
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3. CURRICULUM EVALUATION. To review and
evaluate the curriculum to see if it meets
spec1fied objectives.

Specific programs have been designed to persue each of
these goals and various combinations of them. Different
programs emphasize different objectives, Teacheres i.d
administrators within a given school system may view the
same program as reflecting different purposes. @Among the
districts in our study there were significant differences in
what administrators and teachers perceived as the major
obiectives of their competency tecting programs. In some
districte accountability is perceived as the predominant
purpos2 of the tests. 1In others the diagnosis and

remediation of individual student competencies is recognized

as the major purpase.

C. The Minimum Competency Testing Movement.

During the 1970’s three quarters of the states adopted
some form of minimum competency mandate. The pressure for
action was felt even in states which did not adopt a testing
requirement during that period. Our discussion of state
level activity in Ohio demonstrates this point. State
adopticns of competency testing requirements began in the
early 19?b’s. The momer tum peaked in the late 1970°s.
Testing programs also were adopted by a number of local
districts prior to, and in the absense of, a state
requirement. Many observers refer to the rapid and

widespread adoption of competency testing requirements as

15
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“the minimum competency testing movement." Commenting on

the rapidity, scope, and si1anificance of this movemen t,
Chris Pipho wrote in i980:

In ‘ooking back on the state action taken over the
past five years, it is evident that the minimum
competency movement represents a unique reform
effort in American education. Very few times, if
at all, has an education reform idea swept throuyi

so many states in s:ch a short period of time.
(Pipho, 1980, p. 2.}

This rapid succession is particularly significant because

state adoptions occurred in the absence of any requirement

or incentive from the federal government. MWidespread state

adoption of similar policies is not rare. More often than

not, the common action mccurs as the result of requirements

or incentives from Washington. Though there was discussion

in Congress about enacting a federal reacuirement no federa)

mandate or incentives were adopted. The states acted on

their own in adopting anrd fashicning Competency testing

programs.

The competency testing movement grew o2t of general
public concerns about school perfermance and

These concerns emerged in the early 1970°s. They were

manifested in a widely articulated and highly publicized
perception that the public schools were not performing very

effectively their basic task of providing all students with

basic academic s€kills. Concern was expressed that many

students who lack basic reading, writing, and computational

skills were being promoted and even graduated from high

school. Nationwide results on athivement tests, such as the

16
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widely used Scholastic Aptitiude Test, stowed declines 1n
overall achievement levels, Nationwide school assessments,
such as the "National Assessment of Educational Progress",
also indicated declining student competencies. THE receipt
qf a high school diploma did not seem to assure that a
graduate had the basic skills nseded to get along in the
contemporary world, Commenting in 1978 on the interest ir
minimum competency achievement, John W. Porter, Michigan
State Superintendent (.f Public Instruction, described the

drive for competency testing in this way:

The movement toward competency based
education cannot be appropriately understood
outside the context in which it is currently being
promoted. It is a response to the feeling that
many <tudents are graduating from high 3chool
without the requisite skills either for achi1eving
success in college or for securing and Keeping an
appropriate job. It is a response to the sudden
discovery that scores on college entrance
examinations have been declining. It is also a
response to a feeling that youth are growing up to
be undisciplined, unconcerned, and indifferent to
their social obligations. * ("The Wingspread
Papers, 1978, p. 18

Many found these trends particularly disconcerting
because they followed a period of substantial programatic
innovation ancd dramatic increases in school expendi tures,

including the growth of involvement by the federal

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

government. Many forms of criticism were levied against the
¢chools during the 1970’s, but the perception that they were
failing to provide students with basic academic skills was a
predominant corcern. Many public officials responsible for
funding the public ‘schools, especially at the state level,

wanted ways to assess how the schools were doing, to make

17
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them mo. e accountable for their actione. znd to force them
to pay more attention to the teaching of the basice.

State le.  ators, 1n particular, felt pressure to
respond to these concerne. State legislatures and-state
boards of education were confronted with two somewhat
contradictory pressures regarding the public schools. On
the one hand, they were under pressure from local school
beards, teachers, and administrators to provide more state
money for public schools. State governments were being
asked to assume a larger share of the growing cost of public
education. On the other hand, the state bodies resnonsible
for puL ‘c school governance were cognizant of a growing
public criticism that the schools were not performing well,
They saw this manifested in the increased resistance to pay
higher taxes for public education.

Given these cross-currents, it is not suprising that
state level policy makers -- especially state legislators -~
were interested in tools to hold schools accountable. Our
discussion ,+ state level activity in Ohio describes the
sequence of measures promoted within the legislature 1n
response to the growing concern about school performance ~-
accountability measures, annual assessments, and minimum
competency testing. Though specific programatic outcomes
vary, it is likely that most states saw similar sequences of
proposals. Programatic ideas and experiences were
communicated from state to state. By the mid-1970‘s minimum

competency testing emerged in most states and in many local

districts as the most popular tool fcr respondina to

18
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concerns abolLt school performance. Many ctates and lacal

districts adopted programs or mandates for Judging school

performance, holding the schools accountable, and forcing

greater emphasi: upen bacic student competercies.

These factors help account for the minimum competency

movement. They explain why many states moved quickly to

embrace competency testing, either by adopting state wide

test programs or by requiring local districts to develop and

implement their own programs. In some instances programs

were adopted without consideration of how they would be

implemented or their potential for local schools.

The impetus for minimum competency testing, especially

at the state level, was largely . "potitical." For the most

part minimum competency testing programs came as external

requiremets rather than internal reforms. Organizations

representing teachers and school administrators tended to

oppose testing programs, especially the imposition of state

mandates. Our studies .f *yo locally initiated programs in

Ohio sugges‘s the locally riotivated adoption may be somewhat

different. In these two ca-me schoal leaders were clocsely

involved in program initiation and development. In one the
idea for developing a competency program originated among

school leaders and there is no evidence of external

community interest or pressure,

At the state jevel programs were adopted in reponce to
vaguely articulated intereste or demands among the general
public, not as result of organized pressure. Speaking to

this point in his description o+ the movement Chris Pipho

19
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argues:

Minimum competency testing mandates ... have not
had any predominant educational ) eadership or
support. For the most part, educators have spoken
out and written in opposition to the mowvement. It
1s probably fair to say that the minimum
competency movement, supported for the most part
by noneducators, has moved through 38 states
without any centralized support and no single
agency or groups of people playing an advocate
role. <(Phipo, 1980, p. 2.0

The peak years for program adoption by state

legislatures were 1977 and 1978, when twenty-five states
enacted programs. Only a few states enacted programs after

1978. Missouri‘s state wide test requirement was enacted in

1978, Though Ohio resisted the adoption of a ztate policy
until 1982, the most intense state level activity on the
issue was in 1978. In programs adopted during the 1975 -
1977 period the emphasis was upon using tests to determine
whether students should graduate from high school. 1In the
late 1970’s program adoption reflected a chift away from
graduatation requirements and toward the use of "early
warning tests", the results of which could be used for
providing remediation and improving instructional programs.

Both the incidence of program adoption and the speed of

implementation slowed 1n the early 1980‘s. Origiral

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

implementation schedules often were extended and provisions
altered or eliminiated. Public interest and political

pressuresd had waned. (Pipho, 1983)

Reflecting the "political" impetus behind the movement
state legislatures played unusually active roles in the

adoption of testing programs. Final

<0

programs were variously
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enacted by state boarde of education or staite legislaturecs.
However, even in states i1n which programs were enacted by
state boards, such as Missouri and Ohio, the boaré_was
responding more often than not to pressure from the
legislature.

The most significant variation among state mandates
centers around the use of a common state test or set of
tests. A common state tes is used in somewhat more than
half of the states with mi ;imum competency testing mandates.
Following tihe t.-adition of greater state control over public
schools almost everyone of the southarn states has a state
mandate which requires the use of a state prescripted test.
The midwestern states, with their tradition of local
control, have opted almost exclusively for mandates
requiring local districts to develop their own tests.
Despite its strong tradition of local district autonomy
Missouri followed the pattern of the southern states in
requiring the use of the Basic Escential Skills Test in all
Missour: districts. At the time we bagan the study Ohio was
among the minority of states -- concentrated in the midwest
== that did not have a state mandate. 4at the present time
Ohio has a mandate requiring local districts to develop
their own testing programs.

. Minimum Competency Testing and Education.

The minimum competency testing movement has generated
considerable controversy and debate. Educators and public
officials involved in educational policy have argued

vigorously about the benefits and liabilities of minimum

21

DLl

BEST COPY AVAILA




Page 135

competency testing. Education periodicals have carried
numerous articles dexlino w.th testing programs and their
consequences. A short listing of titles providesig sense of
the concerns expressed and the flavor ¢f the debate: "What
are the Social Implications of Minimum Competency?" (Baratz,
1979 ; "The Costs o Legislated Minimal Comp=ztency
Requirements" (Anderson and Lesser, 1978); “What Are The
Educational Consequences of Minimum Competency" (Airasian,
1979>; "Digging at the Roots of the Minimum Competency
Movement" (Kohn, 1979); “Competency Testing: Potential for
Discrimination" (McClung, 1977>; "Are Competency Testing
Programs Fair? Legal? (McClung, 1978); "Sociodemographic
Implications of Minimum Competency Testing" (Eckland, 1980);
"Minimum Competency Testing: Psychological Implicatione for
Students™ (Blau, 1980); and "Goodhve to Excellence: A

Critical Look at Minimum Competency Testing. (Lazarus,

1981 . ‘3
For the most part the writing on mirimum competency Q%
testing has been descriptive and pclemical. State progr ams gé
have been described and compared. A seriec of reports on :f
state activities on minimum competency testing were gi‘
Published by Chris Pipho of the Education Commission of the ‘Z,
States. Funded by the National Inetitute of Education, @

these reports provide state by state descriptions of the
status of state minimum competency activities. They
chronicle state activities on competency test: ~g over
several years and provided useful! information for the

analysis ot the minimum competency movement and comparative

22
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state policy analvysis, (Pipho, 1978, 1979, 1980, 17e1,

1983) A second publication by Wittiam Philttlip Gorth and

Marcy R, Perking, "A Study of Minimum Competency Testing

Programs", provides a more indepth description of both state

and local districts testing policies and programs. (Gorth

and PerkKins, 1979 This study describes and compares ctate

and local policies; including information on test

development, goals and purposes of the individual proarams,

target Populations, test adninistration, etc. Neither of

these works offers theoretically based explanations or

analyses of the processes and consequences of local program

implementation.

There is now a rather extensive polemical literature. on

testing programs with authors arguing for or against the

programs and predicting either positive or negative

consequences for public ecucation. There has beer

controversy over whether the tests shouid be used, who

should use tham, who should administer them, what form they

should take, what sarctions for students should follow, and

what financial and organizational commitments need to be
made for ‘te programs to work successfully., THE WINGSPREAD
PAPERS: A REPORT OF THE MINIMUM COMPETENCY MOVEMENT (¢ 1978)
and the May 1978 issue of PH] DELTA KAPPAN both contain gsets

of position papars that discuss these issues. A 1980 volume

edited by Richard M Jaeger and Carol Kehr Tittle alec

provides a series of essays dealing with minimum competency
testing. (Jeager and Tittle, 1980)

The legal and educational equity
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competency tecting have received considerable attention.
These concerns have 1ncluded the consequences of the testing
programs for particular population groups such as the
hanoicapped, linguicstic and racial minorities, and other
"dicadvantaged" who might tend to do less well on
standardized tects. Legal and equity 1ssues have been
raised about the content and form of the tests themselves.
Are they valid measures of competencies? Are they free from
cultural or racial bias? Are they related closely enough to
the particular curriculum or 1nstruction provided by the
schools? (Other issues center around the presence of or the
adequacy of remedial programs associated with the tests and
policies for withholding promotion or high school graduation
from those who fail to meet the designated standards (See:
Baratz, 1979: Beckham, 1980; and McClung, 1980: and
Tractenberq, 1980
A gocd description of legal challenges is found in an

article by Paul Tractenberg, "Legal Implications af Minimum
Competency Testing: Debra P. and Beyond,". (Tractenberg,
1978 Tractenberg examines the constituti. 1al and statutory
lssues involved in minimum competency testing, including
equal protection and due process clauses of the 14th
Amendment. The most highly publicized court case pertaining
to minimum competency testing ise the Florida case of DEBRA
P. VS, TURLINGTON. ‘orida was one of the first states to
embrace minimum competency testing and adopted a program
which required the demonstration of minimum competencies as

a requirement for graduation. The case of DEBRA P. VUS.
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TURLINGTON guestioned whether the test requirement had a
discriminatory impact on blacks and other minority students
who had experienced inferior and segregative education 1n
the past. The court enjoined the state from carry;ng out
the araduation requirement of the testing program for four
years. This was done to assure a "reasonable period" during
which students in Florida would be in a unitary
(non-cegregative) schcol system. Thie case and others
pertaining to the Florida test program created considerable
concern about the legal consequences of minimum competency
testing among educators and policy makers -- especially
about the use of sanctions in cases where students failed to
meet the minimum standards.

Though there has kteen some discussion of the impact of
minimum competency testing on students, little attention has
been given to the impact of the programs on the schools.
There has been speculation about potential impacts, but
aimost no empirical work on what takes place in local
schools as a result of mirimum competency testing. Among
the 1ssues of conjecture are the possibility that minimum
competency programs might result in more standardized and
narrowly focuesed curricula, more cerntralized decision
making, the reallocation of sc“o0ol resources toward test
preparation and remediation, and resegiregation of students.
There are, of course, pros and cons about these potential
consequences. Some argue that more directed curriculum
focus and the reallocation of resources to the "basics" and

on the preparation for good performance on competency tests
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are commendable objectives. <(Turlington, 197% Others see
) dangers in such developments. (See, for example, Cawe!ti,
1978) Mitchell Lazarus notes many of these concerns in his
book, GOODBYE TO EXCELLENCE: A CRITICAL LOOK A\ MfNIMUM
COMPETENCY TESTING. Speculating on the long run impact of
minimum competency testing he says: *The most serious
outcome is likely to be an end to the quest for excellence
in our schools. The testing scheme is meant to raise the
floor of education -- but it may bring down the ceiling as
weil." <(Lazarus, 1981, p. 28

The cost of minimum competency testing programe has
also been an issne of concern. Anderson and Lesser
addressed the issue of resource allocation in an article
entitled, "The Costs of Legislated Minimum Competency
Requirements.® (Anderson and Lesser, 1978) They argue that
one consequence of the implementation of minimum competency
requirements could be enormously costly on~going programs.
The burden of these costs would fall upon both the local
school district and the states. Anderson and Lesser
speculate that given substantial state contributions for
remediation there could be a tendency for local districts
that receive large state payments for remediation to become
dependent upon these payments. Under these circumstances
they might have little incentive to improve test results
when the improvement would lead to less state money.

At the time we formulated our study there was little
empirical research on the impact of testing programs on

local «chools. The lack of work in this area stemmed, in
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part, from the newness of the programs. In many instances
=~ the progrims had not existed long enough to study their

impacts. In addition, the "political® and controvsrsial
nature of the competercy testing movement meant that

\ concerns and attention focused on cther issues —- especially
understanding how and why testing programs were being
adopted and discussions of their educational relevance.
Arguments as to the purpose and validity of particular tests
and on competency tests in general alsc were of particular
concern. Jaeger and Tittle spesk to this point in the

introduction to “heir edited volume, MINIMUM COMPETENCY

ACHIEVEMENT TESTING:

The hurried development cf minimum competency
testing programs has necessitated educators
immediate attention to the pragmstic questions of
competency definition, test development, standard
setting, and program operations. Comparatively
lJittle attention ~» s been directed to such larger
issues as the need for minimum competency testing,
the problems it s@sks to solve, its likely effects
on the structure and operation of the schevols, and
its consequences for those directly involved in
elementary and secondary educations, as well as
for our larger society. (Jaeger and Tittle, 1980,
D. vii)

In this monograph we address some of these “neglected
issues"; looking at the impact ¢ minimum competercy testing
programs on local school practices.
~E. Local School Impact.
We became interested in the impact of testing prograns
on local schools as a consequence of living in Hisséuri whes
the mandate requiring a state test at the eighth grade went

into effect. The public reporting of test score results by
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school districts created considerable public reaction. The

public reaction, in turn, influenced the way the schouls

responded to the test.ng. It became clear that the test was

having a number of impacts on the local schools. 8Some of

' these consequences had been anticipated by program
developers. For example, schools were reviewing their
curricula. In some schools teachers and building
adninistrators felt under great pressure to raise student
test scores, one way or aqothor. Some instances of teacher
and school condoned cheating were : eported.

As a result of our cbservations of these reactions we
became particularly interested in the public nature of the
tests and the factors that resulted from the public
inter-district comparisons. The public comparisons appear
to have taken on a dynamics of their own, affecting how the
tests were used and how they affect local school practices.
This issue will be discussed below, especially in our
description of the impact of the Missouri Basic Essential
Skills Test.

These observations sparked our initial concern with
test impact. In particular, we became interested in two
issues that are important components of this analysis: (1)

how the same test requirement can be responded to in very
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different ways} and, (2) the significance of "unintended

consequences” that have followed the introduction of
competency testing. The public focus on inter-district
comparisons, which became an important part of the test

impact in Missouri, is a good example of such an unintended
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consequence. Our reading of the literature on minimum
competency testing and our background as students of
education policy led us to believe that the question of how
minimum competency testing programs affect local sEhool
practices is a worthwhile topic for empirical research. The
issues are tim?)y and have practical and theoretica)
signhnificance.

Using information gathered from exploratory case
studies of seven local school districts, we analyze the
impact of testing programs on important l1ocal school
practices and relationships. In this analysis we are not
interested in the validity of particular tests, in the
appropriateness of the basic skills cesignated, nor in the
impact of the testing programs on student motivation and
skills. Those issues deserve study and attention. However,
as political scientists interested in the formation,
impl- _ntation and consequences of education policies we
seel to understand how such programs are formulated and what
impact they have on local school practices.

This study is not a policy implementation or policy
evaluation study in the more specialized use of those terms.
Our concern is not directed to specifying what the goals of
the policies and pregorams are, ascertaining whether or not
the provisions have bren implemented, and determining
whether the goals have been achieved. In a less structured
way, our approach is to take as a given the implementation
of a particular competency program and to ascertain what

impacts that impiementation has had in specified areas.
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More specifically, we discuss the impact of minimum

- competency testing programs on the following:

1. The school curriculum.
2. Teaching practices -- how teachers teach éhoir
v classes, allocate class time, work with
students and are evaluated

S. The allocation (or reallocation) of resources
in the school.

¢

4. How teachers and administrators evaluate and
use the testing progran._.

In this first report on the findings of these
exploratory case studies we present detailed descriptions
and interpretations of the impacts of test requirements in
exch of the districts and draw ocut some generalizations from
those experiences. The discussion and analysis will be
developed as follows. In the next chapter the research
design and field work used in the empirical case studies
will be described. This will be followed by reports of the
field work and case studies, first the Missouri part and

then the Ohio components. For each state we will discuss

state level actions and then report individually on the
prooram and its impact in each of the local districts,
Following the descriptions of impact in the local
districts we develop generalizations and make comparisons.
In the last section we draw forth conclusions that might be
useful to policy makers as they work in this area on program

developrent, implementaticn, evaluation and revision.
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I1. RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODS.

A. Introduction.

This monograph is based on field research carried out
in seven local school districts during the 1982-83 academic
vear. Throe of the districts are in Missouri. Four are
located in Ohio. At the time of the study each of the
districte had a minimum competency testing program in place.
The three Missouri districts were administering a state
developed Basic Essential Skills Test <BEST). Each local
district was responding to the imposition of the common test
requirement in its own way. The four local districts in
Ohio were implementing locally initiated programs. In the
absence of any state requirement the Ohio districts had
developed their own competency testing program.

Seeking to understand the impact of the test
requirements on the local schools we talked extensively with
district and building administrators. We also interviewed
secondary school teachers to get their perceptions and
evaluations ot the program in their particular school.
Written materials on curricula and test programs were also
reviewed.

In addition to the local district field work we
interviewed state legislators and education leaders in both

Missouri and QOhio to learn about state level action on
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minimum competency testing in the two states. In Missouri
this was necessary in order to understand the purpose and

content of the state developed test. In Ohio the state

activity, though not as directly relevant, is an iﬁportant

part of the context in which the local districts acted.

8. Research Approach: Exploratory Case Studies.
An exploratory case study format was used to

investigate the impact of competency testing programs in the

districts. This #ntailed relatively in-depth, on-site
investigations in a few local school districts. Two
factors influenced the exploratory and small scale approach.
First, we wanted to conduct the field work ourselves, to do
it within a year’s time, and to accomplish it with a limited
budget. Second, the fact that there had been little
systematic, empirical work on the impact of minimum
competency testing programs on local schools meant that we
had no research base on which to build.

Lacking explicit hypotheses and firm expectaticns about
the range of impacts, we felt it important to spend
sufficient time in each of the seven districts. We wanted a
research apprcach that would permit us to discover the
unanticipated consequences as well as those which were
planned or expected. These factors precluded the use of a
large scale survey designed to investigate systematically a
set of hypotheses. With five to seven local districts we
felt we would be able to spend sufficient time talking with

relevant people in each district to get a good picture of
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how the districts had responded to competency testing
programs and what impacts the programes had had on particular
school practices. i

c. Seleétion of Districts.

The first basic research aecision was the selection of

iocal school districts. Initially we planned to select a
set of four or five local districts in Missouri and to focus
erclusively on the impact of the state developed Missouri
Bacic Essential Skills Test in those districts. This made
sense for a number of reasons. We were located in Missouri
and had observed the more public consequonéos that followed
the introduction the Missouri test program. In addition, we
had done some preliminary investigation of the content and
development of the Missouri BEST. Missouri is an example
of a state }oquiring each district to use a common state
determined test. The same test is used in districts that
vary in size, resources, composition of the student
population, and curriculum content and structure. A study
of a variety of Missouri districts would permit us to

ascertain how different types of districts respond to the
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external imposition of a common test requirement. Our
analysis of the three Missouri districts and a more limited
Knowledge of responses in a wicer range of districts in that
state suggest how differently districts have responded to to
the same test requirement.

When we found we would be spending the 1982-83 academic
year in Ohio, we decided to expand the study to include

several Ohio local school districts. This altered the focus
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of the study and added important new dimensions. At that
point Ohio had no state test requirement. However, several
Ohio districts had self initiated minimum competer:y testing
programs. Mith the inclusion of self initiated pr;grams in
Ohio we can observe the dynamics and consequences of locally
developed test programs; along with those of districts
required to implement a specific sta'e test. This broadens
the scope of what we can say about the dynamics and impact
of competency testing programs. Using both Missouri and
Ohio local school districts we can both see how several
districts have responded to the same state requirement and
compare state imposed and self initiated programs.

An initial inquiry into existing programs in Ohio
suggested there were only a few districts with operating
secondary level competency testing programs and that these
were located within m' ,or metropolitan areas. The original
research design was based on suburban districts. As we
began the study we learned about a set of small rural school
districts in Ohio that viere implementing a jointly developed
competency testing program. We decided to replace one of
the suburban districts with the three small rural/small town
districts. The Ohio districts include a relatively large
suburban district, located in one of the states largest
urban areas and the three small rural districts.

The design of the Missouri component of the study was
al tered also to include a nonsuburban Missouri district. Of
the three Missouri districts two are located in suburbs of

one of the state’s largest metropolitan centers and the
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other serves a small town and surrounding rural area.

The inclusion of these smaller non-metropolitan
districts add considerably to the richness of the ;tudy and
to our knowledge about how competency testing prog;ams
affect local schools. The case descriptions and the
comparisons developed telow indicate that different types of
districts respond differently to competency testing
programs.

The selection of local districts will be discussed 1in
more detail in the sections dealing with the Missouri and
Ohio case studies. The data in Table I1-a, below outline
the basic district characteristics and the type of Dr ogram
operative in each district. The districts vary in size of
stud;nt body and in resources available to the schools.

Each of the districts is implementing a competency testing
program which includes a basic minimum competency test at

the junior high or high school level. 1In order to preserve

anonymity each of the districts has been given a fictitious
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name. These fictitious names are used throughout the text.
They are also used in the district specific citations in the
references.

We can not claim to have a representative sample of
American school districts, or even the districts of Ohio'and
Missouri. The Ohio districts were basically self-selected.
The Missouri districts were chosen to include some diversity
in location, student composition, and resource base.

However, there is no basis to claim they represent the more

than four hundred local school districtes in the state.




TABLE 1la..

Key Characteristics of Districts in Study.

Graduation

i

. No. of Per Pupil Year Test Grade Test No. of
District Pupils Expenditure District Population Began Given Schonls Requirement
Chic 1 10,778 $2,364 Suburb of large metro. 1979 10th 2 Yes
substantial tax base .. . z -
Ohio 2 758 1,926 Rural/Small Town 1981 10th
Ohio 3 1,316 2,150 Rural/Small Town 1981 10th
Ohio 4 1,344 1,966 Rural/Small Town 1981 10th
Mo.. 1 4,661 2,508 " Middle class suburb 1978 8th
f of large metro area
Mo. 2 5,289 1,92¢ ‘:Hixed suburb of large 1978 8th
metro; substantial
vlack enroliment
Mo. 3 2,887 1,862 Medium sized town and 1978 8th

adjacent rural areas
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There are no large city districts, nor districts located in
poor rural areas. The inclusion of a large city district
would have been useful but it was not feasible for us to
under take a comparable investigation in a large ci;y
district. With limited time and resources we were not in a
position to undertake such a task. In Ohio we were, of
course, limited to districts that had in place the type of
competenc,” testing program we were interested in.

The range of districts included in the study and the
type of investigation we carried out within each of schools
allows us to say something about the dynamics of the
implementation of test programs and how they can affect
local schools. The individual case descriptions and the
relationships noted in this study can serve as a foundation
for more systematic and comprehensive studies. The
information from this study can be used for the formulation
of hypotheses to be tested in future studies.

The findings of this study should also be useful for
policy-makers concerned with formulating, implementing,
evaluating, and/or revising minimum competency testing
programs. The experiences of thexe districts with their
particular programs, or in implementing a state imposed
test, provide lessons that have applicability to many other
situations.

D. Research Activities and Schedule.

Tre field research was carried out between September

1982 and the end of June, {983. The major component of the

investigation entailed the local district case studies.
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Several days were spent in each of the districts during that
time. Interviews were conducted with district and building
acgninistrators, with guidance counselors, and with teachers.
Involved citizens and school board members were also
interviewed in the Missouri districts. In the Ohio
districts both interview and written materials were used to
get information on the reason for and the procesces of test
program development. MWritten materials on test progr ame,
test results, remediation programe, and school curricula
from each district were collected and analyzed.

Tnough the major emphasis and research effort focused
on the local districts, we also looked at state level
activity on minimum competency testing in both Missouri and
Ohio. During the fall of 1982 we talked with officials at
the State Department of Education in Missouri to learn how
and why the decision to require the Basic Essential Skills
Test was made and to get a picture of the process of
implementation from the perspective of the state. In Ohio
we interviewed personnel at the State Department of
Education, several state legislators and the representatives
of some of the major education interest groups in order to
understand how Ohio had responded to the minimum competency
testing movement. The findings of this part of the research
are reported at the beginning of the sections on each state.

The following basic schedule was used in laying out and

conducting the field research:
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1. Sept. 1982 - Dec. 1982

During the fall of 1982 we spent time in the capita)
cities of Columbus, Ohio and Jefferson City, Missouri
learning about state level activity on minimum comﬁetency
testing. In Missouri this meant learning about the
development and administration of the Basic Essential Skills
Test. 1In Ohio we interviewed state legislators and
officials at the State Department of Education to determine
how Ohio had dealt with the pressure to adopt a competency
testing mandate. Conversations with persons at the Ohio
State Department of Education also helped us locate local
districts that had competency testing programs and to decide
which ones to include in the study.

The districts to be used in the study were selected

during this period and contact was made with district

administrators. An initial visit was made to each area to
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explain the study and to obtain permission to conduct the
field research. In each of the districts we met with the

superin:endent or another top administrator closely involved
in the administration of the testing program. Initia)l

descriptions of the programs were obtained.

2. Jan. 1983 - April 1983,

After getting consent to carry out the field research
in each of the districts end obtaining initial information
about the programs we met with other administrators involved
in the test programs. In the larger districts thi- meant

talking with other district level administrators. In all
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districts it entailed interviewing building principals and
guidance counselors in schools where the tests were given.
The guidance counselors were interviewed because tBoy were
generally involved in administration of the tests ;nd in
keeping the individual student scorzs. We were particularly
interested in the guidance couselors’ parceptions of how
much and for what purposes the tzet scores were used. In
the Missouci districts the focus was on junior hich
middle schcols; in the Ohio districts it was on ths senior
high schools. We also talked with high school
administratc~s and a few high school teacheirs in the
Missouri dittricts (o get an idea of what happened after
students went on to the high school. In the larger Ohio
district we talked with the principals at the three junior
high schoc’ since preparatory testing and remediation was
done ther.. In interviewing the administrators we used an
outline of issues to be discussed to assure consistency, but
the interviews did not follow a set format. (A copy of the
interview outline is in Appendix A.) We wanted to le?
these interviewe go off into directions determined in the
interview. The number of these interviews varied from
district to district, with more interviews carried out in
the larger districts in which there were more administrat-rs
irvolved.

From these interviews we got basic informatior. about
the content and structure of the progi'am, the processes of

administration, and the evolution of the program as it was

implemented. We also got the perceptions of the
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administrators on how the programs wer- working and the

impact they were having on the local schools.

3. April 1983 through June, 1983

After we had completed m.,st of the administrator
interviews and reviewed the written materials available on
the test program we turned our attention to the teachers
most closely involved in the test programs. By this point
we had a good understanding of program structure and content
and how the tests were administered. Teacher perceptions
and evaluations were one of the most important objectives of
the study. We sought to interview those teachers who taught
subjects associated in subject matter and grade level of the
tests and those involved in test related remediation. In
the 1iesouri districts this meant junior high or middle
school English, math and social studies teachers. In the
set of three small Ohio districts it meant English and math
teachers and those teachers involved in post test
remediation. In the larger Ohic district we interv:ewed
math, English and government tenchers in the two high
schools.

A common, structured interview schedule was used in
interviewing the teachers. By the time we interviewed the
teachors we had considerable Knowledge about the test
» ~ograms and the processes oFf implementation. In addition
there were many teac..ers to interview and only a limited
amount of interview time <or each teacher. The interviews

we e held during teachers’ free period during the regular
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school day. This meant that the interviews had to be done
within the 30 - 43 minutes or so of that particular period.

At each schoo! the principal provided us with-a list of
teachers working with courses related to the test areas. We
indicated who we wished to interview and set some particular
dates we would be in the district for interviewing. The
school administrators worked out the schedules for
indivigual teacher interviews. Prior to the interview eact
teacher was sent a letter explaining the study and a short
questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed to get basic
background information on the teacher, including information
on teaching experience and test related courses taught.

This was sent to the teachers prior to the interview so that
we could use the limited interview period to obtain other
information. Teachers were asked to bring the completed
qQuestionnaire to the interview. The interviews with
teachers lasted from twenty-five minutes up to an hour. In
most instances they were limited to the length of the
teacher’s free period. In each instance we went through the
basic interview schedule, though teachers were encouraged to
offer additional comments on the testing programs.

The number and types of persont interviewed in each of
the seven districts are presented in Table 11-b, below.
Copies of the interview schedules used in the administrator
and teacher interviews and the pre-interview questionnaire
sent to teachers are found in éppendix A.

We collected two types of additiona! information in the

three Missouri districts. Because the public nature of the
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TABLE I1Ib

NUMBERS AND TYPES OF LOCAL DISTRICT INTERVIEWS.

Total Interviews - 149

By School District:
Missouri Sardenway -
Missouri Franklin -
Missouri Riverton -

Ohio Bethesda -
Ohio GBen. Taylor -
Ohio Candinal Central -

Ohio Winchester -

By Type of Position:

Teachers - 1
Coucsellors - 14
Admninistrators - 29

School 2oardc and
CTitizens - 59

14

38
28
22
31
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test results 1oomed so important in Missouri and the tests
seemed a significant component of the relationship be:iween
the schools and the communities we also interviow;b some
school board members and ritizens who were active ;n school
affairs. We did npot do this systematically in the Ohio
districts because the public relations and accountability
aspects of the testing programs seemed less important there.
Public inter-district comparisons did not play the same role
in the Ohio districts.

In the Missouri districts we also did a systematic
analysis of curriculum content to identify changes related
to the introduction of the BEST. We wanted to sce wheth =
or not the introduction of the test had led to changes in
course content or sequencing. For example, the eighth grade
BEST had questions on government and economics. In many
school districts civics courses were offered in the nineth
grade. This discrepency treated considerable concern in
some districts and led to curriculum changes.

With respect to the fit between test and curriculum the
Missouri and Ohio districts are in different pesitions. In
Missouri each district had to use a state developed test.
That test may or may not fit exisiting curriculum. 16 it
did not the local schools often altered curricula to
coincide with test content. 1In Ohic the local districts
developed their own programs with their own objectives and
curricula in mind. They did not have problem of adjusting

to an externally determined test. Thus, the systematic

analysis of curriculum change was not relevant for the Ohio
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districts.

Administrators and teachers were helpful and
cooperative in the condu:t of the study. District-and
building administrator~ t cut of their way to tidlk with
us, to provide us with materials, and to arrange for us to
meet with the teachers. They showed considerable interest
in our study. This study could not have been carried out
without their cooperation and support.

In thies moncgraph the focus is upon individual local
school districts and how they were affected by minimum
competency test requirements. We combine the interview data
with the analysis of written materials to describe and
analyze how the requirements were implemented at the
appropriate schools and the impacts they had on selected
school practices. We then draw some comparisons,
generalizations and lessons from the several local district

experiences,
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in the development of the BEST, we tried to answer the
" question of °*Why the State Department of Education Chose to

Initiate a MCT?"

By 1975 the State Board of Education and the ]
Superintendent of Schools were interested in a state test.
While Department of Education staff in Testing and
Assessment and Pupil Personnel Services tended to voice

opposition to a state-mandated test, there was a national

and state climate conducive to passing a MCT:

1. Impetus for the Best:

In exploring the immediate impetus to develop a
state-mandated test, rather than a voluntary test, it is
important to understand the climate of opinion, the various
interest groups’ positions on this issue, and the fact that
Missouri has a strong norm of local autonomy and a tradition
of a weak Board of Education in so far as state controls are
concerned. The BEST was thsn out-of-character, so to speak,
in the working relationship between the State Department of
Education and local school districts.

The State Board of Education and the Superintendent of
Schools seemed to be in agreement about "a test". It is
unclear whether the Superintendent was only ~esponding to
the Board’s interest in a test, but he suppor ted the idea in
discussions with other staff members. The important factors
serving as an impetus to the timing on the test seemed to
be:

(a.) The legislature’s interest in this area and a
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BEST COPY AVAILABLE



Page 40

concern the State Department of Education had about
controlling the test; they did not want legislation in this
area and argued strongly against it. There was legislative
activity in the House for "something® in the area ;f MCT.
The state Senate wanted educational *accountability®, but
was generally inactive in proposing legislation. In the
fall of 1974 the state legislature appropriated one-fourth
million dollars for an elementary and secondary testing
program. This represented the start up costs for the 4th
and éth grade voluntary tests. There was also discussion,
though no legislation at this time for a mandated state
test.

(b.) The Farm Bureau was a prime mover for a test.
Spokospooplo.for the Farm Bureau said to the staff, "You
either do it (a test) or we’ll legislate it." The Education
Department’s major lobbyist with the legislature said that
they had no choice...if the department didn’t do it, the
logislature probably would.

(c.) Besides the Farin Bureau, the State Board had
received many unsolicited letters (the number was put at
‘maybe 1,000") asking the State Board to do something about
qQuaiity of education, accountability, and concerns about
sti dar __.. These letters came from =!1 over the state and
from a range of peoplet editors, business people, media,
labor, farm bureau, concerned teachers, parents, students.
These letters from their constituents had a "tremendous
impact® on the State Board, who felt that they had a mandate

from the people to do something. These letters alsc were
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persuasive with Department staff.

(d.) The Missouri Council on Economic Education and the
Missouri Bar Association were very pro-BEST. Their subject
matters are also reflected in the economics/govorn;ont BEST
sub-test.

(e.) Or. the other side there was no group actively
against the test. The Missouri National Educational
Association was against a MCT, but didn‘t lobby actively and
no one else came out against it, including school people.

(f.) State feelings reflected the national mood that
schools were not educating students. Test scores were down

nationally, and the State Board was concerned about the

situation in Missouri.

B. BEST Chronology:

The following chronology provides a time frame for the

development of the BEST.

April 20, 1976--State Board directed the Department
to develop a test.

May 20, 1974--The State Commissioner of Education
appointed a seven member committee of
the Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education personnel to do a
comprehensive study and direct development
of the test.

June 23-July 29, 197é~--Seven-member commi ttee meetings

and individual meetings with subject matter
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specialists} students; parents; college

and university officials; business, labor, and

agricul ture personnel. i
June 28, 29, 30, 1976--Developed role and function-for
a state advisory group representative of
all educational groups and organizations;
students} parents; media, business, labor,
and zgriculture; and school board members.
July 6-9, 1976--Selected advisory council and invited
them to participate.
July 12-28, 197é6--Developed tentative list of objectives.
July 12-September 10, 1976-~-Committees chosen by chairman
to review and recommend chang®s in tentative
objectives.
August 23-27, 1976--Prepared preliminary program
for regional conferences.
August 30-September 3, 1974--Executive commjittee (assistant
commissioners) reviewed and recommended changes

in tentative objectives.
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September 1§, 197é6--ldentified and invi ted Missouri

subject matter specialists to assist in the

development of questions to be used on the test.
September 2, 1974--Provided interim report to State

Board.
September 9-10, 1976--Rank ordered objectives.
Continuous--Prepared reports for public information.

September 9-10,29-30, 1976--Convened the subject matter

specialists.
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September 16-17, 1976~--Gave oral report to State Board.

September 20-October 11, 1976--Selected a sample of the
schools in the state and secured cooperation
in field ‘esting the items.

