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“I have a test tomorrow!”

How many umes have you heard that from your child? What is your usual
response? Do you aumply say, “That's mice, good luck.” or do you cancel
everythung for the evening and get out the books?

Either response mught be the right one depending on the type of
test.

That word "test” covers everything from a pop quiz contaimng five
spelling words to a half-day marathon in the gym with pencils and tight
security. Generally. today's students are being tested moze than ever
before. For example:

= A test may be used to help determune a cluld's placement 1n reading.

# Teachers test their sludents regularly to fiind out how well each one is
learmng in class.

» School castricts give tests lo get an 1dea about how well all students are
doing 1n math.

= Some state tesis rught be used to compare school districts.

= A test mught be required for a studenl to be promoted to the next
grade level or to determune whether a high school student receives
a diploma.

« A student's adnussion to college may hinge, at least 1n part. on a test.

For these reasons and more, we nged to understand various types of
tests and how their results can be—and should not be—used.

MACT JACUIC Saranis .aithv:
If you're a parent. learming about tests will help you help your child per-
form betier on all types of assessments.
This booklet can help each of us understand:

= The many types of tests students may take.

« What each of these tests 15 designed to find out.

« The beneiits and hmitations of each type of test.

<« The way teslt resulls are used by the teacher. lhe school, and the
school distnict.

= How to help improve your chuldren’s performance on tests,

A glossary 18 included on page 258. You may want to read over 1t to
familiarize yourself with the testing terms used hroughout this booldet,

5]
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Whar Testing is All Abour

Looking back, many people remember the weekly anthmetic quizzes in
elementary school and the final exams each semester in high school.
And then there were the specal tests—the ones in the gym or cafete-
na—where students battled the clock as they fiilled 1n blanks on an
answer sheet.

Those tests are still around. along with many new ones. Infact,
schools use many different methods to evaluate 2 child's work. Asa
result. most educators prefer the word assessment to define the process
of evaluating student progress. Tests in the old-fashioned sense are only
part of this process, but they still are very important.

Although some tests are mandated by state boards of education. few
school systems in the nation have identical assessment programs. The
best way to find out what tests your children will be taking is to ask their
teachers or counselors.

As you begin to learn about tests. you'll probably be confronted
with many unfamiliar words and acronyms—terms like standardized,
norm- and cnterion-referenced, percentile, aptitude, performance-
based. 1Q, SAT, and ITBS. They may be puzzling at first, but with the help
of the school staff—and this booklet—you can better understand their
uses and how these assessments are 1mportant mulestones 1n your child’s
education.

Why test?

Assessments take place for three basic reasons:

Instruction. Assessments may be used to determine how well a child is
understanding classroom lessons and developing skills. Information
gathered from these tests is used by the teacher to improve student
learmung in the classroom. Or, admumstrators and curriculum directors
may use assessmenis to make informed decisions on what is taught.

Screening. Various tests give teachers and educators an idea if studenis
are ready to start school, ready for more advanced work, or, on the other
hand. if they need particular kinds of remedial help.

Accountability. The public wants to know how 1s investment in educa-
tion is paying off, especially during nmes of economic hardship.
Educators, school boards, districts, states, and various other groups are
frequently required to “prove” how well students are doing. Rankings
on state or national tests often are used lo 1llusirate school performance.

b
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Classroom Tests
These assessments are created by the teacher and are based directly on
what has been taught 1n the classroom. They canrang# from five-minute
pop quzzes {0 muluday, year-end tests. They can be muluplg-choice or
fill-in-the-blank tests. book reports. oral presentations. @ssays. or actual
demonstranons of certain skills (such as a science experiment). And
classroom assessmenis don't even have to be tesis, Classroom observa-
uons are an important part of a teacher’s assessment procass.
Classroom assessmentis have these purposes:

+ To revnew how well students have learned speafic lessons.

= To determune each student’s strengths and weaknassas so that
insirucnon can be directed to areas that need further attention.

« To determune each siudent'= report card grade.

What 1s 1mportant t0 understand is that a classroom test olten 1s
urugue to a particular teacher and class. The results are nol meant to be
compared with siudenis’ work in other classes.

Stanaaraizea Tesrs

On the other hand. standardized tests are given to large numbers of stu-
dents 1n different classrooms and schools. The tests are given under
sumiar conditions to students at the same grade level and at approx-
mately the same time during the school year.

The assumphon behind standardized tesung 1s thal if everybody
gets the same test and the same instruchions and has the same amount of
tume to firush, comparisons of test results will be meamngful and, thus,
can be used to make many educational and adminustrauve decisions.

Depending on the purpose of the test and how 1t is scored, a stan-
dardized test can show:

« Whether a student 1s ready for a certain level of instruction.

= Whether a student has mastered learmung objectves set by the

school system or the state.

How one student stands in relanon to his or her classmates.

How one class is doing 1n various subjects compared with other

classes in the school.

