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ABSTRACT

The belief that data from standardized tests are more trustworthy than data
collected by other means is often held by school administrators despite the fact
that reading researchers have found that reading assessment has not kept pace
with advances in research, theory, and practice and that early childhood experts
agree that extensive standardized achievement testingnarrows and misdirects
the curriculum and drains instructional time.

This study, part of a larger longitudinal research project, focused on the
relationship between teachers' rankings of their students literacy achievements,
based on informal assessment and the scores that the students received on a
standardized test. Kindergarten students were followed for three years. At the
end of their kindergarten, first grade, and second grade school years, teachers
evaluated the students' progress according to how well they mastered a set of
criteria which represented a successful reader and writer at the end of each
grade Then the teachers administered a standardized test to the students.

Data from all three years illustrated there were significant positive relationships
between the teachers' evaluations and the test scores. Correlations ranrd from
.57-.90 (p4.01) The fact that the teachers and the test appear to be measuring a
number of similar factors should ease fears that teacher judgments might be
totally at odds with what currently are considered to be the more reliable, the
test scores.

At the same time, knowing what we do about the negative factors associated with
standardized testing in the primary grades and the fact that little use seems to be
made of the test results, the data suggest that teacher judgments, based on
knowledge of their students' development and knowledge of the processes
involved in reading and writing, may be even more valid means of obtaining
assessment information.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of standardized tests has increased dramatically over the past few
decades and the trend toward more testing seems likely to continue. However, as
the emphasis on standardized tests has escalated, so have objections to them. A
number of reading researchers (Edeisky & Harmon, 1988; Garcia & Pearson, 1991;
Hodges, 1989, 1991; Squires, 1987; Tea le, 1988, Valencia & Pearson, 1986) have
pointed out that early reading assessment has not kept pace with advances in
reading research, theory, and practice. At the same time early childhood experts
(Bredekamp, 1986; Fairtest & NYPIRG, 1990; International Reading Association,
1986; Harmon, 1990; Moyer, Rgertson, & Isenberg, 1987; National Association for
the Education of Young Children, 1988) argue that children are being tested too
early. They claim that young children are not good test takers; that the
unfamiliar format leads to stress; that test results are influenced by the children's
ability to sit still and be quiet; and that extensive testing narrows and misdirects
the curriculum and drains instructional time without a clear demonstration that
the investment is beneficial. In addition, groups as diverse as the American
Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE), the American Federation
of Teachers (AFT), the National Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP), and the national PTA have spoken out to urge states to abandon the use
of multiple-choice tests and to replace them with alternative assessment
techniques which seek to measure directly the student's ability to perform in the
subject area. Several years ago when I examined a variety of standardized
readiness and early reading tests, I found that such tests:
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have stayed the same for virtually sixty years. They
reflect behavioral research that assumes that literacy can only
be taught through the direct instruction of isolated skills which
are hierarchically organized and mastered one level at a
time.

are inappropriate for literacy assessment based on a holistic
philosophy because they measure only reading skills and
ignore other components of literacy such as speaking,
listening, and writing, components which we now realize are
highly correlated with success in reading. And even in the area
of reading these tests measure only a narrow range of the
knowledge and skills involved. For instance the readiness and
early reading tests I surveyed focused on phonic skills and
vocabulary recognition, ignoring other important aspects such as
background knowledge, directionality, print awareness, other
word recognition strategies, comprehension strategies,
appreciation of books, and interest in reading and writing.

are divorced from the reality of authentic reading and
writing situations. They depend on multiple choice
questions and the materials read consist of single letters,
words, and sentences, or very brief passages. Furthermore,
pupils background knowledge and interests are ignored; the tests
are timed; and pupils are not allowed to consult with one another.
Obviously, such materials and settings are as far from authentic
reading and writing situations as possible I

Unfortunately, despite their apparent potential, the acceptance of alternative
assessment techniques has been constrained by concerns about their lack of
efficiency and objectivity. Because it is easy to get a false sense of security when
skilled reading is equated with scores on reading tests, many school personnel
believe that data from standardized tests are more trustworthy than data
collected by other means.
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THE PROBLEM

After completing the survey of early reading tests, I began investigating the
primary level (K-2 grade) literacy program and assessment tools of a school
district in a small suburban community. This district tested all of its students
beginning in kindergarten each May with a widely used standardized test
battery. After interviewing the kindergarten teachers I discovered that they
administered standardized reading achievement tests to students very
reluctantly. They resented the time that the administration of the test took from
instruction, the pressures that it put on the curriculum, and the frustration that it
exerted on their students. In addition, because these teachers had made a
transition from a basal readiness program to a more developmental!, based
process oriented literacy program, they felt the need to have a variety of
assessment tools for the everyday instructional decision-making that is a crucial
part of that approach. But they were not sure how to use informal assessment
and, even they, wondered whether the informal tools could provide valid and
reliable data.