September 30-November 1,1976~- Assembled test
items for field test and sent to partici-
pating schools.

October i-November 8, 1974--Conducted the eleven Reg@ional
Conferences on BEST.

November 15-December 13, 197é6--Local schools adninistered
the field test items, secured student
reactions to test, and provided teacher
recommendations.

December 13-January §, 1977--Scored test jitems and
analyzed data.

January 6-7, 1977--Reconvened subject matter specialists
to assist in additional analysis and the
selection of the field items to be used
in the pilot test.

January 24, 1977--Selected random sample of schools
for pilot testing.

January 3i-February 1, 1977=--Convened measurement special-
ists to examine test development to data
and make specific suggestions for
test development and testing procoduro‘
for the pilot testing.

February 4, 1977--Notified schools and invi ted them to

participate during the month of April, 1977.
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February 4-25, 1977--Printed BEST for pilot testing.

February 235-March 135, 1977--Muiiwd tests to partici-
pating schools along with form for securing
recommendations from teachers and studerts.
March 15-April 135,1977--Local schools administer tests.
May 1-3., 1977--Score tests and analyze data and recommen=~
dations.
May 1-June 15, 1977--Report scoures to local schools.
June 1-July 27, 1977--Prepare an analysis of test
instrumen? and testing procedures for a
report to the State Board with recommendations.
September 5-28, 1977--Provide a report to all local
schools about the findings and the availability
of the test for April, 1778.
Continuous—=-Conferences, meetings and programs for
concerned citizens, teacher groups
and others.
Spring, 1978--BEST made available to all schools on a
voluntary basis.
July 1, 1978--BEST required for all eighth grade students
in the public schools. Testing done on

a mandatory bacsis starting spring, 1979.

C. The Regional Conferences:

The State Department of Education held eleven regional

educational conferences around the state during October and

November, 1976 with the stated purpose to: "Discuss the




topic of competency-based testing.®

\
At each of these meetings staff members of the i
Department of Education made presentations about the l
development of Missouri’s Basic Essential Skills Test 1
(BEST), and participants discussed the pros and cons of the I
idea in small group sessions. The State Department stated ]
that more than 3,000 citzens participated in the 11 regional
conferences concerning such questions as:t Is there a need
for such a test?; What kind of test should it be?; In what
grade should it be given?; Should the test be required for
graduation?; Should special provisions be made for "special
students”"?. Participants also had the opportunity to
discuss the actual ocbjectives and to review sample qQuestions
in the areas of language arts/roadiné; mathematics, and
government/economics. Surveying the participants at the
conclusion of the meetings, 83/ said that they °"did favor
the concept of a basic skills test"; 67/ favored "requiring
all schools to administer the test"; 67/ favored “"the
initial administration of the test near the end of the
eighth grade®; but only 217 favored "requiring a student to
pass the test before permitting the student to graduate"s
while 36/ of the participants said "Nc* to the graduation
requirement.
From interviews at the State Department of Education and
with several local administrators who had attended ihoso
Regional Meetings, it would seem that these meetings were
used to ratify decisions that were already made. Several

pecple interviewed commented that their supposenly "vote of
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confidence®” was taken after they were publically assured the

" vote only represented that th. issue was worth *_oniinued

study.”

One of the few vocal critics of the t.xt within the
Department of Education characterized the objectives in the
BEST as beir(, deveioped internally. Pecple brought in as
consul taits were as¥ed to react to objectiv s developed
rather than to develop (he objectives. He characterized the
Regional Conferences as a public relation effort to sell the

BEST.
D. State Board Action:

The State Board of Education used the results from the
Regional Conferences to set policy at jits November 18-19
meeting at Kansas City in 1974. The Board adopted the
following amendment to the State Rules for Ciassification
and Accredi tation of Public School Districts:

*Beginning with the 1978-79 school year, each
school district shall administe: the Basic
Essent.al Skills Test (BEST) to all pupils in
Grade 8 according to instructions provided by the
Department of Elemeitary and Sscondary Education.
In cubsequent years, the test shall be
administered annuai' * to al! pupils in Grade 8&
and those pupils above Brade 8 wh~ did not take or
did not pass the teast or any subtest previously

(coes not apply to pupils who were eighth graders
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prior to 1978-79). Pupils enrolled in special

education clarses may be exempt or given the test

in a modified manner when specified in the
Individualized Education Program (JEP)."
Local school boards had the responsibility, under the
school classification and accrediation program, of
maintaining appropridte records of the BEST results, and to
record the passage or vailure of pass on each students
transcript. The State Board deferred action on the question
of making passage of the examiniation a requirement for high
school graduation.

After scoring the BEST at the state level through a
cortract with the University of Missouri, sc:ool districts

~eceived back the fcllowing:

(1.) An individual student achesive backed label reporting
scorees in reading/language arts, mathematics, and
government/economics. This label included the scores of
locélly scored objectives (2 copies per student);

(2.) An individual student profile each in
reading/language arts, mathematics, and goverrment/economics
(3 copies per student);

(2.) A school district report of group performance for
eighth-grade students (3 copies)}

(4.) A building rep>rt for eighth-grade students if the
school cistrict requests it by placing header sheets in
their request for scoring (3 copies)

(3. A listing of all students in grades 8 & ? who did not
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pass one <i more BEST requiremznts (1 copy); and

(6.) A state report (at a later date, after reporting
results to the State Board of Education).
(Memo, to Superintendents of Schools, from the Director of
Pupil Personnel Services at the Department of Elementary and

Secondary Education, May 8, 1979.)
E. Intent of the State in Adcpiing the BEST:

Through both published accounts and through
interviewing people involved in developing the BEST, the
intent of the state in de eloping the BEST is represented in
the following quotes from administrators in the state
department of education:

1. The State Superintendent in a written publication
stated, "Even with the numerous and diverse educational
goals in elementary and secondary schools, many of which
were formerly achieved in the home, there is general
agreement that certain basic skills and Knowledge should be
mastered before it can be said youth are ready to cope with
adult life. More and more, society is demanding some
assurance that all students graduating from public schools
exhibit competency in applying basic skills....The Basic
Essential Skills Test (BEST) was developed to assist schools
in assuring that all students achieve these basic g%als;'

2. The State Board of Education said that the aim of
the BEST is, "Provide an objective measurement of aach

student’s Knowledge of certain basic information in
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arithmetic, reading, government and economics, and the
application of such knowledge to the solution of practica)
evervday problems.*

Other comments of state level personnel about the
intent of the BEST included:

3. "What we want is a minimum, which all kids perform
at-- a floors"

4. BEST is an "effort to cal) attention to skills most
people are likely to need ags citizens of our society;*®

S. BEST seen as "one way to make schools get serious,
if they have to take a test;"

3. The BEST has "forced school acdministrations to
develcp a budget based on educational needs;”

?. The BEST helps in the "monitorinae of individual
achievement to help remediate;*

BEST was to stress the application of basic academic
skills to life situations., 1%t was intended to serve as an
instructional tool and screening device that will identify
students’ deficiencies while sufficient time is available to
accomplish remediation. Importantly, the test would focus
attention on those students who tended to "fall through the
cracks® in schools.

The 39 state paper/pencil test objectives (13 in each
sub-test of language arts, math, and government/economics)
and the 10 locally scored objectives (8 in languagozarts and
two in math) were all deemed important enough that while a
student needed an overal)l passing score of 75/, at least one

of the three items for each objective also had to be
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correctly answered in order to pass that sub-test.

The rationale for giving BEST in March is to alluw time

for data processing results before the end of the school

year, Grade 8 is considered the apprepriate time because it
marks the end of formalized reading instruction in many
schools}] it allows adequate time for remediation in the
final four years of schooling} and importantly, many
students begin dropping out of school in the ?th grade, so

that testing in the €th grade ensures everyone will take the

. BEST.

F. State Implementation of the BEST:

The State Department of Education was motivated to

'initiato, develop, and implement a state minimum competency

test at the 8th grade level based on the above conceorns to
assess anc to assure a "floor" of KnowledQge and skills fo;
public school graduates. The implemertation of the BEST,
however, raised several issues:

1. One of the cutcomes of deveioping objectives around
state determined areas of Knowledge was tnat the test, in
fact, was not based on curriculum in plac® in a majority of.
local districts., The stress in BEST objectives was on
application of "life skills,” a relatively naw approach for
many schools. This approach had more commonly boon!usod

with special education students, as compared to average cr

gifted students.

One state 1#.%]1 rospondent commented, "BEST was

53




initiated not based on curriculum in place in local
districts but rather what they thought students should
Know.® Government, for example, is a content area which
traditionally has been covered in $th grade Civics;
Economics usually is not formally covered in grades K-8,

Kansas City area educatore admitted that they "taught
eighth-grade mathematics and social studies courses out of
srquence just to prepare for the state’s mandatory minimum
competency test and thus possibly jeopardized the students
underst. ding of those subi~ct areas.” Educators complained
that the government/economics subtest covered material not
offered until ninth grade. According to the article,
*School districts have altered thei: teaching methods for
the test because of increasing public pressure to score
higher and a desire to be sure students have learned the
minimum sKills set by the state.® (Faye A. Silas, "Teachers
See Danger in Focus on State Test," Kansas City Times, April
16, 1980, p. 1A

The state made the decisinn not to re—-evaluate the BEST

objectives after five years as originally planned, becausw

many districts had already changed their curriculum to match
the state obiectives. Thus, people at the state level
decided that it was not fair to re-evaluate the objectives,
even though they had second thoughts on some of them and
would have like to have made some changes. !

2. The state’s help to local school districts as part

of BEST implementation is 1imited. Within the Missouri

Depar tment of Education there are four professionals who are
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familiar with the BEST program and devote 30-3%% of their
"~ time to BEST activities. Most of the attention is on
field-testing new BEST test items each year (though the
number on the test remains constant).

Department curriculum specialists develop BEST activity
b- >ks for use by local districts, and organize abzut 40 BEST
workshops around the state for district and local school
personnel. State personnel are not sure to what extent their
materials are used at the local level, and in fact, get few
calls for assistance from the local level. Some districts
have taken advantage of available help; many have not.

3. The major area of state assistance, additional
funding for remediation, has not been forthcoming. The
budget of the Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education is the source of funding for the BEST program.

The total budget in 1976-77 was 854,000, for various
committtee muvetings and conferences called for developing
the components of the BEST, prrinting booklets and answer
sheets, scoring, and field-testing and reporting scores.
Costs for 1977-78 totalled about $67,000 for field and
pilot-testing, printing, scoring and reportingj 1978-79 (the
first year of official BEST testing), about $110,500 was
spent in program-related activities. (William Philip Ger th,
*A Study cf Minimum Competency Testing Programs,” Report to
N.l1.E., 1979. :

The state has given no additional money for remediation
in connection with the BEST, taking the position that these

are the basics and districts should be doing this anyway and
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do not need extra money for doing what is their Job. Money
was asked for, but no extra money was Qiven school
distric’s to carry out the BEST. As one St. Louis School
Board member put it, “lf the legislature should proceed on
the ccurse of legislating mandatory testing, we feel that
fiscal responsibilities need to be included in the mandate,
providing funds above and beyond current levels, so local
communi ties may be able to positively respond to the outcome
of statewide mandatory assessments.® (Donald 1. Hammonds,
*School Board Members Oppose State-ordered Tests for
Diplomas,” St. Louis Blobe-Democrat, October 1979, p. 7A.)

In 1979 a House bill (HB835) was introduced, to develop
and establish a remedial education and testing program;
House bill (HB&0S) introduced in 1980, provided for the
development and establishment 6f remedial education and
testing programs in each school district in the state and
provided for state aid for remedial education.None of these
pieces of proposed legisltation passed, but they reminded
the State Department of Eaucation personnel of the
continuing interest the legislature had in minimum
comp. ncy testing.

The State Department of Education cave out with a
number of recommendations for local districts regardinc, ..

BEST, in June, 1982, - including: “"For a student who does not

¢
nass one or more of the subtests, the school distritt is

obliged to design an educational program for the succeeding

year which will assure that students master these simple

basic sKills. High schools should diagnose each student who
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fails a BEST subtest for the second time to determine the

reason for the student’s faiiure. In some cases it may be

necessary to design a special program to help ensure that

the student will master all skills prior to graduation.”
Thus, while remediation was initially a "local option",
school districts four years later were told that it was a
‘responsibility,” but without any financial inducements
attached.

4. In order to pass the 10 locally evaluated
objectives, the student must receive a “"satisfactory" rating
on each objective (8 in language arts and 2 in math). MWhile
performance standards for the 39 state~dewveloped objectives
are absolute in nature, the performance standards for ithe 10
locally administered objectives are determined by local
criteria, and therefore, can vary greatly.

Students tend to perform less weil on these 10
objectives than on the other 39 pencil and paper objectives.
According to one state department curriculum specialist, th2
lower scores result from the fact that these objectives are
based on teachers’ judgements and teachers tend to be
reluctant to score students as having "mastered” an itemj;
they are concerned that they will be held accountable
sometime in the future for "signing off" on that skill.

3. The test administration prccedures, contained in a
detailed 46-page GUIDE FOR THE BASIC ESSENTIAL SKILLS TELT
prepared by the Department of Education, do not provide for
any pretesting practice by students. Al though, the local

districts were encouraged to use the BEST data *"for
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individualized program planning,” as the test scores became
the focus of local concern, pretesting became an obvious
response to better preparing students.

é6. The issue of whether passage of BEST should be part
of the graduation requirement was by-passed in 1978, with
the State Board leaving the graduation requirement as a
local option. A House bill (HB983), April 27, 1981, would
have made the BEST a graduation requirement; this bill
argued that the present state approach was weak becausc
there was no penalty for seniors who failed the BEST. At
this time, the State Departmert of Education spokesman
lobbied against the bill, arguing: "The Bill...could
increase Missouri‘s high school dropout rate and cause an
ocoutbrealk of lawsuits filed by disgrunted parents against the
state." Staff in the State Department were aimost unanimous
in their opposition to the gracuation requirement in 1982,
though, at that time, it was being seriouly considered at
the state level; there was conc cn over the fact that 11.34
of the juniors in the state had still not passed th BEST.
There also was a feeling at the state level that some school
districts were not taking the BEST seriously, and the
graduation requirement would put added teeth in the state
mandate.

Some school districts used the local option to make the
BEST a graduation requirement on their own. On Juko 24,
1983, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported that 29 of the
state’s 436 school districts required passage of the BEST

for high school graduation. (The BEST was made a graduation
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requirement in 1983 by the state, but was still a l1ocal

option at the time of this research.)

6. Unintended Consequences of yne BEST:

1. The Impact of the Media:

The major implomoﬁtation issue facing the State
Department of Education was their lose of control over local
district test score data, and how it was used by the media.
Staff in the Department of Education said that the BEST is
the only test that they feel they have had negative
consequences from, steming from the "public nature" of the
BEST. It is also the only test which is state mandated,
besides the passage of a civics test for high school
graduation. No one collects or monitors that "1ocal test,"
and no one failx to graduate because of it.

As part of the pilot testing for the BEST in 1976, the
Department of Education staff had collected racial data.

The test results showed blacks performing significantly
worse than whites on the 175 test items, and the decision was
made not to seek racial data in the 1978 voluntary taking of
the BEST, nor in subsequent BEST tests. From previous
experience with test data, staff also realized that the
urban areas of the state woula do the worst on the SBEST and,
thus, argued against putting the data in ways so that
districts could be compared. While there were some early
viarnings against organizing test data in ways to allow

districts to be compared, the legislature and the State

Board wanted the data collected by district.
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The results on a state-wide basis were that
socio~economic differences between districts did show up.
An article in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch concluded that in
general, graduates of schools in the suburbs of Kansas City
and St. Louis ware better educated than those in inner-city
or rural schools. High schools in the midst of prime
agricul tural land or in outstate college towns did better
than those in less affluent rural areas. One school
administrator in an affluent area of St. Louis County
commented, "We have marked socio-economic differences in our
district, too, which tend to show up in our test results.®
(Eric L. Z2oeckler, "Many High Schoo! Seniors Test Low on
Basics Tests, St. Louis Post-Dispatch, August ?, 1978, p.
10

The media pickod up on the BEST immediately, according
to Department staff. People at the state level feel that
they were naive about the media, and the leve)l of interest
they would have in the test results. Becausc of the public
nature of the data, newspapers were able to have access to
it as socn a. the Department of State received the rosglts.
They pulled out the results by districts, and ran
comparisons of local districts with front page headlines.

The Department of Education had promised distric*s
*volunteering" for the test in 1978 that the results would
not be made public. It ended up that they could noi Keep
their promise. A St. Louis Post-Dispatch article dated
August 7, 1978 (E.!) notes, "The state officials who

supervised the testing are reluctant to compare tert scores.
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They resisted requests by the Post-Dispatch for individual
school test results until! pressed by the newspaper under the
state’s Sunshine Law. Officials had promised the schoois
volunteering to take the test that their results would
remain secret."

Other articles focused on the comparison in districts’
test scores. (e.g.,Eric L. Zoeckler, "Test Results: Pupils
Lacking in Skills Use," St. Louis Post- Dispatch, September
15, 1978, p. 1A. This article reviews Missouri students’
performance on 1978 BEST and Commissioner Mallory’s
reaction.) Articles also appeared in the Columbia Daily
Tribune, the Kansas City Times, the St. Lo. .s
Gl obe-Democrat, Hannibal Courier—Post, Jeffarson City Post
Tribune, North County Journal, the Washington Missourian,
Washington Citizen, West County Journal, St. Louis Argus,
and other smaller 'scal newspapers. The puhlicity was
wide-spread and substantial.

Basically, the Department of Education had no control
over the media and the sensational play made over the test
scores and how local! districts compared against one another;
however, they also were taken by surprise at the extent and
depth of the coverage. The St. Louis and Kansas City
metropolitan areas, in particular, were treated in much the
same way as sports teams, with score cards showing how each
*district’s ratings" compared against other districgs in the
area. Each year the ratings came out, usually on the front
pages of the newspapers, showing scheol districts’

percentages passing by sub-test and total district scores.
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Change data from the previous years indicate impro.ement or
de~line in district scores.

Media interviews with local superintendents of schools
accompanied the test results, asking them their reactions to
how their own districts did and comments about the standings
of other districts. From 1977 to 1983, we found 248 articles
on minimum competensy tests and the BEST in the Missouri
newspapers, concentrating on newspapers avajilable in the St.
Louis metropolitan area.

The State Superintendent of Schools in reacting to the
publicity over the test scoras commented in May, 1978,
*There will probably be some tendency to compare school
districts according to the resulits of the BEST, but the
value of the test will be what it reveals about individua)
students and their command of basic skills.® (St. Louis
Post-Dispatch). In May, 1980, the Superintendent ccmmented
on the same issue, "The biggest drawback tof the BEST) is
that it has prompted the comparison of school districts on
the basis of the results...such comparisons, however, are
inevitable--and in the final analysis, probably harmless.®
(Missouri Times).

One of the focal points of our analysis of the impact
of the BEST at' the local level, is the effect the "public
natur.' of the BEST had on the implementation of the testing
mandate. The media made the BEST “"visible® in a waysthat no
other single test has been in the state; it is the one
common denominator allowing comparisons among achaol

districts.
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A 1978 Post-Dispatch article, "Skills Test Marks Rattle
Parents, School Officials,” reports pressure on educators
from parents for immediate improvenment of their schooals’
BEST performance by using crashk courses. According to the
article, "Some parents even said that preparation would
enhance property valuesz because the districts would be
considered good areas in which toe live." The article goes
on to say, "In some school districts, adninistrators were
angered over publication of the district-by-district
resul ts, but this did not stop residents from complaining
about their district’s performance.®

In ancther schoo! district, the superintendent
commented, "Anytime the state sets up a testing tandard and
<he press believes that it should take up X quarter c€ the
front page, it does create pressure on us.” An official in
a city district said, "The city school. did not rank high
tnd we‘re catching H-E-Double-L for it."

In spite of impruoved BEST scores for many districts in
19,9 rolatiQo to 1978, many Missouri educators and some
legislators and school board "embers questioned whether
minimum competency testing was the proper tool to judge
studenta’ progress. For many educators, the improved scores
in 1977 did not necessarily mean the quality of education
was improving, "A commcn concern is that the ‘st is being
‘taught’ and thus prove: very little.” Other cammonks of
school people inciuded, "It (BEST) highlights the importance
o7 evaluating the curriculum to 3ewe that objective. are

taught. We did all that for tae test. Thal’s why students
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do well. That’s why our students did well;" "We have to
build a curricuium to equip the students with the proper
skills to pass the test;" “The best thing about the test
is that it has given schools the chance to look at
curricuium,”

Others commented, "It’s liKe cramming for a final exam
in college;” "1f we end up teaching the test, what have we
accomplished?® "The test is becoming sc important that it’s
becomi g the curriculumj® "Boards of Education are
attempting to run school districts like corpurstiuns....lf
your students don’t perform as well as other districts’
students, your teachers will hear about it.* (Deborah
Wiethop, "Basic Essential Skills Test--What Does It Prove,®
St. Lot < Post-Dispatch, June 13, 1979, p. 3-4.)

A superintendent in a St. Louis Count) suburban
district summed up the expressed concerns of many school
people in taying, "The BEST scores were just one measure of
teaching effectiveness, but one that 1o ms in the public
mind because they are published.”

2. Undue Pressures on School! Districts and Teachers to
Improve Scores:

The public comparisons of school district scores
through the news medi» seas, thus, one of the unintended
consequences -.v the Missouri mandated minimum competency
test. Another unintended consequence brought hbout:through
communiiy pressure for high schirvement was a series of
cheating allegatiuns and several court cases, with instances

of teacher Jigmissed over providing students answers on the
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BEST. Many of the school district personnel iqtorviowod in
this study would "suggest® how unusual it was for "a certain
district to get 1004 passing the BEST.® Many school staff
felt that districts responded to the test situation by
‘bending the rules® to look better.

One teacher, who was dismissed in a cheating scande! in
& suburban dirstrict, argued thzi she was made the scapegoazt
for widespread irregularities in the administration of the
{981 BEST. The principal in another school district
suggested that the press shared in the guilt caused by BEST
cheating because the "scoreboard fashion® of reporting
¢C ~es created undue pressure on school personnel. Other
adninistrators complained about the obsession of some school
administrators, who feel compelled to bring scores up “"at
any cost" to avoid bad pubiicity. <(Claudia MaclLachian and
Maura Lerner, "Teacher Admits Biving Student Another’s
Answers," Post-Dispatch, July 1981; "BEST Pressures,"
Post-Dispatch, July 31, 1981 Bili Smith and Deborah
Wiethop, "County Schools Rerort Higher Scores on Skills
Test,® St. Louis Globe-~Dem crat, April 1980, p. éA.)

Al legea teacher cheatinn took place in various areas in
the state. *ajor instances of "teacher cheating®" were
reported :n the Kansas City school district and in
Universiiy City, in St. Louis County. School people and
officials in the teachers’ unions, however, suggested that
testing "irregulatities” were much more widespread than what
was in fact reported in the newspapers. The Missouri

National Educationa! Assuciation (MNEA) President, referring
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to accusations of test score "adjustments® which she had

" received, commented, “Districts are putting more and more
pressure on teachers to improve the scores. Any time you
have a sgatowido test, the public is led to believe this is
the answer to educational ills. Of course, this will put
pressure on the schools to improve their scores—~-often by
any means.”

A University of Missouri at Kansas City education
professor commented that he was not surprised at the reports
of cheating, “You have to expect it anytime teachers are put
under that much pressure and also give the tost. I+
tzachers are going to be evaluated on the basis of test
scorss, someone else should be administering the tests.®
(Stephen E. Winn znd Tammy Tierney, "Cheating on BEST Test
is Alloéod,' Kansas City Star, April 20, 1980, pp. 1A & 3A;
"Teacher Tells of Work Sheets A'most Identical to Skills
Test,® p. 3AD)

Some teachers also complained that much time was
devotad to preparing for the BEST: "There were no surprises,
we simply crammed for it. The kids were so used to the
material they could have taken it ‘n their sleep. But if
you gave it to them tommorrow 1 doubt if half of them would
pass." (Ibid.)

The school district in St. Louis County, which had the
highest scores the first three years of the tostingzprogram,
took the mandate serious!y: "The word came down from the
Board of Education and the Superintendent that ‘We expect

you to do well on the BEST test,’" commented the principal
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of the Junior High. The district’s teachers and
administrators ensured that all skills tested were
emphasized in their curriculum. The district staff attended
State Board of Educatior meetings, used publications
designed to prepare schools and teachers for the BEST and
gave students extra work in areas they Knew were weak. The
principal visited classes to explain he importance of doirg
well on the BEST. Some students even worked on their own
initiative on areas of weaknesses. The article containing
the above description, likened the post-EEST hallway scene
to the "Dallas Cowboys’ locker room after the Super Bowl".
(St. Louis Post-Dispatch, September 24, 1978, p. 7A.)

The State Superintendent of Schools commented
publically about charges of BEST cheating by saying, *The
purpose of the test is not to check on the teachers--not to
check up on any school district--It’s to determine whether
some minimal sKilly have been mastered by the student.®
(Colleen Cordes, "Test Scores Are Invalid if Teachers
Cheated, Official Says,"” Kansas City Times, April 21, 1980.’

In another article, State Education officials
emphasized, "Test results are not designed to be compared
between school districts. They provide districts and the
state with comprehensive information on how wel: students
have mas . »d basic skills.® (Faye A. Silas, "Eighth-grade
Test Results Decline in Some Districts,” Kansas Cit; Times,

April 11, 1980, p. B-1).

H. Summary:
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The state of Missouri wanted the BEST to be a useful
tool for school districts to keep students from "falling
through the cracks® of public education, and to insure that
students had the basic skills and Knowledge to be informed
citizens by the time they graduated from high school. In
the process of implementing the BEST at the local level, the
visibility of the test score results in the media and the
accompanying pressures on school districts to be
“competitive® with surrounding 3chool districts, represented
*unintended consequences® of the testing mandate. In the
¢ollowing chapters on the Missouri school districts, we will
!ook in-depth at these impacts of the BEST on local schoo!

practices.

s
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IV. SELECTION OF MISSOURI DISTRICTS:

A. Introduction:

The motivation to develop the Basic Essential SKills
Test (BEST) by the State Boird and State Superintendent of
Education was based on considerations which mirrored
national concerns in 1975-197é that students were not
learning basic competencies and were graduating from high
schoo! without the skills they needed to be informed
citizens. The eighth-grade BEST was seen as an appropriate
way to bring focus to these issues; to get local school.s to
review their curricula in terms of the BEST’s 49 educational
objectives and to screen students to insure that they were
receiving the help they needed.

The newspaper accounts indicate vividly that the
state-mandatad test progrm did in fact focus attention on
the issue of minimum competencies. There were, h ver,
several unanticipated consequences érom the implementation
of the BEST, including: (1) the extent and focus of
newspaper coverage of test results, comparing of school
districts in ways sim!lar to the repurting of baseball

league team standings} (2) cheating allegations, roéhlting
in several court casesj and (3> overall Judgements of the

community’s "quality of education,” based on reported test

score rankings, to the extent of a‘fecting the selling of
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local real estate.

In focussing upon the district level we wanted to ook
in—depth at the impa‘:t of the BEST on local school policy
decisions and practices i.e., decision-making concerning the
test and who participated; whether the testing program led
to changes in educational goals of the schools; whether the
implementaticn of the testing program altered the ways in
which money and other resources were allocuted; how the
program affected the attitudes and behavior of teachers; and
the impact of the publicity about schoo! performances on
both school people and community leaders involved with the
schools.

The research concentrated on the following four issue

areas:

(1.) The extent tn which the need to implement the state
testing mandate led to changes in how, where, and
by whom the basic curriculum decisions were made?

--==1s the course content made more standard throughout
the szhool system?

-—-Are basic curriculum and text book decisions made
by different persons as a result of he test?

--~Are individual classroom teachers given jess
freedom over the content of their courses and

how they spend their classroom time?

(2.) How was the curricula in the district adapted

as a response to the BEST?
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~==changes in overali goals, .hilosophy, rationais?
-==changes in course offerinys?
-==changes in sequencing of courses?

-==changes in content of courses?

(3.) The extent to which allocation and distribution
of budgetary and personnel resources have been
a response to the .esting mandate?
-==changes which re-allocate more money to
areas covered by the BEST?
-==Incr ease in personnel in areas covered by BEST,
e.Q9., hew courses, remediation, in-service training,

etc.”?

(4.) District policy, Behavioral responses, and
Teacher evaluations

===-How does the school district define the purpose
of the BEST?

-=~How much tim( is spent specifically on
test-related material as district policy?

-==How much time is spent on specific test
preparation such as practice tests or exercises
in class?

-==1s part of the written school district policy to
increase student test scores? ‘

==~Are teachers e aluated according to how
well their pupils perform on the BEST?

-==-How does the school district evaluate the impact
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of the BEST on their schools?

===~hhat are the benefits to the school district
derived from the BEST?
-==How do administrators use the test resul ts?

==—How do teachers use the test data?

With these areas of questions in mind we approached
three (3) school districts, representing two counties,

concerning their participation in this exploratory study.

B. Selection Of School Districts:

Given the limitations sn the number of schcol uistricts
we could reasonably study, the decision was made to select
two districts in the same metropolitan area and one in an
adjacent county. Much of the newspaper comparisons of
school Jdistricts were in the metropolitan areas of the
state. Thus, at least two of these districts had to deal
with the visibility and publicity issue. Choosing a school
district where the media attentiun was not as great,
provided one type ov comparison.

We also assumed that racial composition, financial
support for education, size and whether school enroliment
was increasing or dec.ining, and the percentage of students
passing the BEST, might all be important variables iffocting
how Jistricts reponded to the testing mandate.

Districts were therefore ranked by: (1) Financial

support for education (Assessed Evaluation Per Pupil). (2)
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BEST scores from 1979 through 19€2, showing changes in the
percentage passing. This rhange wae also reflected
state-wide, with the BEST scores between 1979 and 1982
increasing. (3) 1976 and 1980 racial percentages showing
increases and decreases in district racial percentages and
the percentage change. Districte also were ranked 2s being
Low (under 5% black school population), Medium (between S
and 257 black population), Medium High (between 2&é and 49%
black population), and High (S9% and over black population).
The average black population in St. Louis County public
schools in 1980 was 22.33%.

We wanted representation of districte with both high
and low support for education as represented by the Assessed
Evaluation Per Pupil ranks. We wanted a diceirict which
scored relatively well on the BEST ard one that scored in
the lower third of the county; we were also interested in
school districts that had significantly improved their
percentage pascsing between 1979 and 1982 (at or above the
county average). We wanted districts which hid black
student popt'-.ions which were both lower and higher than
the average in the county. MWe also were interested in
having a district with two middle or junior high <chools in
order to examine the possible competition between schoole
within the same district, given that the focus of attention
was on the BEST at the 8th grade level. In other wérds, we
wanted school districts which would reprecsent many of the
key characteristics of suburban school districts in urban

metropolitan areas.
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The choice of the third school district was defined as
a4 rural area, and one which would represent more of a small
town comparison. We looked at the same variables in a
number of districts within fifty mile drive of the cther two
districts chosen: financial support for education} racial
composition; test scores; and size.

The selection of the three school districts was made
with these various variables in mind. After our initial
selection we made contact with -the superintentdents in each
district to request their participation. Two of the three
initial choices agreed to participate. The suprintendent in
the third district refused, but allowed himseif to be
interviewed and provided an interesting explanation for his
refusal. He indicated that the staff in his schoo! di;trict
had made major changes in the curricuia and in sequencing of
course materials because of the BEST. They had, however,
acted outside of the knowledge of their school board, which
had told them not to be infiuenced by the test. The
superintendent did not want his district studied because he
did not want his school board to Know what they had in fact
done internally to respond to the BEST.

Our alternate choice for the third district agreed (o
participate in the study. This district was comparable to
the district which refused, so we felt tnat there was no
disadvantage in making the change. In fact, this al ternate
choice had already made the policy dec.zion to make the BEST

part of their high school! graduation requirement, and so

added an i pourtant variable to the study.
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C. Characteristics of the School Districts:

The three local schooi district chosen ranged in their

enroliment, organizational structure, assessed evaluation

Per pupil, their percentage of black school ~age penilation,

the percentage of students who persist to graduation, and
their scores on the BEST. Below is a table comparing the

three districts along these variables.

E/P/P: $2,508  #1,929 $1,862

Assessed Val. E/P;:

963,077 $34,427 449,994
Total Levy: 4.89% 4.%91 3.3%

Grade Structure,
K=5,6-8,¢~-12 K-6,7-8,9-12 K-4,7~-9,10-12
H
No. of Schosis Involved (8th grade levs';

2 1 1




Percentage of High School Graduates:

72.4% S8. 1% 84. 1%

BEST as a Graduation Reqguirement:

! No Yes Ne

7 Minority Population (1980):

16.6% 38.3% -

State Scored Part of BEST:
7 Passing BEST (1979):

76.37% 60 .87 72.2

7 Passing BEST 1980:

83.%5% a47.%% S&.2%

7 Passing BEST 1981:

92.9% 43.97 é4.2%

7 Passirg BEST 1982:

93.9% 76.2 80.4%

7 Passing BEST 1982:

98.0% 74. 1% 74.9%
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In District #1, from 1979-1983, the -- t2d BEST
scores consistently improved, showing 21.™ :: .-ease in the
five years. In District #2, the test scores flucuated, with
an over-all increase of 13.3%. In Dictrict #3, from
1979-1987, the test scores fluctuated, with an cver-all
incraase of 2.74.

How the individual school distrizis esponuer to the
state mandated ~A:5T, and the consequences and perceptions of
impact of the BEST on school practices for each of the three

schocl! districts in Missouri will now Le examined.
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V. GARDEMNw-Y SCHOOL DISTRICT

A. Community Context:

Gardenway is an old community, which developed
independently of the close-by large city, but is now a
suburb in the metropolitan area. As in the rest of
Misscuri, Gardenway schools were legally segrenated until
“954. The community begar the desegregation process shortly
aiter the Supreme Court decisinn, Ar old estatblisi «d black
communivy was cont#inod within the school district
houndar.es. A 1975 desegregatior order to further

ez, ‘egation, along with declining enroliments (from 11,200
to 4,500 students), led to the ciosing of schools and the
restructuring of the grade levels in the 1977-78 school
year. Students were consolidated into “ewer buildings at
the lower grades, middie schools wei-e ~aveloped, and
desegregaticn was furtherad.

Desegregation had beern a legal issue in the
ietropolitan area since the early 1940’s with pubtic
accommodations, open occupancy and "block busting® major
issues. Al the time of this research, Gardenway school
district was involved in a metropolitan school desegregation
case, with 22 .« “her school districts. A 'voluntary;

desegregation plan already in place encourayed some
inter-district mobility of biack youngsters to suburban

districts and in-mobility of white youngsters to the
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majority-black urban school district,

B. School Context:

The school system, which moved from a junior high to a
middle school structure (K-S, 6-8, 9-12) in the 1977-78
school year, has two middlie schools where the BEST is given
to 8th grade students. There are 12 teachers who teach
subjects covering BEST objectives in the 8th orade; &
teachers in each of the two middie schcols, 2 in language
arts, 2 in math, and 2 in social studies. At the higH
school one resource teacher handles students not passing the
BEST. There is a tutcrial format in the high school to help
xtudents still needing to pass the BEST. All 0f these
*teachers involved in implementing the BEST wer? interviewed
individually about the test and its impast.

The district made a commi tment to competency-based
education in 1978 in the hiring of a new superintcndent and
the development of a program cailed Project Excellwnce.
Project Excellence did not resuit from the BEST. It
reflected community concern with competency education,
something that paralleled the BEST. When the middle schools
were o~ga:...ted, Gardenway also instituted the Extended Basic
SKills (IBSY) classes for seventh and eighth grade students,
except Jor those in the gifted or 10 the Chapter 1.
preqgrams. These EBS classes were set up to providi
individualized and small group instruction (14-1% gtudents
in a classj half the regular ' lass size), in a review period

and as & time to bolster basiZz .rnills. The EBS classes were
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to provide teachers contact time with students (u focus on
areas of student weaknesses. Chapter 1. students had
remedial classes and gQifted studr .ts were put in a program

called PACE, both scheduled at the times as the EBS classes.

C. Admninistration/Implementation of the BEST:

In 1978 when school districts across the state were
asked to "volunteer™ to give the BEST to their 8th g¢graders,
Gardenway voluntrered along with most other districts. Only
the state’s paper and pencil objectives were given in 1978,
not the 10 locally scored items. The test was given in
Gardenway . i thout any special preparation. A memorandum
from the central office regarring the BEST (~ated Noveber
15, 1977, indicated that Gardenway would be participating
in the BEST on a voluntary basis. It acknowledged that the
state test cculd have some influence on the district’s
curriculum: "Should deficiencies be identified in grade 8
and those ceficiencies remain at grade 12, it would be clear
that some consideration should be given to program
adaptation. betwecen grades 8 and 12."

The district, as other school districts, had been
reassured by the state that the test results would not be
made public. The resulting 1978 BEST scores, with under 80X
of the students passing, were seen as a "big disappoirixment
and surprise,” according to a school acninistrator.tThe
ensuing newspaper coverage of all of the 8th grade test
results of school districts in the county had a "big effect

on the reaction in the gchool! district." Fsople in the
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comrunity were unhappy with their comparative test score
results. As the sup.erintendent expressed :t, *Once the box
scores were publishea, ovr pride was on the line." It
pushed the district to make an effort on the BEST. In
1979, the district began using the state developed materials
in the subjects covered by BEST (mathematics,
government/economics, and reading). BEST test objectives
w2re incorporated into the district’s curriculum, Project
Excellence. Hindbooks for Project Excellenne were developed
in Social Studies, Reading, and Math for the &éth to 8th
graders in 1981. In 1982, the district developed other
materials in conjunction with the BEST, to provide tost
preparation materials: Government/Economics Extended Basic
Skills Practice Pages; Mathematics Extended Basic Skills
Practice Pages; Language-Arts Extended Bagic Skills Practice
Pages.