= How one school compares with other schools throughout the disirict,
state, or country, in speciiic subjects.

« How studenis 1n various states or regtons compare to each other.

'
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Thought-Provoking Questions

Remember taking standardized tests of multiple-
choice and fill-in-the blank questions that tested
your knowledge of mathemarics or historical
events?

1.3.45+8.5+10.7=
a.21.57 b.22.82 c.22.65 d.21.12

2. Magellan was the first person to:
a. go around the world b. discover
the Atlantic Ocean c¢. land on
Amencan soil d. look for the
Fountain of Youth.

3. George Washington was born in
the year .

Then there were analogies to test your ability to
form relationships among different groups:

4. Governor is to State as President is to:

a. the Cabinet b. the Senate
c. the United States d. the Electoral College

However, today's standaxdized test questions
have become more complex ir. an effort to test
students’ thinkang skills, and not just their mem-
ones. These math examples require studenis to
problem solve and reason how to armve at the
correct answer:

5. Each of the following two-digit
numbers has one digit covered. Which
of these five numbers is the only possible
multiple of 127

a,_9b._S8Bec _3 d3_ eb__

6. Two married couples, the Mercados
and the Smiths, are seated in the first four
seats of a theater row. If Mr. Mercado sits
in the aisle seat, how many arrangements
of the other three people are possible so
that no person is sithng Text to his or her
spouse?

a.2 k.3 e4 d.5

7. A company will use vans {o carry
employees to 8 cCOmpany picmic. Each
van can carry 8 people. How many vans
are needed lo carry 36 employees to the
picruc?
a.3 b.4 4.6

e 5 e, 8

Standardized tests take
many forms

Here are some brief
descriptions of the different
kinds of standardized tests a
student might be expected to
take at some point during a
school career.

Achievement tests. By
far, most of the tests givenin
school, like all classroom
assessments, are "“achievement
tests.” They are used to mea-
sure a child’s school-taught
learning.

The most comrmon standard-
ized achievement tests are the:

wJowa Test of Basic Skalls (ITBS)

e Califormua Achievement Test
(CAT)

» Metropolitan Achievemen®
Test (MAT or MET)

w»Comprehensive Test of Basic
Skills (CTBS)

# SRA (Science Research
Associates) Achievement
Series.

These tests are developed
by commercial test publishers
and marketed to school systems
nationwide. They are written
for selected grade levels and
are routinely administered
every year to measure students’
achievement 1n selected sub-
jects, such as reading, math,
social studies. and science.

In addition, many states are
developing their own achieve-
ment tests based more directly
on the local curriculurn.
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Aptitude ftests. In contrast to

aclievement tests. aptitude iests

are quven before mstruction
beqins and are used to deter-
mune a student’s potental to do
certain work. The questions
explore students’ farmhanty
with words and mathemat:cal
concepts and their abulity to
think through problems.

Most aptitude tests are used
to screan students to make
decisions on placement. such
as who should be emrolled 1n
advanced placement or gifted
classes.

The best-known aptitude
tests are those that are sup-
posed to predict how well lugh
school students will do in col-
lege. These are the Scholastic
Aputude Test (SAT)* and the
Amerncan College Test (ACT),
taken by more than 2 million
high schoocl junuors and semors
every year. They are intended
to measure only a student’s
ability to do college-level work.
These tests do not pretend to
assess general sludent achieve-
ment 1in high school, and they
should not be used to evaluate
a high school’s performance or
to compare schools.

Intelligence tests. These tests
have been around for at least
100 years, and at the peak of
their popularity were used to
measure young children's innate
“intelligence,” represented by

* The College Board recently changed
the name (o Scholastic Assessment Tesl.

_The Notin's Report Cord

Perhaps you've seen alarmung newspaper
headlines warnng that America's students
are going downlull in math, reading, or wnt-
ing. These stories probably are refermng to
results from the Nathon's Report Card .or
National Assessment of Educanonal ™~
Progress. NAEP 15 a federally funded pro-
gram of tests intended 10 measure, over
time. what American studeIuts know and can
do in various subject areas, including math.
reading, science, wriang, lustory, civics, and
other areas. These assessmettts have been
qiven 10 a sample of siudents at ages 8, 13,
and 17 since 1969,

Because of the cost of administening
NAEP tests to a larger number of students, as
well as other pracncal Limitations, standard-
1zed NAEP assessments are qavenonlytoa,
small sample of the country’s student popu-
lation. NAEP results form the basis for van-
ous government reporis, but they have
Linuted pract:ical value for parents or locai
educators.

in 1980, however. a NAEP-1ssued report
sparked a controversy for decrying a lack
of improvement by the nation’s schooichild-
ren over the last 20 years. Based on this
1eport, some [ederal officials proposed a
national test and standards so that pohicy-
makers and parents could keep an eye on
the "byg picture.™

A nanonal coalition of teachers, admims-
trators. and parent groups promptily chal-
lenged national standards and testing,
argung that iederal involvement in testing
and especially 1n setiing standards would
endanger the traditional concept of local
control of education.