The questions most often asked by the administration and the teachers were.,
"How would the teachers' assessment of students based on alternative evaluation
techniques compare to the way in which the standardized test assessed them?
How valid would teacher judgments be? The results of this study begin to provide
information to answer those questions.
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THE STUDY

Teacher Ratings: Year One
In May of 1989, before they administered the standardized achievement test, I
asked seven kindergarten teachers to evaluate their 136 students according to
now well they had mastered a set of criteria which the teachers felt represented
the successful reader and writer at the end of kindergarten. Among the criteria
reported by the teachers were the following:

*attitude toward books and reading/writing
* recognition of the letters of the alphabet
*knowledge of grapheme/phoneme correspondences
*use of invented spelling in writing
*ability to listen to and comprehend stories
*ability to read independently
* general maturity (following directions and keeping to a task)

The teachers assessed their students as being above average readers /writers (3),
average readers/writers (2), and below average readers/writers (1) based on
these criteria. They used a variety of assessment techniques including anecdotal
records, observation checklists, and work samples. See Figures One and Two for
examples of checklists used by the kindergarten teachers.

(Insert Figures One and Two about here)

The standardized test which the teachers later administered to their
kindergartners purported to assess skills in auditory discrimination,
grapheme/phoneme correspondence, decoding, and listening comprehension. The
test scores examined were the Total Reading stanine scores (9-1) which the
students earned.

A comparison of the teacher assessments with the Total Reading stanines
reported on the standardized test showed that there was a significant relationship
between the assessments of the students by the teachers and the Total Reading
stanines obtained by the students on the standardized test. The degree of the
relationship between the teacher ranked groups and the test scores was



7

computed by using the Pearson Product Moment correlation coefficient. Table
one illustrates that the correlations for the classes ranged (row .58-.87 (p< .01)
A correlation of .71 (p< .01) was found over all classes.

(Insert Table One about here)

Itacherlatinga:Itarawk
Near the end of these same students' first grade experience (May 1990), I asked
their six first grade teachers to evaluate them according to how well they had
mastered a set of criteria which the teachers felt represented the successful
reader and writer at the end of first grade. Among the criteria reported by the
teachers were the following:

ability to handle books
* knowledge of how print works
*attitude toward books and reading/writing

knowledge of grapheme/phoneme correspondences
*use of invented spelling in writing
ability to listen to and comprehend stories
*ability to read independently

The teachers assessed their students as being above average readers/writers (3),
average readers/writers (2), and below average readers/writers ( I) based on
these criteria. Over this second year the original population of 136 students was
reduced to 117 because nineteen students who had been in the original
kindergarten cohort were lost. They used a variety of informal assessment
techniques.

3
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The standardized test which the teachers later administered to their first graders
was composed of subtests which assessed grapheme/phoneme correspondence,
decoding, vocabulary, listening comprehension, and reading comprehension skills.
Once more, the test scores examined were the Total Reading stanine scores (9-1)
which the students earned.

A comparison of the teacher assessments of their students and the Total Reading
stanines reported on the standardized test illustrated a significant relationship.
(See Table One.) Correlations for the six classes ranged from .70-.84 (p< .01) A
correlation of .67 (p< .01) was found over all teachers.

leachtriLatingTataLlkm.
Near the end of the third year (1990-91), the students' sixsecond grade teachers
were also asked to assess their students reading/writing ability in the manner
previously done by the kindergarten and first grade teachers. The set of criteria
which the teachers felt represented the successful reader and writer at the end of
second grade were the following:

ability to handle books
knowledge of how print works
attitude toward books and reading/writing
knowledge of grapheme/phoneme correspondences
use of invented spelling in writing
ability to listen to and comprehend stories
ability to comprehend print in a variety of situations
ability to read independently
ability to follow directions

The subtests represented on the standardized test that year were letters and
sounds, vocabulary, and comprehension. Seven more students from the original
kindergarten cohort had left the school; leaving a total of 110 students whose
progress was followed over the three years. They too used a variety of
assessment techniques.
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A comparison of the second grade teacher assessments with the Total Reading
stanines reported on the standardized test again illustrated that there was a
significant relationship between the assessments of the students by the teachers
and the Total Reading stanines obtained by the students on the standardized test.
(See Table One.) The degree of the relationship between the teacher assessed
groups ranged from .63-.90 (p< .01)

PlAteriaginaffenedu: When the teacher assessments and the test scores are
reviewed for individual teachers one interesting pattern becomes apparent
Because teachers were asked to evaluate their students as above average,
average, or below average, they were in a sense encouraged to categorize some
pupils in each class, as below average. The standardized test was not forced to do
so. Therefore in some classes no children received a below average stank* score
(1-3), but did receive a below average assessment by the teacher. Any
replication of this study should word directions to teachers carefully so that they
do not feel forced to place students in a below average category.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

What evidence would prove that teacher judgments can be valid measures of
reading/writing achievement? If we were to develop a new test of
reading/writing achievement, we would have to find a valid criterion measure of
reading/writing to establish the new test's concurrent validity. Because we know
that there are no perfect measures of reading/ writing achievement, we would
probably use other achievement tests that are presumed to be valid. Then if our
new test elicited test scores correlating significantly with the other tests we
would conclude that our new test was a valid measure of achievement Can we
use the correlations found between the teacher assessments and the test scores to
establish concurrent validity?