Other written communications also i.dicate the
importance the cistrict began placing on the test after it
became mandatory in 197y'. Communication from the
superintendent’s office addressed to "Dear Parents,”
regarding the rasults of the EZST states, “These results
will be used to help reviw curricula in areas tested by the
BEST. We will also svaluate each student’s results to
determine strengths and weaknesses, and plan rneeded learning
activities for each student....The attached compari;on wi th
the tast BEST resuits indicate that we have made significant

improvement. Further curriculum modification will be

considered which will undoubtedly mean improved performance
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in future years." Meetings were also scheduled at the two
middlie schoole to explain individual performance scores to
interested parents.

A Memorandum (dated February 246, 1932) from a midcle
school principal to eighth grade team teachers regarding the
BEST »nd addressed to "Dear Students," encouraged students
to do "their very best on this test'. It also commentec:
"The results of our school will be compared (0 other
schools...and ranked in the Post and the Globe. (The two
daily newspapers) Therefore an additional incentive should
be that our school ranks right up at the top of the list."

Communications also came from the high school
encouraging students to take advantage of tutorial help in
connection with passing the BEST. A letter dated January
17, 1983, and addressed to "Dear Parentc,” was sent to
parents whose child either had never been given the éEST or
took the test but did not pass. The letter dealt with an
after schnol tutorial during the end of Janua.y throunh the
end of February. Tutorials were scheduled in all three
academic areas covered hy the BEST.,

After the initial! iower than expected showing on the
BEST. school administrators took seriously the importance of
raising test scores. From interviews with botr
adgministrators and school! board members/citizers active in
the nschoois, it is obvious thaut this emphasis was d%no with
the approval of the community.

1. Attitude of th. Administration:

There is sugreement amongst all the school
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admninistrators interviewed that the publication cf the test
scores had a strong impact on the school district. It made
administrators more concer.ed about student attainment of
cognitive skills. The superintendent explained that there
was concern for minimum basic s¥Xills in Cardenway before
Project Excellence or the BEST. He was hired because the
s-hool hoard wanted two things they felt he could provide:
(1) The quality of the curriculum translated into positive
student achievement and evidence thereof; (20 A
performance-based evaluation.

The superintendent came in the spring of 1978; Project
Excellence was beqgun in the fall. He did not Know about the
BEST until he became "uperintendent, so it was a "total
surprise”". Once the test scores became public, the
superintendent felt that the district had to make an effort
to raise the district’s standing. The superintendent
commented that the local community does evaiuate he school
district on the basis of student performance on the SEST and
the SAT tests. The SAT scores are als> published, hut that
is an achievement test rather than a minimum competercy test
with a set floor for passage.

There is generally negative feelings stout tne public
nature of the test acores and individuai districts’ rankings
appearing in th? newspaper. One example cited by a cchool
administrator concerrning the publication of distric;
rankings on the BEST, indicated what he saw ag the media’s
distorcion of the test: "A ysar ago everytody’s scores were

up and there was only a tiry bex at the back of the
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newspaper; this year, a few were down, s. it was front page
news." With all the attention on the BEST scores, the
reaction of administrators was that kids will start scoring
well, but that won’t necessarily mean that eoucation is anv
better.

The district‘s instructional management system, Project
Excellence, is seen by administ..ators as being more
extensive and generally preferable to the BEST, which Jjust
deals with "minimum competencies”. The plan is for Project
Exceilence to eventual.y expand to all subjects, K-12. The
emphasis on the BEST test has meant, however, that Projert
Excellence has begun with the subjects covered on the BEST
test. The BEST objectives have been incorporated into
Proisct Excellerce, which has thus led to considerable
standirdization of the curriculum. One administrator
commented that the BEST has not led to more centralized
curriculum decision-making, "The BEST just gave the
curriculum more fcocus.*

2. Implementation of the BEST at the Two Middle
Schocls:

One of the issues we were interested in exploring in
this study was the potential for intra-district competition
in the implementation of the JEST. Although the test is sect
up so that students not passing one or more of the sub-tests
in the 8th grade have to re-take that part tne foll%wing
year and every year until ‘hey either pass it or graduate
from high school, the 8th grade scores are the only onss

reported in the nawspaper. The public focuses on the test
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only at the 8th grade level. The effect of this attention
is that the most pressure surrounding the test takes place
at the 8th grade. We were interested in seeing whether a
school distric* with two school siies containing an eighth
grade would compete in the BEST as tiiey might with their
sports or music programs.

The answer to this question in Gardenway is that there
is not direct competition between schools and that the
central office administration did not use test scores to
compare schools. There was, however, a difference in the way
the test was implemented at each of the middle schools and
an acknowledged comparison at the building level. While the
building aZninistrators indicated that the two middie
schools were jrouped together when the test recults were
mace public, the administrators are given the information on
how their own school performs and are aware of which of the
twe middie schocls has "come in first".

Preparation for the BEST was extensive at both of the
miadle schools, but more so at one. The process of
preparation for the BEST had increased over the 5 years that
it has been mandated by the state: after the first year,
test preparation was handled in regular classroom
instruction, with some push at the end of January with

e-testing. One school then began pre-post testing in
preparation for the BEST in Decamber, and now stari; in
September. The principal’s reaction to the test is that

“I’‘'m accountable for it". But, he sees (he real pressure of

accountability on the teachers. It is, according to him,
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the most significant accountability these teachers wili ever
have. *We make a big deal out of ijt. There is a tremendous
pressure on Kids...,There 2re tears in teachers”’ eyes when
they come in i+ students are not doing wei) enough. We
don‘t accept a certain Percentage of students failing.*

The first pre-test screens .tudents and identifies
those who might have difficulty passing the BEST. Depending
upon those -t results and teacher recommencations,
students are put into remedial and tutoria) Arrangements,
even using regular teaching time if needed. Even the
"gifted" ctudents :in the PACE classes must take two pre-BEST
tests,

Preparation fcr the BEST takes place primarily through
the Extended Basic Skil's (EBS) classes for regular
students. (Pre-tes:ing for students in the Qifted program
tke place in thea PACE classes and those in Chapter 1§ in the
reredial classes.) The EBS classes were originally defined
as individualized instruction. As one administrator put it,
"It was obvious to us that we nesdcd to use this EBS time to
better prepare students for the BEST.* Using EBS for the
BEST has meant that it has become direct @roup instructicn
for the BEST, not instruction based on indiv:dual needs. In
the EBS classes they now ha ¢ a unit on .onsumer rath and
onhe on reading the newspaper {(want ads, etc.), which
correspond to BEST objectives. The social studies part of
the test gets handled more through regular Classes.

Special education students usually take the BEST, based

on their 1.E.P. (Individual Education Plan). These students
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administrator added, “"anything to motivate students for

passage of the BEST." Thus, from September though the first
we«k in March, when the BEST is administered, the school is
involved with teaching the BEST.

The extensive preparation for the BEST is an outgrowth
of the strong necative ;eactions from the Garde way Schoo!
Board after the firs* public reporting of the BEST scores in
1978. They were "shocked that we didn’t do better...my God,
how can this be,” quoted one administator. While the school
board was unhappy with the test results in 1978, they felt
“our kids have basic skills. MWhat was obvious was that our
kKids were not prepured tc take the BEST.* The pre-post
testing preparation was initiated, and units on
government/economics, which were not sufficiently reflected
in the 8th grade social studies curriculum, were added.

3. Implementation at the High school:

The BEST is less visible at the high cechool, and
therefore, there is less pressure on administrators and
teachers. The decision not to make the BEST a high school
graduation requirement lessened the pressure at the high
schco! level. In the 9th through 12th grades, students are
taken out of classes for administration of the BEST.

. There are four counselors at the high school, and a
resource teacher who was hired, in part, to help z.udents
who had failed the BEST in the 8th grade. The resource
teacher provides voluntary tutorial sessions for those who
have not passed the BEST by the ?th grade. During the month

of February, there are daily tutorial .essions from 2:3% to
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3:00 after school. Communications are sent to the parents
about these sessions and individual counselors enclurage
students who need to pass the BEST :o attend. Around 20
students were attending tutorial sessions in 1922-83; only S
students came when the sessions were first started. The
largest nucleus of students come for the
government/economics tutorials. There is a daily bullatin
which reminds students which materials are being covered ir
the tutorials. MWhile students are encouraged to attend, it
is not mandatory, so attendance fluctuates.

In 1983, 987 of the 8th graders were reported passing
the pencil and paper part of the BEST. At the high school
level, however, 45% of the 10.h and 11th graders who took
the BEST in 1983 did not oass the math sub-test; 124 the
language-arts part; and 18-20/ the governmenc/economics
<« .-test. A high school administrator admitted that if the
scores were published in the newspaper at the ninth, tenth
and eleventh grade levels he would take the BE3T seriously
because "] would be ordered té'.

4. Locally-Scored Objectives:

The locally graded objecti'es, 8 i language arts and 2
in math, are handled in both 7th and 8th grades. There are
cards on each student, with the 10 objectives to be checked

ff by cdifferent teachers in various classes during the 7th
and 2th grades. In 7th grade there is a mandatory one
semester course called "Nevelopmental Reading," which
alternates with gym and all students take. Some of the

-anguage aris objectives are covered in that course. In the
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8th grade there is an elective, which draws the 1 ower
ability studints. At the high school level, the local
objectives .~t passed are to be scored by the end of the 2nd
quarter in Jdecember.

The guidance counselors see the BEST consuming an
enormous amount of time with the l1ocal objectives. In the
first year or two of the testing mandate, there wase
extensive record keeping, including the time involved in
developing the tests for the local ocbjectives. Gardenway
was “gunshy,"” is how one counselor put it in referring *o
the fact that teachers were cautious about signing off on
students’ passing the loca! objectives, Teachers took it
seriously, since their names were on the students’ ca-~ds,
and the accountability factor was a concern. Thue,
"minimum® competency often was Judged at a higher level of
expectation, with the results that a greater percentage of
students passed the state’s paper and pencil part of the
test, as compared to the local objectives.

5. Reporting Pro-edures:

Administrators in the middie schools see the BEST
strictly as an accountability measur:, They get the scores
around Spring vacation. They notify teachers and students
on their individual scores by class, and hold a public
meeting on the interpretation of grade sheets for interested
parents.

An annual report .s made to the school board on the
BEST test r-sults. The two middle schools are grouped

together publically in their scores. Middle school
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administrators know how their buildings tested, and school
board members can get the information if requested. There
is subtle competition between the two middle schools, thotih
the:’ share some teachers. Administrators from both schools
feel a 1ot of pressure from the school board on the BEST
scores, less from the central office. Because of the high
expectations, administrators get questions from school board
members if their scores (now in the high 90’s) fall even a
couple of percentage points. Two years ago, one of the
school board’s goals was to raise the BEST score from $6% to
98/ passing. A1l of the administrators interviewed foel
that they would be "in trouble® if teet scores fe.l below
the 90th percentile; some would put that at 95%. As one
administrator put it:s "The politics of it (BEST) is to get a
high score."” She commented that the school board does not
realize what gets bumped in the curriculum or what goes jnto
getting such a high score.

6. The Use of Student Test Scores:

When asked which of the following had been the single
most important purpose served by the BES™ in their district
(i.e., as a tool for evaluating and irproving ‘he
curriculum; as a tool for diagnosing and remediating the
prob'ems of individual students' as a tool for evaluating
the performance of the local schools and holding them
accountable), the most frequent response of those
interviewed, was to see the BEST as an "Accountability
Measure". Most of the school peci.le interviewed in

Gardenway did not see the BEST as an important diagonistic
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tool for the district. Remediation was 1imited to oniy
those subjects covered by the BEST and only "before" the
official test was given. The BEST test data was not used
for rem=diation purposes. In referring to the BEST, one of
the middle school administrators said, “"It’s very little
use...it’s very little value to us." He defined the problem
as the format of the test data, which dd not provide an
“Item Analysis". The school district pProvides an item
analysis of their own pre-tests, and thus are able to look
at the curriculum based on their own test resul ts.

Diagonsis and remediaton efforts are extensive before
the students take the BEST in March, as part of the
preparation effort for the test. There is no required-
remediation for students failing one or more of the
sub-tests at the 8th gradé level. (Tutorial gessions are
available, but are not mandatory in the high school, and are
only for purposes of preparinq students who need to take the
BEST again.)

Gardenway counselors do make sure that Chapter 1{.
teachers and EBS teachers are aware of how their students
did on the pre-test and -Jhich objectives were weak. A
printout lists the student with their performance on
individual objectives. Teachers then use this data to work
with individual students or with the whole EBS group if they
were all w Kk in certain areas. A student with weaknesses
only in ma.n, for example, might spend two EBS quarters in
math rather than one quarter in math and one in language

arts. If students are pre-testing well by January and ha.:»
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been cycled through all areas of the REST, then the EBS
period is a study hall for them.

The EBS class is a time period to concentrate on those
students who based on their pre-tests, will not do well
enough to pass the BEST in March. The staff’s attitude is
“Let’s get them to pass the test." After the test is
taken, teachers do not look at the test results to see where
weaknesses might still be. The BEST, therefore, prcvides
no relevant information for teachers on individual students,
it only verifies information they already have, reported one
counselor,

Thus, the test itself does not serve for diagnosis nor
remediation purposes. BEST test scores are not looked at by
teachers. One counselor reported that she remembers only
one teacher who wanted to see any student’s BEST scores last
year; no teacher has asked this year. The BEST is not used
for counseling or placement purposes. High school schedules
have already been made out when the scores come out. The

goal is to pass the test, not to use the results of the test

for educational purposes.
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D. Impact of the BEST in the Gardenway School District:

1. Impact on Curriculum,

a. Perceptions of Department Chairs, the
Superintendent, and Teach

We looked at the impact of the BEST on the curriculum
in several different ways. In interviews with
administrators and teachers, specific questions 'were asked
concerning the possible effect of the BEST on the
curriculum. In addition, each department chair, at both the
middle and the high schools, was asked to complete a survey
listing the BEST objectives in his subject area and the
grades over which he had responsibility (i.e., 6§ to8or ¢
to 12). They were.to complete the following information for
each BEST objective for the school years 1977-78 and for
1982-83: (1) Whether the objective wae included in the
curriculum in each of the two years; (2) The amount of t' e
alloted to each objective; (3) Whether it was a separate
unit; and, (4) Whether there was a positional shift of that
objective with.n the curriculum.

Results from the Department Chairs, both on the forms
themselves and in notes written to summarize the
infarmation, show much more curriculum change at the middle
school than at the high school. The .nformation on the high
school curriculum indicate the following: The
reading/language arts curriculum has not changed at the high
school ltevel; the math curriculum also hae no: een changed;

several positional shifts have been announced in the

s
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government/economics curriculum for 1984. Objectives to be
shifted were: (1) understand the term "democracy;" (2
understand the process of making, enforcing, and
interpreting law in the United States; (3) understand and be
able to apply basic information abou: how the government
functions in the U.S. economy. Currently most of the BEST
objectives appear within the curriculum in the 9th grade
civics course, but several are covered also in the 1ith or
12th grades.

The middle school now reflects the government
objectives of the BEST as part of the American History
curriculum, in the section on studying the Constitution of
the United States. As part of better relating the
curriculum to the BEST ojbectives, a section on "passing
laws* was added to the 8th grade social studies, along with
economic concepts. These new units and concepts cover a
period of three weeks, one period (49 minutes) per day. The
economics objectives have been put into the Extended Bacsic
SKills classes. In this class students spend two class
periods on each of the economic objectives in the BEST.
Students also spend one class period on the government
objectives in the EBS CLASSES. The amount of time and
emphasis indicate that at the 8th grade level there is more
time spent on material relatea to the government/economics
objetives of the BEST in 1982-83 than in the 197?7-78 school
year. The introduction of the BEST has had a big impact on
the 8th grade social studies curriculum,

In math at the &th through &th grades, the primary
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difference between 1977-78 and 1982-83 is the greater
emphasis on problem solving materials, particularly word
problems. A unit on "Consumer Math" was added at the &th
grade level, with an emphasis o~ word problams. The math
chair commented that, ‘We do it at all three grade levels
(4th, 7th and 8th), but the greatest amount of time and
effort ics spent at the 8Sth grade. This inciease in time on
word problems is not an isolated unit but is included in all
the regular units of study." 1In addition the sequencing of
seven of the math objectives have been altered within the
curriculum. Al these changes are in the 8Sth grade to make
sure the BEST objectives are covered before the test is
given in March. Generally, there is more time spent on math
BEST objectives in the curriculum during the 1982-82 school
year than in 1977-78, with the greatect amount of additional
time on BEST related objectives occuring in the 8th grade.

In reading/language orts, the comments of depar tment
chairs were that the same objectives exist in both school
years. However, the district now has an added period
devoted to the BEST objectives, covering materials which
prev.aoucsly had been found most in devel opmental reading.

Both the noted changes in curriculum statements and the
testimony of the department chairs suggest that the BEST had
had an impact on the middle school curriculum. The
Gardenway superintendent stated in our interviow with him
that the BEST’s impact has been on the curriculum more than
anywhere el se,.

Of the twenty teachers intervgewed in Gardenway, 13 or
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63%, reported seeing the greatest impact of the BEST as
being on the curriculum. When asked in the interview about
whether the test had had an impact on the curriculum, 76% of
the teachers responded that there had been & “big impact' or
“an impact." However, when asked abou. the type of impact,
only 10% responded thzt the BEST impact on the curriculum
had been "positive".

b. Curriculum Review.

The impact of the BEST on the curriculum was also
apparent in discussions of curriculum review. Gardenwa:
conducts curriculum review every five to eight years in each
of the four basic subject areas. One administrator
commented that he did not think a rgcommendation for k-5
would be intluenced by the BEST, decisions with respect to
the 6-12 curriculum would be "very influenced" by the BE<:.
The 6-12 social studies committee was in *he process of
moving the citizenship course from the $th to the 8th grade.
There is a perreived need to incorporate BEST government and
ecoromics 1tems more formally into the 7wn and 8th grade
cources. Several adminstrators expressed the feeling that
the present curriculum arrangement is unfair to social
studies teachers, since they have to incorporate part of the
?th grade curriculum pertaining to government/economics in
order to prepare students for the BEST. One administrator
stated the situation as follows: "BEST has had an informal
influence on social studies. They didn’t formally change
the curriculum, but informally cover the material they need

to in preparation for the BEST." At the time of the study
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administrators were discussing formalizing these practices
with _hanges at the 7th and 8th grade levels.

There was some concern about the motivation and impact
behind the proposed changes. It was clear that if the
soc1al studies curriculun: is changed it will be solely
because of the BEST. One administrator invoclved in the
decision stated: "We are revising our curriculum to allow
more time for government and economics, although not becauce
we think it‘s wise ... We’re in a competetive game now."
Commenting on the rise in test scores he said, “We haven’t
taught kKids better. . . We‘wve changed cur curriculum. We‘re
teaching them different things. . . ie’ve literally changed
what we’‘re teaching as a result of the BEST. Sorial studies
15 now economics with a little bit of law . . . Me are
setting our curriculum to meet BEST requirements." Most
districts hao nineth grade citizership; now they have
citizenship in the eighth grade, was the comment of one
administrator.

Reactions to the focus on social studies varied. One
administrator who deals with the social studies curriculum
indicatéd that the, "The BEST has probably helped social
stuules.” The fact that social studies was included as part
of the BEST focussed attention on this area of study. On
the other hand, another administrator coemplained that world
history was getting slighted to accommodate the BEST
influence. Commenting on the minimum attention being pai1d
to Third World concerns in social studies, he said: "The

things we probably need to do more with, we are going to do
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c. Centralization and Standardization of Curriculum.

Generally, the Gardenway district has undergone a

greater centralization of the curriculum. Several

respondents interviewed expressed the fact that the BEST
clearly encourages standardization, providing teachers with
less freedom of choice in how they deal with content.

There were, however, different perceptions as to
whether the BEST was the sole cause of the trend toward
standardization. Some administrators saw Project Excellence
and the independent commitment the Gardenway school board
had made to “teaching by objectives* as being more important
to this trend than the BEST. The BEST had made the staff
more aware of the curriculum and had the effect of putting
more emrphasis on practical applications. The impact on the
curriculum was not the addition of new courses so much as
altering exi1sting courses to relate them more to the BEST
ocbuectives,

2. Impact on Teachinag.

In the strucutured interviews teachers in Gardenway
tended to view the PEST as having had a negative impact on
their teaching. MWhen asked about the impact on their own
teaching, only one teacher responded that the impact had
been positive. Perceptions of specifc changes in their
courses caused by the BEST in areas such as content,
sequencing of materials, allocation of class time, and the
vse of materials varied by subject area. Teachers were more

likely to have introduced new supplementary materials than
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to change text books.

Twelve of the thirteen teachers interviewed at the
middle school where there had been the most pressure with
respect to test scores, agreed that “there is consideratbie
pressure to teath for the test.* A majority of the teac.ers
interviewed at the other middle school agreed that there was
much pressure. Likewise, 80% of the teachers interviewed
agreed that "teachers here feel under great pressure to make
sure their students do well on the test." On the whsie the
teachr~s saw the impact of the test on their teachinyg and
their role as teachers as negative. The negative feelings
were related to the level of pressure teachers felt about
the BEST.

In response to questions concerning the impact of the
BEST on teaching, administrators commented that their own
Project Excellence would probably havie been well into the
second stage of higher thinking skills, if the BEST had not
demanded so much attention be directed toward basic skills.
Some administrators expressed the attitudes that the "floor"
1s going up, but that this is being done at the expense of
critical skills w*ich are going down. "The practice for the
BEST bores the higher students stiff," commented one
administrator. He went on to say, "Since there is intunsive
instruction to pass the test, they can‘t do other things."

The impact on teaching was described by some
administrators as a shift to the needs of the much weaker
students, with consequently less time spent on cognition and

higher thinking skills. Teachers were divided on their
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assessment of whether the test had resulted in a shift in
emphasis. A majority, 12 out of 20, dicsagreed with the
statenent that, "the use of the BEST has meant that we
emphasize minimum educational achievement instead of other
educational objetives in our curricuium.”

2. Allocation of Resources.

According to the administration school resources have
been diverted as a result of both Project Exceilence and the
BEST. Those resources include the allocation of time and
effort to both programs. A iot of money had been diver ted
to Project Excellence and some money to the BEST.

Summer workshops were used to develop materials used to
prepare students for the BEST, especially in the math area.
The first year, eight staff worked for five days to develop
materials for the BEST. The following three summers about
half¥ of that time was spent on the preparation of BEST
matericls. In dollar figures, the district paid a math
teacher $250 for developing materials in 1979. In 1982 the
district spent $2,042 to have eighth grade teachers write
curriculum to help prepare students for the BEST. The
general perception of administrators in the district was
that any extra requests for purposes related to the BEST
would be honored by the school board.

Teachers differed in the extent they saw the district
spending a 1ot of money on the BEST. 1In the middle schools
more of the teachers saw the district spending "a lot"
rather than "a little" money on the test.

4. The Test and the Public.
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None of the administrators i1nterviewed in Gardenway was

enthusiastic, nor really supportive, of the BEST. Some were
more critical than others. On the positive side
administrators mentioned the focus on the curriculum and
heightened awareness about basic competencies. Greater
emphasis on practical applications and the provision of a
"floor" below which no student should fall were also noted.
On the other hand, none of the administrators interviewed
would choose to Keep the BEST if it were no longer required
by the state. None of them wanted the BEST to be part of
their high school graduation requirements.

The possibility of making the BEST part of the
graduation requirements had been discusse by the school
board in 197?9. One school board member had proposed such a
policy. When interviewed, this board member characterized
the BEST a: a "good ego-booster' for the district. It
provided the schools with gooa public relations. The member
was rot particularly enthusiastic about the BEST itself --
“The test was so easy.". He was shocked that the initial
results were so bad. He took the poor results as proof that
they had to go back to the emphasis on those subjects
covered by the BES1. "If a student can’t pass this test
after four or five tries, how can that student pass his
regular classes? 1If a student consistently fails, he
shouldn’t graduate," was the feeling expressed by that board
member. The school board member was not successful in
getting the board to tie high school graduation to the

passing of the BEST. He fo1t that thz failure of both the
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State Board and the Garderway Board to require pascaqge fur
high school graduaticn was based on pclitical
considerations., He f21t that Gardenway ticard members were
afraid they would not be re-elected if they made passing the
BEST a requirement for graduat:ion.

Comments of two cther school board members reflect
their unhapiness with the state mandated test, as well as
the importance they put on high test scores. Citing the
publicity over the test scores, cne school “oard member
commented: “anything the public perceives as criteria, we’d
better perform we!l and do whatever it takes within *he
realm of ethical practices. MWe sirive to be successful."®

In 3 series of coffees with teachers school bnard
members have point>d out that "there is concern (for the
BEST scores) out there."” There would be real problems if
the scores would move down from the 1983 level of 98%
passing to the earlier 76% passing. The general improvement
of test scores had been a board goal. All three members
in*erviewed indicated that they would be very unhappy if the
test scores fel' helow the $0th percentile.

Some board members, unhappy as they were with the test,
1indicated they would favor Keeping the test itself if it
were no longer required by the state. One explanation
edvanced for this ic the public’s perception that 1t is a
meacure of quality. One board member argued that Gardenway
should not be the first district to drop the test. He said:
“The BEST is one piece of Gardenway’s whole testing scheme.

Let’s leave it there until we revise the whole testing
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program. It 15 blown out of proportior, but as long as the
perception 1s that public schoo's are doing a lousy job,
we‘re going tu have the BEST.*

Citizens active in echool affairs that we interviewed,
noted the publicity and public relations aspects as Key
impacts of the BEST, along witn changes in the curriculum.
The thrze school board members and two P.T.A. menmnters
interviewed emphasized the public relations values of the
test. Three cther ¢i*izens interviewed were more negative
about the test itself and the amovant of time the schools
spent in getting ready for ti.e test. As far as the
community representatives were concerned, the most positive
consequences of the BEST are its public relations aspects
and the increaszd suppirt for the schools in the community.
These comments came after there had been substantial
improvement in student test scores.

5. Teacher Evaluations.

How do teachers see the impact of the DFEST on their
schools? Do those who teach in areas covered by the BEST at
the eighth grade level feel evaluated by tihe performance of
their students on the tests? Do they see *he impact .,f the
BEST as positive or negative? Fifteen of the 21 ‘eachers
interviewed (?71%), felt that the impact of the 5CST on their
school wae either “very negative" or "negative.” The
prcportion of negative responses was higher in Gar-denway
than in any of the other districts used in the stuay.

Responses to the question or whether teachers felt

Judged by how well thei. students did on the BEST varied.
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At the middle school with the greatest emphasis on test
scores, 8 of the 13 teachers responded that they were
"directly” or "indirectly" judged by student performances.
Teachers at the other middie school were less likely to feel
Judged in this way.

80X of the teachers (17 of 21) reported that teachers
in their school paid "a great deal" of attention to the
performance of students on the BEST. 100% of the teachers
at one middlie schorl and 63% at the other felt that
agministrators in their school paid "a great deal" of
attention to test scores. Teachers generally reported
feeling that district administrators, school board members,
and the community paid a good deal of attention to student
performances on the BEST. 1In response to the questibn of
whether the local community evaiuated the job the local
schools are doing by the performance of students on the
BEST, 100% of the interviewed teachers at one middle school
and 75% of those at the other middle school responded
positivi’ /. The perceptir - t teachers were being
evaluated by the community on the basis of BEST scores was
higher in GarJenway than in any other school district in the
study.

Students were perceived to take the test seriously
Several teachers commented that many students thought *hey
needed to pass the test to graduate from high school,
because of the amount of emphasis put on the test. MWhen
asked if they told students that pascage waes not re~uired,

teachers replied they had not and it was fine for students
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to believe this if it motivated them to pass the test. When
teachers were asked 1f they would like to see the passing o+
the BEST required for high school graduation, all of them
said,"no."

Almost 50% of the teachers felt the single most
important purpose served by the REST is, "A tool for
evaluating the performance of the the locals schools and
holding them accountable.” This respecnse is similar to that
expressed by school administrators,

Teachers were asked if they ever used BEST score
results to diagnose individual student weaknesses. 8&% of
the teachers replied that they had not. Teachers indicated
that the major curriculum impact "on their classes” is in
the preparation of students for the test. The BEST results
vere not used to evaluate classes or teaching in other ways.,

Most of the teachers did not feel that they had been
involved in determining the implementatiocn of the BEST at
their school. This was the predominant response among
teachers in the Missouri districts., On the other hand, the
majority of the teacher resondents did see themselves as
well informed about the BEST.

With respect to unexpected impacts of the BEST in their
district the amcunt of publicity was the most common factor
cited by teachers. Most of the teachers who cited
unexpected publicity thought that the impact of the

publicity had been negative.

£. Sunmary and Conclusions.
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The implementation of the BEST testing mandate had a
significant impact in Gardenway. The impacts have resul ted
primarily from the efforts (o raise test scores. There has
been a majocr 1mpact on the curriculum, especially in the
social studi2s area. At the 8th grade level new units on
law and economics have been inserted into the social studies
curriculum. More word problems and «pplications have been
developed in math, with some re-sequencing of the math
curriculum. BEST sbjectives are handled more explicity now
in language a-ts.

“Time on task" has been a major resource allocation
with respect to BEST objectives in the 8th grade. The time
spent in the EBS classes prior to the BEST administration is
upon BEST preparation. Two or three pre-tests are given
during the 8th grade tc prepare students to pass the test.
The middie schools gear up for the test, with a great deal
of emphasis put on passing the test.

The BEST is seen as good public relations for the
district, following the significant improvement in test
scores. As one school board member put it, "The high scores
convey the message that we care about our schools.* The
test scores provide "a good image for our district,"
reported another board member. It (the BEST) *gives
teachers and students a chance to feel good about
themselves; to have a feeling of doing something well."
School administrators and teachers were divided on the

impact 3f the publicity on test scores. There was a lack of
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consensus among school staff that the strecs and pressure
involved in being at the top with respect to test scores was
worth the costs.

None of the teachers, administrators, or board memberc
thought the BEST was a good test. They preferred their own
Project Excellence to the BEST and resented that the
attention on the BEST nad diverted focus from their own
praogram. Though some of the citizens and schoo! board
members favored keeping the BEST, at least for public
relations purposes, none of the administrators would keep it
if they dic¢ not have to. The superintendent commented that,
“We would not keep the BEST. :de all hate it."

The most significant question posed by the Gardenway
.Xperience ;s whether the extensive efforts put into
raising test scores has been worth the cost. Over the last
six yeai s, the district was successful in raising test
scores. As our description and analysis suggest, however ,
the ccsts in terms of resources, discontent among teachers,
and diversion of attention from cther programs, constituted

high costs for those efforts.
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v1. FRANKLIN SCHOOL DISTRICT

A. Community/School Context:

Franklin school district is located in a suburb of a
large urhan center, with a substantial black population,
There has been much in-mobility from the city to this school
district in rzcent years, as well as out-movement, recsulting
in a rapidly increasing black school -age population (38.3%
black in 1980).

The school population has declined substantially over
the last ten years. Enroliment went from 10,000 students in
1970 to 5,047 in 1983. The district closed a junior high
schcoi in 1982 because of declining enrollment. The grade
structure had changed based on enrolIlment needs. In 1943,
Franklin had gone to a junior high arrangement, with the
building >f the second junior high in 1942. The process was
reversed ir. 1983, with the ?th grade going back into the
high school and the oider junior high closing, leaving one
building containing the 7th and 8th grades,

One of the main issues for the Franklin school system
is the transient nature of its population. Many of the
students it is testing as part of the BEST, have moved only
recently into the school district. Thus, they are testing
students that they are not educating. The central office
administration developed a chart to make this point. This

chart (developed in 1981), indicates in a general way that
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students who had been in the Franklin distri.t the longrst
time (since K through 3rd) diJ the pest on the BEST as
eighth graders; those in the school system since 4th through
éth grades did next best. Those in the system only since
7th or coming in at the 8th grade did the poorest on the
test. Several adwministrators felt that their "changing
clientele" (an increasingly black student population from
the adjacent large urban school district), was a maj~r
factor in their low percentages passing the BEST.

Franklin ranked in the lower third of the school
districts in the county, in % of 8th grade students passing
the BEST. The language~-arts sub-test of the BEST was the
easiest for the Franklin students; math gave them the most
difficulty. The BEST test scores in Franklin were described
by the central'ofiice administrators as “good enough," as
long as they stay near the state average of about &40%. The
first year of the test on a “volunteer® basis, the district
only scored in the lower 50%. MWith the exception of the low
ranking i, 1980, wher the scores went down to 48% passing,
the BEST 8th grade scores had stayed above &0% passing.

When asked about the community’s reaction to the BEST
and the test scores, the administrators interviewed
described the community as "complacent" and ‘very
apathetic®. The pressure tc raise the BEST scores was seen
as coming from within the school administration, not from
community pressure. School administrators characterized the
Franklin community as having "little mass citizen

participation®. There was little citizen involvement in any
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school issues. There had been no PTA 1n any schocl since
1975 and few parent committees. There are presently parent
groups called Mother Circles. A few examples of communi ty
interest included: The Commi ttee on Discipline, which was
cited as one of the few committees functioning and
accompl!ishing anything. A couple of other issues whiczh have
generated active citizen interest are: school closings in
1973 (four schools were closed), and the smokKing issue. The
BEST test and the test score results did no! generate
citizen interest. The administrators reported no telenhone
calls from parents concerning test scores, even when they
were extremely low in 1980, The acdministrators said that
generally there is not much community pressure on the
schools, and that there is a lack of citizen leadership in
school involvement. As one administrator put it, 'People in
this district feel as long as their kid is doing 0.K.,
you‘re not going to hear from them."

Franklin school district was unusual in that it had
chosen to make the BEST part of the high schcol graduation
requirement, effective as of the 1984-85 school year. There
was only one other school district in the metropolitan area
which had also chosen the graduation requirement. The
motivation for Franklin making this choice was the sense
that their students did not care about the BEST. According
to the assistant superintendent: "Teachers wanted something
with teeth in it." The 198% graduating class will be the

first to come under this requirement.
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B. Adminmistration/Implementation of the BEST:

1. Focus on the Eighth Grade:

In 1978 Franklin took the BEST on a voluntary basis to
“see how well we‘d do," according to the assistant
superintendent. They did not go to the school board for
permission. In 1979, the BEST became mandatory. The rentral
office administrators gavz teachers the State Activity Books
and did review the curriculu from ist grade up, to see
where tne basic skills corr sponding to the BEST objectives
were jccated in ..;e curriculum.

The school district did nothing special about the BEST,
except handing out the state mnaterials in 1979 or 1980.
When the scores dropged so low (48%) ir 1980, and the daily
hewspapers ran the comparative rankings of school districts
in the county showing Franklin as having the lowest scores
== With headlines to that effect -~ the district
administrators pushed to improve its ranking. Other schcol
districts which Franklin *ended to identify with, also were
down in their scores i1n 1980, but not »s low 2s Franklin
and, importantly, there were no newspaper headlines pointing
out the low scores.

An off.cial memorandum (dated June 30, 1980), from the
superintendent’s office to the junior high admninistrators,
language arts teachers, social studies teachers, mathematics
teachers and counselors regarding the BEST, describes the
reaction ot the administration to tne low 1980 test showing.
The memo begins:

*The poor performance of our eighth grade students on
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the 1980 Basic Essential SKills Tests was a disappointment
to all of us. This performance resulted in a Post Dispatch
heaclire that cited ¢(Franklin) as having the poorest
percentage of eighth graders passing the tests of all the
County Districts and, obviously, brought on some patron
criticism,"

The Assistant Superintendent indicated that he had met
with social studies and math teachers and administrators to
try to bring scores up and said that language arts teachers
also will be involved in the procedures for improving scores
on the BEST. The following factors were listed ss
contributing to low scores:

1. "We have relied too much -, the State booklets for
examples of questions on the specific objectives.

2. Many students failed because they really didn’t care
whether they passed or failed.

3. Many parents did not motivate their children to try
their best on the tests.

4. It is alleged that some Districts are teaching to
the tests.

S. We may have focused too much of our efforts on
preparing the remedial students for the tests. There were
students in the average and high groups who failed the
tests.

é. 1¥ a student is absent on the day ©of one of the

subtests and completes the other two, the comput. will list
the test he did not take as a failure,.

7. The most difficult test, Qovernment/economics, is
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given last when motivation for the testing 1s probably the
lowest,
8. We may not have facused enocugh effourts on the

transfer-in students."

The procedures for the school year 1980-8! were listed
as follows:

1. "Facsimile tests will be provided in the areas of
language arts, mathematics and social studies.

2. These tests will be given in September by the
language arts, m=thematics and social studies teachers to
all eighth grade students,

3. Recoi'd keeping sheecs will be provided that will
record correct respcnses on each objective for each child.

4. Teachers will provide worksheets for students who
miss two or more questions on a given objective. It will be
assumed that students who satisfactorily answer 80X or more
of the questions on a work sheet will be able to pase that
objective on the a-tual BEST.

S. A month (changed from ‘two weeks’) before the spring
testing on the BEST, all students will be retested with the
facsimile tests,

6. Parents of those children who fail the tests under
item 5., will receive information from the school explaining
the weaknesses and enlisting their help.

7. BEST will be adminstered in this order:
Government/Economics, Mathematics, Language Ar ts/Reading."

The last sentence of the Memorandum read: *This
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pProcedure should help our students tc pass the Basic
Essential Skills Tests."

The low test ranking of the school district in 1980,
which was "broadcast® in the newspaper, had several effects
on the implementation of the testing mandate. The central
office administration in memorandums indicated major concern
about the scores and initiated pre—-tests to better prepare
students for the BEST.

A Memorandum (dated September 22, 1981) to the Junior
High Lanaguage-Arts, Math, and Social Studies teachers from
the Assistant Superintendent (with copies going to the
Junior High Administrators and Junior High Counselors),
indicates that the pre-tesis for the three areas of the BEST
should be completed no later than October 1&6. The memo goes
on tc say, "Even with the &5.9 percent of stidents who
passed all thres tests in 1981, our District ranked on
percentages near the bottom of the list of County districts.
Fatrons express con:cern when they read comparative data and
often conclude that our experience on the BEST is the
measure of education in the District. We can be relatively
sure of the following: 1) BEST will continue to be used; 2)
the newspapers will continue to have articles relating to
the -scores received by metropolitan districts; and 3) some
of our patrons will continue to believe that our scores
represent the measure of the total educationa) program. We
aren‘t likely to make changes in the above factors;
therefore, we should focus on improving bacic sKills as

measured by the tests."
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The memo goes on: "We have had a problem with some
students taking the attitude that the teste weren‘t
important. The Board, at the September 8th meeting (1981,
approved our recommendation that passing the BEST be
required for a high school diploma. This requirement
becomes effective for 1985 graduates. Hopefully, this will
add ‘clout’ and change some attitudes....Our goal for 1982
is to have more than &6 percent of our students pass a'l
three tests." (74.2% of the students did, in fact, pass the
BEST in 1982.)