A federal commssion was [ormed 1n
1990 to begin the difficuit task of considenng
national standards. Meanwtule, NAEP 1es1-
g goes oh as usual.
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 Controversy over SAT Scores

Many criucs have ciied a decline in 3verage
SAT scores since 1965 as further proof that
Amenca’s schools are {athng to provide stu-
dents with the educauocn they need Lo suc
ceed 1n hie. However. this argument
doesn't consider that each yoar increasmg
numbers of students are takang the SAT and
that these students come from diverse back-
grounds. In the past. mostly high-achieving
students from wealthy families took the test
because they weie the students most hkely
going on to college.

During the 1989-90 school year, more
than } million high school students took the
test. Naturally. alarge mnflux of new stu-
denis taking the test will cause a dechne in
average SAY scores. Bui thus decline 15 not
completely negauve. On the plus side.
more studenis than ever before are consid-
enng some form of mgher educauon afler
hgh scheal.

an "IQ,” erinteligence quotent.
The 1Q became a perraanent
entry on each school recerd.,
and 1n some cases, was used to
assign students to "tracks.”

In recent decades. however,
oducators are lass likely to
make widespread use of intell-
gence lests. Many believe a
chuld's IQ 16 allected by ouiside
influences and can change
throughout hife. IQ lests are
m.ost often used today after a
child 18 referred to a psycholo-
gust for a diagnosis of scheol
problems.

Interest and apftitude tests.
Usually given toward the end of
juruor lugh school, interest and
aptitude tests help students and
their parenis decide what type
of courses the student would

like to take or might do well in duning lugh school. These tests also are
used as a prehminary measure of career inierests.

Competency fests. These include a variety of standardized achieve-
ment exarmnations used to verify that a student has reached a specified

level 1n a subject.

Such tests, which also may be called “functional.” “mastery,” or "pro-
ficlency” tests, have been developed in several states In response to

public demands for accountability.

Competency testing programs are designed to make sure students
have met the curriculum objectives set by the state or the school system.
Students who fa1l may be held back or recquired to take remedial courses
untl they pass. In some cases. students must pass these tests before

they graduate.

The standards set by the state or school system for passing these
tests, however, are likely to be at a minimal level, As aresult, some edu-
cators have criticized thus type of testing—which also1s called "mim-
mum competency”—because it emphasizes “passing'’ instead of
wexcellence.” The most recent trend is for siate testing programs lo

measure much higher standards.

1)
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Norm-Rererenced Tesrs

For many decades. a key concept mn testing accountability has been the
norm-referenced test. Norm-referenced tests fall into the broad cate-
gory of standarchzed tests. In this book. however, norm-referenced tests
have been given a separate section because they're so important.
Norm-referenced means that local or district scores are compared
against a nationwide sample of students who already have been qiven
the iest under the same conditions by the pubhshers. This sample is
called a noxrm group.

Students taking norm-referenced tests are not graded on the per-
centage of questions rnght or wrong, but are ranked according to how
well they dud in relation to other students.

Since every school that subscribes to one of these tests is ranked
according to the same norm, local educators can see where the district
stands 1n relation to the rest of the state or nation. In addition, looking at
how test scores change from year to year allows educators to spot trends
that should be addressed. For example. many educators use these tests
to answer 1imporiant questions, such as:

« Are scoreslmproving ln
certain subjects because of

 Proficiency Testing in Ohio

the success of recent To graduate, high school students in Ohio

curriculum efforts? must pass a four-part state proficiency exam
& Are scores declining in mn reafimg. writing. mathema;xcs. and Citi-

certain subjects, ipdicanng ?ZIQ‘SSI};% A science section will be added in

the need for special Starting 1n the runth grade, students have

attention? at least two opportunties a year throughout
« Are specific schools or high school to pass all four sections,

groups of students showing Students do not have to retake any sections

or not showing expected they already have passed.

progress? The test contains a wnung prompt for

students to respond to, as well as muluple-
choice questions in the other three subjects.
The State Board of Education determuned
how many questons students must answer

« Are munority students
umproving in relation 1o
majorty students?

« Are girs closing the gap correctly dand what score they must get on
with boys in math and the writing sample to pass each of the tests.
science?

High-stakes testing. You've
probably read about the results
of norm-referenced testg in
newspaper headlines, School
s administrators and elected offi-
cials alike monitor these scores

Q
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carefully because they may lead to 1mportant adrurnstrative and poliiical
decisions, mncluding school funding. staff ratings, and trainng needs.
Norm-referenced scores also could affect a cormmurty's support for its
schools. Consequently, norm-referenced tests often are referred to as
“high-stakes” tests.