The question may really be, "Do we want to"? First, can we presume the test used
by the school district in this study to be a valid one? The technical manual of the
test used states that the test is expectod to correlate significantly with other
achievement measures but offers no specific data to support the claim. And how
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do we know that the other tests are valid measures? As has already been stated,
most reading assessment has not kept pace with advances in reading research,
theory, and practice. Even if this particular4cest correlated highly with other
similar tests, would it necessarily be a valid test of reading/ writing as they are
conceived of in this school district?

Perhaps a better question might be,"What kinds of information are used in a
school district when decisions are being made?" First and second grade teachers
who were interviewed about their use of previous end-of-the- year test results
and assessments made by their students' previous teachers, unanimously chose
the previous teachers' assessments over the test results. Even the principal of the
school reported that she rarely used the test results for school-wide instructional
decisions. She, too, preferred the more encompassing information obtained from
the teachers.

Obviously the results of this study are limited because the population consisted of
only one school district. However, having found such consistency of high
correlations over the kindergarten, first, and second grade teachers, I believe that
the teacher and the test measures can be said to be measuring a number of similar
factors. The coefficient of determination for the entire set of classes each year
ranged from .45-.50 leading me to believe that the teachers and the test were
tapping about fifty percent of the same factors. These relatively high correlations
of teacher judgment with standardized tests should ease fears that teacher
judgments would be totally at odds with the standardized test results. At the same
time, knowing what we do about the negative factors associated with standardized
tests and testing in the primary grades and the fact that little use seems to be
made of the test results, the data suggest that teacher judgments, based on
knowledge of their students' development and knowledge of the processes
involved in reading and writing, may be even more valid means of obtaining
information for instructional decisions. I urge others to replicate this study. If
pupil assessments by teachers in other school districts also correlate highly with
test scores, then the notion of subjectivity in the alternative forms may not be a
negative factor as some consider it now.

1
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FIGURE ONE
Informal Assessment: Emergent and Early Reading Strategies

NAME.
+ knows
* learning

Identifies front of book__
Knows where to start reading.
Aware of page turning direction
Aware of top-bottom reading
Aware of left-right
Aware of return sweep

Knows punctuation
period
question
exclamation mar
other

DATES:

Can identify a letter
Can identify a word
Knows print contains message
Finger pointing
no attempt
slides across
word by word

Knows Book Terms
Cover
title
title page
author
illustrator
Page 's
other

Notes:

1 11-;



Informal Assessment -Reading Cont'd

15

+ knows
* learning

DATES:

story Retelling/Reading
own version__
retells all important points

retells parts
retells almost none

partially mem
memorized__
partially reading print
reads all print

Knows g/p correspondence (circle)
bcdfghjk
lmnpqrst

vwxyz
aeiou

Sight words:

1 7
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FIGURE TWO
Informal Assessment: Writing Strategies

NAME
t a kr103.4143
It learning DATES:

Drawing
simple
detailed
dictates story

Scribble writing
uncontrolled
=trolled._
lest /riglit
top/bottom
random letters_

Copies words

Invented spelling
initial consonan.:
initial & final
vowels-inoorret
VOW0.18-0110C
some standard
most standard

SPacing
strings of letters
space between letters,
strings of words
space between words

Composition
labels/words
phrases /sentences
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Informal Assessment: Writing Strategies contd.

NAME:
+knows
*learning DATES:

Story line
new theme each page
theme continuity
lit. influence/pattern book
fiction
non-fiction

Punctuation
periods rarely

end of sentence
overuse

question mark rarely
end of sentence
overuse

exclamation mark rarely
end of sentence
overuse

dwriting
all caps_
caps and lower case

Work Style
works alone
asks peers for help ,
helps others
shares and discusses id , t -

NOTES:



Informal Assessment: Writing Strategies cont.4.

,,,,,,.
...knows
'learning DATES:

interest
journal writing

writes on own
writes when asked
must be coaxed

center writing
chooses to write

prefers to dictate
writes books

Sharing Time
chooses not to share
describes picture-simple

complex
reads words.____
points to words when reading
uses expression when reading

adds info when ask:
listens to others
asks questions of others__
responds with write/book tal all
confused telling and/or asking

Notes:.

2 u