A memo from the Assistant Superintendent (dated May 28,
1982) to the Junior High Language-Arts, Math, and Social
Studies teachers, lists the percentage of 8th graders

passing all three tests from the 1978 (optional year)

|
through 1982. The importance of the media exposure is again
pointed out: “Our eighth grade students in 1980, as most of
YouU are aware, had the poorest passing percentage on the
tests of all school districts in the County. We have made
progress since those days of negative publicity.,.."
The 1983 administration of the BEST showed the

following schedule:

August 15-- Order BEST from Missouri Testing & <valuation

Service
September 1--List names of students on BEST test sheets.
September 15--Testing application forms completed

and returned to state for testing materials.

BEST testing dates placed on both testing and

school calendars.
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February 1--Lis* of students taking BEST prepared.
February 1S5--Parentc, students, teachers notified
of upcoming BEST tests.
February 22-24--Shipment of BEST received and
accuracy of shipment checked.
February 26--Evaluation of student performance on
locally administered objectives completed
and recorded in school file;due by March 1.
March 3,4,5--BEST test given to 8th graders.
March 8- '0--Test given to 9th graders (March 8); 10th
graders (March 9); 11th and 12th graders
(March 10,
March 16-~BEST materials pacraged and returned to Columbia
\U. of Mo.) for grading.

April 10--BEST analysis received from testing service.

April 1S5--Reports of individual student BEST
results sent to parents.

June--First Board Meeting of Month: Report on BEST;
results prepared for local School Board.

June 1--Press Release on BEST results.

While the central oyfice and building level
administrators indicated that they did not feel any
communi ty pressure concerning the BEST or the district’s
scores, these administrators communicated "com~ ity"
concerns to the junior high teachers, teaching in areas
covered by the BEST. The junior high principal reported

that some teachers even chose not to teach the 8th grade
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because of the BEST. “Some teachers request 7th graage
classes to not teach the 8th grade BEST. It’s a pain.*
While there were not indications that the community was
putting major pressure on *h <chool system or (he teachers,
the adminis*ratnrs were. Tnhe central office conveyed
concern about the test scores in memos tu the staff. The
principal co-mented that he had received no telephone calls
from the public on the BEST test scores; that teachers care
more than the public does. He added, "My fear is teachers
will think we want them to teach to the test.” The
principal did acknowledge though that, "The public 1ooks at
that kind of thing (test re ults) and says I‘m glad I‘m in
that district (one with high scores).,"

2. Administration of the BEST at the High School:

Most of the focus (~ the BEST in Franklin, as in other
school districts looked at in Missouri, was at the 8th grade
level because of the public nature of the test scores. Test
score resul (s for the 9th through the 12th graders never
appeared in the media; the comparative rankings of school
districts only took place at the 8th orade level. Franklin
was one of the few school districts in the entire
metropolitan area choosirg to make tho BEST part of its
graduation requirements, before the state mandated it. Once
this decision was made in 1981, to gc into effect the
1984-85 wchool year, cd1d it affect how the test was
administrated and implemented at the high school (9th
through 12th grade)? At the time of the interviews, the

sophmore class was the first to be affected by the new high
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school graduation requirement.

The counselors hardie the BEST at the high school,
taking students out to test them in the cafeteria. Teachers
were not really involved with the test, aithough the
principal of the high school said that he tries o let
teachers know in the beginning of tne year, those who had
failed parts of the test. All three tests are given on the
same cay for the grade level, with a surprise m-ile-up on
Friday of that week, to catch those -tudents who were absent
on the schrduled test day.

The teachers in the high school do not use the State’'s
Activity Booklets or other forms of preparation for the
test. Administrators at the high school felt that teachers
there zee the BEST as a burden, "a nuisarce".

While the high school does not presently have special
remediation for students not passing all of the BEST, there
was talk of reinstituting a BEST math class (General Math
I1>. This class was in effect during the school year
1980-81 for students failing the math part of the BEST. The
high school principal said that the special math course was
droppec because it did not seem to make a difference in
students passing (he BEST. The high school principal
expressed some roncern about potential "legal problems® down
the road with the graduation requirement, if they do not
have remediation courses in plare.

The school district is now considering a plan where in
the senior year, those stu.ents not having passed the BEST

Q will get a pre—test in October. If they do not pass it,
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they will be required to take a special course, "a BEST
course". Thi re-test and BEST ccurse would only be for
those students whose GPA would allow them otherwise to
graduate. In the 1982-83 school year, of the 440 seniore,
24 of them had not yet passed the BEST.

3. The Test:

The administration felt they did have 'a positive
reaction from the community on their decision to make the
BEST part of the graduation requirement; "It was a popular
decision.”

As far as the BEST test itself, the assistant
superintendent said that the school district “"would not keep
the BEST test if it were not mandatory." He ae we!l acs
other administrators interviewed indicated that they would
not keep the BEST if they did not have to. In
characterizing the BEST, the assistant superintendasnt said
that the "BEST is very basic material and doesn’t measure
the quality of eaucation." He s2i” that when the School
Boarcd asked him whether the BEST reflected the quality of
education in the district he told them "No".

a. Locally-Scored Objectives:

Franklin school district had difficulty with the 10
locally-scored objectives. The math and the language arts
teachers at the 8th grade handle the locally administered
objectives. The assistant superintendent pointed out that
the twc math objectives really belonged, in their opinion,
to the science department, and that the math teachers did

not want to do them. He finally bad to tell the math
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department to just do them.

The local objectives were difficult for the district to
assess. The administrator felt that it was also hard to get
consistency between teachers in their evaluations and
measurements. The 'ocal objectives were not measured in
"set aside test time," but ar based upon observation and
experience with the students. The assistant superintendent
admi tted that these judgements vary amongst teachers.

There was also 2 lack of coordination between buildings
in measuring the iocal objectives. The second junior high
closed in 1982. There reportedly was, however, no attempt
previously to coordinate the testing of the local objectives
between the two junior highs. This lack of coordination
aleo is evident between the junior high and the high school.

The high school, according to the principal, does not
handle the local objectives at all. He indicated that the
decision to drop the local objectives at the high schoo)
level was made by the central office administration. This
decision to not give the local objectives after the 8th
grade, was made even though the local objectives are part of
the state mandate.

b. The Answer Sheet:

Ali three of the REST gub-tests are contained on one
answer sheet. The central office administration indicated
their preference for a separate answer sheet for each of the
sub-tests 0f the BEST. One of the pet peeves of people
interviswed is the administrative confusion in having to

collect and redistribute the answsr sheet for each student,

ey W




Page 119

on each of the three test days. (There is only one answer
sheet for each student, so that the sheet nas to be passed
out and collected for each sub-test.)

€. Absentism:

The district does not have a make-up on the BEST at the
8th grade. They have their 3 days of testing and thac is
it. When asked, they said that absenteeism is not a oroblem.

d., S;ecial Education Students:

They have 20 to 30 students with IEP‘s (Individualized

Educational Programs). These students don‘t have to take the

BEST unless their IEP s0 indicates.
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C. Impact of the BEST in Franklin School District:

The administration and implementation of the BEST in
Franklin, as in Gardenway, was a reaction to the publicity
given to early test results. Unlike Gardenway, however, the
pressure did not come from the broader community or school
board, but from the central admirnistration, that found the
district’s poor showing "embarassing”. While the school
administration did rot particularly like the BEST test, they
responded to the "nublic nature" of the test resvits by
making improved test scores a priority. The question then
is what was the "impact® of that response on the school
curriculum, on teaching practices, on the allocation of
resources, and on teachers?

1. Impact on the Curriculum:

From interviews wiih teachers and administrators, it
seems that in Franklin: "The textbook is the curriculum."

At the same time, the administrators characterize teachers
4s having much discretion in what they do as far as "time on
task" and sequencing of materials.

What impact there was on the curriculum was at the 8th
grade level. The BEST, as indicated above, had no real
impact on the high school curriculum. The two major areas
of curriculum impact seem to be in the development of the
special math course and in the addition of 3 to 4 units of
economics in the first semester of the 8th grade, both
responses to the BEST test. The school district’s weakest
areas on the BEST are in math (i.e., area, volume, and

averages)j th~y alsoc had some difficulties on the
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government/economics sub-test. Franklin, like most school
districts, had not taught economics at the Jjunior high
'evel. Even with the additior of the uniis of economics in
the 8th grade, the assistant superintendent nointed out that
there is much teacher discretion in how the social studies
curriculum is handled.

Formal questionnaires were given to the department
chairs concerning the curriculum areas covered by the BEST,
from grades &th through 12th, in 1977-78 and 1982-83. The
responses and addi tional comments were consistent for both
the elementary (éth grade) and the high school (9th-12th),
that there was "no impact". The Director of Elementary
Education had conducted a math and language arts curriculum
review in 1979. Part of the review was a study of the
correlation between BEST objectives and the curriculum. He
found that all the BEST objectives were already part of the
basic skills program, to varying degrees. However, nothing
was added to, or changed in the curriculum. The revizw was
seen mainly as a convenience for the teachers.

In social studies there was an acknowledged addition of
several units of "economice" in the 8th grade, where it had
not previously existed. The high school chair indicated
that teachers in the remedial 9th grade "Citizenship* and
the 11th grade"American History" courses might pay some
altention to the BEST objectives, but they are not required
to do so as a matter of policy. "Consumer Economics" is not
in the social studies curriculum, having been shif’ed to the

Home Economics Department some years ago.

129




Page 122

The pattern of impact on the curriculum shows greater
impact in the teaching areas covered by the BEST, and at the
Junior high (8th grade) ltevel rather than in the k.igh
school. Seventy—three percent of the Jjunior high teachers
responded "yes," the BEST caused them to change course
content; seventy-one percent of teachers at the high school
said “no". Ninety-one percent of the junior high teachers
responded that the BEST caused them to change the sequencing
of curriculum; eighty-six percent of the high school
teachers responded "no" to this question. tighty—-two
per~ent of the junior high teachers said that the BEST
affected how much time they spent on particular parts of the
curriculum and c;used them to introduce suppiemental
materials into their course; only fifty-seven percent of the
high schoel teachers felt affacted in either of these two
ways. None of the teachers, however, felt that the BEST
caused them to change the textbooks they used.

2. Allocation of Resources:

The financial "costs" of implementing the BEST in
Franklin were minimal. An administrator described the costs
of the BEST as the money spent on two math teachers during a
summer. This allocation came out of central office funds.

None of the teachers saw "a lot" of money being spent
on the BEST, but forty-¢six percent o the 8th grade teachers
saw "some money" being spent on implementing the BEST and
helping to prepare students for it; this went down to
twenty-nine percent for high school teachers.

With the new requirement to pass the BEST as part of
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the high school requirement, the allocation of additional
resources seems likely. A General Math 11. and BEST claceses
are already being discussed. It will be interesting to cee
how Franklin responds to its own mandate of having the BEST
a requirement for graduation.

3. Impact of the Test on Teaching: The perceivied
impact on teachers was split at the junior high level from
"very negative" to "positive", with "no impact® being the
major response by high school teachers. Ten of the eleven
Junior high teachers interviewed felt that there was come
impact on their teaching from the BEST; five out c¢f the six
teachers interviewed at the high echool level felt there was
"little to no impact” on their teaching because of the BEST.

A majority of the junior high feachers felt that they
were using different methods or examples to present
materials because of the BEST; a majority of the high school
teachere did not see this type of impact.

4. Impact on High School Graduation:

The impact of MCT on studentse was not the focus of thic
study, though the concern for students and their lack of
bacic e€Kills was part of the motivation in Franklin to
include the BEST in the reyuirements for graduation. There
wae also a feeling that students were not taking the test
seriously, because it had no jeorardy attached to it. The
schocl officials wanted to put some “teeth" in the testing
mandate.

When the school board pasced the graduation requirement,

there was discussion about having two separate diplomas, an

131




Page 124

attendance diploma and an academic diploma. The school
board decided against this distinction. With the high
school requirement in place, :t is likely that the BEST will
havr much more significance at the high school than it has
in the past.

It is too early to tell what sigrificance the graduation
requirement will eventually have on school practices.
Cou. selors involved at both the junior and senior high
school levels indicated that they would be loaKing at the
test more, now that it was part of the high school
graduation requirements. The counselors adnitted though
that presently the "results of the test are really not
looked at by anyone." Counselors indicated that they "don’%
use the test for diagonistic purposes.” Any diagonsis is
part of the preparation for the test (e.g., the pre-post
test of sample questions); no one seems to look at the BEST
test scores themselves. MWith the new high school graduation
requirement, the counselors felt that students will be more
motivated to take the test seriously, and that they will
also have to be more concerned about high schnol students
who have failed to pass the BEST.

5. Teacher Responses and Evaluations:

Of the eighteen teachers responding to the question
concerning the impact of the BEST and how they would
evaluate it, seven saw the impact "positively", three saw it
*negatively", and four high school teacheirs saw "no impact".
In the other two Missouri school districts in this study,

teachers overwhemingly felt that the impact of the BEST was
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*negative.” The Franklin teachers saw the impact in areas

dealing with curriculum, teachers, and students. High

school teachers interviewed saw a major impact at the high

school, because of the graduation requirement. When asked
speciticially about the impact on the curriculum, the Jjunior
high teachers were split as to whether the impact was
positive or negative; the high school teachers did not see
any impact at the high school level.

As far as the impact on their own teaching,
fifty-five percent (& teachers) felt the BEST had a
“favorable® impact, with the =st of the teachers responded
“no impact®™; a1l of the high schocl teachers (7) saw “no
impact* of the BEST on their own teaching. No particular
pattern as to the amount of time teachers speat on the BEST
each day, weeK or during the course of the semester showed
up in the teachers’ responses. The high school teachers
were more apt to respond "no time" to these questions than
were the junior high teachers. The additional record

»

Keeping because o7 the BEST was also more evident at the 8th
grade level than in the high school.

Seventy-three percent of the 8th grade teachers
responded negatively to the question of whether the BEST has
meant that school resources, such as money and tive, have
been diverted from other aspects of the curriculum, and
spent on BEST related activities. The junior high teachers,
much more than the high school teachers, "agreed" that the

BEST has made the curricuium more standardized throughout

the district and decision-making on curriculum more




Page 126

centralized. While the large majority of teachers
"disagreed” with the statement: "I feel that I have less say
in what I teach in my own courses and when and how I teach
particular materials," seventeen out of the eighteen
respondents interviewed were tenured teachers.

In response to the question concerning pressure to
"teach for the tezt," there was more pressure felt .at the
Junior high level than at the high school. (44”7 felt
pressure at the junior high; 864Y% of the high school teachers
‘disagreed" that they felt pressured.)> There was also more
pressure felt for students to do well on the test at the
Junior high level (44 felt pressure), as compared to only
1474 (1 teacher) feeling pressured at the high school.

In response to the question: "The existence of the BEST
has caused us to think more systematically about what we are
trying to teach and how we do it," 64%Z of the junior high
teachers "agreed"; 71/ of the high school teachers
‘dicagreed”. Both junior and senior high teachers
*disagreed" that the BEST meant that they emphasized minimum
eduational achievement instead of other educational
objectives in the curriculum, but junior high teachsrs were
more split on the question than were high school teachers.
None of the high school teachers felt their performance as
teachers were judged by how well their students did on the
BEST; five out of the eleven junior high teachers (464 felt
that they were judged "indirectly"” by their students’

performances on the BEST.

In asking teachers about how much attention is paid to
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the performance of stucents on the BEST, we were interested
in Knowing “who" paid the most attention: teachers;
administrators; district administrators; local school board;
or the general public in the community; and from which of
the groups did the teacher feel the most pressure and how
was it transmitted? While generally the teachers saw
themselves and cthers paying attention to the BEST, 8th
grade teachers, as compared to the high school teachers,
perceived more attention is paid to the BEST by all these
other groups. The district administration was seen
overwhelmingly as paying the most attention to the test; .4he
school board and community the least. The junior high
teachers felt more pressure than did the high school
teachers, and they felt the most pressure from the district
administration. Teachers cited pressure through oral and
written messages, through department meetings, and also
transmi tted indirectly. A majority of the teachers felt that
the schools were being judged by the BEST. The number of
teachers feeling judged by the test was lower than in
Gardenway, but higher than in Riverton, the third Missouri
district studied.

The teachers at the junior high and high school level
were split as to how seriously students there take the BEST,
The junior high teachers felt the students took the test
seriously; the high school teachers did not. This, of
course, was the motivation for making the test part of the
high school graduation requirements. All of the teachers

(100%4) responded "yes," that they like havirg the passing of
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the BEST as a requirement for high schoo! graduction. In
both of the other Missouri districts studied, 100% of the
teachers said "no," that they would not like to see the BEST
used as a requirement for high school graduation.

The teachers in Franklin felt that the BEST has served
as a tool for both diagnosing and remediating the particular
problems of students (through the pre-tests), and also as a
tool for evaluating the performance of the iocal schools and
holding them accountable. The majority of the teacher
respondents, however, said that they have never used the
BEST score results to diagnose individual student weaknesses
(&7 . This response is typical across the Missouri
districts where interviewing tcook place. Ornce the _2st is
over teachers seem to have little interest in the test data
and what it might tell them about students’ weaknesses. Any
diagonistic help seems to be a by-product of preparing
students to pass the test, rather than using the test
results themselves. To a greater extent, the Franklin
teachers (at least at the 8th grade 1svel) used the BEST
scores to evaluate where greater emphasis needs to be in
their classes; 8 out of the 11 junior high and 3 out of the
7 high school tsachers responded that the test scores did
have this impact.

The teachers and administrators in Franklin saw the
publicity surrounding the BEST test as "negative”. Only one
teacher and no administrator responded that the BEST
publicity has a positive impact. When asked whether they

would choose to keep the BEST if it were no longer mandated
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by the state, there was a r .xed reaction. Twelve of the
teachers said "yes" and six said "no". 0Of the
administrators, two said that they would keep the test,
three said "no", and one had mixed feelings.

é. The Test and The Public:

As part of (he study, four non-schoo) people were
interviewed: two school board members and two citizens 4o
were members of the school district Disciplinary Comm. .ee.
Al]l four of the citizans said that ‘ves", they would choose
to reep the BEST even if the state no lcnger mandated the
test. There was much more enthusiasm on the part of the
representatives of the community for the BEST than from
within the school administration.

Based =n the interviews in Franklin, positive comments
concerning ¢t impact of the BEST included: "Students,
teachers and school should be held aczcountable;" "The test
brought about a needed change in the curriculum, though it
needs to be at the !1th grade level and closer to graduation
to be more relevant to them (the students) ;" "It gives the
students a basis by which thev can evalurte themselves
against others in the state;" "It motivates students;” "1t
helpe to standardize the curriculum=-too muny teachers we: e
going their own way before."

On the other side, those who would not choose to keep
the B -T made the following comments: "i disiike
standardized tast such as minimum competency teste;" 'The
BEST changed the cur~iculum in social studies;" "The test is

not testing student achievenient, but how well the system
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does on communicating those 13 objectives;" "The test is
over—-emphasized;" "The test is at too Jow a level =--the
language arts part is too easy;" "There is no connection

between the BEST and what students are learning."

D. Summarys:

Franklin school district is dealing with probleme of a
transiant student population, low level citizen
participation in the schools, and test scores on the BEST
which rank in the lower third county-wide. Their own
expectations are modest. They have no illusions of ranking
at the top of the county districts with their BEST scores,
but they do want by their own equation to be respectable.
Conments of top administrators indicate that they identify
with certain school districts in the county, and compare
themsel f tc several within that group, It is important %o
school administrators to compete successfully, and to do
well e ough not to be embarassed. They do not see themselves
as competing witi, the wealthy suburbé, whose student
population are higk achievers who mos*ly ¢o on to college.

Given the lower-achieving student population, Franklin
adr nistrators and teachers seem to be comfortable with BEST
scores in the 70’s percent passing. “he graduation
requirement will; in their opinicn, put "teeth"” into the
test and help motivate students to take the test (and the
requirec asic sKills) more seriously. They have mixed
feelings about the BEST; if they have to give it they want

the leverage to make students pay attention to it. Their
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graduation requirement gives them that leverage. It stil)

is to be seen, however, how they will
remediation needs at the high schocl

students not passing the BEST.

further r -spond to

level for those
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VIl. RIVERTON SCHOOL DISTRICT

A. School/Conmunity Context:

The choice of Riverton was made for several reasons.
kiverton School District is located in a rural area. Much
of the publicity on BEST test scores “ocussed on the media’s
comparisons of urban and suburban school districts. There
were no similiar comparisons of scnool districts in the
Riverton area newspapers. Since the “"score card® nature of
the comparisons of the school district rankings seemed to be
an important factor in scheol district and building level
responses to the test. we wantec cne district that did not
have to contend with thic intesas. public scrutiny. We also
were interested in hoving a non-metropolitan district among
our Missouri districts,

Riverton school disirict draws its student population
of 2,700 from both the city of Riverton (population of
approximately 10,000, and the surrounding rural area.
Unlike both Gardenway =and Sranklin, Rivertun has only a
small percent of black students. It also is not part of the

metropolitan echool desegregation suit, which was pending at

the time this research was carried out.
The school district has a grade structure of K-é, a
7-9th grade junior high schocl, and a 10th-12th grade high

o school. The Riverton area has a strong parochial school
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sy'stem at the elemcntary level; the public high school draws
257 of its 9th graders from private schools where they do
not have to fake the BEST. Approximately 7?5 students in
each of the high school c asses comes from parochial
elementary schools, where the BEST is not required. This
means that these students have to take the BEST at the high
school level., A higher percent of students starting high
school graduated in Riverton (84.1%), than in either
Franklin or in the Gardenway school districts.

BEST scores for 8th graders in Riverton over the five
years in which we have data, ranged from &1% (the pilot
year) to 72/ (1979, S5é/ (1980), é44 (1981), 804 (1982), and
754 (198?). The percentages passing have fluctuated over the
years. The test score rankings put Riverton between
Gardenway and Franklin school d{stricts in percentage of 8th
grade students passing the state scorec part of the BEST.

The expressed position of the Riverton school people is
that as long as their BEST scorec average about the same ac
the state, they are acceptable. (The percentage of pupils 1in
Missouri passing all three state-scored subtests went up
over the five years of testing, from 40/ passing in the 1978
pilot year, to 67.5/ passing in 1981 and increasing to 74.54
in 1982.) Riverton‘’s scores tended to stay around the
state’s average.

The Riverton school board had looked into making the
BEST part of the high school graduation requirement. The
school administration was very opposed to the graduation

requirement, and the school board did not act on this idea.
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The high school principal argued that the standards of the
BEST are too low: "The minute we put a minimum in, it
becomes a maximum for us. hnt that does not mean that the
Kids are academically s .u." He added that, "It is not bad
necessarily to have a minimum competency test for
graduat.on, but not the BEST." He did suggest that if it
were made a graduation requirement, the public’s focus on
pacssage of the BEST would shift from the eighth grade to the
high school.

School staff in Rivverton tended toc see the BEST as an
accountability measure; this was especially true for the
Junior high because of media focus on eighth grade BEST
scores. When the EEST scores for the high school, for
example, were reported at a school board meeting with the
press present, the scores were not printed in the newspaper,
although the 8th grade BEST scores are. Thus, while
Riverton did not have to contend with a competitive “box
score” reporting on their percentage of 8th graders passing
the BEST or how they ranked compared to 10 or 20 cther
districts, they did, in fact, have to deal with the

attention the media paid to the BEST.

B. Administration/Implementation of the BEST:

As in the other districts studied in Missouri, the
administration of the BEST in Riverton is focussed on the
8th grade level. The principal of the high school said that
teachers were made aware of BEST objectives, but are not

Qo 2ld who has failed the sub-test(s). The superintendent
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reported that studznts after the 8th grade did not take the
BEST seriously and that 25/ of the seniors had still not
passed all of the sub-tegts.

The BEST is administered by the junior high and senior
high counselors in their respective buildings. A 1982
memorandum from central office listing the schedule for the
administration of the test, stated at the end: "Test
administrators and monitors can instruct students about
marking their answer sheets correctly, but do not try to
interpret individual test items, and do not ancwer questions
about individual items on the test."

1. The Locally-Scored Objective~:

River ton experiencgd major difficulties with the ten
iocal objectives on the BEST. These ten objectives (8 in
language arts and 2 in math) caused .nuch frustration amongst
the Riverton school people.

A local newspaper article from 1979 reports that
Riverton students improved their performance on BEST state
obsectives in 1979, but only 10.1% of the students passed
all of the local objectives. The article goes on to lict
the local objectives and notes that students performed best
on recognizing ideas and details from speeches and worst on
following oral or written directions. The superintenaent’s
comments to the school board, and also reported in the local
newspaper, were that the local objectives are set higher
than the state’s objectives and were based on an “acceptable
standard" rather than on a "minimum". School board members

were publically supportive of the district’s position that
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the higher standard for the local obyjectives would benefit
students more than a test designed to make the district
*1ook good".

One administrator, who was interviewed, did indicate
that the staff was embarassed by the low rate of passage on
the local objectives. While the administration did not want
to seemingly react to their publicized BEST local objectives
scores, internally they had decided to grade their local
objectives at a lower standard. In 1982, however, still
only 13.8% of the 8th graders passed all of the locally
evaluated language arts objectives. It seems that the
administration did not want to appe;r to be influenced by
the BEST, out in fact, it was bothersome to them when these
"low percentages" were publicized.

There was no apparent consistency in measuring the
local objectives, district-wide in Riverton. The 7th and 8Sth
grade teachers coordinate their standards for measurement,
since all teachers in subject areas have planning time
together. The math and science departments in the high
school work together on the math local objectives. There ic
not coordination, however, between the junior high and the
cenior high in measuring the BEST local objectives, nor is
this seen as being important. There was a feeling expressed
by the school personnel that the state did not give enough
direction on standards for the local objectives, and that
teachers had to take too much time to prepare for them.
Administrators’ resentment in being told by the state that

theyv had to grade local objectives, without any criteria or
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standards being set, was seen in their reluctance to
systematically gear up for the local objectives.

2. Implementation at the High School:

At the high school the three department heads--
english, math, and social studies and two counselors were
the staff involved with the BEST test. Other teachers at
the high ‘school do not get involved with the BEST. The BEST
1s administered at the high school in the cafeteria over a
three day period, one sub-test each day. The students are
given two hours to complete the test, according to an
administratcr. The BEST, however, is supposed to be an
‘untimed" test.

Record keeping for the BEST is reported to be
bothersome at the high school level. Getting school
transcripts and testing the large numbers of students who
attended parochial elementary schools, but the Riverton
public high school, is seen as time consuming. In 1982-83
school year, 219 students in the 9th grade, B89 students in
the 10th grade, 50 students in the 11th grade, and over 40
students in the 12th grade stil)l needed to pass the BEST.
The superintendent noted that the next step towards better
prep-~at ~ for the test was emphasis on the bacic skills in
the elementary grades, and having ninth grade teachers also
review weak areas. Riverton did not institute any specific
remediation at the high school level on the BEST. There was
an expressed concern on the part of administrators that the
BEST not take on an over-whelming importance in Riverton.

This general cuncern about being overly in#luenced by the
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test and responding to test results; also meant that there
was not much follow-up on students not passing the test.

3. Summary:

The Riverton superintendent’s viewpoint on the BEST was
publicized ir the November, 1978 MISSOURI SCHOOLS magazine.
He said: "A review of the results of the Basic Essential
Ski1lls Test...woud appear to direct our system to-take two
different steps. First, it is apparent that in zome areacs
tested, a review of materials, prior to the taking cf the
BEST, would produce better test results. MWe are discussing

concepts that students already understand, and a review

would serve to refresh the content. My primary concern,
however, is those areas where the BEST has indicated the
students have not grasped the ideas prQViously presented....
Within our group, there were some areas that will require an
emphasis in the primary and intermediate grades, if
weaknesses are to be overcome.... A personal concern I have
is that a school might make curricular changes based on the
BEST and then find that some of the strengths of its former
program have vanished.

The administration initially seems to have had a
concern about too much importance being attached to the
BEST, with some negative consequences for the rest of the
curricula, The strong unhappiness with the test on the part
of the administrators, however, was bacsed on the public
reporting of the test score results, The superintendent
expressed the fact that the ztate had promised that school

: district scores would not be made public. MWhen, in fact
EMC L L
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the media focused on these BEST results, Riverton i
administrators saw it as a broken promite on the part of the
state. There was the feeling that the media exposure on the
BEST has been a bad thing. There seemed to be some
comparisons with other districts in the area, even though
(unlike the other two districts in our study), there are no
published comparative scores. Individual districte’ scores
are, however, published separately and it is easy to make
the comparisons with surrounding districts.

Administrators’ commente suggested that they felt other
school districts would do anything in order to get high test
scores on the BEST, and that "cheating is not unusual®.
Riverton administrators said that they did not cheat on the
tect. The administrators feel that the attitude of the
students towards the BEST is bad; that they do not take it
seriously after the Bth grade. Because of the large number
of parochial school elementary students, who attend Riverton
public high school, many have to take the BEST for the first
time 1n high school. The counselors and administrators
consider the BE3ST "a pain," and make no special provisions

to prepare high school students for the test.

C. Impact of the BEST:
1. Impact on the Curriculum:
There was stronger agreement in Riverton, than in the
other two Missouri districts, that BEST did cause teachers
to "think more about the curriculum". Junior high teachers

Q tended to perceive the BEST test as having a greater impact
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on the curriculum than did the senior high department chairs
or administrators, When asked specifically about the
impact of the BEST on the curriculum, the three high school
department chairs said there was "none;" the majority of the
Junior high teachers interviewed said there was an impact.
When asked, however, to evaluate thai impact the junior high
teachers tended to say that it was "negative*.

While the curriculum was not changed substantially, the
BEST did have an impact on the curriculum in the 8th grade
Ameri1can History course, where units on economics were
added. This was to reflect the fact that the social studies
sub~test of the BEST was government/economics, and that the
distric! had previously not covered economics at the 8th
grade level. The local language-arts objectives also have
required adjustments in the language-arts curriculum, in
order to cover the materials for the 8 locally=-scored
objectives. Placement or sequencing of material within the
curriculum in math was altered because of the test and the
need to cover certain material before the beginning of
March. The BEST also brought about a greater emphasis on
word problems and math applications in the curriculum.

Teachers respondents were consistent regarding their

perception of the impact of the BEST on aspects of the
curriculum: Little or no impact was seen at the senior high
level; some impact at the 8th grade level.

0f the junior high respondents, 6 out of the 10 felt
that the BEST had changed course content; 7 out of 10 felt

that the sequencing of the curriculum had been changed
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because of BEST; 7 out of 10 felt -hat the amount of time
spent on parts of the curriculum had been changed; 7 out of

10 felt that there had been the addition of supplemental

materials.,

The 3 chairs at the senior high and 8 out of the 10
teachers at the junior high felt that they had "not" changed
textbooks because of the BEST. Junior high teachers felt
that there was more record keeping because of BEST. The
teachers at the junior high level were £5iit as to whether
the BEST caused a greater standardization in the curriculum
(3 "yes" and S "no"); the 3 senior high teachers did not
veel BEST had the impact of standardizing the curriculum.

According to the superintendent the curriculum was not
changed in preparation for the BEST, though the faculty were
supposed to stress area; in which weaknesses were shown.
Unit reviews were also scheduled before the test. Other
administrators agreed that the BEST was not overly affecting
the district’s curriculum. As one principal put it: "We look
at the curriculun-- does it fit into the BEST? But we don’t
want to make BEST the curriculum.” He allowed that they may
want to change something in tihe curriculum to accomodate an
objective, but he does not want the change merely for the
sake of looking good on the BEST. His comment was: “QOur
curriculum is not designed around the BEST. If it is, 1I°d
better not find out that it is.*

2. Impact on Teaching:

The BEST scores fell in 1980 (-16%) . In the Franklin

school district, after the 1980 decline in scores, the
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school admi.iistrators gearea up to raise test results =i the
BEST. School administrators in Riverton, in Ziscussing the
drop in the Riverton’s BEST scores in 1980, commented in a
newspaper article that Riverton teachers simply do not ever
teach the test, though all three departments use a study
guide in connection with BEST objectives. There seemn to be
strong norms within Riverton not to overly react to' the
BEST. However, as seen in the responsesz of the teachers,
changes were made in content and sequencing of subject
matter curricular covered iy the test, and time was spent on
reviewing unite in tect areas. The impact on teaching
reflecte the changes in curricula, but more importantly,
attitudes toward the test itself.

3. Attitudes Toward the BEST:

In seni-structured interviews, school personnel at both
the junior high and senior high levels made the following
points concerning their attitudes toward the implementation
of the BEST and its impact on the Riverton School District.

Riverton’s superintendent cha%acterized the
administration’s attitude as being negative toward the test,
saying "It‘'s a big farce." Other administrators interviewed
echoed the same feelings: "BEST is & pain in the neck;" "The
local objects are a pain;" "A pain in the butt rather than
anything constructive;" "It‘s a bunch of bull;* "Everyone’s
(else) teaching to the test" were some of the comments
expressed as reactions to the BEST.

None of the administrators nor couselors in Riverton

were positive about the BEST. The local objectives are
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cbviously a cause cf frustration for the school district,
because their students do so baaly on them; yet tney did not
want to substantially change their standards Time spent on
the BEST was a common complaint of both the echrinistrators
and teachers. The negat:ve feelings seemed to be s‘ror.ger at
the high schoc. than at th2 junior high level. While the
test was nut meant to te an e aluatian of the ichools, the
nigh school principal saw “accountability" as the only
reason for the BE3T. Generally, it was felt that the amount
of time spent on {dministrating the test, especially the
local objectives, left less time for other things deemed
more wor thwhile,

Generally, the BEST whs characterized as having little
worthk, and would not have been kept by the administration if
it were not mandatory. As one administrator put it when
asked whether he would choose to keep the test: "Hell No'
Students get rothing out of 1t. The test is only for
ac-ountability, with ..o impact on eduzat*ional quality or cn
Jdiagonsis and remediation of stucents."

4. Allocation of Resources:

While some money went into supplementary materials,
respondents argued that they did not put in more money nor

reallocate money because of the REST. The need “or BEST

supplemencary m.iterialis has not been significant enough to
cause any cdamand for an increase in the "Irstructional
Supply” budget, commented one administrater.

5. The Test and t.,e Public:

While Riverton does not have to deal with the "score
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box" district comparisons as do our other two Missouri
districts, 8th grade scores are reported separately in the
local newspapers and administrators were aware of how
certain neighboring districts ha/e done on the test,
Administrators also get calls from the newspapers asking
them their reactions to the percentage of 8th grade students
paseing the BEST that year.

The two €£chool boarc members and two members of the
school district advisory board, who were interviewed,
commented that they did ~ot want the school administration
to teach to the BEST. Comments of one school! board member
included, "The most important impact of the BEST is ‘he
awareness of the public, board and teachere that not all
kKios are getting skille;" "Our initial concern was that the
public would{ misinterpret this test. We worried that
teachers would teach to the test. We wanted to stay with
our basic curriculum and to hell with the BEST. We don’t
require it for graduation.”

Another school board member, cumnenting that the med:a
has used the BEST %o compare districts, which wes not the
intent of the legislature: "Our basic philosophy is that we
don’t want our teachers %to teach to that test to make the
district louk good. The teacherg may feel nore pressure
than I do. They might be changing the curriculum
unconsciously.”

The two members of the Riverton school district
citizens’ Advisory Board took a somewhat d..{ferent pocsture

than either the school administrators or th.: two members ov
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the school board. Both active citi-ens said that they would
"choose"” to keep the BEST, even if it were not mandated by
the state. These two citizens were aware of how neighboring
school districts scored on the BEST relative to Riverton,
and had expectations within which they felt their school
district should score: "A school district, especially in an
area like this, needs some idea of what kind of education it
is giving its students,” commented one active citizen. The
feeling expreszed was that it is easy for students to "fall
through the cracks" in a close-knit community where
€ducators assume they know the students well. The BEST,
according to the two member- of the Advisory Board, helps
the school dis’rict know what the children are not learning.
Both would like to have the test as part of the high school
graduation requirements.

é. Teacher Responses and Evalua’'ions:

Teachers’ attitudes toward the BEST in Riverton were
much liKe those in Gardenway-- negative. As in Sardenway,
the impact of the test was felt more by teachers a* the
Junior high (8th grade level) than at the high school (10th
through 12th). 1In both school di:tricts (Gardenway and
Riverton), the BEST is not required for high school
graduation and the focus f r the test has been primarily at
the 8th grade level, where i* has had greater media
visibility,

Teachers in Riverton described the test as having
negative impact. The three department heads at the high

echool rated the impact as either "negative® or as having
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"no impact®. The target of the impact was seem to be
primarily “the teachers,” with “"curriculum® also mentioned.
Most of the teachers interviewed (11 out of 13) did not feel
that BEST meant that "teachers had less to say in what they
teach in their own . .zsses".

Teachers interviewed in Rivertun perceived "less
pressures” to "teach for the test" than did teachers in
either Gardenway or in Franklin. (The strongest pressures on
teachers to "teach for the test" seemed to be felt in
Gardenway.) Correspondingly, there wa¢ less pressure on
teachers to have their students "do well on the BEST," as
compared to the other two Missouri districts studied. A
majority of the teachers at the middle or junior high levele
who were interviewed in the other two districts felt
pressure to have their students do well; a majority of the
teachers in Riverton did nct. The Riverton teachers also
"disagreed” that BEST caused them to emrhasize “*minimum
educational objectives" at the expence of the rest of the
educational program.