Yet. norm-referenced tests tell ed'icators and parents little about how
-well students are actually mastenng required classroom skills. In fact,
some stuches have shown these national tests cover only 25 to 30 percent
of what might be covered in a child’s class. As a result, when these test
scores are stressed. teachers and adminustrators may feel pressured o
concentrate on topics they know are on the test solely to boost scores
(see Teaching to the test on page 15).

How norm-referenced tests are reported

When the results of norm-referenced tests are sent home to parents
or published 1n a school newsletter or local newspaper, they may seem
to be 1n a foreign language. This 1s because when test scores are used
for comparisons, the familiar A-B-C grades or percentages of right
answers would be meaningless. Instead. what 1s1mportant is how stu-
dents' scores stack up with those of other groups.

. lorm-referenced test results are reported in a variety of ways, all of
which compare each child's score with the average of other students'
scores or with those of a norm group.

The bell curve. Innorm-referenced tests. scoring begins by construct-
ing what 15 called a "normal curve." or because ol 1ts distinct shape, a
“bell curve.”

™~
\\—

nr

The shape of the curva deternines what parcenlaga of tha acoras
falls into each of ils Begmants. The curve 18 always balancad, with BU
percent of the norm group above the nudpoint and B0 purcen below

7 eum
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As the 1llustration shows, only a small number of students {alls at each
extreme. while a large percentage falls in the middle, or "average”
range.

Some critics argue the bell curve encourages mediocrity because its
goalis lo have most students clustered around the “average” range of
Lhe curve.

Grade-equivalent scores. These are reported by two numbers sepa-
rated by a decimal point. The first stands for a grade in school, and the
second {for a tenth of the school year. A grade equivalent score of 3.5
means that a student scored as well on that test as the average student
halfway through the third grade. Thus, if a third-grader achieves a 3.8
on a test given in Novernaber, he or she can be considered about five
months ahead of the average pace of 3.3.

Percentile scores. Contrary to their name. percentile scores have
nothing to do with the percentage of questions the sludent got righit,
Percentiles, with a low of 1 and a high of 89, show how studenls compare
with the norm group. A percentile scote 18 the pricentage of students
your child scored as well as or better than. If a student scores at the 65th
percentile, it means that he or she performed as well as or better on Lthe
test than 68 percent of the norm group.

The 50th percentile is considered average, and the largest percent-
age of students is clustered between the 40th and 60lh percenhles,

Quartiles or quintiles. After the percentiles are delermined, the
scores may be grouped in other ways for reporting purposes, depend- "
ing on the school system's preference, 1
When the percentiles are grouped into four categories, they are

called quartiles. Students who scored in the st through 26th percentile
are in the first quartile, those between the 26th and 50th are in the sec-
ond quartile, and s0 forth., When the percentiles are arranged inlo five
groups (0-20, 21-40, and so on), they are called quintiles.

Stanines. Like percentiles, stanines rank students, but in nine groups.
Stanine scores of 1, 2, and 3 are considered below average; 4, 5, and 6
are in the average range; and 7, 8, and 9 are above average.

Toiterion-lerereances T2ers

A criterion-referenced assessment tests what students actually have

been taught, They are designed to measure how much knowledge a stu- il
dent has gained from instruction. =

13

I E—




G
ERLD Dioemment Rt S

< v
p <
% 467

For example. the classroom test a teacher develops on what students
should have learned 1s a criterion-referenced test. Rather than ranking
students with a norm group. the classroom test measures how many of
the objectives each student has mastered. Thus, a grade of 75 on a
classroom test means that a child has mastered three-quarters ofthe
learning ohjectives.

But the classroom test is one-of-a-kind. To measure overall school ox
dustrict performance on learning objectives, a standardized criterion-
elerenced test 18 needed—one that 1s given in the same form under the
same conditions to large numbers of students. These tests can show a
teacher and a parent how well an individual student can do long division
ai the same time they show the principal and superintendent how stu-
denls are meeting the district’s specific curriculum objectives in math.

Local control. Realizing the limitations of national tests in measuring
actual learning, rny school districts and state departments of educa-
tion are developing their own standardized, criterion-re ferenced testing
programs. These tests are “standardized’ because they are adminis-
tered lo many students at the same time and under similar conditions.
They ate criterion-relerenced because they are based on local learning
objcctives.

Today, more and more schools are replacing norm-referenced tests
with criternion-referenced tests because they provide better informaton
about what a student actually has learned.

Unlike traditional paper-and-pencil, multiple-choice tests, a growing
number of criterion-referenced tests are “performance based"—mean-
ing that the student must demonstrate what he or she has learned, not
just fill in a bubble on an answer sheet.

