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Summm ry

In the Netherlands the system of secondary dducation is highly
differentiated. Possibly as a first step towerds a cemprehens {ve
system two different types of secandary educaticn were brought
together in 1963. However, becauss of the width of the abilfty remge,
examinations at two ¢iffarent Tevels are offercd st the ond of the
curriculum. The two levels were meant to be equivalemt to these in
the tro types of secondary education of the forwer system, Data froo
samples of 300 to 1000 examinees oa English and German foreign
language 1istening comprehension tests were collected before and
after the introduction of the - w systea. In ;a'matin

based on Item Response Theory, using the Rasch 1, tests of
different levels ané from different years are {nterlinked by weans of
common {tems and common representative samples. The change in the
educational system §s found to have had a negative effect at both
Tevels of achievement. These findings are corroborated by results on
tests of other forefgn language skills (reading comprevension) and
other subjects (Chemistry).

Introduction

Secondary educetion in the Metherland: is a hirly
differentiated system. Four different schooltypes aiw at four
di fferent proficiency levels.

LB0 provides lower vocstional training and is attended by sbout
22% of the age cohort. LBO has a four year programme. Final
examinatfons are taken as a rule at the age of 16. The forel
language programme takes about 300 hours and leads to a Teve
comparible to the Threshold Level as defined by the Council of Europe
(van Ex, 1975).

NAYO is the lowest level of general education, meant 83 a basis
for further training for clerical jobs and is attended by about n
of the age cohort. MAYOQ has a four year programme. Final examinations
are tiken at the age of 16, The foreign language progrimme takes
about 400 hours.

HAYO 5 an fniermediate level of general educatfon, meant to

prepare Tor further studies lea
{s attended by ebout 22% of the

the age of 17. The foreign langutge programme takes about 500 hours

and the final level is compara

ding to higher non-acadesic jobs and
age cohort, Final examinations are at

ble to that reached by secondary

education in most western countries.
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YH9 {s the highest level of general education meant as a
preparation for academic studies and is takea by about 183 of the age
cohort. YN0 fs a six year prograsme. Final examinations are taken at
the age of 18. The foreign language programme tekes about 600 hoyrs.

Within the MAY0 schools, however, two subtypes have to be
distinguished. bntil 1979 gupils coutd choose efther a three or a
four year programme: MAYO-3 and MAYO-8. Final examinations for MAYD-3
were at a level below the reqular {{.e.: MAYO-4) Jevel. This MAY0-3
level was comparable to the LBO Jevel and was taken by about 5% of
a1l pupils attending MAYO. For several school subjects examination
papers were fdentical for Lbu and HAVO-3. In 1979 {t was decided to
bring all MAYO pupils together in a single school with the same four
year curriculum for all. At the end of the curriculum pupiis have the
cnofce ~ for each subject separately - to take examinations at two
di fferent levels: MAVO-C or MAYO-D. Thesa Jevels are meant to
correspond to the MAVO-3> and MAY0-4 levels 1n the former system and
several examination papers are once 2gain ‘dentical for LBO and
MAY)-C. The rationile behind the change of tre system for MAYO {s to
of fer all students better chances. A MAYVO-3 certificate was not
greatly eppreciated. It was therefore felt to be better for MAYO
students to be able to postpone the definitive choice for a
particular level; to offer all MAYO students the opportunity to
obtain the higher level MAVC certificate. If this aim should prove to
be too high fcr some, then the possibility of taking exams in a
number of subjects at the lower level would give them a9 chance to
obtain a certificate with the prestige o the higher level MAVO for
3t leact the remainder of the subjects.

In 1983 the first cohort of MAY) pupils in the new system
presented themselves for final examinations. The present study was
undertaken to reveal the effect of the changes {n the MAY0 schools
on the achievement level of MAYO pupils: did the pos tponement of
level determination and the lengthening of the curriculum for the
1ower level lead to better results and to higher certification?

“e thod

The method used {s based on [tem Response Theory using the
Rasch Hodel (Rasch, 1960). In the Rssch Model one {tem parameter and
oné person parameter determine the probability that a given person
answers 3 given {tem correctly. The item parameter in the Rasch
Model fs called the difficulty parameter and the person parameter {s
called the ability parameter. However, since for the calibration of
each test an arbitrary origin of meas- ~ement is selected the
numerical values of the parameters of different tests cannot be
compared directly. In order to make them comparable a common origfn
has to be determined for the 41 fferent tests. This procedure, known
as test equating, can be followed if:

- the tests contain a nymber of comnmon {tens;
- the groups taking the tests cantiin common persons;
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- the gross taking the tests are representative samples from the
some population.

If one of these conditions is mat, and {f the tests weasurs the same

ability, and the tests are not to far acart in difficulty and

relisbility (Petersen et al., 1982) the item paramstars of the tests

and the ability parameters of the persons can be ecusted, {.0: the

parsmeters can be put on a single scalc.