Impor tantly, a majority of the teachers did NOT fee!
that they were " judged" by how their students did on the
BEST. ( 5 out of the 13 teachers did feel that they uere
Judged by their students’ performances on the BEST.) The
teachers saw the school bcard and district administratore as
paying the most attention to the BEST, followed by schoo!
administrators and the general public; teachers, as compared
with these other groups, were perceived as paying the least

amount of attention to the BEST.
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The BEST seemed to be more impo~tant at the junior high
than at the high school level. What pressure is present,
seems to he conveyed in "indirect®” ways to the teachers.

The perception in Riverton tends to be that generally
teachers are not judged by how their students do on the
BEST. Teachers in both Gardenway and Franklin school
districts felt judged to a greater =xteat by the
performances of their students on the BEST. The message of
"the central administration and the school board that
teachers were not to “teach to the test," and the fact that
teachers after the 8th grade level had limited contact with
the BEST, tended (o isolate teachers from the influence of
the BEST.

Teachers at tihe junior high level were more apt to see
students taking the test “seriously® than at the senior high
level. This stress at the 8th grade level, has beer a
consistent response in each of the districts studied in
Miesouri. Importantly, however, none of the teacher
respondents wanted to see the BEST as part of the high
school graduation requirements in Riverton.

As far as how the test was used in Riverton, 10 out of
the 13 teachers did not see it uced for “diagonistic*
purposes. In addition, none of teachers interviewed saw the
impact of the publicity o¢f the BEST as being positive; they
either felt there was no impact or that it was negative.
Some of the Riverton teachers were surprised by the results
of the BEST. The unerxpocted consequence cited by the

tescher responden’s was that stqﬁsqu did "worse" than they
4Avy
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would have expected, at least at the junior high level.

The teachers in Riverton who teach subjects covered by
the BEST did not feel particularly influenced by the test.
There was reflected general concern about how students dic
on the local objectives, but the emphasis was on the fact
that their standards were higher than the states and that
they should not be "teaching to the test," as othgr school
districts were. In more indirect ways, however, both
administrators and teachers indicated that they were
concerneu about the low scc s on the local obsectives and

were re-thinking the standards they used to score them.

D. Summary:

There was more cobvious and generalized hostility
toward the BEST test in Riverton than in either Frankiin or
in Garderway. There was an open resentment towarde the
State Department of Education in mandating the BEST, then
allowing it to become a "public media event" to compare
school districts, and a perception that many other districts
were "cheating" on'the test in order to get high scores.
These strong negative feelings on the part of school people,
coupled with & lack of community pressure to increase test
scores, allowed the Riverton school district personnel to
downplay the importance of the BEST within their own

communi y.
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VIII. IMPACT OF THE BEST IN MISSOURI

At the time of the research the BEST test requirement
ha. been in place for four years. Most districte had also
administered the test on a voluntary basis the proceding
year. This period is long enough to begin to the assess the
responses of local districts and the impact the test has had
on school practices. One benefit of looking at a set of
Missouri districts is to see how different districts
responded to a common teet requirement. Our discussion of
impacts in the three districts has made clear how different
the reactions have been.

In this section we want to note more systematically the
variety of responses and to suggest factors that influence
how school districts responded tn the test mandate. Three
local school districts were siudied in depth. In the course
of celecting those districts we interviewed administrators
in three additional districts about their response to the
state test requirement. Though our information on these
additional districts is limited, their inclusion is useful
as we identify the impacts and try to account for them.

In considering local district responses to the Missouri
BEST two factors should be kept in mind. First, the state
mandate is simple in form and content. It merely specifies

that a particular state developed test is to be given to all

eighth grade students at a qiven time each year. Students
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who fail to pass all parts of the test at the eighth grade

must retake the test each year until they pass all sections

or graduate from high school. No remediation is required.

Districts are not required to alter their curricula.

Failing the test does not have consequences for graduation

or promotion, unless a local distircts decides to tie such a

sanction to the test. Nor are school districts rewarded or

punished on the basis of the performance of their students

on the BEST. The simplicity of the requirement made it

possible for districts to respond in a variety of ways.

Secondly, the public reporting of the test scores and
the inter-district comparisons that followed became an
impor tant componant of the test program irn Missouri. The
publicity given to the test scores had not been anticipated
by state administrators. In fact, the first year in which
the test was given by districts on a voluntary basis,
districts were tcld that district levei scores would not be
made public. However, the media obtained and publicized
test scores by local district. The widespread publicity and
public comparisons that followed shaped significantly the
uses and impact of the test in the state.

Using the three districts from the case studies and the
three other districts on which we gathered limited
information, we can describe their responses in summary form

as follows:
1. GABLE: IMMEDIATE ACCEPTANCE OF TEST AND STRONG
COMMITMENT TO ASSURING STUDENTS DO WELL.

This was the response of a small middlie class
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surburban district, with a strong financial bace
and a somewhat diversified student body. The
Gable district promptly accepted the test nd
revised its curriculum and classroom activities to
fit better the test objectives. School
adninistrators and teachers felt strong pressure
to make sure their students did well on test. The
students in this district did very well on the
test from the first year on. In this district the
test had a major impact on the school program, and
the community used its strong comparative posi tion
on the BEST to advertise itself and its schools.
2. GARDENWAY: DELAYED BUT SUCCESSFUL RESPONSE TO
CONS. DERABLE COMMUNITY PRESSURE TO RAISE TEST SCORSS
WHEN STUDENTS FAILED TO PERFORM UP TO EXPECTATIONS.

This is how we characterize the response of
the Gardenway District. Following the initial
failure of the students to perform as well ac
expected, (especially in comparison with st.uents
in other districts), the school boarc and the
administration set the improved test scores as a
major objective. Teachere and building
administrators felt under pressure to assure
better performance. Courses were altered to help
prepare students for the test. Many teachers
responded negatively %o these pressures.
Community attantion and concern with the BEST were
perceived to be high.

3. KINGSTON: DELAYED RESPONSE TO CONSIDERABLE
COMMUNITY PRESSURE TO RAISE TEST SCORES WHEN
STUDENTS FAILED TO PERFORM UP TO EXPECTATIONS, BUT
UNSUCTESSFUL. .

The Kingston school district is a large
heterogeneous district. 1t has a tradition of
providing a high achieving college-bound student
population with a good education. During the last
twenty years the district has experienced
gsignificant socio-economic and racial shifts in
its student population; neccessiting a dual echoo!
systern to respond to the needs of a dwindling high
achievement oriented white white population, an
upwardiy mobile middle class black population, and
3 low income blaclt population, Test scorws the
first year were among the lowest in the
riet-opoiitan area. Kingston responded, a year
later than Gardenway, with changes in the social
studies curriculum and pre-tests for the BEST} The
Kingston district, however, did not have
sufficient resources or unity of purpose to make
the effort to bring students’ scores up to
communi ty expectations. 159
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4. FRANKLIN: LACK OF COMMUNITY OR SCHOOL BOARD

INTEREST BUT CONCERN ON THE PART OF THE SCHOOL
ADMINISTRATION.

In the Franklin School District discussed
above the school board and the community did not
take much interest in the test and test results,
but school administrators were concerned about
lower than anticipated rankings during the firet
years. They madd some effort to improve student
performance, even making passage of the test a
prrrequisite for high school graduation.,

S. HWIMPLE: BOARD HOSTILITY TO TEST AND OFFICIAL

POSITION THAT THE ADMINISTRATORS SHOULD NOT LET THE
TEST INFLUENCE THE SCHOOL PRCGRAM,

In a fifth district, Wimple, there was little
interest in test results in the community and the
board explicitly directed the administration to
disregard the test scores and not to change what
they were doing because of the test. The school
board position was based, at least in part, on the
feeling that it was not proper for the state to
impose this sort of test on local school
districts., The board felt that the locai district
was in the best position to judge the needs of ite
students. However, gchool administrators were
disturbed by how poorly their students were doing
and were, in fact, making changes in the program
to help improve student BEST performances. This
activity was undertaken without the Knowl edge nor
approval of the school board.

é. RIVERTON: LACK OF INTERE T ON PART OF THE

SCHOOL BOARD AND ADMINISTRATION, HOSTILITY TO THE
TEST, AND SATISFACTION WITH THEIR STUDENTS~
PERFOPMANCES.

Riverton response to the test was minimal.
It was given but considered a "real pain" by
district and building administrators, who were
supported in this view by the school board. There
was no overt community pressure to raise ‘est
scores. Very little was done to prepare students
for the test or to assist students who had had
difficulties. The administrators were satisfied
with how their students did compared to districts
they thought comparable, and did not see the need
to do anything more w.th respect to the test.

Three general factors influence how district- responded

to the Missouri test mandate. (.!) The level of interest and

concern in the comnunity; (2) Th2 expectations of school

160




. Page 153

leaders and their conmmitment tc take the test seriously and
to improve test scor~s; (3) School rescurces. We wil]

elaborate on cach of these.

A. "External Prescures':

One of the most important factors influencing local
district response to the test was level of community and
school board interest =2nd their expectations about test
results. Gardenway presents a good example of community
pressures to take the test results seriously and to improve
the BEST sceores. There was a perceived sense in the
community that the test scores in Gardenway should be among
the very highest in the area. MWhen the scores were only
average in the initial years the school board, reflecting
community interest, concerns, and expectations, set explicit
goals for better performance. The pressures from the board
to the school administrators were clear and explicit. At
least 90/ of the 8th grade students should pass the BEST.
One year the School Board set an expiicit goal to raice the
percentage passing from 94/ to $8/Z. The administrators and
the teachers understood these expectations and felt
pressured ‘o respond to them. Explicit steps were taken to
respond. These efforts and their results were discussed in
the section on Gerdenway.

In two of the other school districte mentioned above
there was considerable community and school board interest
in student performance on the BEST. In example number one,

Q Gable, the community applauded the major efforts to maintain
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high test scores, even to advertising real estate based on
their high performance. Ir the third example, Kingston,
there was community interest and school board concern about
the low comparative ranking of the school in their BEST
performance. Some efforts were directed toward improving
student performance, but the district lacked the resources
and the unity of purpose exhibited by the first two
districts. Kingston had a racially and economically
heterogeneous student population and was attempting to run
simul taneously a high level academic program for more gifted
students and to provide extensive remedial programs for a
large number of lower achieving students. This district,
along with several others, was publically accused of
"cheating”" in the administration of the BEST. One teacher
was fired after admitting having given students answers in
the administratior of the test. In her defense she said
that she helped cstudents because of the pressure from the
district administration tc raise test scores, “by whatever
means necessary”". In the Kingston case, strong community
pressure did not manifest itself in significantly Hhigher
test scores, but rather in teacher stress and anxiety.

In the othe: three districts teachers and
adninistrators perceived little interest or nrezsure $-om
the public and school board with respect to student
performance cn the test. In Wimple, the school board
explicitly told the administrators not to respond to the
comparative poor showing of their students on the REST. The

actions that were taken to :improve the curriculum to better
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prepare students for the BEST were instigated Lv the
administrators behind the scene. Similarly actions taken in
the Franklin district to help stiudents on the best were
instigated by the <chool administrators. In Riverton the
lack of school and community pressure meant that the

district did little to respond to the test.

B. Internal Expectations and Commitment:
Community 2nd school board pressures were not the only
factors influencing school district responses to the BEST.
From vyormal interviews with school district personnel in our

study and conversations with administrators firom several

other districts another factor emerges as imitant. School
administrators seem to have their own "expectations" of how
their district should perform on tests like the BEST. They
seemed to have clear expectations of how theii students
should do in comparison with those of other districts.
These expectations came from their perceptions of their
student body and from the achievement of otﬁer school
districts with which they identify.

In several instances school administratorz felt no
pressures from the community nor the school board, but were
trying to meet their own expectations with respect to
student performance on the BEST. Several district )eaders
felt their reputations as Jeaders in education were at stake

and that their students had to perform up to particu’zar

standards; other district administrators felt that as long

as they performed as well as severjsijentified districts,
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they were happy. Still other educators felt that given the

characteristics of their student population, there w’:

little they could do to improve the test performance.

In all cases school administrators had an identifiable
level of expectation. The response of the districts in
terms of devoting resources toward test related activities
was determined in part by whether or not they saw their
students meeting those expectations during the initial years
of the BEST. Districts one and two had expectationce that
they should perform among the best. When the initial
Gardenway results did not measure up to those expectations
the district made a major effort to achieve improved test
scores. In Riverton administrators were pleased with their
scores as long as they were abcove the state average and
compared favorably with the several districts arcund them
with which they identified. They were not interested in
comparing themselves with the affluent suburbhan districts of
the large metropolitan area close by.

In Franklin and Wimple the school boards and the
community at large did not seem concerned with test results
but administrators felt their own reputations were at stake
and made efforts to assure that their students were not
performing at the bottom. Administrators in these two
districts had similar socio-economic schoot! population and
compared themselves with each other. Their major reference
points for mearsuring expectations was to compare favorably
with a few selected districts. iney did not pressume to

compete with wealthy upper middle rlass school districts.
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The identification of these individual expectations or
references points and a notion of "ow students performed in
relation to them during the initial testing vears, ceems
important in determining how the district responded to the
imposition of the state test. The importance of this
particula~ determinate '.us itself an outcome of the public
reporting of district test results and the inter-district

comparisons which follrwed.

C. The School District Resources

The financial and personnel resocurces of school
distrizts vary considerably. The nature of the student
body: e.g., stablity vs. mobility of the student | »pulation;
the range of special courses needed to respcnd to the
variety of achievement levels, also influences how resources
are distributed within a school district In the Missouri
districts we studied, these factors varied and affected
resporses of local districts.

'n several of the . .stricts, major efforts were put
into preparing students to *ake the BEST. The cost/benef.t
ratio of putting extensive resources of time and money into
getting students to pass a test is exemplified in Gardenway.
Gardenwzy was able and willing to direct considerable
resources toward raising test scores and their efforts paid
off. However, our study of Gardenway indicates that there
were great costs irvoived, especially with respect to
teacher resentment and .stress and the deferral of etforts

directed toward other programs,
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The trade-~ffs between nearing that goal of 100X
students passing ind the costs of concentrating school
resources so intensively on materials covered in the test,
have to bz weighed against each other. The additional ccste
of raising tect scores even one percen.age point at a high
level, may take an inordinate amount of resources.

More importantly than the amount of actual resources,
however, were the attitudes and values bshind the decisions
of how to allocate those resources, of how important the
BEST was to the school district. Individual s.haoi district
responses to the BEST, as far as resource allocatiun and
impact on the curriculum, were determined by the -alues of
s-huol board members and school administratore. In cases
where ther <chool board cared greatly about the scores on the
BEST, e.g., Gardenway, the school administrators responded,
even when thecy were less convinced about the actual worth of
‘he test. 1Ir. Kingston there was considerable concern about
comparatively lcv test scores, but the di trict was not in a
position to devote extensive resources toward raising the

scores.,

D. Impact on the Curriculum:

The state test wae imposed upon local districts with
diverse curricu’a. The schools were being held accountabile
tor a "floor" of basic skills in three areas det.:rmined by
the state. The test content refler ted what personnel at the
State Department o+ Sducation and ccasul tants thought

students sho J Know, rather than reflecting what was in
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fact taught in the curricula.

The imposition of the BEST had several impacts on the
curriculum. First, it led to changes in the content,
sequencing, and approaches used in some courses. Second,
special test preparation courses or material units were
introduced to help prepare students for the test. The
greatest impact across the districts was in social studies.
School curricula in this area were greatly affected by the
inclusion of government and economics as a sub-test.
Government (or civics) has traditionally been taught in the
?th grade and econcmics has tended to be taught in the high
scheo . if it is in the curriculum at all. Since the BEST
initially is given at the 8th grade level and because mos:
of the publicity is centered on the results of the eighth
grade testing, mcst districts responded by making some
changes in social studies curriculum. Units on law and
economics were interjected into the 8th grade social ctudies
curriculum. Gardenway was in the process of restructuring
its social studies curriculum to better reflect the BEST at
the 8th grade level. Because of ‘he widespread discrepency
between the law and economics content of the BEST and the
ex.siting curricula, the greatest impact on the curriculum
was in the area of social studies at the 8th gri.de level.

The next greatest impact from the BEST has been in
math. The BEST had the effect of encouraging the use of
more math word problems and math applications. Respondents
sn all the school districts studied conmented that they had

introduced more word problems and applications of math
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concepts.

The least impact of the BEST on the curricula is in the
area ot language arts. This is for two reasons. First, the
reading level on the BEST language arts sub-test is lower
than on the other two sub-tests, meeting reading level
requirements for most curricula. Secondly, the skills
called for in the language arts sub-test reflected better
what was already being taught in the elementary schools.
Therefore, districts throughout the state tei.ded to perform

the best on the language-arts sub-tect.

L. Teacher Responses:

€chool district personnel, to the extent that they feel
the benefits derive? from the m;nimum competency test exceed
the perceived costs, tend to be happy with the particular
testing program. The type of berefits derived from the BEST
cited in districts studied include: helping marginal
students or students who tend to "fall through the cracks;"”
making teaching easier because of the addi tional leverage on
students through thz test; putting additional resources
into the system; providing a floor or basic skills,

In the Missouri districts, positive responses from
teachers concerned students and the feeling that some
students were getting help who were not being helped before.
Several positive comments also reflect up-n the impact on
the curricula, especialiy in the outcome of increased wor -
problems in math. Riverton, by providing the jeporady of a

graduation requirement as part of the BEST, was cited by
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some teachers as giving them leverage with students to take
the test more seriously. Gardenway, on the other hand,
withcut the graduation requirement, put such stress on the
test that students were made to take the test seriously, but
teachers often responded that the costs were not worth the
outcome of almost 100/ passing.

The “costs" of the BEST to the di.trict include:
financial-- especially in cases where resources were
perceived as coming from other programs; effects on the
curriculum perceived as being detrimental! or at least not
beneficial (comments tended to be directed toward changes in
the social studies cucriculumd); and stress and hostility
from teachers who feel that they unfairly are beirg held
"accountable” for how their students do on the BEST. In the
Missouri districts there was a direct correlation Setween
how much effort and pressures the central uffice
administrators put on the BEST, and the amount of anxiety,
etress, and even hostility teachers expressed over .he test.
Thue of the teachers interviewed, the most negative attitude
toward the BEST was in Gar denway, where the greatest effort
was made to achieve high test results. Tnere were major
differences in perspectives between the central office
administrators and the classroom teachers in Garcenway over
the implen ation of the BEST. Teachers tended to be more
negative than administrators, and teachers in the one
building, where more stress was placed on test achievements,
were more hostile toward the test than in the other

building.
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F. Use of Test Results:

Teachers tend not to use standardized test data to
diagnose students’ weaknesses, unless it is required. One
of the interesting results from this study of school
practices was the across-the- board limi ted use of BEST
data for diagonistic and remediation purposes.

The pre-post tests, developed by school districts and
used to prepare students to take the BEST, were utilized
extensively in districts to plac» students in appropriate
classes or to further screen students who needed help to
pass the BEST at the 8th grade level. These test results
were analyzed by test item, with scores going home to
parents. Gardenway, of the di-‘ricts we studied in depth,
did the most extensive pre-tes. ng of students, though all
the districts provided some preparation. Two other
districts in which we had conversations concerning the
implementation of the BEST, also had scme form of screening
and rre-testing for the BEST.

Interestingly, however, once the BEST test was given,
the results were nct used for remediation purposes. None of
the school districts studied reported that teachers ever
askeu to see students’ test scores, even when the
information was made accessible in counselors’ offices. The
goal seems to be "passing the BEST." Once tnat hurdle is
completed, there seemed to be little in_z2rest in the test
data. Test results for students *just passing" is not

reviewec for weak areas or areas where improvements are
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needed; students failing to pass are not worked with until
the following year, when depending upon the school district,
some additional help (e.g., tutorial after school), may be
provided. The goal obviously is to "pass the tes*," not

remediation, or only remediation as a way to pass the test.

G. Publicity:

In the case of the Mizsouri BEST it is clear that the
pressures, either internal or external, would not have been
as great without the extensive publicity given to local
district test scores ~- especially the public inter~district
comparisons of test results. MWhile it was not the intent of
the state depariment of education that student performances
1n school districts would be compared publically, this
unintended consequence did much to cause many districts to
seriously respond to the state mandate. In the absence of
such publicity it is likely that many more districts would
ha'e simply given or played down the importance of the S£ST.
On the otrer hand the pr licity tended to force an emphasis
on measures to increase test s-orec and 'ed to al iged and
documented instances of cheating. Districts did spend time
on pretesting and “cramming” before the test. These
conditions led to corsiderable resentment against the test
and for <come district leaders, like those in Riverton, to
consider the tezt a farce. The publicity seems toc have
caused those school districts that were concerned to put
emphasis uron preparing the studnni explicitly for the test,

Because the "public” pressure was off after the eighth grade
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testing, little emphasis was placed upon remediation and

aesisting students to pass the test after the eighth grade.

H. Conclusions:

The BEST provided an important stimulus to local
districts in Missouri. The public reporting of district
level dzta helped to assure this. Different districts
responded differently depending upon the level of interest
in the community, the expectations and commitements of
school administrators, and the resources districts were able
and willing to commit. Based upon these factors schools
adjusted their curricula and developed mechanisms for
preparing students for the test. Because of the widespread
discrepency between the test and existing curriculum in the
areas of law and economics, test motivated curricula changes
were in social studies.

The experience of Gardenway suggests that test scores
could be raised when the commitment and resources are
available, but that the costs can be high. The calculation
has to be seen in terms of the “costs" and "benefits" to the
district .nd to the students. How much resources are worth
what percent of test score gains? If the dist.-ict is
spending time and attenticn in one area, what other areas
get slighted? 11f low achieving students are beneficiaries
ot the testing program, what doetc this mean for high
achievers? What consequences are there for teachers in
s1tuations where great pressure existz to maximize test

scores, perhaps "at any cost"?
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The imposition of the state min.mum competency test had
mixed consequences for local schools. Many teachere and
admini<trators saw some positive benefits in .erms of the
focus on the curriculum and benefite for some students.
However, much of the response to the test was negative.
ifany of the teachers disliked the pressures brought about
because of the test, and the ways in which the BEST imposed
changes in exisiting curricuia and teaching practices. It
is significant that none of the administrators reported that
they would favor Keeping the BEST if it were not required.
Even in the districts in which students were performing well
there was no interest in Keeping the test.

It is also useful to note that in none of the districts
was there any systematic post 8th grade test remediation.
Little systematic effort was spent working with stude .s who
Jemonstrated weaknesses in particular areas by failing to
pass specif c parts or all of the BEST at the eight gr ade.
Where special efforts were made they were directed toward
getting as high a percei .tage of the students to pass the
test in the eighth grade. The results of the BEST were not
used much for subsequent student evaluation and remediation.
With the 1983 revision which requires the passing of the
test for graduation we would anticipate that more emphasic

will be placed on pcst eighth grade remeciation.
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IX. OHIO CONSIDERATIUON OF MINIMUM COMPETENCY TESTING

Before discussing the impact of minimum competency
testing prog~ams on the local districts in Ohio we describe
briefly the protractec consideration of a state requirement
in Ohio. When we began this study in the fall of 1982 Ohio
was amcng the minority of states without a mandate on
minimum competency testing. A state requirement was adopted
by the State Board of Education in December of that year.
However, the Ohio local districts in our stud, were
administering locally initiated testing programs. Though
state level action is less directiy relevant for local
school impact in Ohio than in Misscuri, state activitiee are
part of the context in which the Ohio districts adopted
their testing programs. More specifically, ant_cipation of
state action p'.ed a part in motivating local district
action,

In December of 1962 the Ohio State Board of Edvration
adopted a state mandate on competency testing. As part of a
comprehensive revision cf the "Minimum Standarde for Ohio
Schools" the Boand esaopted a requirement that loca'! school
districts develop competency based education programs. The
testing of student competencies at three points over the

twelve grades was part of this requirement. The provisions
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on competency based education and testing say in part:
(B> (2> LOCALLY DEVELOPED COMPETENCY BASED EDUCATION
PROGRAMS SHALL BE IMPLEMENTED FOR ENGLISH
COMPOSITION, MATHEMATICS, ANC READING.
(a) Pupil performance objectives shall be
established for English composition, mathematics,
and reading.
(b) Provisions shall be made for periodic
assessment of pupil performarce, including testing
at least once in grades one through four, grades
five through eight, and grades nine through
el even.
(c) Guidelines shall be established for the use of
assessment results for instruction, evaluation,
intervention, guidance, and promotion decisiors.

(d> Intervention shall be provided according to
pupil needs.

Implementation of locally developed rrograms was to begin no
later than the 1Y84-35 school year, and full implementation
was to.be completed by the 1989-90 school year.

Al though some aspects of the proposed revisions of the
state standards elicited considerable pubtlic controversy,
the provisions for competency testing received little
interest or controversy in the hearings and adoption
processes. The quiet adoption of a competency testing
requirement in 1982 belies the intense conflict and
maneuvering that had taken place c/er minimum competency
testing a few years earlier. Enactment of the requirement
tollowed a decade of discussion and conflict among state
legislative and educational decision-makers over issues of
school accountability, school assessment and competency
testing.

Several ~ ctors account for this quiet acoption.
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First, the enactment constituted a formalization of
understandings worked out several years earlier. Second,
when the revised standards were adopted, most parties to
earlier conflicts over minimum .ompetency testing had other
concerns about the new standards which were mor~e important
to them. Third, the requirement adopted was vaguely stated
and it was not clear just what it would mean in operation.
It was something most could live with -- at least ir the
short run.

Two aspects of the Ohio requirements foi competency
testing are particularly notable. Tirst, the mandate was
adopted comparatively late. Mcst states had enacted
requirements by 1978. Second, the Board adopted a
decentralized and minimally intrusive requirement. There
was no “state test." Local districts were left considerable
descretion with respect to test form, the grades tests were
given, and the use ard conseqgiences of test results. The
dual questions of why Ohio resisted so long the pressure for
competency testinrg and why it chose a nonintrusive
requirement are the f.cal points of our inquiry on Ohio
activity or. minimum competancy testing. If Ohio exr:rianced
the sane conca2rns about scnool performace ana the pressure
to do sometting abuut it, why did it not act sooner and why
did it adopt a vague, non-intrusive mandate? The Ohio
mancate con »3ts in both timing and form with the Missouri
program diccussed abcve.

In order to understand Ohio Considerav.on of school

accountability and minimum competency testing we interviewed
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persors at the state department of education involved in the
minimum competency testing issue, members of the state
legislature who were invclved in the controversy, and the

| eaders of some of the educationa: organizations.

Interviews in *he local districts also provided some irsight
into state level activity,.

State and local level education leaders we talked with
indicated that during the mid and jate 1$70°s ttrere had been
considerable interest in a state level minimum competency
testing mandate in Qhio. That interest evolved frpm the
more general concerns about school performance and
accountability. Two points were stressed with respect to
these ccncerns,

First, the interest in Ohio was part of the wave of
zoncern that was sweeping accr;ss the nation. There was fno
particular state or local source or focal point for the
concern. State and local leaders were aware of actions
being taken elsewhere and were influenced by them, some
posi tiveiy and some negatively.

Second, there was no enduring, organized precssure for a

minimum competency mandate. There was a perception that the

public wanted action, but that "public" was vaguely
identified and its concerns were nct channeled through the
organizational networks that generally deal with educa.ion
issuee. One veteran st.te legislature described the

int oduction of bills on competency testing as, "a reaction

to the national stream of consciousness about minimum

competency testing." A senior official at the State
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Department of Education saw minimum competency testing =s
“an outgrowth of the accountability fad." V¥ “ali that the
accountability notion was itself confusin_ --.  trout much
substance.

As in other states, the pressure to act on sctool
performance and accountability was felt most Keenly in the
state legiilature. Pressure for state action on minimum
competency testing and other accountaoili TeaSUMES WaS
rezisted by the s..te department or edu.ation and opposed by
most educational interest groups.

tate level activity on school accountability can be
seen as a sequence of initiatives within the legislature.
For the most part these initiatives were resisted anc
thw:rted by the state Department of Education. Initially
the Department soujht ‘= avrid any type ¢r state mandate cn
minimum competency testing. Leaders in the Department were
particularly opfnosed to the use of 2ny statewide test that
would permit interdistrict compari-ons. Whe. :% became
evicent that the pressure for a . _uirement was too €. rong
and persistint to avoid, the Department dr-pped its position
of oulright opposition and sought tc assume control over the
development of a program. If there had to be a program, it
was beter to participate is shaping it, rather than to hav=s
2 requirement forced on trem.

The 1982 adcption by the Sta = Board of Education
represented compromises developed arter a ducade of complex
maruevers involving members of the legislature, ieaders at

the Sta - Drrartment of Education, local school Jietricts,
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and various edurational interest groups. Chronologically
the decade long struggle over school accountability measur~s
that led to the Ohio require 11t on competer.cy testing can
be looked at as four sequential actions: (1) The 1971
Accountability Mandate; (2) The 1978 Schoo! Assessment ard
Reporting Act; (3) The 1978 Report of the Advisory Committee
on Minimum Competency Testing; and (4) The 1982 requirement
for competency testing contained in the revised Minimum
Standards.

A. Accountability Mandate.

The fi~st important action was the 1971 request t ' the
legislature that the Department of Education develop a
structure for educational accountabi‘ity. One of the
"e) ver’’ reports developed as a response to this mandate
described this legislative action a, follows:

Throughout societ, there is a press for

educational accountability. The publiz is no

longer willing to invest heavily in education

wi thout having some assurance that its investments

will yield positive results. Hence, eleven

states, including Ohio, now have recently enacted

legislative inandates for accountability. ("Ohio

Accountability Project Reports: Team One Raporti®,

pP. 1i.) '

With this mandate the legislature directed the State

Department of Education to:

... develop & comprehensive system for providing
educational management information and

accountabi! > capabilities, The syctem shall be
designed f¢: :ventual implementation on a
state-wide basis and shall uvtilize the t. nnology
of the computer and related systems concepts.
Developmental workKk by the department shall utilize
pilot districts and shall strive, with regard to
211 public and nonpublic elementary and secondary
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schools in the state to:

(1) define tho e measureable objectives for
which each facet and level of public education is
tc be held accountable;

(2) identify pertinent data elements and devise
methods and systems for fairly accurately and
unifromly measuL~ing and reporting the extent to
which the defined objectives are met;

(3) develop uniform files, methods and systems
for collecting, processing, storing and analyzing
data which wil! permit identification of these
factors in che teaching-learning process whicn
will have the greatest relevance to student
performance;

(4) develop uniform systems of reporting the
findings of -the program to all interested per<ons.
- + {Amended Substitute House Bill 475, the 109th
General Assembly, 1971)

In response to the requirements the Presidert of the
State Board of Education zppointed an Educational Redesign
and Improve vert Lommittee. Among other things that
cormittee initiated a large scale proJecE for citizen
invoivement calied the "Search for Consensus." This project
weat directly to the people of Ohio to "define the
measureable objectives for which schools are to be held
accountable.” 1In the report to the legislature this project

vias described as follows:

The response of the "Search for Consensus" has
exceeded all expectations. In May, 1972 404
schocl districts -- more than 95/% -- held Local
Citize~ Seminars to identify the issues and

pric ities for public schools. In excess of
108,510 Ohioans were engaged in that series of
meetings. Nearly 356,000 processable opinionn:.ies
and !7?,500 writtei recommendat.ons for improving
the school were received. 1In Octc’ .r , 1972
nearly 20,000 Ohioans, meeting in County Citizen
Assemblies, reviewed the tentative goals and
objectives which had been "factored” by the Ohio
State University Evaluation Center ‘rom the cata
gathered at tle May mzetinr. (“The Development of
An cducational Accountabil.cy ™ del," The Ohio
Department of Education, Jur. 30,1973)
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Concurrently with the "Search for Consensus" project
the Department of Education contracted with three teams of
experts to review accountability strategies. The three
teams, representing very different perspectives on ti e
accountability issue, each issued a report makKing
r~commendations on accountabiiity measures.

On Jure 30, 1973 the State Superintendent of Public
Instruction submittea the required report to the General
Assambly. The report outlined the activities undertaken in
reponse to the legislative mandate and noted that the State
Board of Education had adopted a broad set of goals which
could "serve as the broad framework in which further
measurable objectives for all facets and levels of public
education in Ohio can be developed.” With respect to the
accountability measures the report stated that six
accountabriity instruments had emerged. They reflected
great diversity and the lack of concensus about acceptable
and proven accountability procedures. Rather than recommend
any particular approach the report suggested that:

...due to the established principles of local

school di trict decision—-making authority and the

varied characteristics of the more than 400 school

dietricts in Ohio, each «chool distric* be

provided with the option to use varied

accountability procedures. Such an arrangement

would be in Keeping with the ways in which

American education has improved. <('The

Development of an Educational Accoun‘ability
Model, p. 23.)

Given the absence of specific recommencatione and the

P P W A A, .2 7 - e ——

lack of consensus indicated, it is not supriving that the
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legiclature did not push further the issue of accountability
measures. In addition, the "search for concensus procuss®
had created fears abou the intrusion of the state into
areas of school policy trat were traditionally local
perogatives. Communiration of these concerns to the
legislature by local school leaders alsc helped to dampen
fur ther legislative interest in this thrust for
accountai.ility. One top leader at the State Department of
Education indica‘*ed, with some satisfaction, that the
departemnt had achieved its objective. O0Overkill and
confusion of the issue had been used to thwart the effort of
the legislature.

B. School Assessment and Reporting.

The second significant legislative action in response
to the school accountability movement was a 1978 enaciment
on school assessment and reporting. This act required an
annual assessment of student performance vw-ich could be used
to assess in a gereral way how Ohio schools were performing.
It also required local sc'.ool districts to publish annual
reports to their consticuents. The legislature appropriated
50,000 for the assessment. The Department of Education,
however, wanted $200,300 to do the job. Annual assessments
were done but they did not have the szope and impact hoped
for by some in the legislature. The Department of Education
argued that it could not do more on school assessment
without considerabiy more money.

It quickly became apparent to those in the legislature

interested in measures of school accountability that the
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school assessment arnd reporting was not going to provide the
type of accourtabiity they wanfed. By this point the
programatic focus of the nationmide accountability movemen®*
had shifted to minimum competency testing. The focue was
beginning to be expressed in the Ohio legislature.

C. 1978 Reports on Minimum Competency Testing.

In the 1977, 1978, and 1979 secsions of the lenislature
there was considerable interest in a state mandate on
minimum competency testing. Several bills were introduced
during those years. For the most part they failed to make
it out of legislative committees. None was brought to the
floor for a vote in either house. Several legislators noted
that during that period any reasonable bill requiring
competency testing would have passed handily if a floor vote
had been taken. Among legislators there was a perception of
widespread support for a competency testing measure among
the generai pub’ic. Many legislators thought it important
to respond to this concern, despite the opposi tion of most
of the educational establishment.

In the spring and surmer of 1977 two important moves
tocok place. In August the state legislature adopted a
provic:ion in a bill authorizing funding for the Accesctment
and Annual Progress Report Advisory Committes requiring that
1n acddition to its regular responsibilities that committee:

shall use the results of the Annua! Educatinnal

fAssessment Program to make recommendations to the
tate Board regardin. the implementation of

minimum competency examinations as a Frerequisite

for promotion of al, pupils tc crades five apc

nine and +oir graduation from high schocl. Such
recommendatiors shall be transmitted tc the
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chairmen of the Senate and House Education

Committees of the General Acscembly noc later than

July 1, 1978. <(Amended Substitute Senate Bill

221, Ohio Genera! Assembly, August 1977.)

This move was an expression of the feeiing that the school
asses<ment and reporting measures were not providing the
level of school ~ccountability desired.

The other move was at the Department of Educatién. In
Ar 1 1977 the Superintendent for Public Instruction,
recognizing the strong and persistent interest in a
competency testing requirement, established an internal Task
Force on Minimum Competency Expectations. This represented
a change of strategy by the department. Prior to this point
the leadership in the department had strongly opposea any
minimum competency tes. ng program. With the appointmert of
the task force the Department sought to take cortrol of tne
consideratior of a minimum competency testing requirement.
1¥ the politica! climate required some sort of st:* mandate
they wanted to play the major role in shaping it.

The irternal department task torce and the broadly
r2presentative Assessment Advisory Committee wcrked together
to gather and evaluate information on minimum competenrc:
testing and in formulatingo recommendations for the

legislature. The Assessment Advisory Committee incluged

representation from most of the organized ed''cational

interest groups as well as state legislators and acaagem.c
experts. The report 2f the commitie summar.zed the

information gathering procedures as fullmwwi

t. A major survey of minimum competency
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practices ' t1l1zed in other states w:-= conducted |
in the suwner of 1977. |

2. R~ symposium with representatives ot six
state departments of education having the most
active involvement in minimum competency programs
vwas held in Auqust, 1977,

3. The Assessment Advisory Committee
reviewed the 1977 Ohio Education Assessment data
to determine the relevance of a minimum competency
program.

4. Thirteen regional Forums on Educational
Competence were held tc gather testimony from the
citizens and educators of Ol .o on Saturdays from
Februray 18 thrcugh April 15, 1978.

S. Participants of the May 14-17, 1978
Martha Holden Jennings Conference were asked to
comment on a tentative report prepared by thz
Committee prior to '"e submission of a final
Rzport to the State 3vard of Education on June 12,
1978. ("Report and Recommendations on Minimum
Competencies,” Subitted by the Assesesment and
Annual Progress Report Advisory Committes to the
State Board of Education and the Ohio General
Assembly, June, 1978, pp. 2-3.)

The committees also invited‘citizens, educators, and
concerned erducation-related groups to send written comments
to the committee. Eighty-eight individuals and groups
submi tted written testimony, including most of the state’s
educational interest groups.

In its report to the legislaiture the committee did ~nt
make a specific recommendation concerning a state minimum
competency requirement. 1I* revieved the information it had
coliected and noted the baszic issues and concerns that had
been raised in th-t process. The report set forth what it
identified as appropricte objectives for & state minimum
competency pro~ram, recommended a vehicle throt -h which such
a program might be developed, and offered some general

Juidelines for developing a program. The basic

recommendations were:
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The purpose of an Chio minimum competency program
should be to improve the instruction and
achieveme it of students through the use of tests
for diagnosis of learning problems and planned
intervertion {for individual students.