Standardized criterion-referenced test scores usually are repoerted in
percentages, Which, in this case, do represent the number of questions
the student answered correctly. Unlike norm-referenced tests that aim to
have most students score in a middle-of-the-road, “average'' range, the
goal of criterion-referenced tests is to have as many students as possible
score at the upper end of the scale. because it means they are learning
the material being covered.
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‘Testimg amwd Yewr Child
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'\""hen your child comes home with a score of 90 on a weekly, 10-

f / question math quiz, you know what that means: He or she got 9 out
of 10 questions night. If you look further, you may see that the missed
question dealt with multiplying fractions. The teacher will see that too,
and will likely give your child a little extra work or coaching on fractions
next week.

However. interpreting a norm-referenced test is not that simple.

Let's say lhe school sends home results of the latest lowa Test of
Basic Skills, reported in percentiles. Your third-grade student gets a 68
on the verbal test and an B2 on math.

First, you should be pleased that your child scored above average in
both areas. You will, no doubt, be concerned about the disparity in
scores between subjects. You mught want to schedule a conference with
the language arts or reading teacher to discuss what verbal areas your
child mught be struggling with and why. Perhaps your child also would
benefit from additional practice in certain verbal skills,

Look at the big picture. As a parent. you should not underestimate
the importance of standardizad tests, but also undexstand that these
scores represent only a small part of your child’s actual school perfor-
mance., Overall, the best you can say about the results of national stan-
dardized tests 1s that they provide a very generalized picture of school
performance.

Misunderstanding test results and jumping to false conclusions is the
biggest risk of standardized testing. That's why it is important to under-
stand the difference, for example, between a norm-referenced test and
a competency test, and 1o recognize when a particular score should be a
cause for concern,

HJow wan . Hewe JAv lania?

Parents should be invelved in their children's education thxoughout the
school year, not just at test time. In this way, the tests will be seen as just
one tool your school uses as part of its instructional program.

The best advice is to maintain close contact with your children’s
teachers, counselors, and principals, Ask for explanations about the
various types of tests they give. Here are some suggestions on ways you
can help ensure that your children do their best on tests:

=« If you know what tests are scheduled and what their purposes are, you
and your children will be prepared even if the school doesn’t send a
special notice home.

« Have a serious talk with your children about each test, Let them know
how interested you are in the tests and how important it is that they do

their best.
m_'°
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 Seven Questions Touhsk
' Your Child’s Teacher .-

# Explain what will be done with the results. As alarming as it sounds,
many students zegard tests, particularly standardized ones, as a
nuisance and, in some cases, deliberately mark wrong answers in
protest.Or, they may randomly mark answers just to get finished.

Depending on the purpose of the test.

this indifference could have a

long-term mpact on the child’s school career.
+ [If materials are available from the school. spend tirne with your
children reviewing the subject matter and test format.

4 4

)8

Try to shelter your children from distractions before the test.

Make sure your children get a good mght's sleep hefore the test and
eat a healthy breakfast that morning.

Get your children to the school or bus with plenty of time to spare.

1f allowed, let your children bring their own maternals (pencils, pens,

calculators, protractors) to the test to help them feel comfortable.

Here are some questions to ask, starbing
early in the school vear:

1. Isthere atesting calendar for the
entire year?

2. Are there thungs [ can do before certain
tests are given to help my cluld do betler?
Are there study tools or classes available lo
help my child prepare?

3. What are the purposes of each test?

4. What are the consequences of each test?
Who gets to see the results? Do they become
part ol my child's permanent record?

5. Canmy child retake any of the testsaf
the results are unsatisfactory?

6. Isthere anything I can or should do as a
rezult of my child's performance on a test?
1s there anything I should not do?

7. How do the results of each test fit with
the bigger picture of my child’s perlor-
mance in school?

The answers lo the sbove questions will

lielp you play a more valtable role in your
children's schooling.

1

k-

< When the results axe
announced, make it a point,
if you have questions,
to ask the teacher or coun-
selor about the school’s
scores, as well as your chil-
dren's. Make sure you and
your children understand
what they mean.

w So that you don’t place undue
emphasis on a single test,
stay involved with the school
throughout the year. That
will give you a clearer picture
of your children’s total school
progress and areas that need
improvement.

= Always encourage your
children to do their best,
constantly emphasizing how
important education is to
vyou. But at the same time,
den't apply toc much
pressure by setting unrealis-
tic goals. Creating test
anxiety can easily backiire.

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



g

ERLD Dioemment Rt S

&
sl "

y
443 18

Are All Tests Reliable and Valid?

In the language of assessment, a test is considered reliable if it yields
consistent and similar scores for students of like abilities or knowledge.
But many factors other than a child's knowledge or ability can have a
marked impact on the final score. For example, a child might have been
hungry, cold, upset, sick, or distracted during a test. Or, he or she might
have been absent the day information on the test was taught.

While test publishers try hard to produce reliable tests, it is obvious
that the score only represents a student’s performance on a specific sam-
ple of questions at a specific point in tume.

But even if a test turns out to be highly reliable, the results must still
be interpreted with caution, because there is also the question of its
validity, which is really more important.