In 1982 (2he last year of MAVO examinations in the former
system) random samples of 300 were taken from the 100, MAVD-3 and
MAYO-4 populations. Because the LBO and MAVD-3 levels are supposed to
be {dentical L8O and MAYO-% students take the same foreign lanpua
1istenting comprehension test. The students in each sample *wire asked
to take one third of the test of the other fevel besides taxing the
test at their own level: thus LBO and MAYO-3 students tock a part of
the MAVO-4 test and NAVO-4 students tock @ part of the LBO/MAYD-3
test. In 1983 and 1984 similar procedires were followed with samples
of 300 to 1000 from the LBO, MAYO-C and MAVO-D populations. This
design would perwit equating both the tests and the populations
concerned by means of a comson ftem 1ink. Rundom samples of 1000 L8O
pupils from the years 1982, 1982 and 1984 were taken to form
representative samples of the same populatica, thus permitting to
equate the scales of the subsequent years.

The tests used in this study are the regular Cito tests of
foreign language listening comprehansion. The tests were originatly
developed in a resaarch project at the University of Utrecht (Groot,
1975). Because examinatfons are public, new tests have to be
developed each year. Cito tests of foreign language Hsunin?
comprehension have been constructed at Cito and used in fina
exaninations in schools for over ten years. The odjective of the
tests, as defined by Groot (1975}, is to evalvate foreign language
learners' ability to understand the forefgn hngtur. spoken
spontanecusly by educated native speakers at nonal conversational
speed. Extremely informal elements a; well as lexical and syntactical
elements that are incomprehensible to less educated natiwe speakers
and topics requiring specific knodledge are excluded from the tests,
The language material consists of three or four interviews with
native speskers of various occupations and professions. The ftem
forsat s a multiple choice question with three options. The language
material {s divided in samples of forty to fifty seconds; the correct
answer s a one phrase sumsary of the global contents of the sample.
Each sample fs followed by a phuse of twenty seconds or the tape
which allows the students to read the {tem fn thefr test book und
tick thelr answer on an answer sheet. A second ftem format was
introduced (De Jong, 1983; De Jong, 1984): modified cloze ftems with
two options. In each sample of twenty to thirty seconds on the tape 2
wrd, or group of words {s deleted and replaced by an electronic
signal. Words to be deleted from the orfginal text are chosen for
their semantic relevance in the context. The language material
consists of discussions, conversatfons, news items and other radio
programes. The students are to decide in a pause of seven seconds
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complete vecovery of the orfginal level. The combimation ‘o the two
MAYO levels in Figure 2b shows a similar nerroding of the sprowd in
1bility of the total MAYO populatfon as wes fownd for Gerwen.

An observed shift in meen sbiifty of a pepulation of sbewt
90,000 students cannot be interpreted as a standard errer of the
mean. Furthermore, 1t s Afgh! Wll that such 2 standdrd error
of the mean would cause deviation 1 the same direction for we
different years and for two & fferent 1a + To check on l~"z
arrors reference was made to the results ov a‘a populations concern
on reading comprehensfon tests. Mesults on the reading Cotprehens fon
tests are collected each year from the total populatiens 43,000 190
students and 20,000 HAYD students. Figure 3 pictures the relative
posftion of the Tower level MAYO students and the LDO students frox
1978 to 1924 in gtandard deviations of test scores. The mean (1O
scors i3 set at rero, the horfzontal axis represents time asd the
vertical ais staidard deviations of test scores on the resding
comprehens fon tests. The mean score of the Tower level MAYO gtudents
for Enylish reading comprebension was tradf tionsl Ty wall above the
mean score of LBO students. This sftustion changes In 1963t the Tower
Tevel MAYO students drop to a Tevel that s more than half a standard
deviation below their former level. For German ¢ s{mjiar & can e
observed, in this case enlarging the original distance hetweeh LBO
and Yover level MAYQ.