The Assessment Advisory Committee heliewves the
concerns of the legislature for in,.oving student
minimum competencies in the areas of reading,
mathematics and English compositions can best be
achieved by a thorough revision of tl« Minimum
Standards for Ohio Elementary, Junior High and
High Scheools, particularly as they apply to the
areas of primary reading, Jjunior high mathematics
and high schcool composition. Such effort would
mandate that specific cuvrriculum requirements be
established in these areas with minimum skills to
be mastered clearly stated.

Adequate =tate funds should be allocated to the
State Board of Education for the revision of
minimum standards to include a minimum competency
progrem; for providing technical assistance to
local d.»tricts tc implement the competency
requirenents; and for monitoring and enfor~ing the
minimum standards.

Implementation and enforcement of the revised
standards in the skill areas, particularly the
requireiment for intervention programs in the areas
of primary reading, junior high mathemaiics and
reading composition, and high school mathematics
and composition, should be contingent upon an
adequate categorical allocation to local school
districts. ("Report and Recommendations on
Minimuin Competencies,*, p. 15.)

sin addition the Committee report stated that "the
Commi ttee reaffirms its resolution adopted at the 4pri!

20-21, 1978 meeting:

+0:35 & result of their review of the 1977
assessment results and the public testimony of
citizens, educators and reprecentatives of
educational organizations ga‘hered in {3 regional
public forume, no mandated minimum competency
testing should be implemented as a prerequisite
for promotion to grades % and 9 and for
graduation.

and further, the Committee is opposed to the use
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of any state mandated test as a final
determination for promotion or graduation.
(Report and Recommendations on Minimum
Competencies,” p. 16.)

This report is quoted at length here because it states
the set of compromises worked out by the representatives of
the major parties involved in state educational policy
making. For the most part, these concepts were incorporated
in the requirement adopted by the State Board of Education
four and « half years later. The recommendation that the
issue o+ minimum competency testing be determined in the
context of a more comprchensive revision of the state
minimum standards was followed.

With future considerration of minimum competency testing
placed in the revisicn of minimum standards the issue was
taken out of the hande o+ the legislature and placed under
the control of the State Board of Education and the
Department of Education. This was an objective of the
Department,

The recommendations emphasized that the objectives of &
competenc testing programe should be the diagnosis of
learning preblems and pianned intervention for individual
students -~ not school o~ teacher evaluation and
accountability. This was a victory for the teachers and
their allies in the legisiature who opposed an
accountability oriented testing proGrams but favored an
emphasis on and greater funding for student diagnosis and
remed:ation. The committee stated a preference for locally

determined procedures. The choice of a decentralized and
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non-intrusive mandate became part of the final reguirement.
Thie wae a victory for local school boa~ds and
administrators who wanted to preserve local control. It
a2lsa reflected the strony sentiment within the State
Department of Education against a common test that would
permit direct inter-district comparisons. Strong opposition
to the usz of a ctate mandated test as a prerequisite fo}
promotion or graduation was also expressed in the report.

Arother important feature of the recommendations are
the references to the need for adequate financia)l support.
The need for the state to appropriate money for the
development, implementation, and oversight of such a program
is clearly stated. The report recommended that a minimum
competency testing program should not divert esither state or
local funds from existing basic instructional programs of
the schools.

The tie between a competercy program and additional
state funding was a key component of the debate on minimum
competency testing in Ohio. Local districts and teacher
organizations were not nrepared to accept a new state
mandated program ui lees the state was prep:zred to pay for 1t
with additional funding. Some supportors within the
1. 'slature would not support a competency p. ogram because
they did not think that state was in a position to provide
the additional! funding required for such a program.

For the most part the understandings agreed to in the
repcrt constitute the basis for the program subssquently

adopted. Representation from the legislature, the state
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Board and Lepartment of Education, and the major educational
interest groups were 1nvolved in their formulaticn. Those
in the legislature who wanted a state wide test emphasizing
accountability had not gotten their way. Many of them felt
they had been outmaneuvered by the State Department. ‘The
State Department of Education had gained control over the
decivion-making process. Local districts opposed to a
program with a state wide test found comfort in the
recommendations to leave considerable descreticn in their
hande. Teacher and administrator groups opposed to
accountability oriented testing and who wanted to assure
adequate and additional funding for any program enacted
found their interests included.

It wrs the hope of state education leaders that this
report would forestal)l additiona)l efforts in the legislature
tc _nact a state testing mandate. This was not the case.
1979 saw three different bills on minimum competency testing
introduced in the lower house. Two cf these dic not get ocut
of committee. Fearing that one of the other bills might get
to the floer in one way or another, the Chairman of the
House Education Committee put together a bill that followed
the general recommendations of the competenciees committees.
It provided for locally developed tests with considerable
¢ .te assistance, did not require passage of tests as a
prerequisite for graduation and promotion, provided funding
for remediation, and prohibited the use >f the tests for

evaluation of teachers or comparisons of school districts.

The Chairman claimed he had all parties lined up in support
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of the bill.

The bill was voted out of the committee but never
brought up for a vote on tha floor. It is not entirely
clear why the bill was withdrawn from consideration, when it
was almos” "~ »rtain to have passed. The most likely
ex.'anation (% that the implementation of such a program
would have cost a great deal of money. Given the financial
considition of the state it is not likely that such funding
woul!d be forthcoming. Again, the proponents of a firm state
minimum competency testing mandate thought they had been
outmaneuvered.

D. Adoption of A Requirement.

As stated above, the State Board of Education finally
adopted a minimum competency requirement in December of 1982
as part of the revision of the State’s Minimum Standards.
The revisions were developed over a period of months.

Public hearings were held in various parts of the state.
For reasons we suggested above, the provisions dealing with
competency testing and education did not elicit much
discussion or controversy.

The adoption of the vaque require..ent has not curtailed
interest :n further state action on minimum competency
tes-i1ng. As with many policies the meaning and impact of
the mandate depends on how it is interpreted, administered,
and enforced by thoes _.harged with implementation. The
extent and substance of implementation is particularly
crucial for a mandate as vaguely worded as the Ohio

competency program reqQuirement. Different parties exprecsed
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varying expectations about whether the provisions woula be
enforced in any meaningful way. Thocse at the state
department of education argued that the requirements would
be impliemented and committees were put together to formulate
guidelines and interpretations. However, some who are
supportive of a stronger state requirement anticipated
little serious attempt to implement a meaningful
requirement. They saw the adopticen as a further instance in
which the Department of Education had out maneuvered them
and diverted the pi-essure for an accountability oriented
program with a rather meaningless requirement. On the other
hand, some of those who wanted a comprehensive comp. tency
program which emphasized student diagnosis and remediation
saw the 1982 adoption as a first step, a holding action
until state financial conditions would permit a more
extensive program.

Discussions and proposals continued. In the 1963
session of the legis!'ature one of the strong proponents of
an accountability type test requirement introduced rew
legislation for a state test. It did not cet very for but
indicated a cortinuing interest in the issue. I+ his 1984
State of the State Message the governor called for the
development of a more comprehensit = competency program with
an emphasis upon remediation of individual students as par:
of a general effort to improve the schoois. Sentiment for
this type of action was also supported by the Demccratic
leadership in the House Education Cc amittee.

E. Explanations of Ohio Response.

192
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We have described the protracted process through which
Ohi1o education decision makers considered minimum competency
testing and other measures of school accountability. We
address more specifically the questions of why Ohio action
was so late and why the mandate adopted !eaves 30 much
descretion to local districts and offers little explicit
state direction.

Several factors help explain how and why educational
policy makers resisted so long the pressure to enact a state
mandate, even 1n the face of considerable interest and
pressure; and why a decentralized, non intrusive measure was
adopted.

1. Though the pressure for a state requirement was
apparent in the legislature, positions on appropriate
responce divided three ways. First, there were those who
wanted a strong accountability type state competency test.
Second, there were some who thought no action on competency
testing was desireable. Third, there were chose who favored
a competency testing program that emphecsized diagnosis and
remediation rather than accountability and opposed a program
that emphasized the test as a "final hurdle."” Those 1n
leadership positions, especially in the Democratic controled
lower house reflect the thira sentiment. They were 1n
posi1tions to curtail efforts to adopt a state test program
that empha:- zed accountability. However, they had to accept
the fact that there was not money availahle for the type of

diagnosic and remediation program they prefered.

2., Leadership within the State Department of Educatiin
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was strongly oppased to an i1ntrusive ctate test program, and
they were particularly opposed to any type of program tnat
would permit inter~district comparisons. As the above
description suggests leaders in *he Department were in a
position to exert the:r will and to first curtail and then
divert the pressure for a state test requirement. The
Department ard State Board of Education are const:ituted
independent of both the legislature and the governor. They
were in a positiorn to assert their position and fight for
it. The record suggests that they were adroit at political
manuevering. To some extent the battles were over turf and
perogatives and the Department fought hard to defend its
traditional preeminance over education policy. If had
independence and the resources to win many of the battles.
3. Most of the organized educational interest grougs
were opposed to & state test requirement and there was
almost nco organized group pressure in favor of a strong
state competency testing mandate. Though they were not
always allied on education policy and and had different
reacons for opposing a state test requirement, the COhic
Educational Association, The Buckeye Association of School
Administrators, and the COhio School Board Asscciation all
oppused an accountability oriented state test requirement.
These groups were well organized and had strong allies in
the legislature and the State Department of Education. The
Okio Education Association had strong ties to the Democratic
leadership in the legislature and allies in the education

commi ttee~. The associations for school boards and school
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administrators had close ties with the (tate Department of
Ec -ation. Moreowver, the process through which education
policies were considered provided interest group leaders
with clear opportunities "~ -~epresent their interests.

4. A fourth factor tha .urtailed Ohio adoption ot a
ctate competency testing requirement was the fact that
through most of the 1970’s Ohio government was confronted
with recurring financial crices and revenue shortfallcs.
Ohi1o public school districts were hit hard by these
financial difficulties and the state was often pressed to
meet its basic obligations for school support, This had
two 1mplications for minimum competency legislation. First,
it meant that the focus of legislative attention was on
providing sufficient funding to Keep the schools going.
Second, 3ince in Ohio the acceptance of a state requirement
for competency testing was tied closely to sufficient
additional funding, some potential legislative supporters
realized that funding necessary for a gocod program was not
available. This issue was noted by a number of state 1evel
education policy makKers.

The reasons for the adoption of a wvague relatively
non-instrusive measure are, of course, related to the
factors delaying the adoption of any policy.

5. The measure adopoted was a compromicse among those
vho wanted a strong state test requirement, those «ho wanted
nothing and thocse who wanted a diagnosis and remediation
oriented program. It was acceptable because 1t 1avolved

doing something, but not very much. lgq
L
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6. There was a strong tradition of local autonomy
among Ohio school districts. The ctate structure of
educational governance reflected and perpetuated attention
to local perogatives. The members of the state school board
were elected in their own ‘ocal districts, indzpendent of
other statewide offices. Leadercship personnel within the
department were drawn almost inevitably from locual district
superintend~sncies and thus had cloce ties with loca! school
administrators ancd their organizations.

7. Ohio has a number of large metropolitan areas, and
leaders of central city schnol districts were opposed to any
statewide test that might permit the performance of their
students to be compared with @ither other cities or suburban
districts. These toncerns were represented with:n the State
Department of Education.

These factors helped to shape the state level responce
to the public pressure for schecol accountability and the
minimum competency testing movement in Ohio. In this
context some local school districte in the state developed
their own competency testing program. In one of the Ohio

cases used in our study the local! adoption was motiviated in

part by anaticipation that the state might require a test

program.
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X. THE OHIO CASES

Two ccmpetency testing programs and four Ohio school
districts were used in the case studies. Unlike Missouri,
Ohio had no state mandate on competency testing when the
study began. Ohio was included in the study, in part,
because in the absence of a state requirement we could look
at competency testing programs that had Seen locally
motivated and developed. The lack of a state requirement
had two consequences for the design and content of the field
research,

First, the Ohio districts were basically self
selecting. Persons at the Ohic Department of Education who
were monnitoring local district competency testing
activities indicated that on!y a few of Ohio’s more than 400
school districts were involved with competency testing
programs. Even fewer had fully developed programs. After
reviewing the possibilities, we chose two locations with
secondary level minimum competency tests covering a range of
basic academic and life skills in place. One is a
relatively large surburban district, located in one of the
state’s major metropolitan areas. The other is a set of
three small rural districts which are adninistering a
Joirtly developed program. In each district a set of 10th

grade tests must be passed as a requirement for high school
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oraduation.

The second consequence of using districts .ith self
initiated progran; is the need to ask why and how the
districts decided to develop competency testing programs.
The issue of w!y particular districts devel oped programs
without an external requirement is interesting in its own
right. The issue is also important for understanding the
dynamics of program implementaticn and impact. In the field
research we inquired into the factors giving rise to local
programs.

The Ohio choices proved good ones. In each of the
districts administrators took an interest in the project and
cooperated with us in carying it out. In addition to their
willingness to talk with us abou* test devel opment and
impact each of the districts had available extersive written
recorcs on the development and implementation of its testing
program. More importantly, the use of these two cases
permit us to analyze program impacts in two very different
settings.

One case, the Bethesda City School District, is a

. comparative® - large district serving several suburban
comrunities in one of the state’s largest metropoli tan
_areas. The other includes three small local school
districts serving rural/small town areas in the north
central part of the state. The three smal!l districts are

-~

located a consjderable distance from any of the state’s

-

major urban areas. lnder the leadership of the county
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school office they developed together a competency based
educa’ion program. The common program is being implemented
in each of the districts. The student population of the
larger suburban district is more than twice that of the
three rural districts combined.

In each of the two casea a particular program had been
developed to address localiy defined goals and needs.
Administrators in each location stressed that their program
had been shaped to local needs and resources, and it was not
necessarily applicable to the needs of any other district.

One of the most significart contrzsts between the two
Ohio cases is the level of resources available and used in
program development and implementation. During the late
1970°s the Bethesda City School District enjoyed substantia!l
revenue surpluses -- a rare condition among Ohio districts.
Considerable money and personnel were available for
allocation to its competency program. Most of the teachers
and administrators we talked with in the Bethesda District
acknowl adged that a great deal of money had been spent on
the program. The availability of money and the way it was
allocated played a role in the acceptance of the program by
teachers and staf¢f.

The tnree small Taylor County Districts devoloPed their
program with a very limited budget. Their individual
resource bases were smaller than that of the Bethesda
district. lnkad&ition, the political climate put

considerabl® constraints on what school officials were
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willing to spend on the program. In Bethesda the
availability of money meant the district could allocate
considerable resources to its competencies program without
Jeopordizing funding for other programs. This helped make
the program acceptable to those who might have had more
interest in other programs. in Taylor County the program
initiators worked to minimize costs to avoid potential
opposition. They saw program cost, not przgram content or
impact, as the major potential problem in gaining support
from the local school boards and their constituencies.

In describing and analyzing these two cases we follow
this format: (1) description of districts; (2) description
of the program and its objectives; (3) the impetus for the
program; (4) the process of program development; (5
program administration and implementation; (&) the imbact
of the program on school programs teacher responses and
svaluations of it; (?7) summary observations on the program
and its impact.

The Taylor County districts are treated as a single
case with respect to the description and development of the
program. With respect to implementation, impact, and
teacher response the districts are sometimes considered
separatel, and sometimes together. This format reflects

both the nature of the orogram and the organization of our

e

research. The three districts are implementing the same

A}

program. Thex wored together in determining its goals and

content. On'tho other hard, some components of
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implementation such as remediation and the consequences of
that implementation took pace within the individual
districts. Local’ administrators and high scheol teachers

were talked with separately and asked about impact in their

own schools.
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XI.' The Taylor County Districts.

A. The Districts and Their Setting.

The Taylor County case involves three small local
school districts which have worked together, under the
leadership of the county board office, to develop a
competency based education program. The three districts
serve rurasl and small town areas in Northcentral Chio.

Each of the districts is what Ohio law refers to as a
"local district." As such they are part of the Taylor
County School System. Ohio law specifies three types of
school districts: (1) city districts; (2) cxempted village
districts; and (3) local districts. For the most part, the
cities and larger tcwns have city or exempted village

districts. These districts are independent of the county

boards. Most rural areas and small towns are served by

local districts which are tied administratively to a county

school board. Though largely independent, the local

districts rely on the county board and office for some

administrative, reporting, accounting, and review

activities. The county office prewides resources aqd
Quidance to the local districts. Some state programs are
administered through the county offices.

Tayior CQpn{;, with a population of about 50,000 has

six school Ui;tricts. Each of the three larger towns has

its own "city" or "exempted village" district. Most of the
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rest of the county is served bty one of the three "local"
districts which together constitute the Taylor County School

System. The city%and exempted village districts are not

|
part of the county district and were not participating in
the competency based edu-ation program.

Taylor County is located in Nor thcentral Ohio. It is
not part of, nor close to, any of the state’s major
metropolitan areas. Like other counties in that part of the
state Taylor County has a mixed agricul ture and industrial
economy. Industry is important in the county. At the time
of the study unemployment was a major concern in Taylor
County. The northern part of Ohio was hit particularly hard
by the recession in 1982-83.

Like much of the surrounding area the political climate
of Taylor County is conservative —-- especially with respect
to taxes, public spending, and government activity. Local
independence and a disliKe of outside interference are
strong sentiments. The conservative, frugal, and
anti-government sentiments were cited by many of the school
people we talked with. Raising money to support the schools
was problematic. A few years earlier the schools in one of
the districts had been closed for some time because of the
inability of the district to get votier support for a school

-tax levy. ‘

This conservative political climate affected the care

with which ;chrooi. officials and the citizen’s committee

devel oped lﬁé sold the competency program. On the one hand,

it dictated a concern with Keeping costs down. Cn the other
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hand, the sentiment against outside interference was used in
getting local support for the program. Proponants argued
that if the local ‘schools did not develop 2 progr;m of their
own, they were likely to have one forced on them by the
state.

There is little in its past to predict that the Tayior
County local schools would be among the Ohio innovators in
the area of competency testing. Local school officials took
considerable pride in the fact ‘that, on the » own and with
little money, they had put together an innovative program --
one that districts in other parts of the state were paying
attention to. A sense that they had done the unexpected
seemed to accompany the sense of pride. This local pride is
a part of the posi‘ive feelings many teachers had about the
program.

The three districts involved in the competency program
are Cardinal Central, General Taylor, and Winchester.
Cardinal Central includes the no~theastern part of Taylor
County. It is the sminallest of the three districts in terms
of student popu'ation and has the lowest tax base and per
pupil expenditures. In the 1980-B! school year its average
daily membership was 7358, ranking it 555 out of the 415
school districts in the state.

N The Gen. Taylor Local District is located in ﬁge south
ceniral part of the county. With 1,316 average daily
members it r;mke& 421st in the state. The location of

industry within its boundaries gives it the strongest tax

base, and it ranked first among the three districts in per
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pupil sxpenditures.

Winchester Local District includes the western part of
the county. Nith'1,344 average daily members it in slightly
larger tnan Sen. Taylor.

Many of the students come from farm and factory worker
families. College bound studenis are in the minoritv. A
good number of juniors ard =eniors in each of the high
schools leave their local school to attend the regional
voczational school. The propo~tion is highest in Cardina)l
Central where about half of the juniors and seniors are at
+he vocational school. School! administrators were concerned
with declining enroliment and its impact on staff and school
programs, and with having to mplement the state’s new
minimum requirements.

Sports are a strong focus 1n the three districts --
particularly basketball. OQOur field work was carried out at
the end cf the basketball season and teams from two of the
district were serious contenders for state -hampionship in
their division. In various ways teachers and administrators
acknowledged the predominant role of sports and the
importance of the teams to public perceptions and support of
the schools.

Adninistratore Jelt their schools were performing

better than average gnd that their conatituents were
satisfied with th, education provided. Ne:ither teachers nor
administrators n;tod areas of seriou- conflict or discontent
be tween tho"{éhools and their publics. A lack of concern

about academic matters among school both board members and
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the gener2] public was noted by several of the school people

we talked with.

B. The Competency Program.

STAR BASE is the name given to the Taylor County
program. The title is an acronym for SKill Testing and
Remediation for Better Academic and Social Education. STAR
BASE is a cumpetency based education program; not simply a
minimum competency test program. Minimum competercy testing
is only a part of z nore comprehensive program. The high
school test, which we focus nn, is only one part of a
curriculum, testing, and remediation pr_gram covering the
entire twelve years.

The county level adminiestrator who played the lead role
in developing the program described it as a "bettom-up*
program, in contrast to the "top-ucwn" approach which
characterizes many competency testing offorts. He used the
term to indicate that the program by design started at the
lowest level -- spellirg out education objectives, designing
curricyl . (o meet those o ~ ses, testing stiudents to sve
if objectives were being met, and using test results to
evaluate the curriculum and to offer assistance to
individual studen’' 3. This format contrasts with many
competency testing programs which focus on the last of the

1schoo\ years, testing students ciose to high schoo\-
graduation and offering remediation only at that point.

The STAR&BA§E program involves testing at grades 3, 5,

7, and 10. 'The basic skills indentified for inclusion in

thc tests are: math, language, reading/life skills, science
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and social studies. Reading 1s included in the 3rd, Sth.
and 7th grade tests. Life-skills replaces reading in the
10th grade test. ‘At the time of the study the science and
social studies components of the 10th grade test had not
been developed. The 3rd, 5th, and 7th grade %ests are for
disgnostic purposes only. They do not affect student grade
advancement.

The passing of the 10th grade test is required for high
sci 0ol graduation. The decision to place this test at the
second semester of the sophomore year was based on several
factors. First, they wanted it close enough to the end of
high school to constitute a relevant graduation requirement.
Second, they wanted to give the test before many of the
students left to spend their junior and senior years at the
vocational school. Third, they wanted adequate time to
offer remediation to students who failed to pass the test in
the scphomore year.

Since our focus was upon secondary level competency
testing we did not look at the development and
administration of the lower leve! test and curriculum. We
did learn from talking with school officials that the 1ower
level ramedial programs and curriculum review had not been
fully implemented. The implementation focus had been on the

~i0th grace test becruse of its consequences for graéhation.
There was conuiderable concern about the administration of
the test and ﬁpaf was done with students who failed to pass
it. From obigbving what had happened in other states Taylor

Countly officials were concerned about potential legal
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Jeopardy which might stem from denying graduation to a
student who had nct passed the test. The legal issues
stemming from the ‘Florida competency test had a strong
impact on Taylor County schoo! officials.

The 10th grade test is given in March of each year. It
is designed on Rasch Item Calibration method. Each subject
area is a separte test of 40 to 50 multiple choice items.
The test was developed by a Los Ange’es firm to meet the
objetives presented to it by the Taylor County schools. The
same tes! is used each year and it is retaken by students
who fail to pass it.

Students need to get a score of 704 ot better to pass.
Students are judged in each of the three subject areas.

They must pass in each area. 1If they fail in a particular
area they must retake the test in tiiat are2. Opportunities
to retake the test are fairly open. The regulations
specifiy that, "Retakes ozcur at {he end of special
remedial courses or on yearly intervals, as determined by
lccal remediation procedures.® However, in practice test
retakes seem to be scheduled to meet the needs nf 1ndividual
students.

Srecial regulations apply to special education progra
students. At the 3rd, Sth, and 7th grades they take the
:same tests as other students, "unless they are oxcuiod for

reasons of best interest to the child." At the 10th grade
students idonﬁiféed and placed in a special education

program, 'wiff be given a series of tests developed

especially for them.' 8pecial education students who have
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failed to pass the test at the time of graduation may
petition for a review by a committee made up of the Local
Superintendent, the County Superintendent, and the special
Education Supervisor. That committee will decide, "if the
facts are such that the pupil will graduate with his/her
class." (STAR BASE: Governing Mannual).

Remediation is left to the local school districts, and
practices differ. The official manuzl on the program say
little with respect tc this component of the program.

The STAR BASE program also includes a high school
honors program. The development of this program reflects
concern with providing adequate challenge and interest for
betier high school! students. This was one of the concerns
motivating the development of the program.

The general goals of the program are stated in the STAR
BASE manual as:

1. Enable us to determine individual student

weaknesses in basic skills more accurately
at various stages

2. Enable us to develop curriculum and methods

designed to help alleviate weak areas in
basic skills.
3. Enable us to be confident that we have done
our best to see that our lowest achieving
graduatess have mastered enough basic skills
to get along in society.
(STAR BASE: Governing Manual)
These three goals reflect the three general objectives
-y N ..
or purposes for which competency testing is used or
Justified -- individual student evaluation and remediation,
\
curriculum ov‘luation, and school accountability. Most of

the toachoﬂ:‘iiw student assessment and remediation as the

most important objective of the program. Some of the
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adninistrators saw curriculum development, evaluation, and
rationalization as an important goal. The accountability
aspect of the p um was not viewed as very important
either in motivating the program or justifying its use.
The manual goes on to list ten "Program Objectives™:

{. Meet legislative requirements.

2. Demonstrate accountability for our actions and
programs.

3. Improve our relationships with the public.

4. Create more continuity in curriculum
development.

S. Unify efforts in special and remedial areas.

6. Help identify areas of weakness in our schools
and children

7. Improve and stimulate motivation for
excellence from parents.

8. Develop more cooperation betwean levels and
- tween teachers.

?. Improve schools’ positions on social passage
and graduation requirements.

10. Allow gifted students a channel for excellence
not now available on the high school level.

It is interesting that "meet legislative requirements”
is placed first. At the time of program adoption there was
no legislative requirement. However, at that time there was
an anticipate, (or fear) that a requirement might be passed.
The anticipa*’ocn that the district might be forced to use
competency testing was used by program proponents to
convince 1ocal school staff and the publics that they should
enact their program.

_ Nearly half of the objectives deal with curriculum
-coordination and cooperation within and among the s;voral

county districts. Both intra and inter-district

)
s

coordination were goals sought by thcose who initiated the

1ocal prograﬁ.
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C. Iimpetus for Program.

In the preceding section we described the program and
its goals. Here we turn to the question of what motivated
the Taylor County schools to develop their program. Our
discussions with school administrators and teachers, and our
reading of the written materials on STAR BASE suggest four
factors are important in understanding why the program was
developed. (1) The impetus cume from the concerns of schooi
leaders; (2) The program was not motivated by community
pressure or parental concerns; (3) Forces outside the
district helped to motivate and justify the development;
and, (4) The leadership of one individual in the county
office was crucial.

1. Concerns of Teachers and Admninistrators.

Initiation of the program came from within the schools.
The interest in a competency program seems to have arisen as
a response by county and local school leaders to concerns
and dissatisfactions concerning the education they were
providing their students. Their concerns were about
students not reading and writing well, about problems of
discipline, about the meaning of the high school diploma if
virtually everyone could get one, about motivating seniors
and better students. These concerns seem to have arisen

~¥r6m their own experiences and observations -- soei;g
students in upper grades who had difficulties with reading,
seeing student w;th few apparent academic or life skills

jraduating wfth the same diploma as high competent students,

experienceing difficulties convincing students to learn
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things, when it was apparent they could graduate without the
effort.

As they sharéd thee concerns with each others they
began to lock for ways to deal with thom. Competency based
education and minimum competency testing were adopted as
vehicles for addressing these issues. Some of the
administrators were also concerned about the lack of
structure and clear objectives in the overall curriculum and
saw competency based education as a means for bringing
organization to the educational program. It was school
leaders who set in motion the development of the program.
They wanted a program to meet educational needs and gorls
which they had identified,

2. Absence of Community Pressure.

There is a negative side to the proposition that the
impetus originated from school! leaders. It was not
initiated by coomunity interest or pressure. Contrary to
the popular interpreation of outsiders pushing minimum
competency testing programs on reluctant school leaders,
there was no evidence that community concerns about school
performanced or pressure for school accountability played
any role in motivating the development of STAR BASE.

W> probed both administrators and teachers for some

:indication of community concern or pressure. Count; lovel,
district level, and building administrators were unanimous
in reporting a lack of pressure or even interest on the part

1

of citizens, ‘parents, or school boards with respect to

school accountability measures. School officials saw the
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schools meeting community expectations. More generally,
they saw little concern about academic programs among the
public, or even school boards. 3everal administrators
bluntly noted that school board members were more likely to
show concern about the performance of the basketball team
than the curriculum. Rather than acting reluctantly, under
pressure, to adopt a program demanded by the public, echcol
officials intersted in the prc-ram worked to convince school
boards and the community that such a program was desirable
and worth what it -sould cost.

3. Influences From Outside the C_strict.

To say there was no community pressure for competency
testing and that the impetus came from the school leaders is
not to say that the motivation was based entirely within the
local schkools. The "competency movement" outside the
district and even outside the state played 2 part in
motivating and directing development of the STAR BASE
prograrn.

First, school officials were aware of what was
happening in other parts of the country with respect to
competency testing. They learned about programs in other
states from attending profession-' conferences and from

reading popular and educational publications, It is clear

b 8

from talking with the major leaders behind STAR BASE that

they were aware of the issues ancd controversies surrounding
compétency te&tiﬁg. Reports on what was happening elsewhere
were a part“é;‘the early deliberations of the committee that

developed STAR BASE. Taylor County schcol leaders were self
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consciously adapting ‘he ideas and concepts of minimum
competency testing and of competency based education to
their own particularistic situation.

Externa)l interest in competency testing also affected
this local effort in ancther way. 1978, the year the
development of STAR BASE got underway, was the year
controversy over a state wide test was most intense at the
State level. Concern about a state test requirement was
felt among educators in Taylor County. They were in
communication with school officials i1n other parts of the
state about the threat of a state test. They also
communicated with state educational inter2st groups and with
people at the state def tment of educatior about their
opposition to a state test recuirement.

Fear that the state might enact a state taest was one of
the factors motivating local officials to develop their
testing program. There was strong sentiment against a state
test requirement and a belief that cne way to avoid an
undesireable ctate imposed test was (o develop their own
program. Several of the local school officials noted the
importance of this fear in motivating the local effort.
More significantly, the local leaders used the prospect of a
state requirement as a tool for convincing trachers, school

:boards anc the public to go along with the local prégram.

4. Leadership.

Another i!npér;tant factor in understanding the

dovolopmontlé# the Taylor County program is the 1.adership

of one individual on the staff of the county board office.
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The assistant superintendent at the county office played a
crucial role in initiating and directing the development of
the program. It is unlikely that the STAR BASE program would
have baen developed in his absence. Though he was not the
only important actor, his interest, dedication, persistance,
and organizational skill got the proces; started and kept it
on track. From the time he mover. to the county office from
a teaching position in the Gen. Taylor District in 1978
until he left the county in 1983 he devoted a considerable
portion of his time and attention to STAR BASE.

His predecessor at the county office played an
important role in bringing information about competency
testing to the area and the superintendent of the Gen.
Taylor district was important in articulating and pushing
the local concerns that led to the competency based
education program, but the assistant superintendent in the
county office was Key putting the effort together and
holding it tonether during the incubation, planning,
development, and implementation stages. He acted with
determination and de' iberation. He demonstrated a good
sense of the particular context in which he was operating
and skill in involving teachers, citizens, and students in
btho process.

o Both internal and external factors contributed.to the
development of STAR BASE. School officiale developed and
articulated a‘soi of concerns about their schools and turned
to compotonc;?basod education as a way to address their

concerns. The national competency testing movement and the
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fear that the state might act if they did not served as an
adoed impetus. The Key participant from the County office
simmarized the mofivations behind the program in this way:
"To some extent they were external; someore else is likely
to make us do something eventually; and more important
internal -- as an oppc. tunity to do something that they
would find desireable locally." He stressed that he and his
colleagues sought to take advantage of "the energy directed
at minimum competency tecting" to do some productive things
in their districts.

They sought more cooperation among the three local
districts; a more comprehensive and systematic curriculum;
ways to motivate students to improve threir academic
performance and to test the.r effectiveness. Contrary to
the generai interpretatioun of the competency movement they
did not act in ~2sponse (o local public dissatisfaction and
demands for accountability. They decided to address
problems which they had identified. They devoted
considerable effort to convincing their publics that they

should use the STAR BASE program to address them.
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D. Program Development.

The STAR BASE program was developed over a two and a
half year period,zbeginning with informal conversations
among county and district administrators in the spring of
1978. The basic program was formally adopted by the several
schooi boards in the fall of 1980. During that period
numerous people had opportunities to part.cipate in the
process of determining to have a competency program,
deciding on program “orm and content, and @iving legitimacy
to the program decided upon.

Four general points are important in understanding the
development and acceptance of the program:

First, the initiation of the program and the push for
its adoption came from within the schools. This point is
stated clearly in the introduction to the report of the
Joint educator and citizen steering commi ttee.

This project has grown from the concerns of
teachers and administrators who have become

somewhat alarmed by certain trends and practices

which have been occurring in our local schoo's and

accross America. In an effort to find solutions

to some of our problems, we have taken & look at

the Competency Based Education (C.B.E.) movement,

and have recognized the fact that, prcperly

handled, C.B.E.a could be a tool in our efforts to

improve our schools. ("STAR BASE: Project
Manual®, No. 1., p. 1%

= Schooi leaders had determin.d that a competency

pregram was desireable. They set ocut systematically ¢o
convince others to go along with the idea and involved
relevant pargﬁps in defining and developing the

et

program. The school leaders set the agenda. A crucial
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part of the deveiopment entailed building support and
acceptance.

Second, numerous people were invcived in the
process of defining objectives, determining procedures,
designing program content and format, and iegitimizing
STAR BASE. The numbers and types of people involved
was expanded sequentially from superintendents to
principals, to school bcards, to teacher and citizen
representatives, to teachers, students, and parentes.
Great care was taken to touch base with the crucial
parties suL.a as school boards and teachers at very
early points in the process. Much of the work of
defining the praogram and laying out its basic content
was done by a joint committee Oof educators and
citizens,The Taylor County Steering Committee on
Competency Based Education. Student representatives
were involved in committees which worked out the tests,
and a student competition was held to Jesign a logo for
the program. An assessment questionnaire was used to
provide an opportunity for students, teachers; and
parents to respond to the ideas of a competency program
and to help determine its content. The media and
presentations at meetings of church groups, schools,

—and civic organizations were used to inform the larder
public about what was going on.

Program Hniéiators devoted considerable effort to

et people involved in the process. The county office

adrinistrator who played the iead role. stressed the
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importance of grass roots support and involvement. Hc
feels the sense ot involvement in deveioping a LOCAL
program to meet L&CAL NEEDS was extremely important for
the program. 1In hig opinion *he sense 0of "ownerchip®
that came from this process is one of the major
strenqths of ti.e STAR BASE program.

The invc'vement of teachers in all stages of
program definition and development contriluted to the
genvrally positive evaluations teachers had of the
program. We found no sense among teachers that a
program had been forced upon them against their wi!l or
without there having oL orturities for input.

Third, though many people were involved in program
development and legitimization of the program, one of
administrators at the co'aty office exerted
considerable control over the entire process. Early in
the process it was determined that the county office
staff would do the major administrative work on the
program. Communications were channeled through that
office. All publicity and relationships with the media
were done exclusively through that >ffice. Agendas for
meetings. reports on meetings, and presentations on

activities and decisions were don: by the assistant

superintentent in the county office. 'e drafted th; 40
page a report of.rhe Strering Commi ttee and most of the
ovher documongs{' He played the major role in laying
out the gami;;lan for devoloping STAR BASE ard in

crchestrating the process. He devoted considerable
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attention to the details of getting others involved and
in (ouching base with relevant parties.

Four th, “heré was not much opposi tion toc the
program -- among teachers, school board members, or
other in the several school districts. None was
identified by program leaders. None of the teachers
and other administrators we talked with mentioned

opposi tion to the program. The major apprehensions of

program leiders had to do with program costs rather
than prog~am content or orocedures. Their major effort
was directed toward convincing the --4%00l boards and
others chat the program would not be very costly and
that the benefits were worth whatever costs there were.
The first official step in developing STAR BASE
was a meeting of the superintendents and principals of
the three districts on April 19, 1978. Item 111 on the
agenda of that meeting was,, "Beginning a Competency
Based Education Direction in Taylor County.” Several

important points were agreed to at that meeting:

1. The county office would bear the cost of
program development as long as the amount was
bearable.

| 2. Three lay persons from each of the districts
would be selected to serve on a citizens’
commi ttee to provide input.
3. A steering committee of teachers would be
| selected to direct the total operation under the
| leadership of the county office staff. (see,
| *STAR BASE: Project Manual, No. 1."

1}

[}

The next stip was a meeting of schooi board members

{

from each d#ziho districts on June 1. This meeting was open

to the public and the press. Competency Based Education was
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the sole item on the agenda. The purpose of this meeting
was to 2xplain competency based education and to begin to
sell school board%mombors and the public on the need for a
local program.

The district superintendents made a decision to set up
a steering commi tcee to oversee the development of the
program. The committee was to be composed of three
community representatives and three teacher representatives
from each of the three districts. That committee held five
days of meetings August 7 to 11, 1978. The commitee issued
a report which included a philosophy of education for the
Taylor County Schools, a plan and schedule for future action
on a competency program, and a plan for competancy testing
and related procedures and guidelines. Since the "Plans for
Future Action" part of that report constitutes a concise
statment of the structure and processing of program
developm.at and adoption it is presented here in its
entirity:

PLANS FOR FUTURE ACTION
Developed By Fommunity and Educators Committee

1. Publish a packet of materials containing the
resul ts of the meetings held August ? - 11, 1978.

I11. Explain packet of materials and the
commi ttee’s recommendations.