An assessment is considered valid when it really tests what it is sup-
posed to test.

Keeping the Playing Fieid Levei

By definition, a standardized test is given to similar groups of students
under simlar conditions. But what about situations that give certain
students an unfair advantage—or disadvantage?

Teaching to the test

Ideally, the driving force behind instruction should be the curricu-
lum, but when test scores become all-important, instruction may
become focused on what the test writers—not what the schools or local
community—think children should know.

If raising scores becomes the sole reason for testing, some teachers
or schools are tempted {o resort to the (uestionable practice of teaching
to the test, in which the teacher can:

* Spend excessive time on topics they know will be tested instead of on
the required curriculum,

« Emphasize drill and practice rather than essays to prepare students
for the multiple-choice format.

« Have students memorize factual tidbits instead of challenging them to
develop their thinking skills.

But does increasing the scores in this manner improve student
achievement? Not necessarily.

B

i

(1




G
ERLD Dioemment Rt S

7 o
& (Y
9 4457

* The Question of Bias -

No issue is more sensitive in the testing arenz today than that of
bias. Especially in areas where minority students score lower than
their majority counterparts, critics charge that test questions dis-
criminate against sorme children because of race, gender, handi-
capping conditions, geographic location, sociceconomic status, or
national origin.

Bias in standardized tests is a difficult problem to pinpoint.
Standardized tests are written by educated individuals who live ina
particular part of the country. Possibly, their backgrounds will be
unintentionally reflected in the language and context of the ques-
tions.

The stylized English common to the traditional tests could pre-
sent quite a barrier to children whose English is “nonstandard,”
such as refugees from Asia and Latin America, as well as many U.s.-
born African Americans.

Other obslacles can surface as well, like references to situations
children canmnot relate to. A child raised on a family farm may have
problems grasping concepts about subways or skyscrapers, as
would an inner-city child questioned about farm animals.

Because some words mean different things in different parts of
the country, children from one region could interpret a gquestion in
a way not intended by the writer of a test. Simple misunderstand-
ings between the words "'soda” and “pop,” or "pail" and *bucket,”
could confuse a child. A "hill” in one par: of the country is a
“mountain” in ancther. And so on.

In How Schools Shortchange Girls, a 1992 report on gender bias
in education, the American Association of University Women said
standardized tests are biased against women “when the number of
references to or characters of one sex exceed the numbers repre-
sented by the other sex or if roles are presented stereotypically.”
For example, an analysis of the reading comprehension passages in
the 1984-85 SAT found references to 42 men and only three women.
Thirty-four of the male references cited famous men and their
work. Only one of the female references cited a famous woman,
and her work was criticized.

In responses to charges of bias, many testmakers have put
members of various ethnic and racial groups on review commitiees
10 help root out discriruinatory questions. But the subtle nature of
testing bias makes it a difficult problem to correct. While progress
has been made, testing bias is an area that still bears watching.
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Test-taking skills
On the other hand, it wouldn't make sense to test children by
ushering them into an unfamiliar room, giving them pencils, handing
out papers they've never seen, and expecting them to realize their

potential.

For this reason, publishers
distribute sample test {orms and
answer sheets so that students
can become familiar with the
process. Also, many schools and

commercial outfits offer courses
in test-taking skills, giving stu-
dents tips on how to approach
this important venture. These
cour- -s concentrate on increas-
ing. uents’ comfort level by
exposing them to the lest format, | ;.. .07 ’
the type of answer sheetto be
used, and the way they are sup-
posed to record their answers.

Befcre the test, students also
will find it helpful to know:

& How to eliminate some of the multiple-choice answers to the point
where an educated guess is better than leaving a blank.

=« If a specific test penalizes wrong answers, which gives them an
indication of when it is wise to guess and when it isn't.

= How to conserve time, such as finishing all the questions they know
and then going back to work on those they don't.

19
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. The Future Is Here

he entire field of assessment began to change dramatically in the
& early 1990s. In place of traditional tests, many states and school sys-
tems turned to other ways of measuring student performance. These
were called alternative assessments.

Sarrormance-Based Assessmerits

Instead of picking answers from a ready-made list, performance-based
assessments require students to demonstrate that they know an answer.
The emphasis is on thinking, not just on mechanical computations.

For exaraple, students may be asked to:

explain historical events

generate scientific hypotheses
converse in a foreign language
conduct research on an assigned topic.

480

Even in mathematics, it isn't enough just to get the right answer,
With a performance-based assessment, the student has to explain how
he or she arrived at that answer.

A growing trend, Perfcrmance-based assessments are gaining popu-
larity across the country. Vermont, Kentucky, Arizona, and Maryland
already operate alternative testing programs.