Another possible influence on the mean @111ty of the MAYD and
LBO students co 1d be a change 1n the groups {nvolved. If quite a
lirge proporticn of the age cohor: has chosen for & ¢ifferent
schooltype since the change of the system, a sShift fm mean abitity of
the eroups s to be expected. Figure 4 pfcturcs the mesber of
examinees tokin? Engiish (ca. 975 of the total population) {n the
different schooltypes from i972 te 1904. Look’ing at the rﬂ“ from
1972 to 1932 a constant grewth, parallel to the postwar fncrease in
population can be observed. The two MAVD groups are an exception in
that the Tower level MAYO group decreasss from 1980 on 90ing with a
more rapid growth of the higher level MAYD. Immediately after the
change of the MAVO systew a drometic change fa the two MAYD
populations can be observed: more them three times as My MY
students opt for the jower Tevel MAY0. There fs no f{adicaticn of a
shift in population betwesn LBO and MAVQ. The larger musber of lower
level MAYO students 1s apparently recrufted from the group that
formerly opted for the higher level NAYD and would therefore be
expected to rafse the level of achievement in the lower level group.
Furthermore, hypothesfzing that 1t will not have been the highest
achfevers in the higher level group that dsserted this level for the
lower, one could equally have expected a rise in meqn ility for the
higher level MAY0. The observed change fn nugbers of the MAVD groups
therefore, cannot account for the downward shift in achfevexent. Cn
the contrary, this change would lead one to expect a shift in the
opposite direction. Bakker (1984) reports that the hypothesis of a
rise 1n mean ability of the higher MAYD group ¢n chemistry, due to
the changed distribution of MAVO students over the two MAVO levels
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after the change of ‘the system, has to be rejected.
- Apart from the effect on the achievement level of MAYD students
the change in the MAYD system has hed {ts effect on their level of
certification. Figure § pfctures this effect. The proportion of MAVD
students taking 2 subject at the higher MAVD level has gone down for

anl s. Figure 58 shows the exact proportions in 1982 and 1983
for English. Fer the foreign languages tﬁ: proportion of ca. .05 of

<~ wthe tetal MV0 population that took the lower MAYD level has gone up

ERIC

t2 a progertien of .15 to .i8. For subjects such as mathemstics and
chaistry, traditiondlly regarded as difficult, the original .05 ey
90 «p to proportiens of .20 to .40.

The edvocates of the change in the MAYD system present the
statistics of Figure 5b as proof of a positive effect. Before the
change of -the qystm 153 to 203 of the total MAVD poputation fin{ghed
thefr Tast year without any certificate at all and had to sit ihe
Tast year sgain to obtain a certificate, which meant the 12ss of an
entire year for thaee students. In the nar system, only sbout 7% or
83 fatl to obtafm & certificate. However, one whole year has been
added to the curriculum for sbout 5% of the students: they heve had
their "less of a year®.

To meke a fair comparison between the cert{fication of NAVD
students before and after the change of the system, the level of
certification also Ms to be taken into account. Figure S5c shows that
the rwonuu of Mave students taking all subjects at the lower
Tevel has remained more or less the same in 1982 2nd 1983. The number
of failwres amongst this group has increased dramatically: fros about
20% 1n 1982 te almost 50% 1n 1983. The proportion of candidates
taking MAVD exams n all subjects at the higher level in 1983 1s only
half of that of the years before. Granted, the students taking all
sebjects at the higher leve! do 30 with success in 1983 a larger
proportion passes the exams, but it {s much smaller group than
before. A smaller proportfon of MAYO students will {n effect enjoy
the greater secial appreciation associateé with the higher level
certificate. The proportion of MAVO students passing at the higher
Tevel MAYD for all subjects has gone down from about .80 in 1982 to
abeut .53, Satween lower level MAYO and higher leval MAVD
intermediate 1avels have been crected; students can nov have afxed
lavel certificates. These mixed certificates can contain one subject
at the Tower leval and five subjects at the highsr level; or five
subjects at the lower level and one subject at the higher level or
ary other cambination with a total of six subjects. How exactly the
mixed level certificates will be ¢ppreciated cannot be foreseen, but
8 certificate with all subjects taken at the higher level will no
doubt receive more sppreciation.

After oaly two years it is too early to pronounce s ffnal
Judgesent on the new MAYO system. However, the downward shift in the
@aén sbi11ty of the total MAYO population for Vistening comprehension
of Serman and English, the relatively Yower scores for the lower
Tevel HAYG on resding comprehension tests of German and English, the
abtence of s rise 1n mean ability in chemistry in spite of 2 more
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select group, the smalier proportion of YAVD students ebtainimg &
certificate with all subjects taxen at the Righer level, al? -
observations reveal a similar tendency: xixing abilfity growys hes a
negative effect on the final ab{11ty attained. Yarfous explanstions
for this negutive effect can be offered. YToachers may tend to sdept
their level of teaching to the mean level of the students ir the
group. Students may be less motivated to @9 their utmest voen they
know failure at the higher level does mot aean tetal faflure: they
can Always try thefr success at a Tower level. Theugh more data on
the results of the new System are needed, 1t {8 11::;510 Q. welcame
the present results end extreme Cadtion Ms t0 Be in Turther
experiments towards a cosprehensive gystem.
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Figure 1 Gorman listening comprehension 19821984
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Figwe 2 Engiish Hetening comprehenslon 1982.1984 .
Mean ability and distribution of sbiity of MAVO candidates

23 At two MAVO levels saperstely
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Mgure 3 mmmsagu 19781984 :
Relative ackievernnt level of LBO and MAVO candidates
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Figurs 5 NAVO examination levels aitained In 1982 and 1583
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