A. To County School Board Members (Aug. 195,
1978)

B. To Local Superintendents (Aug. 22, 1978

C. To Local! School Board Members (by Oct. 30,
1978) ,
l.;fnformation will be presented by County
Office Personnel.

2. Steering commi ttee members from the

gistrict will be present to provide support and

22,
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answer questions.
D. To teachers and administrators at Fall
Inservice (Oct. é6; 1978).
E. To the general public:
1. News ‘rel eases to radio and newspapers (by
Aug. 21, 1978 and throughout the process)
2. At Parent-Teacher Organization Meetings,
etc. (throughout the entire process)
3. Radio Talk Shows (throughout the process)

Page 214

111. The initial commi ttee members will remain as
a steering committee for the duration of the
study.

A. As other committees are f.. .ed, at least one
member of the steering committee will serve on the
commi ttees.

B. Transition will be smocther if members from
the original committee serve on other committees
throughout the process. )

IV. Implementation of Competency Testing and
Graduation Requirements.

A. Committee will develop minimum competency
guidelines for earh basic subject area (by Jan.,
1980) X

B. Conmittee will develop test questions
relating to these minimum competency guidelines
(by Jan., 1980)X%

C. Pilot implementation of tests in one school
district. (spring 1980)%

1. To determine problems.
2. To provide for refinement of tects.

D. Board approval for implementation of tests
and graduation requirements.

E. Full impiementation of tests and graduation
requirements in al) three local districts.
(1980-81) %

F. Coomi ttee will develop plan for student
remediation. (1980-81) %

G. Plan for student remediation will be
implemented (i1980-81)%

H. 1st Graduating class affected by Honors
Program. (1985).

("STAR BASE: Pioject Manual, No. 1, p. 1?.)

1!

In general these procedures and schedules were followed
over the next twe years. Teachers, students, and parents
were involved'in all phases of the development. The school

y .

districts contracted with a l.os Angeles firm to develop the
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actual tests, based on the specific objectives supplied by
the commi ttee. The tests for special education stucdents
were developed lo&ally. Ar. important deviation from the
plan was the leaving of student ramediation to local

districts.
E. Implementation and Administration

The §982-83 schoul year in which our study was
conducted was the third year for the tenth grade test. 1t
was the first year ir which seniors were required to have
passed the test in order to graduate. At that point the
STAR BASE program was short of full implementation. Only
the examinations in math, laguage, and life skills
components of the tenth grade test had been developed.
Tests in science and social studies were scheduled to be
developed by the following year, but it was clear that they
would not be ready at that point.

The program of tests and remediation for the earlier
grades was less fully impleamented. Administrators had
concentrated on implementing the tenth grade test and the
remediation connected with it, because of the high school
graduation requirement. They were concerned about !ogai
-ramifications that could arise if any student was d;niod

graduation because of failure to pass the test. Several of
the aﬁministrgto;s reported that they fully expected law
suits to ariéé.from the high school graduation requirement.

The short period of time the test program had been in
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place the fact that the program was not yet $ully

implemented should be kept in minoc as we discuss its impact.

Many of th se we fntorviewod cautioned us that it was too

early to see all of the impact that the test program would
have. There are two basic components to the high test
program: the test itself and the remediation that followed
it. Littie systemat?c attention was given to preparing
students for the test in the pericd immediately proceding
the test.

1. Administration of 10th Grade Test.

The tenth grade test is given %o sophomores in March cf
each year. The tests in each of the three subject areas are
given to all of the tenth graders in mass at their
respective high schools. The testing in each school takes
two days, using 2-3 periods each day.

With respect to the ten.h grade test the County Office
adninistrator maintains strict control over the testing. He
sets up the testing scheule and adninisters the tests at
each of the high schools himself. Two months prior to the
test date he visits each sophomore english ciass to explain
the test to the students. "‘ine county administrator himself
Keeps the copies of the tests and few others see the actual

_tosts. Most of the teachers we interviewed comment?d that
-thoy had never seen actual copies of the test. Tho-same
level of control and central test administration is not

exer ted over ‘ho‘\owor level testing. Local teachers and

administrat66§ administer those tests, which are solely for

diagnostic purposes and carry no Jjeopardy.
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Students must pass all the sub-tests in each of the
three testing areas. Failure to pass a test in a particular
area leads tc somé¢ form of remediation and retaking the
test. Depending upon the remediation program the student
might be in a position to retake the test from 3 to S times
between the first test in the spring of the sophomore year
and high school graduation. 1In practice, given the small
number3 of students involved and the variation in
remediation programs, there appears to be great flexibility
as to when retests are given. The County test administrator
seems prepared to regive the test to any student when those
workKingQ with his or her remediation think the student is
ready. Special provisions are made for special educaticn
program and learning disability students and for students
who transfer into the district after the szecond semester of
the sophomore year. Since many students Jeave their local
high school to attend the area vocational schooi starting in
the eleventh grade, some of the remediation and retesting
takes place at the vozational school. Each of the three
local districts is part of the same joint vocational school

district.

2. Repcrting of Test Zcores.

- ol

The tests are graded outside the district and foturned
to the county office. The county office maintains
considerable anfrol over the dissemination of test scores
and information on the results.

The results of the testing are not received until May.
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The scores for individual students are passed on to the
several districts where they are reviewed by principals and
guidance counselo;s. Each district determines how i’ will
disseminate the results to students and parents and what
remediation program will be used. The results are received
too late for use until the beginning of the fcilowing school
vear. The scores are then Kept by high school guidance
counselors. They are available for use by teachers, but in
practice they are used almost exclusively in connection with
the remediation of students who fail tc pass given aspects
of the test.

The county office exerts strict control over what
information about test scores gets communicated to the media
and the public. Comparative data for the three districts is
not compiled or disseminated. The County office make a
concerted effort to avoi the public comparisons of the
several schools. A decision was made early in the
development of the program that there would be no public
inter-district comparisons. Data would not be compiled and
disseminated in ways making such analysis possible, and all
public statements on over-all tes” results would be made by
the county office.

_ The district superintendents were circumscriboq in what
—in%ormation on test results they gave to their own ;chool
boards. Practices varied from district to district. One
suporintondong r;portod that no written reports on test

results wori'ﬁﬁdo to the school board and that onl, very

general oral reports were made.
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As far as we could tell the data comparing parformances
of the several districts had not become public. We found no
evidence that such issues had become public concerns as was
{he case in Missouri. Some school administrators suggested
that the fact academic performance was not a top concern of
the school boards and publics in most of the districts also
helped keep inter-district comparisons from becoming a

public concern.

3. Remediation.

STAR BASE policy left student remediation to the local
districts. The districts determine whether and how
remediation is provided. Each of the districts provides and
required remedial activities for students who fail to pass
any part of the test. In some instances it is done in
special classes. In others special tutorial sessicns are
used. Districts have attempted to tie remediation with
other special education programs, in part because these
programs and staff are funded with outside money and it does
not become an extra cost to the district.

Gen. Taylor offers remedial classes in reading and
math. A semester remedial class is required for anyone
failing one or more of the components of the test. The

number of students requiring remediation are small
(approximately 14 out 110 sophomores who took the test in
1982 failed at l;ast a part of the test). Retesting is done

at the end Uizoach semester.

HWinchester Local offers a more extensive remediation
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program, offering work in life skills as well as math and
language arts. A semester course in basic math skills is
offered for studegts failing the math test. Remediation in
language arts and practical ¢kills is in a year long program
scheduled to meet three days a week. The practical gkills
remediation is handled by the DPPF tutor (Disadvantaged
Pupil Performance Fund). Moray from that fund is used to
pay teachers. A remediation program using funde from this
program was already thzre. That program is now used to
handle remediation in the life skills component of the 10th |
grade test. Classes tend to be small with ctudents meeting
with teachers as their individual schedules permit. At the

time of our interviews all students who had taken the

I

|

remediation had passed the test the second time around. !
Cardinal Central requires remediation for students who i

fail to pass any part of the test. It is handled by tutors i

with money coming from outside funded programs such as DPPF. |

Scheduling of times with the tutor is done to fit individual

student programs. Tutors are availab'e S to 6 periods a day

and students schedule sessions when they have free periods.

Generally only 2 to 4 students are involved at any given

period.

Some form of remediation was offered in each of the

student had failed the {0th grade test. To date little

L

systematic inQiQidual remediation had been developad as part

rd

of the lower grade level tests. Several additional comments

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
three districts. Remediation was offered only after a
needs to be made with respect to remediation. All of the
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administrators we talked with and most of the teachers say
the identification and correting of individual student
weaknesses as thoinajor objective of the STAR BASE program
and talked about the importance of remediation. Each of the
districts was trying to carry out remediation, but the small
numbers of students involved and the limited resources
available for remediation limited what was done. The
districts were trying to pay for the remediation by
overlapping responsibilities with personnel hired under
other special programs funded by outside funds.

Those doing the remediat ~ were attempting to develop
special curricula and materials related to the STAR BASE

test. They were among the few teachers who made use of

individual student test results.

4. Program Costs.

As we pointed out before the Taylor County program was
developed at little cost. The County Board and the three
local districts had available and were willing to commit
only limited resources to the program. They were limited in
both the money and persconnel they could allocate directly to
the program.

The county administrator in charge of the tost_proparod

-
-

for us a detailed accounting of both the direct and indirect
costs of the STAR BASE PROGRAM for the five year period

beginning in the summer of 1978 and going through the

1962-83 acdd‘mic year. He estimates total cost JTor program

development and administration to be $72,800. That includes
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both direct and indirect costs. More than half of the costs
in that calculation is the one third of his regular salary.
He officially allécatod a third of his time to the program
over that period. This, of course, does not represent any
acdded cost to the county office or the local districts, but
the allocation of his time at his regular salary.

Of the total 820,300 was paid to outsiders for the
development of the test and the annual cost of scoring the
tests in 1981, 1982, and 1983. The cost of scoring the
tests in 1983 was $2.20 per student. The test development
costs and the scoring costs were apportioned to the local
districts. 8,500 was spent on test and program
development, most of which went to reimburse teachers for
work on the program during the summer and to pay substitutes
when teachers were released to work on the program and to
attend committee meetings relevant for the program.

These figures do not include any of the student
remediation. Those cost are born by the local districts
and, as we printed out above, these costs have been Kept low
by piggybacking remediation courses on to other special
program staff and getting them paid from outside funds.
Local district adninist~ative costs were Kept low tco. One

.of:the districts had stopped mailing reports on tost resul ts
to parents because they did not have the resources to pay
the postage and other costs to sent them out.

As we hage'pointod ocut before there was a concern from

the boginniﬁg‘that the cost of the STAR BASE program would

have to be kept down. This seems to have been the case.
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The failure to fully implement the tenth grade test during

Page 223

the three years of operatlion resulted from the lack of funds
to conplete the d;velopment woirk. The development of the
science and social science components of the 10th grade test
had been delayed because money was not available to pay for
test development. At the time we were in the County
officials were hopeful that one or more of the city school
districts located in the county would join the program and
provide money to develop the remaining tests. Some of the
adninistrators would like to have seen more funds available
for more thorough and systematic remediation.

S. Teachers and The Test.

Two addi tional points need to be made about the
relationships between teachers and the test. First, there
was a strong norm articulated in the development of the
program and communicated throughout the districts that
teachers were not to teach to the test. This point was made
by most of the administrators we talked with. They argued

that the test was developed to reflect the curriculum and

that it was not necessary or appropriate for teachers to
orient their courses specifically to the test. Our
interviews with teachers suggested that this point had been

communicated to them. In response to the question whether

L3

they felt pressured to teach to the test, most replied in

the negative. Many also commented that they had never seen

L]

the test and }hérefore were not in a position to teach to

1,

the test. ’Tﬁbso teaching the remedial courses are an

1

expection to this proposition. 23
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Second, there was strong support for the proposition
that teachers would not be judged or evaluated b; the
performance of stidents on the tests. Administrators
articulated this as an important proposition. They argued
that if this became the case the program would be destroyed.
Few teachers interviewed in the Taylor Couﬁty districts felt
that they were being judge or evaluated by student
performance on the test.

These two propositions were expressed often in our
interviews and discussions in the Taylor County districts.
The fact that they came up so often suggests that they had
been discussed a 1ot and have become part of the normative

structure surrounding the ‘*est.
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F. Impact of Tenth Gradr Competency Test.

What impact has the STAR BASE program, and particularly
the tenth grade c;6potoncy test had upon the Taylor County
Schools. How has it affected the curriculum, teaching
practices, the allocation of educational rescurces, and
relationships between the schools and the public? How have
teachers responded to the test program and how do they
evaluate ixs impact?

In considering the impuct of the STAR BASc Program
several points should be Kept in mind. First, the program
had been .n efrect for only two years. A1l parts of the
program had not yet been implemented. For example, the
science and social studies parts of thc test had not been
developed. Second, it wes probably too @arly to have a
comprehensiv ~iciure of tést program impact. Third, the
tenth grade minimum competency {est that we look at is only
one component of a much more comprehensive program.

However, the initial implementation emphasis and focus was
placed on the high school level competency test.

1. Curriculum.

The 10th grade test has had only limited impact on the
general secondary curriculum. Neither teachers nor

sad@inistrators stw the test or the STAR BASE program having
led to important changes in the curriculumji nor did they
assume that the test should lead to substantial
modifications, ;irst, the test was dev. 'oned to reflect the
exisiting éﬁ;gicu\um. The testing program haa been de.igned

to identify students who were having troubles with the
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curriculum and to provide them with remeuviation. In this
respect the situation is very different from that in
Missouri where an‘outside test was imposed on local
districts and districts often had to adjust their curricula
to reflect the test. Secondly, there was a very strong norm
that teachers were not to teach toward the test.

The process of program development itself had
contributed to formulating a more systematic rationale for
the curriculum and objectives. The development process had
entailed establishing over~all consensus on e®ducational
objectives and standards. Both teachers and administrators
noted that the test had contributed to more curriculum
standardization among the several districts. That impact
waus felt more at the elementary level.

Unlike several of the other programs and schools we
looked at little systematic effort was directed ' ~ward
preparing students specifically for the test. Though
individual teachers seem to have adjusted some aspects of
their courses to reflect better their understanding ot the
content of the tes!, there had been no over-all effort at
curriculum revision. The fact that few students failed the
te-t indicated to teachers and adninistrators that the
CUfricu\um objectives were being met. Teachers in the
three districts were asked how well they thought the 10th
grade test rcf\ocsod the curriculum. Of the 19 teachers

-

responci:'g to this question only one responded that it did

-
-

not fit voﬁ??bo\\. None indicated a "bad fit."

The most direct curricular impact ot the test program
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was in the remediation programs for students who fail=d all
or parts of the 10th grade test. In each of the districts
remediation progrims were expanded and altered. Teaching
staff responsibilities were reassigned and courses or
tutorial prograns were developed specifically around the
test and test objectives. The remediation programs affected
only those students who had not passed the test. The basic
curriceium and the programs for the majority of thé gtudents
were not altered z.ostantially by the tenth grade test.

2. Impact on Teaching.

Though the test program has not resulted in major
changes in the curriculum some teachers, especially those
dealing with lower level courses report some changQes in
focus and emphasis ;s a result of the test. English
teachers report more emphasis on grammar and particular
points such as pronouns and punctuation. Some of the math
teachers report more emphasis on basics, franctions, and
word programs. Rathear than systematic alterations, it seems
that teachers have responded tc areas where they hear
students have problems by placing more emphasis on those
areas. The changes are primarily in the area of more
emphasis upon certain basic skills and drills.

Except for those teachers doing the remediation
teachers in the Taylro County districts did not identify
particular blocks‘of time the; spent preparing students for
the tenth graQo';ost. Nor did they see the test as making
addi tional 3;6ands on them with respect to record keepiny.

For the most part teacher< did not see the test encroaching
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uporn their courses, their time, or their approaches to
teaching. None of he Taylor County teachers interviewed
reported feeling Brossuro to teach to the test. Only one of
the nineteen teachers reported feeling that their
performarice as teachers was in any way based on how well kLis
students did on the test. That teacher was involved in
remadiation and reported a positive response from the
principal when all of his remedial students passed the test.
Similarly only one of the nineteen teachers reported feeling
that the tenth grade test has meant that he has "iess say in
what I teach in my own courses and when and how 1 teach
particular materials."”

In assessing the impact of the test on their own
teaching none of the teachers reported & negative impact.
The majority reported a positive impact with the others
saying the impact hac 2een "neutril” or that the test had
had no impact. In the Taylcer County districts one of the
most common comments made by teachers in assessing the
impact of the test program wae that it helped them by
specifying that students had to Know certain things in order
to graduate. It provided an masy answer to students who
asked why they should iearn the rules of us ng commas or
pronouns. The teacher could respond that you have to kKnow

—loarn that in order to pass the test and to graduat; from
high school. As one teacher stated it: The test "strikes
terror in thncho;rt of my students and makes my job easier."

Many of thd‘ioachors found it useful to have the test

looming over the heads of students. It meant that there
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were particular things that had to be learned and that
failure to learn them would have explicit consequences sor
the student. )

Except for purposes of remediation the results of the
tests were not used by teachers in diagnosing individual
students o~ in self evaluation of their own courses. ‘The
test scores for each student were available in the offices
of the guidence counselors. Few teachers, excepct those
involved directly in individual remediation programs, made
use of them. Administrators and guidence counselors
reported that teachers seldom asked to see student test
scores.

3. Allocation of Resources.

One of the concerns raised about competency testing is
that it leads to the redirection of educational resources
toward assuring very minimal accomplishmements of all and
away from other educational objectives. This does not seem
to be the case with the STAR BASE program for a number of
reasons. First, the costs of program development and
implementation were not very graat. Even the remediation
whose cost was born by the individual districts had cost
little. For the most part the districts used exisiting
staff, redefined existing courses cr programs, ana made use

-ﬁfsoutsido special program funds to accomp'ish the )
remediation.

Second, ghdgminimum competency test was only one
component d!‘; more comprehensive program.. At the seconr- -~y
level the emphasis upon assuring basic skills with special
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assistance for those who had problems in that area was
balanced by the introduction of an honor’s program for
students with better than average academic skills. Third,
the existence of the mini. -ompetency test intruded very
little upon the general educational program. The programs
of most uU” the students was atfected very littlie by the
existence of the test. As pointed out above few adjustments
or changes were made in the overall curriculum. N;th few
students failing the test only a minority of the students or
teachers were affected. Teaching responsibilities were not
al tered and even the remediation did not interfere very
substantially with the general programs of those who failed
the test.

Two questions were asked about the impact of the test
on allocating enphasis and resources. Teachers were asked
if they felt the test "has meant that school resources, such
as money and time, have been diverted from other aspects of
the curriculum and spent on STAR BASE related activities?

I1¥ so, what have they been taken away from?" Fifteen of the
nineteen teachers responded no to this question. One didn’t
Know. Only one saw resources being diverted from important
things. The second question asked if the test "has meant
that we emphasize minimum educational achievement iqstoad of
other educational objectives in our curriculum.® 14 of the
19 teachers (?42)'disagreod with this proposition.

The implqmo;tation of the 10th grade minimum competency

test seems hot to have resulted in significant changes in

ei ther the use of resources or emphasis in the over al)
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curriculum. It geems to have permited some focus on the
assurance of basic skills and assistance to those with
difficulties without disrupting other parts of the academic
program.

4. The Test and The Public.

One of the general functions of minimum competency test
programs is to serve as a means through which the schools
can be held accountable to the public. By paying attention
to test scores school boards and the general public can
determine if the schools are adequately performing their
educational functions and objectives. We have seen how the
BEST served this role in some districts in Missouri. There
is little to suggest that the STAR BASE program or the 10th
grade test was designed for or that it performed this
function. HNeither teachers nor administrators saw the test
as performing this accountability function. As pa't of our
interviewing we asked both teachers and administrators which
of the following was the single most important purpose
served by the STAR BASE test:

a. As: A tool for evaluating and improving the

curriculum?

b. As: A tool for diagnosing and remediating the

particular problems of individual students?

€. As: A tool for evaluating the performance of

the l1ocal schools and holding them accountable?

Everyone of the administrators and 18 of the 19
teachers interviewed chose “diagnosing and remediating the
particular prqpl;ms of individual stucents * One of the

teachers chose ‘evaluating and improving the curriculum.®

None saw school evaluation and accountability as the major
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purpose of the program. Few of ths personnel saw the test
being used by the public to judge the performance of the
schools. Nor did they see the school boards or the general
public paying very much attention to how well the students
did on the test. In responses to a question on how much
attention the public paid to student test performance not
one teacher said a great deal. Over half responded not very
much or no attention.

These findings are consistent with points we made
before about the impetus for the STAR BASE program coming
from within the schools and not from the public or the
school boards and the reports that school! board members were
not particularly concerned about student academic
performance. School! evaluation and accountability were
neither the object behind the program nor a major function
served by it.

3. Teacher Response and Evaluation.

By all of the mesaures we used to assess teacher
reaction to the STAR BASE program and the 10th grade minimum
competency test teachers accepted the program and regarded
it favorably. All of the teachers interviewed favor Keeping
the program. All of them like having the passage of the
test as a requirement for high school graduaticn. In

“;o;ponse to the question how they would charactoriz; the
over all impact of the test on their schoo! none of the
teachers ropoq}oé that the impact was negative. For the

most part ti‘éhors felt that other te chers were well

informed about the test, that the "right amount of time" was
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spent preparing students for the test and that teachers had
been appropriately consulted in the development of the test.

All in all tﬁo teachers had few negative reactions or
evaluaticns of the test. Several teachers suggested that
the test was too easy and that more students passed the test
than they had anticipated. In general teachers seemed to
think it appropriate that students demonstrate they had
acquired basic skills before they graduated. They felt the
test helped motivate students and force them to take schoo)
more seriously. Many of them thought it useful to identify
incividual weaknesses and try to correct them. As was
suggested above many of the teachers liked having the test
€0 they could use it to force students to learn particular
things.

The generally positive response of the teachers result
from several factors. First, the teachers were brought into
participation in the program formation and legitimation from
a very early point. It was not dc.eloped without their
participation and input. Second, at an early stage the norm
was established that teachers would not be judged by test
results and that they should not teach to the test. By the
same token, publicitv abc 't the test and the reporting of
test scores were to be handled in ways that the test results
were not used for public evaluztion of school performance
and for neither tgachor nor school comparisons. Thus, two
of the factors tﬁat have been most theatening to teachers

wer« doliboﬁ;foly avoided in the development and

implomontqtion of the STAR BASE program. Third, the cost of
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the test program in terms of money spent, ressources taken
from other programs and objectives, and intrusion into other
school act.vities"and programs were very minimal. For the
most part teachers did not have to alter their courses,
change their teaching methods, and undertake new approaches
in order to live with the new test program. MWhile the costs

were minimal most of the teachers could see some benefits in

having the program.

6. Summary and Conclusions.

The Tayior County districts were successful in
developing and selling to the staff and community a
comprehensive competency based education program which
included a 10th grade minimum competency test. Teachers and
administrators down the line had accepted the program. For
the most part they saw it having positive impicts on the
schools. Great care had been taken to involve teachers,
students, and other interested citizens in the design and
legitimation of the program. The process of test
development seems to have been an unusually successful
effort at involving relevant publics in the process of
institutionalizing major reforms and innovation. The

_gdministrator at the county office who oversaw this_process
should be credited with a masor accomplishment.

Teachers, who have often opposed competency testing
programs were}convxncod to accept and in many cases

Qnthusiasti?aily endorse the program. By avoiding

inter-district comparisons, assuring teachers that they

242



Page 235

would not be judged by the test, and articulating the norm
that teachers were not to "teach to the test" those
responsible for tRe program were able to avoid three of the
consequences t2achers find most threatening in minimum
competency testing.

The fact that the tenth grade competency test intruded
little upon what teachers taught and how they conducted
their courses also helped make the program acceptable to the
teaching staff. Classroom experiences for both students and
teachers were not changed very much by the introduction of
the test .rogram. The remediation courses were added but
they affected only the minority of students who did not pass
the test. The program had not led to new emrhases nor the
reallocation of resources. Relatively little money had been
spent on the program.

Many of the teachers in the Taylor County districts
liked the discipline, tho focus, and the club provided by
the tenth grade test and th2 related graduation requirement.
They seemed to like having a structure and club they could
use in motivating or coercing students into learning basic
language and computation skillis. A number of them stated
they liked being able to tell students they had to learn
specific sKills because they were required to pass the test

‘ana the test had to be passed for graduation. :
The Taylor C?unty schools had not fully implemented
even the tontq g;ade components of their program. Two of

Te
the five oriéinal areas of the test were not developed and

at the time of the study the development of the science and
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social studies parts of the test was on hold. Lack of money
seemed tc be the major reason. Some of the administrators
most involved in fest development and implementation felt
frustrated by the slow progress being made in implementing
the full program. They also were concerned about the uneven
Quality of post test remediation. As the program was being
developed a decision had been made to leave remediation up
to local districts. As we pointed out above ‘he form and
comprehensiveness of remediation varied from district to
district. For the most part the districts tried to handle
remediation with exisiting resources. Sorme of those most
closely involved in the development of the program wondered
in retrospect if this had not been a mistake. The
remediation, though considered a major component of the
program was left pretty unspecified. aAfter devoting so much
attention to the conceptualization of the program, the
development of the tests, and getting the program accepted
in three different schoo!l! districts it had been difficult to
maintain the level of momentum and to find the money to
fully implement the program.

Though a great deal had been accomplished in the Taylor
County districts with very iimited resources the lack of
moneé,, and personnel took its toll in uneven and incompl:zte

~}mﬁl¢mentation. This preblem was compounded by theﬂ¥act
that more funding and much of the implementation had to be
done by three 3m;ll local school districts, each of which

was itsel ¢ pr%ssed for money and staff time.

One of the important benefits of the development of the
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STAR BASE program was what it represented in inter-district
cooperation. This was one of the first time the three
districts had worked together on ayy project such as this.
Better cooperaticn and coordination among the three
districts had been one of the goals of those who originated
the program. The fact that they had succeeded in this large
scale undertaking was a major accomplishment and one that is
likely to have future impact upon the schools. Thé
developnent of the program alsoc reprsented a larger and
substantially different role for the county office. The
administrative staff of the county school district played a
major role in the development and implementation of STAR

BASE.

oo~
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X11. BETHESDA.

A. School District and Communi ty.

The Bethesda City School District is a relatively large
suburban school system, located in one of Ohio’s largest
metropolitan areas. The 1982-83 school enroliment of
approximately 10,000 students makKes it the largest of the
seven districts used in the study. At the time of the
study the district had two 10-12th grade high schools, each
with approximately 1700 students. There were three junior
high schools with grades ? - 9, and thirteen ¥-¢ elementary
schools.

The Bethesda City Schoo!l District serves three
different suburbs; an older college town which has been
absorbed into the metropolitan area and two newer suburbs.
One of the new communities developed as the result of the
building of a large automobile assembly plant. The
resulting influx of factory workers and their families
contributed to a substantial increase in students during the
1960’s and to a more diversified student body.

In contrist to most school! districts in Ohio the
Bothosda City District went through the 1970‘s in a strong
financial condition. The district enjoyed substantial
revenue surplqso; into the early 1980°s. The surpluses

resu!l ted fram the combination of a substantial l1ocal tax

base, good planning, and firm financi~" manageuent.
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Automobile assembly plants and other industries located
within the district . —.tributed to the strong tar bo=e Jor
the schools.

Along with money the Dethesda district «ad substantial
staff resources. The cistrict had available, and was
willing to ccmit, substantial stasé time and men2tary
resources to the competencies program. The availebility of
meney affected the corntent of the program, the process
through which it waz deve ope’, and its reception by
teaciiers and the communi ty.

The Bethesda District is experiencing a substantial
enroliment dec. re. The sharp decrezse in the school a, e
popilé’ion was the rost significant factor facing the
Bethesda sch>ols at the time of the study. 7he decline was
affecting all agpects of the school system. Declining
ehroliment was not unique to Bethesda. However, two factors
make the Bethesda decreaue particularly significant. First,
the decline was substantial. Between 1571 and 1980
enroliment had declined 3%%. A continuing decline was
projected through the 1980‘s. (DECLINING ENROLLMENT, Vol.
2, ’

Second, the steep decline followed a period of sharp
enroliment increase. 4w 1954 the di~trict had six scho:cis.

"By 1969 that number had increased to twenty-one. Iﬁ-the
1965-6é school year total .-rcliment was 14,980, Six years
later it hau increased o 17,594, the peak enrollment for
the district,filn the next six years it had declined to

1,396. By the end of the 1980°’s projected school
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e@nroliment ic around 7,000 students. A district that had
spent more than a decide responding to substantial growth
was suddenly confébntod with an equally substantial decline.
Tre 1981 "Report of the Committee on Declining Enrollment”
estimated that in the absense of changes in building use, in
the 1984-85 school year approximately 8,000 students would
be attending schools in facilities designed for 16,700
students. (DECLINGING ENRUGLLMENT,Vol. 2, p. ié.)

Bethesda was in the process of closing buildings,
reorganizing grade struciures, and reducing staff. At the
beginning of the 1984-85 schoo! year the ninth grade was to
be moved to the high school. The Jjunior high schools were
to be changed to &éth - 8th grade middie schoois On2z junicr
hiy.. and several elementary schools were to be closed. Many
teachers and some adminittrators were being laid of¢f.

Substantial planning had gone into the response to
declining enroliment. 1In 1976-77 and in 1980-81 Declining
Enroliment Commi ttees were appointecd to study enrollment

patterns and to make recommendations on how the district

should respond. The district conmited itself to decraase
teaching and administrative staff to ccrrespond with

enrol Iment decreases. Staff reductions were projected

Planning, moni toring and program evaluatian were

impor tant operating compunents of the Bethesda School

L

’ seeral year. in advance.
|
|

System. Starting in 1977 the district has issued annual
"Five Yea~ Flans.® These planning document provide

long-range direction {or the schools and and semi-annual
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assessments of accomplishments. Each year‘’s plan contains
specific objectives to be accomplished over the next five
years. Each cons‘kutive plan specifies objectives to be
worked on over subsequent years, reports on steps made in
meeting earlier stated goals, and notes when objectives have
been met. (Bethesda City School District, FIVE YEAR PLAN)

The district makes regular use of outside consul tants
and "citizen comnittees” in planring, goal setting, and
evaluation. These committees arce generally composed of
citizens, students, school! board members and school staf+.
In practice these commi ttees seem to work well. Care is
taken in their constitution. Tasks and expectations are
Jefined and their recommendations heeded. Two such
committe;s were involved in formulating the competency
nrogram.

With a reputation for educational innovation it is not
surprising that Bethesda was among the few Ohio districts to
initiate its own minimum competency program. As our
description makes clear the competencies program was put
together with care, implementated a2t considerable expense,
and positively accepted by the schls and community. It is
a local program developed to meet a set of locally

identified problems.

[

B. The Bethesda Competency Program.

L

The Bothqsda competencies program focuses on the high

-

schoo! years and upon the assurance of basic academic and

survival skills. It includes a tenth grade minimum

‘ 249




-

Page 242

competencies test which must be passed for high school
graduation. Other tests are used in the junior high years
to identify student weaknesses and to steer themn to
appropriate remediation. The emphasis in the program is
upon remediation. T!» bulk of che program custs have gone
toward the development and implementation of special courses
designed to correct particular skill deficiencies.

1. High School Focvs.

The Bethesda program is directad toward skill testing
and remediation during the high school years. As the
pregram has been implemented diagnostic and remediation have
Leen develuped at the junior high schools. The original
decisic:. to focus on the high school years resulted from the
fact that issues concerning the attitudes, imotivation, and
performance of high school students were of major concern in
the community during the mid-1970’s.

The original recommenduation {or the competencies
program came in the report of a task force appointed to look
into attitudinal and hehavioral problems at the high
schools. (See, "Toward A Community of Experience," 1975).
The report reflects both a sense of urgency in addressing
those problems and a pedegogical and philosophical
commi tement to the proposition that it was possible to
af;ect basic student skills development even during-the high
school years. Thf task force rejected the notion that any
substantial impdzt on student skills would have to take

place in tho'b\emontary schools and placed immediate

responsibility on the high schools. The "Report" said in
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part:

Recent research points to the effectiveness of
compensatory or remedial work in reading and
mathematics when undertaken at the high school
level. While this research stresses the need for
continuing programs to raise skill levels starting
before formal schooling, THERE IS NO JUSTIFICATION
FOR HIGH SCHOOL STAFFS TO CONSIDZR THEMSELVES
INSULATED FROM SUCH CONCERN WITH PROPLEMS ON THE
GROUNDS THAT ONLY IN THE EARLY YEARS OF SCHOOLING
CAN ANY SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENT IN BASIC SKILLS BE
MADE. ("Toward A Community of Experience,® p.39)

2. Minimum Competencies.

The Bethesda Minimum Competencies Assurance Program
addresses basic academic and life skills. The program seeks
to assure that students going through nigh scheool will have
acquired, "the functional, coping, enabling and/or surival
COMPETENCIES in reading, mathematics, problem-solving, human
relations and other appropriate areas..." (REPORT OF THE
COMPETENCIES COMMISSION, June 17, 197?) The Competencies
Commission which defined the basic content and objectives of
the program pointed out that the acquisiticn of these 3ki\\s
is on'y a minimum and represents only a part of what

schooling is about:

~

The development of functional or toping
competencies is only one small part o€ ¢choodling.
Schools should continue to offer broad rxperiences
in the fine arts, humanities, the usual college
preparatory nrograms and vocationally related
programs, particularly for students who have
demonstrated that they are proficient in basic
skills. These compe.ency performance standards
which are recommended represent only a minimum.
(REPORT OF THE COMPETENCIES COMMISSION)

g
The Cqmpqtoncios Commission report defines minimum

competency as, "a level sf educational performance which
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predicts a reasonally good probability of a satisfactory,
productive life." (REPORT OF THE COMPETENCIES COMMISSION,
pP.27). In terms ;f more concrete indicators of what was
‘ncluded in the notion of basic coping and survival skills
the program identifies four basic sKill areas and five basic
content areas. The four skill areas are: reading, writing,
computation, and problem solving. The five content areas
are: rcommunity resources, occupational Xnowledge, consumer
econanics, health, and governmen! and law. Basic and
practical ~Xills are stressed

In determining the particular skills and substantive
areas to be included in the minimum competencies the
Commission drew upon the Adult Performance Level Project.
They sought to apply its goals, objectives, and performance
indicators to their own local needs. The measurement of
basic competencies and the assistance of students having
difficulties was to be accomplished throug" a combination of
tests and special classes.

3. The Competencies Tests.

The Bethesda competeoncies program includes a series of
tests administered during the junior and senior high school
years. The tests are used for identifying specific student

_wo;knosses and Juiding them into appropriate assist{nce
classes. The existence of a set of tests and remediai
classes piven prior to the 10th grade test underscores the
rerediation o@ph;sis of the Bethesda program.

A 200 T{;m APL test, based on the skill and content

areas described above; serves as tne basic measure of
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student competencies. It must be passed at the 70% level
for high school graduatxon. This test is administered to
most students durxng the spring semester of the sophomore
year. When a student has demonstrated an ability to perform
at the 70X proficiency level on each of the subparts of this
tes. he/she has fulfilled the competenci»s component of the
high schoo! graduation requirements.

The tenth grade test is designed for use botﬁ as an
indicator of individual competencies and as an instrument
for diagnosing particular strengths and weaknesses. It is

oniy one of several tests used for diagnosing student skills

and screeing students for remediatior. Two competencies
tests are administered at the beginning of the eighth grade:
(1) a High School! Reading Proficiency Test, and (2) the
Basic Competency Test in Mathematics. These tests are used
to steer students into appropriate remediation classes.

A shortened, 100 item version of the APL Test is
adninistered to nineth graders Juring the spring semester.
This test is designed to identify deficiencies in the skill
areas of reading, vocabulary, writing, computation, and
problem solving; as well as the content areas of health,

communi ty resources, consumer economics, government and law,

_and occupationa) Knowledge. Students who do not pogform up

to established proficiency ievels on this test are assigned
to assurance cla?sos in those areas where they gshow
particular wofkﬁof'os. The use of the 9th grade tests and
the mandatdﬁ;'assuranco classes in the “irst semester of the

sophomore year provide basic remediation prior to the taking
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of the 10th grade test -~- the test to which high school
graduation jecpardy is attached. Remediation also is
required cf studeﬁls who fail to meet minimum proficiency
requirements on the tenth grade test (200 item AFPL). The
student has several opportunities to re~take the test prior
to graduation.

4. Assurance Classes.

The heart of the Bethesda competencies program and the
core of the remediation is the set of assurance classes.
These classes were designed specifically to assure that
students acquire the basic sKills recognized as the minimum
comprtencies. Considerable effort and resources have gone
into the development and implementation of these courses.
Teachers in the Bethesda schools, primarily through summer
wor¥shops, developed these special classes. They involve
*semi~-individualized" teaching programs, built around skill
development in areas of diagnosed student weaknesses.

The assurance classes are aken only by students
d.agnosed as having particular weaknesses. The diagnosis is
based upon the competencies tests given in the 8th, 9th, and
10th gr ~s, suppiemented by teacher evaluations and course
performance records. Students performing poorly on either

~of the two versions of the APL tests are required to take
tie assurance courses. One half unit of credit is ;Qarded
for completion of,tho course and of the section of the
competencies gos€ in that particular area. Normally

students rdﬁﬁlrod to take a particular assurance course do

not take other regular courses in that particular area --
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math; English, etc. Each of the high schocls has
approximately eleven basic assurance courses. These
include; 10th, II{h, and 12th grade sections of classes in
English, math, and reading, a 10th grade social! studies
course and a 12th grade government course. Assurance
classes in math and language skiils are also offered at the
ninth grade.

The format and content of the assurance classes reflect
the philosophy and objectives of the Bethesda competencies
program. They are based on the assumption that some
students need particular attention and concentration to
acquire basic skills, Speciail intervention, even during the
high school years, can nake a difference in whether or not
those students develop these skills. Student motivation and
the development of student self-confidence are important
features of the assurance courses. The HANDBOOK of the
orogram speaks to the general assumptions and approach:

Tha minimum competencies assurance program is

based on the philosophy that one way to improve a

student’s self-confidence ‘s to demonstrate that a

student can succeed -- success breeds success.

Essential Steps in the Minimum Competencies
Assurance Program,

Estabiish the role of the teacher as an empathetic
person.

Fstablish a classroom climate of mutual respect
and concern.

Establish a“climate in which it is understood that
language, computation, reading and select social
studies 4Kills are universal attributes.

Avoid making prelimiiary judgments about student
capabilities. Subjective factors often lead one
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to overestimating or underestimating a student’s
potential.

Diagnose and assess z student’s abilities and
deficits.

Record current levels of achievement.

Begin instruction at a point where the student is
comfortable -~ where he or she is competent.

Limit instruction to a precise, easily learned
segment of ideas, facts or concepts.

Provide for instruction and practice to assure
retention.

Record progress.