Washingtor, Indiana, and Pennsylvania are gradually phasing in per-
formance-based methods to replace or complement their standardized
testing programs. In the next few yeaxs, cther states are sure to {ollow
their lead. o

Testing Trends Across America

Phasing ih Performance- @i Performance-Based Testing
Based Testing already ih use

m

il
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Herc are some exarmples oi methods educators frequently use for
performance-based assessments:

Open-ended questions

Open-ended questions require students {0 explore a topic 1n detail,
etther orally or in wnung. Rather than just choosing an answer, the stu-
ient mMust ALTIVE At one and Gxplain iow he or she got there. A hugh
schooi mathematics teacher might asi students to solve the following
question. describing each computation along the way to the final
nswer:

A room has 8 tables that measure 3 feei by 6 {eet @ach. The tables
ar@ made so that they have (0 be lastened together in one of three
ways:

a e e - o m mem = e

When all ol the 8 tables are tastened together, how could they
be arranged to give Imaximum seatng? Draw a sketch and
explain why you think this arrangement gives the most seating.

In other subjects. students may be asked to analyze & poem or other
literary work or to present arguments a historic character would make
about a particular 1dea.

Not just for high school students.
Open-ended questions can be used at any
grade level. This third-grade performance 8 METERS ———
assessment 1n math is based on the popu-
lar book, Charlotte’s Web.

Wilbur 1s really a special pig. Mr.
Zuckerman let lum stay in a nice
peninside the barn, He also had a
yard outside the barn that was the
shape of a rectangle. Wilbur’s yard
was 8 meters long and € meters
wide. Make a drawing of the yard.
Label the length of all 4 sides, S . —

-——— 8 METERS
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One day Wilbur needed to walk and think. If he started at
one corner of his yard and walked around all ¢ sides of the yard,
how far did he walk? If he went around the yard 3 times, how far
did he walk®

Write a sentence to explain how you got vour answer.

Think and write. Remember how lustory tests always seemed to
revolve around dates and explorers? To answer these open-ended his-
tory test questions. students have to go beyond rote memorization and
understand the differing 1deas and complexities of each topic:

1. Whatif the United Stat s had decided not to drop the atomic bomb?

2. How mught our lives be different 1f America had lost the
Revolutionary War to Great Britain?

3. Whatif Japan had been the first country to colomze the west coast of
North America?

Projects

In this type of performance-based assessment, several students may
combine forces to solve a problem posed by the teacher, such as a sci1-
ence experiment in a class laboratory. However, English, social studies,
and many other subjects also use projects. In order to complete these
sample projects. students need {o use writing, research, and problem-
solving skills they've learned in other classes:

« Students must complete an oral history based on interviews and
written sources, and present their findings on tape as well as orally in
class. The choice of subject matter is up to them. They create three
workable hypotheses hased on preliminary investigations, and
four questions to test out each hypothesis.

< [nscience, the teacher issues a challenge and the students get
tegether in the laberatory to solve it. They not only must come up with
the answer, but keep a log and explain how they arrived at it.

<« An English teacher assigns each student to write a poem and then join
with other students to review and revise each one.

= Students in a high school business class might simulate a real-life
sltuation, such as coniing up with & new consumer product and
dewvising a marketing plan to sell it. Frequently, students will have lo
go out in the community to do research for these projects.

. 23
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" PortfoliGs in Vermont

Vermont launched the first statewide portiolio assessment program
in 1991-92. The program, piloted at sample sites the preceding
year, required students in grades 4 and 8 to complete portfolios in
writing and mathematics.

Writing portfolios contained examples of student work from the
follownng four categones:

< A poem, play, or personal narration.

« A “personal response” to a cultural or sports event, book, math
problem, or current issue.

Prose pieces from classes other than English and language arts.
& plece that students consider thewr “best.”

X

Student work mcluded in mathematics portfolios also had to
meet problem-solving requirements, such as understanding what
s being asked. selecting the nght procedure for solving the prob-
lern. analyzing and verifying results, and looking beyond the
anzwer at practical applications. In addition, responses were
scored on the student's ability to use math language, charts,
and graphs correctly, as well as on the overall clarity of the
presentation.

“{niform tests'—a combination of multiple-choice and open-
ended questions—given to fourth and eighth graders complement
the portfolio assessmenis.

Discussions are under way about expanding portfolio assess-
ment to other subject areas. In the meantime, teachers, parents,
and other educators continue learning about how to use and grade
student portiolios.

Ry
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Logic counts. In all these instances. the ""solution" is only a part of the
“answer.* The students also must describe their assumptions, the
processes they iallowed, and the reasons for their conclusions. In {act,
even if the answer is not the expected one, they may still get some credit
by showing their understanding of the concepts involved.

tarstclics

These are selected collections of student papers. drawings, essays, and
other work that are collected by the teacher and reviewed periodically to
determune progress. Portfolios often include a piece that the students con-
sider their "best work™ at the time, as well as some works in progress and
other completed work that illustrate how the student has improved over
ume.

As opposed to traditional teachers' “folders™ of student work, portfo-
lios must meet assembly requirernents and uniform evaluation proce-
dures to be considered valid elements of an assessment program.