Reward progress by affirming the achievement in

the student’s mind and by telling the student that

he has completed that segment -- although there

may be review sessions to assure retention -- and

by moving on to new learning. (A HANDBOOK FOR

PROFESSIONAL FERSONNEL, 4TH Revision, p. 9

The district tries to make the assurance classes
speciar and positive. The term "assurance® is used to get
away from the "remedial" label with its negative
connotations. Efforts are made to get all teachers involved
in developing the courser. Teachers were paid to attend
summer workshops in which the courses were developed.
Teaching responsibilities for the assurance courses are to
be shared by all teachers within a department, rather than
designating particular teachers for them. Special
techniques and materials are used in presenting the
particular course content. No limitations werc put on the
purchase of materials to be used in these courses.

C. Impetus For Program.

¢’
The inftial proposal for a compstencies program in

Bethesda came as part of a report of a task force appointed
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to look into attitudes and benavicr of hiph school students.
In August, 1975 "Toward a Community of Experiences: Report
of wne Task Force%to Study thc Attitudes, Values and
Behavior uf High School Age Students" was accepted by the
Board of Education. The task force made up of students,
communi ty members, parents, teachers, school administrators,
and schooi board members made recommendations relevant to
three general goals relevant to improving the climate and
educational programs of the two nigh schools. The three
general goals were: to (1) Improve the human relationships
in the schools; (2) Utilize student time more cffectively,
and (3) Improve student skills,

The recommendations on improving students skills were:

1. The Bethesda City School District should
continue to dedicate itself .o raising the
student’s level of competency in the basic
survival sKills such as reading, English,
mathematics, problem solving, human relationships,
and other appropriate areas. The Superintendent
of Schools should request that the Board of
Education adopt the concept that certain skill
competencies should be established that everv
student, except possibly some handicapped
students, must master in order to receive a high
school diploma.

2. In order that this policy may be implemented it
is recommended that the Board of Education direct
the Superintendent to establish a commission of
the professional staff, parents, and students to
determine the required skil! competencies and
describe them in terms of the behavior a student
would have to demonstrate to show mastery., This
task should be completed so inat it can be
implemented for tenth-grade students in the fall
of 1976. The fundamental responsibility for the
students’, mastering these skills rests with the
faculty of the school system. Therefore, the
professional starf should reexamine the allocation
of its resources in order to provide the students
sufficient supportive and instructional help so
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the students can master the skills. This

reexamination of the resources should be carried

on in the light of two factors: (1) students have

time available to learn and master the skills; (2)

time spent oh the learning task is critical to the

rate of learning and mastery.

3. The required skill competencies be continually

reviewed to determine whether they are appropriate

and sufficiently demanding in order to encourage

the students continucusly to upgrade their

learning. ("Toward A Community of experiences,"

pp. 39-400

These recommendations contain much of the basic
philosophy and stucture of the program adopted two years
later. The content of the recommendations suggests that the
Task Force had devoted more than superficial attention to
the question of minimal student competencies and how to
assure them. Note the assertions that there is time and
opportunity during the high school! years for students to
work on basic skills, that time devoted to skill acquisition
has an impact cn how much is learned, and that it is the
responsibility of the faculty to concentrate on assuring
basic skill development.

The recommendations for a minimum competency program
cime from 2 conmittee appointed to look at student values,
atti tudes and behavior; not from a task force set up to look
at the curriculum or to investigate whether or not the
school was doing an adequate job in teaching basic skills.
School officials were concerned about behavioral problems,
students #llocating their time poorly, lack of academic
motivation, and students’ dropping out before finishing high

school. As the students, parents, and educators on the Task

Force looked at these problems they concluded that one
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factor contributing to behavioral and attitude problems was
that some students had difficulties with basic academic
skills and these difficulties affected their academic
motivation and success. Some students were graduating

wi thout the basic academic and survival skills needed to get
along in the adult world. In inquiring into what couid be
done to help they turned to the minimum competencies
assurance concept.

It is not clear who first proposed the the minimum
cor petencies concept. The Task Force brought in several
outside consul tantes and looked at contemporary educational
research and trends. The minimum competencie idea was
taking root arocund the country at that time; so it i€ not
surprising that the concept of a minimum competencies
program was among the options considered.

There was agreemr~nt among those we talked with that
there was no community pressure for a minimum competencies
testing program. Neither the idea nor the motivation came
from community pressures for school accountability. There
seems to have bsen general satisfaction with the academic
performance of the schools. Relationships among the schocl
adninistration, the school board, and the community seem to
have been good. However, when the idea of a minimum
competencies program was proposed it was accepted by the
school board and the community. One person on the school
board at the time of adoption commented that no one on the
Board had thought of & minimum competency testing program,

but once the idea came up Board members embraced it.
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On the other hand, we saw no indication that s~hool
admiristrators had decided they wanted a competency testing
program and used the Tasx Force as & way to adopt their own
agenda. Some district administrators were initiaily
s/eptical about minimum competency testing. Many of the
teachers were apprehensive about the program.

Once the the program was recommended it received strcng
support from the top school administration. The
superintendent strongly endorsed it and made it a Key part
of his program for the Bethesda schoonls. He devoted
considerable effort to get it accepted by the high school
staff. That backing was important in Keeping the
development of the program on track during the development
stage and ia gaining support among the teaching and
administirative staff.

The fear of state action does not seem to have bzen an
important motivating factor for Bethesda The Task Force
recommendation came in 19735, well before the period of
intense activity on the state level. Though not influenced
by the threat of state activity the adoption of a minimum
competency program was influenced by what was happening in
schools in other parts of the county. Bethesda officials
were well aware trat other school districts and states were
enactiny minimum competencies programs. I'n the course of
the development of their program they looked extensively at
what other communities -,,d states were doing. The Bethesda
progQram, however, was carly encugh in the competency

movement to be an innovator rather than a follower.
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D. Program Development.

The recommendations of the Task Force to Study
Attitvdes, Values, and Behaviors of High School Age Students
were endorsed by the superintendent and adopted by the Board
of Education. Under the supervision of the Assistant
Superintendent for Instruction a Competencies Commission was
appointed to study ways to implement the ob:ectives
concerning the improveme * of student sKills. The
commissicon, comgrised of parents, students, and professional
staff members icdentified three basic tasks for itself:

Identify and determine the "functional, coping,

enabling and/or survival® COMPETENCIES in readingy,

mathematics, problem-solving, human relations « d

other appropriate areas (consumer eccnomice,

communi ty resources, health, occupational

‘nowledge, government and law) which are necessary

and essential for all students —- prior to

graduate -- for successfu, adult living.

Pescribe these competencies in behavioril terms
which can be measured.

Indicate the levels uf competency which all

students must _emonstrate to show mmastery.

(COMPETENCIES COMMISTYON REPORT)

Trt.e 43 Commission members wc~@ nominated by school
principals. Care was taken to balance representation from
the two high schools and from the three commur.ities mazking
urr the scnool district. An eight member steering committee
carried out much of the basic work of the Commission. The
Commission reviewed research in the area, called in seveal

@ducational consultants; communicated with 88 ditferent

schocui systems which were developing or implementing ~ome
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tyn"e of competency program, and contacted 26 state
Departments of Education t> ascertain what they were doing
in the area of competency based education.

In rzaching ite decisions the Commission identified the
functional! cr ~2oping skilis 3nd perfor—~ance indicators of
them; validated these skills through feedback from local
parent and civic groups; developed and pretested & High
School Reading Proficiency Test and a Competency Test in
Basic Mathematics. The Commission studied the goals and
objectives of the Adult Peformance Level Proje:t, adopted
that test to local objectives, and pretested that test with
a random sample of tenth grade students.

The original charge was for the Commission to finish
ite work within q.year. However, at the end of the year the
work was not complete and the Commission waz granted an
extension. In March 1977 a status report was developed for
I eview of the work of the Commission by various community
groups. Using the work of the Commission :.e Steering
Commi ttee developed a set of "tentative and preliminary
recommendations.” These recommendations were distributed to
varicus parent and civic groups for actirns and suggestions.
A fourth revison of these recommendations was presented to
the entire Commission on M2y 4 for its final reactions. The
final recommendstions were submitted on June 15, 1977.

The final! report made recomnhendations in five areas:

1. Recommendations related to assessing the degree of
mastery of specific competencies:

Adrinis’ * the High School Reading Proficiency
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type of ccmpetency program, and contacted 26 state

Departments of Education to ascertain what they were doing
in the area of competency based education.

I reaching its decisions the Commission identified the
functional or coping skills and performance indicators of
them; validated these skills through feedback from local
parent and civic groups; developed and pretested a High
School Reading Proficiency Test and a Competency Test in
Basic Mathematics. The Commission studied the goals and
objectives of the Adult Peformance Level Project, adopted
that test to local objectives, and pretested that test with
a random sample of tenth grade students.

The original charge was for the Commission to finish
its work within a.year. However, at the end of the year the
work was not complete and the Commission was Jranted an
extension. In March 1977 a status report was developed for
review of the work of the Commission by various community
groups. Using the work of the Commission the Steerirg
Committee developed a set of "tentative and preliminary
recommendations.” These recommendaticns were distributed to
varjious parent and civic groups for actions ard suggestions.
A fourth revison of these recommendations was presented to
the entire Commission on May 4 for its final reactions. The
ftinal recommendations were submitted on June 15, 1977.

The final report made recommendation= in five areas:

1. Recommendations related to assessing the degree of
mastery of specific competencies:

Administer the High Schocl Reading Proficiency
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Examination Bethesda City School District to ALL
eighth grade students during September of 1977 to
assess their competencies in reading. Use the 70%
proficiency level criterion to ascertain
competency und as a level to identify students who
require instructional assistance.

Administer the High School Mathematics Proficiency
Examination Bethesda City School District to ALL
eighth grade students during late September 1977
to assess their competencies in matehmatics. Use
the 70X proficiency level criterion to ascertain
competency and as a level to identify students who
require instructional assistance. (Reduce the
testing load at the eighth grade 1evel by
scheduling the Career Maturity Inventory at the
ninth grade level.)

Administer the High School Survey Adult
Performance Level Test to ALL tenth grade students
to diagnose their knowledge level understanding
2nd to assess their skill level performan.e in
early November 1977. Use these data alosng with
national data to establish criterion levels of
performance necessary for graduation. Compare
gata from this measurement instrument with the
High School Reading and Mathematics Proficiency
Test Data and Chio Survey Test Data (Grade 8) to
ascertain the predictive value of the 0ST at Grade
8 in relationship to kKnowledge and skill
development. Use the 70 proficiency level
criterion to ascertain competency and as a level
to identify students who require instructional
assistance.

Administer the Adult Performance Level Test to ALL
eleventh gr-ade students in November of 1977 to
diagnose their Knowledge level understanding and
to assess their skill level performance. Use the
70/ proficiercy level criterion to ascertain
competency and as a level to identify students who
require instructional assistanc>,

2. Recommendations related to providing assistance to
students who do not perform at the prescribed criterion
levels on the reading assessment, the mathematics
assessment, the high school survey APL Test and the
Adult Performance Level Test.

Expand and refine the present instru-tional
activities which are designed to assist students
improve their functional skills and Knowledge into
a nmore clearly defined MINIMUM COMPETENCIES
ASSURANCE PROGRAM. This program will relate
directly to the improvement of student skills and
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kKnowl edge areas which have been identified through
ciagnosis and analysis as needing improvement.
Furthermore, this program will include: staff
development activities which focus on
instructional strategies designed to assist
students improve in specific skills, precise
feaching and learning materials which relate to
improving specific areas, articulation and
communicacion among all levels of the school
district regarding successes and problems in skill
improvement, and communication and counseling with
parents and students.

Recommend that the Superintendent assign one
individual to be responsible for the Competencies
Program. This wouid be in adcition toc his other
responsibilities.

3. Recommendation related to aeveloping differential
or multiple diplomas.

Recommend that a small task force composed of
parents, students ard educators study the
feasibility of developing multipls diplomas during
the 1977-78 school year. Some members of the
Competencies Commission should serve as members of
this task force.

4. Recommenc:..i1on related to the implementation of the
competencie. concept as a requirement for graduation
for all students, except those who have specific
handicaps.

Implement the COMPETENCIES CONCEPT as a
raquirement for graduac.ion with the graduation af
the 1977-78 Grade if students when they graduate
in the 1979-80 school year. Use the 707
proficiency level criterion to ascertain
competency. Students who perform at *he 70%
prof.ciency level on the ADULT PERFORMANCE LEVEL
TEST at Grade Eleven will have ful+illed the
competencies requirement for graduation.

S. Recommendation related to feedback and progress
related to the competencias concept to members of the
competencies commission and other groups.

Since cummunication of the COMPETENCIES CONCEPT is
critical to success, it is recommended that:

The Competencies Commission meet twice each school
year to review the status, problems and plans
related to implementing the COMPETENCIES CONCEPT.

School personnel be assigned to plan and design a
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specific communications plan related to all facets

of the Competencies . rogram. All Commission

Members emphasize the importance o/ ommunicating

tYe status of the program to all students,

teachers and parents. A1l methods and media need

to be considered. (COMPETENCIES COMMISSION

REPORT,>

The recommendations of the Commission were adopted by
the Board of Education without opposition. By the point of
idoption the program had been under discussion for .wo
years. Many of the most relevant teachers and school
administrators had bezn involved in the development process.
Presentations had been made to and feedback solicited from
relevant parent and civic organizations. Administrators
close to the process indicate that the process of
development had not been easy. The Assistant Superintendent
for instruction played an importart rcle in keeping the
Commission on track. One of t. nost difficult tasks was

building and maintaining support among the instructional

staff. Many of them were apprehensive about the program at

the outset.

Cne of the most troublesome issues the Commission had
to decide was the appropriate cut-off point for determining
proficiency. After much consideration the 70/ level was
adopted. The issue of multiple diplomas alsc caused some
diffe ence of opinion. Thoe Commission put off that decision
and recommended that it be made by a subsequent smaller
representative group.

The Commissicn worked hard over a period of almost two
years. More than fifty meetings of the Commission and its

Steering and sub-comm; ttees were held. Though some

<66




Page 258

important features were altered as the program was put into
effect and the assurance classes had to be developed, the
basic features of.the competencies program were worked out
by the Commission. ]t was adopted by the school district in

the summer of 1977.

E. Implementation and Administration.

{. Extent of Implementation.

The competencies program recommended by the
Competencies Commission was adopted by the Board of
Education in August of 1977. At the time of our field
research, in the spring of 1983, the recommended program,
incluuing the assurance classes, was in full oOperation. The
program had been accepted within the schools and the
conmunity. In the wo,~,ds of the superintendent the program
had been "institutionalized as part of the school program.”
He ascserted the the minimum competencies assurance program
was not going to be discontinued even with tighter budgets.

The extent of implemention resul ted from two factors.
First, there was strong support from top school
adninistrators. The superintendent strongly backea the
program and made sure that his support and his expectation
that it be implemented were known on down the line. For
this reason teachers were apt to take the program seriously.

The strong leadersh.p support was acrompanied by the
commi tment of substantial financial ard staff resources.
The district was able to allocate money to the program.

Moreover, it was willing to spend money on program
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development, staff training, and the materials and supplies
needed to carry out the program. Fo.lowing the
recommendation of -the Competencies Commission, the district
also devoted considerable effory to informing the community
about the program and gaining its support.

Important 2spects of the program were modified and
expanded as it was implemented. The program was reviewed
regularly and changes were made in its content, schedule,
and administration.

2. Testing.

The basic set of tests and uses 0f the test results
recomnended by the Commission were in place in 1983. One
impor tant .change had been made in the timing of the high
school competencies test. Beginning with the 1980-81 school
year the basic administration of the 200 item APL test, (the
one that must be passed before graduation), was moved from
the 1ith grade to the 10th grade. This was done to allow
more time to assist students having trouble with basic
sKills., The move provided an additional year for
remediation before graduation.

Another change in the schedule of the test was planned.
The time of test administration was to be moved from
mid-April to the beginning of the spring semester. Wi th
the administration of the test in April results were not
available to determine remediation programs until after the
end of the spring semester. By moving the test forward it
would be poscsible to have the results and to determine

student schedules before the summer break. This would
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enhance schedule planning and permit «tudents to undertake
assurance classes during the summer.

At the time of the field work the following testing schedule
was usd for Qiving tests that are part of the competencies
program:

Late August. APL 200 test given to seniors and

Juniore new to *he district.

Early September. High School Reading Proficiency
Cxamination and Basic Competency Test in
Mathematics given to 8th graders.

Mid-0c tcber. APL 200 item test given to new
students in 10th, 1ith, and 12th grades.

January. APL 200 item test given to selected
12th grade students.

Late March. APL 100 jitem test given to 9th
graders.

Mid-April. APL 200 item test given to 10th
graders and to 11th and 12th graders who
need to retake the test,

This testing schedule was designed tc give students

wi th problems or students needing diagnosis, adequate

oppor tunity to get assistance and to pass the test befcre
graduation. Students who fail to meet performance standards
in their sophomore year are g‘ven a number of opportunities
to retake the test prior to high school graduation.
Assurance classes are offered at summer school, and studeants
can take the test following the course. High school
students moving into the district are provided witin timely
opportunities to take the test at the beginning of the
school year.

In practice high school and district administrators are

even more flexible. They have been willing to give the tes!

to particular students at almost any agpropriate time. They
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make efforts to maximize the possiblity that an individual
studaent will pass the test; even hiring special tutors or
modifying the test{ing environment for students with special
needs.

At the time of the field work no one had failed to
graduate as a result of not passing the test, though many
students had failed to perform catisfactorily on the test
one or more times prior to passing it. Bethesda
administrators saw no preblems in giving students
considerab’e assistance in passing tlhie test. They stressed
that the passing o5f the competencies test as a final hurdle
was not the important factor. Tne provision of individual
student assistance is the most significant parts ( § -2
program. As one top district administrator said: "The test
doesn‘t mean 1/10 of what the program is all about."

3. Remediation: Assurance Classes.

The Competencies Commissior. had recommended that the
schools, "Expand and refine the present instructional
activities which are designed to assist studente improve
their functional skills and Kncwle ge into a more clearly
defied MINIMM FOMDETENCIES PROGRAM." The most extensive
and costly aspect of the implementation of the Bethesda
program was the design and teaching of the various Jjunior
high and senior high assurance courses. These courses are
designed to:

.ss provide every possible assistance to students

who have demonstrated deficiencies in basic Kills

and in essential content areas with opportunities

to improve those skill and content deficiencies $oO
that students graduating from the senior high
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schools of the Bethesda City School District will

be able to earn a living, travel from place to

place, and manage money. ("A Hancbook for

Professional Personnel", p. 8

These course; were described above. The senior high
school level courses were introduced in the 1978-79 school
year; t.e junior high level courses tha following vear.
Staff deveiopment workshops were held in the summers or
1978, 1979, 1980, and 1981 to develop, modify, and refi;e
these courses. They were developed 'y the teaching staf¢f.
In the fall of 1981 course outlines for these courses were
published in a handbook entitled MINIMUM COMPETENCIES
ASSURANCE PROGRAM HANDBOOK: SECONDARY COURSE OUTLINES.

fény teacher could elect to participate in these
workKshope. Teachers were paid for their participation and
were provided with almost cny teaching resources they
wanted. Money was recognized by administrators as a major

incentive for getting teachers toc participate in these

efforts and in signifying to them the importance the

district put upon these courses. The workshops were dropped

after the summer of 1982 as 3 means of saving the money.

In develLping and staffing the assurance classes the
district was making a concerted effort to get away from the
negative connotations genusrally associated with remed:al
courses. The teaching of the courses was passed among the
facuty, The guidelines suggested that they not be assigned
to new teachers and that given teachers not be assignsd
heavy concentrations of assurance classes. In practice

these guidelines were not always followed. There was an
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assumption that the learning of students having trouble
acquiring basic skills could be enhanced by putting special
enphasis upon the-classes and paying special attention to
the students in those classes.

Student enroliment in the assurance courses is based on
the diagnosis of individual student weaknesses. The
particuiar content and speed of aavancement within a
particular assurance class is based upon the needs of
individual students and how quickly they acquire the basic
sKills under consideration. In implementing the assurance
program specific guidlines for enroliment have been
established. Students who pérform satisfactorily on the
severai tests used to indicate basic competencies are not
permi tted to enrol! in assurance classes. Students who
score well below minimum standards on the tests are required
to enroll in the appropriate courses. Nineth grade students
who score below 654 on the APL 100 item test must enroll in
the appropriate assurance classses and tenth, eleventh, and
twelth grade students who achieve an over-all score below
707 on the APL 200 item test will be assig¢ned to specific
assurance classes. In cases where ?th grade students score
hbetween 635/ and 694 on the 100 itewn APL careful
consideration is given tc determine if they should be
assigned to assurance classes. In this de'ermination a
variety of test data, course performance, and teacher and
counselor recommentations are evaluated ‘o determine whether
the student should enroll in appropriate assurance classes.

During the ¢ ..or high years students who score at the 70/
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performance level on the over all 200 item test but below
the 70/ level on particular skill or content area sub-tests
will be encouraged and courseled to enrcll in appropriate
assurance classes. "However, he has the OPTION to reject
this opportunity. 1If he does reject the opportunity, both
he and his parents should acknowledge this decision in
writing.” This acknowledgement states that the parent and
student have been appraised of the deficiences and have
decided not to be enrolled in an appropria.e aszsuraance
course. It further states that, "The Bethesda School
District will not be held respons’ble now or at any time in
the future for my son/daughter‘s sKill or content area
abilities."

3. Graduation Requirement.

The Competencies Commission recommended that
satisfactory performance on the 200 item APL test be
required for high srhool graduation. It recommended that a
small committe be apprinted to study the question of the
district offering multiple dinlomas. A committee was
appointed and recommended against the use of multiple
diplomas. That option has not becoms part of the Bethesda
competencies program. The gracuation reguirement went into
effect for those g-aduating 2t the end of the 1979-80 school
year. At the time ¢; the study no student rad been denied
graduation tF:cause uf failure to perform at the established
lev'2l on the test.

4. &xpenditure of Money.

As we have stressed above, the Bethesda City Schools
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spent a good deal of money in develo.ing and implementing
the competencies program. There was consensus among all of
those we talked with that the district had committed
extensive resources to the program. Teachers as well as
administrators seeme. aware of this. The willingness to
commi tment ressurces to the program was evident from the
beginring of consideration.

Funds for consultants and for test development were
availlable to the Competencies Commission for its work in
identifying sKill and content areas and designing
appropriate test instruments. There have been continuing
expenses in administering and evaluating performance on the
various tests. The largest expendi tures, however, were
directed toward the development and implementation of the
sascurance courses. The summer staff workKshops during which
these courses were developed and tested cost the district a
good deal of money, especially in summer cttaff payments.
Officiales estimate that these developments cost
approximately $250,000. They cstimate that the assurance
courses cost the district $200 to $250 per student over the
no~mal student cost. Official also point out that the extra
cost per student of ihese courses is less than that for
special gifted student classes.

As the district was beginning to find budgets ti-hter
in the 1980‘s, some expenditures were being cut back.
Summer staff workshope were not held in 1982 and 1983,
largely because the district was not in &« position to spend

money on them. The ability and willingness o° the district
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to spend 1iberally for the program had consequences fer tihe
quality of the program. It alsc hi!-ed to me-ivate teaching

staff to participate in it and to accept JoEe nt it.




Page 267

F. Program impact.

1. Curriculum.

The major curriculum impact of the Bethesda
con.petencies program was the introduction of the assurance
courses. The implementation of the tests and the assurance
courses has not led to many changes in the general high
scho>l curriculum. This is not surprising given the form,
cortent anc objectives of the compatencies program. The
pragram was not designed to alter the existing curriculum,
but to menitor the acquisitiocn of basic sKills and to
provide speciric assistance to students having difficulties
lrarn' Q them.

The Bethesda prograin was buil . upon the propcsitior
that most students routinely acquire basic academic and life
skiille as they go through the school years, but some do not.
The minority who have difficulties can anc should be helped
and it is not too late to help them during the high school
years. They need special attention and motivation in the
form of special courses that concentrate on basic skill
development. The provision of these special courses -- not
altering the basic curriculum -- is the approach adupted by
the Bethesda schools to assure that all students acquire the
basic academic ‘d 1ife competenci~s,

While most of the high school teachers - ‘erviewed did
not see the competencies program having much impact on the

over-all curriculum many noted that the existence of the
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program caused them to be more sensitive to practical
applications and basic skill development as they taught
other courses. Math teachers, in particular, noted this
influence. This form of indirect influence is also
supported by the responses¢ teachers gave to the question of
whether the existence of the test caused them to think meore
systematically . _out the curriculum. 14 cf the 20 teachers
interviewed agreed that it had.

For the most part teachers and administrators saw a
gecod fit between the tenth grade test and what was offered
in the general curriculum. A strong majority reported a
“goad" or "generally good®" fit. Few teachers saw a need to
alter the curriculum to fit the test, A couple of teachers
thought the focus cf the test too narrow and elementary for
the high school program. The curriculum offered much more
tran what was included in the test. They advised changing
the test, not the curriculum.

One small problem in curriculum to test fit in .he area
of government and law was noted by jiitnior high principals.
The problem per tained to the {00 item APL test given in the
?th ¢rade and used for screening for the {0th grade
assurance classes. A number of students were not performing
as well anticipated on some of the government and law
items. The junior high pricipals thought the prob.em
recuited, in part, from the ‘act that t+ .e curriculum at the
nineth grade required only cne semester of civice. The
second semester was optional and only about half the

students took it. Some of the gcve .ment items on the
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nineth grade 100 item APL test were covered in the second
semester. It is interesting that though this problem was
recognized there had been no immedi te effort to alter che
curriculum or change the test. Several teachers and
administrators thought the problem might be addressed a+ter
the ?th graders were moved to the high schocolis.

A number of teachers responded affirmatively to the
question ot whether the curriculun had become more
standarized and that curriculum decicion-making had become
more centralized since the introduction of the competencies
program. Though some attributed this to the competencies
program; mor ° attributed the changes to the major curriculum
revision that had taken place simul taneously witih the
introduction of the competencies program. School
administrators noted that the curriculum review was
initiated and motivated independent of the competencies
program, It b»d followed its own schedule and pace. The
fact that curricuium revision tnok olace at the time the
competencies tests and assurance classes werc being put into
piace meant that the curriculum revisions were influenced by
some of the same concerns that had motivated the
competencies program. The existence cof the competencies
grogram; however, had not caused the revision of the
curriculum, nor did any of those we talked with think itse

existence had had a measurable influence on the revision.

2. Teaching.

In consider~ing the impact of the competencies program
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orn how and why teachers perform it is important to
distinguish between impact on their teaching of the
assurance coursea.,and ¢~ th:ir reguiar courses, Most of

the teachers we talked with were currently teaching or had
taught assurance closses in math, English, or social
studies. 1In responding to questions of how the test had
affected their teaching they sometimes were referring to
the teacking of the assurance classes. For others the
reference was to their reqular classes. This made it
difficult to determine from the questiocnnaire responses just
how much of an impact the program had had on teaching
practices.

In the assurance classes teacher- were using new
techniques and approaches and stressing direct applications.
Most teachers reported they had not altered the content and
techniques used in other classes and did not see the
competenies program having an i1mpact on their classrcom
activities. Degpite that general premise a number of
teachers reported that _xperiences with the test and
assurance classes had caused them to be more sensitive to
applications and to include problem solving and practical
applications in hei general courses. Some of ithe teachers
reported positive experiences in working with the assurance
courses. They liked the approaches used in these courses
and felt that students w're being helped by the special
program.,

The teachers were asked what type of imrict the testing

program had had on their teaching. None of the teachers
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reported a negative impact. 73% of those at Bethesda High
and &7/ of those at Midpark High reported that the impact
had been favorable. The remainder either reported "nc
impact" or a "neutral impact.”

For the mcst part teachers did not feel pressure with
respect to the test. Of the high school teachers we
interviewed 16 of the 1?2 reported that they did not feel
pressured to makKe sure their students did well on the test
and the same 16 reported feeling that they were not
prezsured to teach to ine test. Those who felt pressure
noted it only in teaching the assuran.e classes. In these
classcs they were dealing specifically with the improvement
of skills related to the 20C item APL examination and
helping studentz to work on identified defficiencies sc that
they could pass the tust the next time.

Most teachers think the existence of the testing
program meant that they had less say over what tney did in
their own classes. Teachers interviewed at Bethesda High
School were unanimous in saying that their performance as
teacheres was not judged by how well their students did on
the tost, The responses were sometthat different at Midpark
High S.hool. There 5 ¢f the 9 teachers said they felt their
perf(rmanced was Jjudged either directly o~ indirectly by how
well their students did on the test. Again the reference
was to the assurance classes and 2 number of then said they
felt they would be evaluated more positiviy i/ the students,
they were working with passed the test. Ore possible

explanation for the difference between the {wo high schools
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is that Midpark had moved more in a direction of having
particular teachers teach the assurance classes instead of
maintaining a strict rotation system. A few teachers
expressed particular concern about the possibility of their
passing a student in an assurance class who would
subsequentiy fai! to pass the same part of the APL test.

For the most part the competencies program seemed to
ir .rude very little upon the basic classroom activities.

Nor did it alter very much how teacher¢ taught, interacted
with each other, or were evaluated as teachers. The
district administration emphasized at the outset that the
test results would not be used to evaluate teachers. For
the most part teachers felt this commitment had been kept.

3. Resource Allocation.

There was a widely shared perception that the Bethesda
DPDistrict had »>ent a considerable amount of money on the
competencies program. None of the administrators ied to
hide this fact. In response to the question of how much
money had been spent on the testing program 1¢ of 19
teachers chose the, "a l1ot" response. Two chose "some," and
one chose "dcn’t Know." Teachers volunteered adaitiona:
comments such as, "uniinita2d budgets,” “"an incredible amount
of money," "we had to work to spend it," and "tons of
money," to express their feelings on how much wus spen’.

Though the teachers saw a good deal of monev grira into
the competencies program tney did not ragret (a2 axpenrditure
or disagree with the decisicn to spend mur :y for that

purpose. They saw considerable resources going intc the
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competencies program but did not see other programs
suffering as a rasult. 8 out of ¢ teachers arv Midpark and 8
out 1! at Bethesda High reponded that they did not see the
compeiencies program diverting resources from other
programs. HNone »f them saw resources being diverted from
core educational programs. Most of the teachers seemed to
believe the district had the resources to spend considerable
money on this program without threatening the availability
of money for other programs. A number of teachers used the
term "add on" in talking :bout money spent on the
competencies program. They had been assured that the money
for the competencies program was being added to the over-all
expendi tures and was not taken from other programs.

The ability of the district to focus on the
compentencics program without interfering with other aspects
of the schoo! program was also apparent with respect to
curriculum emnhasis. The teachers were asked if the
competencies program meant "that we emphasize minimum
educational achievemen instead of othrer educational
objectives in our curriculum.” 5 cf the 20 teachers
interviewed responded in t.e i‘he negative. Most teachers
recognized that the minimum competencies program put
emphasis upon bas.cs. Many of them thought that the le.»l
of achievement requirec was lower than cdesireable. However,
they did not s~e that emphasis as dominating tb* curriculum

or the general focus of the school.

4., Teacher Evaluation of Program.
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Teachers and administrators in Eethesda evaluated the
conpetencies program favorably and had positive feelings
about what it was.accomplishing. They also seemed satisfied
with the way it had been developed and implemented and with
the impact it was having on students.

The Bethesda administrators and teachers saw t.e
program primarily as a tocl for diagnosinyg individual
student problems and trying to help them in learning basic
skiils. In resporse to an open ended question of what sort
of impact the program was having most teachers mentioned
impacts on individual students -- not impacts on the
curricula, on the teaching of courses, or on schoo!
community rclationships. When presented with three possible
objectives t0~ the testing program: (1) curric' ium
evaluation, (2) diagosis of individual student weaknesses,
and (3) accountabhility, 19 of the 20 teachers interviewed
chose diagnosis of student weaknesses. Only one chose
accountability. All of the administrators 2180 chose the
student diagnosis response category.

Theee assessments Of the program are consistant with
our interpretation of the origins and objectives of the
Bethesda program. All of the teachers interviewed favored
Keeping the test program and wanted to retain the- passing of
the test as a requirement for high school graduation. They
lir.~d having some clearly recognizrd standards for students
to achieve and felt that the existence of the graduation
requirement helped the students to take the test ard the

learning of basic sKkilis sariousiy. 17 of the 20 teachers
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saw the students as taking the test "seriously" or “"very

\
}
seriously." In response to the item asking whether the
school did “too much," "too little,"” or "the right amount,”
to prepare students for the test, all of the teachers
interviewed chose the “righé amount" response.

Though the assessments of the teachers were
predominantly positive, there were undercurrents of
skepticism. A number ov teachers thought that the minimum
requirement was lower tharn it should be. They would prefer
to see higher miniraum skill competencies required. Some
teachers felt that the rasic academic and life skills were
not really what high school was all abcout. The focus of
high school should be upon higher levels of learning and
thinking and those airilities should be reflected in u test
used as a reguirement for high school graduation. These
sentiments were more prevelent 2t Bethesda High school than
at Midpark. This crobably reflects the fact that as the
older of the two high schoois Bethesda Highk has re{iined
more of a 3elf image as a szhool whose primary'mission is to
prepare students for college, Bethesda High has a higher
percentage of college bound students than Midpark.

However, even teachers with reservations such as these

were willing to acknowledge the benefits of the competencies
program. Though it did not reflect their owin educational
values and their perception of their own teaching mission,
they agreed that an important segment of the student body
was being helped by *he program. The program was worthwhile

-- esperially if it did not interfere with the more
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important educationai progrems of the sctool.

5. The jest and the Public.

The Bethesda.minimum competencies program had not been
develcped as a result of comrinity pressure; nor wae it
vizwed as serving a primarily accountability or public
relations purposes. The focus of the test program was
student diagnosis and remediation. Nevertheless, teachers
and administrators saw the program contributing to their
public credibility. Accountability related benefits were
noted by both adminisirators and teachers as they talked
abcut the program and its impact.

Though most teachers and administrators stressed the
student evaluation functions of the test they also
acknowledged the value of being able to say to the s:hool
board, the general\public and potential employers of
graduates that they had a test and remediation program that
assured that their graduates had acquired basic academic and
life skills. 1t demonstratec that they were concerned about
basic skill training. They had a program that stressed the
effective teaching of s*udents who had problems and a test
program designed both to guide students toward assistance
and to make sure that students would not graduate withgut
ba ¢ competencies in specified skill areas.

The existznce of the program, the fact that it was
locally develsned, and the successes it was having in
assuring basic sKill training were regularly touted to the

community in school district announcements and pubiications.

Summary resuits of the test results and reports on the

285




-

Page 277

assurance courses were mentioned regularly i1n the school
district newsletter.
G. Summary and Conclusions.

In Bethesda an extensive minimum competencies program
has been developed and implemented. The program is directed
toward one particular segment of the student body -- those
having difficulties in acquiring basic academic and life
skills. Except for taking particular tests, the majority of
the students are not directly affected by the program.

Their general curricular and classroom experiences were not
substantially alterec by the program. Remediation course
work geared toward the test. was handled in assurance
classes tz:%en only by students diagnosed as weak in specific
skill 2reas. Courses, programs, and learning experiences

fo .ssing on other student needs and interests were not
diminished or threatened by the expenditures on the
competencies program.

District administratorc were successful in gaining the
support of the teaching staff for the program. MWe discussed
above the positive support of teachers for the program.
Teacher support for a program such as this cannot be taken
for granted. The writen worK on minimum competency test
p. grams suggests that teachers oftcn are quite unhappy
about minimum competency programs. TYeacher hositility to
existing testing programs was evident in some of the other
districts used in this study. Several factors help explain

the positive responses to the program among Bethesda
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teachers.

First, the teachers were brought into the initial
stages of program.discussion and formulaion. They were
part of the Task Force that recommended the program and the
Competencies Comr.ission that developed it. Teachers took
the lead in developing the assurance courses. They were
paid for participation in the summer workshops in which
these courses were developed. They were given strong
incentives to participate in course development and
teaching. This helped to make it "their program", rather
than one thrust upon them by someone else.

Second, in operation the program did not intrude very
much on their ongoing teaching and related activities. The
assurance classes were added to the curriculum to meet the
particular needs of a specific group of students. There had
been no effort to redesign the curriculum to correspond to
the tests. Teachers were not pressured to “teach to the
test.” Nor did teachers feel they were judged by test
results. In short, most of the negative outcomes of
competency testing programs feared by teachers were not
evident in Bethesda.

Teachers saw the impact of the program on the students
rather than on the curriculum or their teaching practices.
In their responses to an open ended question the teachers
were asked about the aeneral impact of the test. 117 of the
20 Bethesda teachers interviewed gQave respcnses that noted
the impact on students. AImost all of these responses were

positive. They noted its role in motivating lower
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performing students, in providing assistance for students
having difficulties, in making sure ali students performed
up to a basic minrmum standard.

Third, the good financial condition of the district
made it possible to spend a great deal of money on the
competencies program without decreasing expendi tures for
other programs. No one had to suffer because of the
decision to spend funds on this program. The general
curriculum and programs directed toward other groups of
students were not sacrificed to pay for the minimum
competencies assurance program.

The Key to understanding the Bethesda program a~d its
acceptance by the teaching and administrative staff lieg in
the fact that the program was able to provide extensive and
expensive assistance for one group of students without
affecting other aspacts of the school curricuium and
programs. On the one hand, teachers did not teel pressured
to change. On the other hand, most of the teachers were
able to see that the program was helping one seyment of the
student body who were in need of assistance.. S*tated in
simple terms, for most teachers the costs of the »nrogram was
not high and they could appreciate student benefits.

To note the generally positive teacher assessments of
the competencies program does not mean that teachers were
entirely enthusiasti:z about the emphasis on basic s%ills at
the high school level. As we noted above, many Beth sda
teachers were initially apprehensive about the program.

They were reluctant to accept the propotition that ‘he
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teaching of basic skills was the responsility of the high
schools. They were concerned about the possibility of
shifting high school focus toward basic skills and away from
higher levels of learning and thinking. Though these
results had not been manifesteu, *here remained important
undercurrent concerns about the test focus. Some teachers
expressed feeling that the testing and the assurance courses
were not part cf the he