A ~ong .loua Ahean

Obviously, the task of grading alternative assessments is far more com-
plex~and expensive—than checking off correct answers or runmng an
answer sheet through an optical scannex. An elaborate set of criteria must
be developed by which to judge students’ work. Teachers and other staff
members need traiung in how to rate these performances objectively.

Many educators feel that teaching has gotten way ahead of testing,
but performance-based assessments are working in many parts of the
country to close this gap.

As new methods of testing and assessment continue to evolve, edu-
cators are finding ways to combine the strengths of each type of testin
their annual testing programs. True standardization is difficult to
achieve in performance assessments, so a limited use of norm-refer-
enced standardized teshng is often added to the mix. In addition, the
publishers of standardized tests have begun to include some open-
ended questions in their tests. Even the venerable SAT is adding some
open-ended questions to 1ts traditional multiple-choice format.

~
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' Canclusiom:

P arents may casily {eel overwhelmed by the many types of assess-
menis school systems give and by what these tests actually mean for
their children.

Making sense of testing and assessment requires a commitment from
parents and schools to work togethex. Schools need to stay abreast of
the latest research and assessment developments and, in turn, inform
parents in an understanciable way. Parents need to ask questions and
accept their responsibility for making sure their children take tesis seri-
ously. Both groups can learn from each other to help improve education
for the most important group n society. our children.

Resources

The [ollowing orgamzations off~r helpful publications on testing issues:

National PTA

700 North Rush Street
Chicago, IL 6061 1
{312) 787-0977

Educational Testing Service
Information Services
Princeton, NJ 08541-0001
(609} 921-9000

FairTest

342 Broadway
Cambridge, MA 02138
(617) 864-4810
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Accountability. The demand by public officials and taxpayers that
school officials show how their investment in education is paying off.
This concern has led to an increase in "accountability testing,” which
samples what a large number of students have learned and cormpares
these findings with other schools and school systems. Accountability
testing is in contrast to “instrilctional testing,” where the main purpose is
improving student learning in the classroom.

Achievement test. A test designed to measure school-taught learning.
It usually covers basic skills, such as reading, language arts, and mathe-
matics, but may cover other subjects as well.

Alternative assessment. Any kind of assessment technique other than
traditional testing methods, such as multiple-choice tests,

Aptitude test. Atesi designed to measure or predict a student's poten-
tial before instruction begins.

Assessment. Anumbrella term for the proces. of evaluating students.
In one sense, assessment is synonymous with “testing,” but since today™
assessments use lechniques other than traditional “tests,” including
classroom observation, many educators prefer the larger term.

Authentic assessment. A general term for a method of alternative
assessment thal tests students’ ability to solve problems or perform
tasks in simulaled *'real-life" situations.

Bell curve. Also called a “'normal
curve,” it is a symmetrical paltern
for plotiing the scores of a norm
group so that eéxactly half of the
scores fall above the mudpoint and
half below. All other scores are
plotted within tha curve to deter-
mine standardized test rankings.

Classroom test. Any 18t prepared by a teacher for use in the class-
room. Since 1t1s not standardized, the scores bear little or no relation to
¢rades obtained by students on tests given in other classrooms.

Competency tent. A tsslintended to make sure a student has met cer-

tain minimum stancards of gkills and knowledge. These tests are often
used to determune whether a student should be promoted or graduated,

_ -1
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Criterion-referenced test. A test with questions based on what the
student was taught. It 13 designed to measure how much specific knowl-
edge the student learned [rom that instruction.

Curriculum. The body of knowledge, skills, and attitudes to be trans-
mutied to students. It includes such elements as what and how children

are taught and what they are supposed to know and be able to do at the

end of each curriculum urut.

Curriculum alignment. Making sure the curriculum and the tests
match. ensuring that teachers cover material ont the test, and that the
content of the curriculum s testec.

Essay test. A test that requiras students to answer (uestions n Wriing,
emphasizing their recall. understanding, and reasoning rather than ask-
ing them to choose a correct answer.

Grade equivalent. One method of reporting a standardized test result.
It rtepresents the gracie level at which a siudent perlorms. A score of 3.5
means that the student 1s doing as well as the "average”’ student halfway
through the fifth grade.

Higher-order thinking skills, The abily o students to think creatively
and solve proplems.

High-stakes testing. Any testing program whose results have unusu-
ally important consequences {or 8ludenis, schools, school stafl, or
school systoms. A tesing program mnitiated under community L essure
for accountability purposes could ba considered high-stakes testing.

1.Q. {Intelligence Quotient) tests. Thase standardized norm-reler-
anced togtls were developed mora than a cenlury ago (o measure a per-
son’s native mtelligence, Boacause many cducators question their
ruliability, thay are nal usec a8 ofien today.

Multiple-zhoive tast, A lest consisting of questions o incomplete
stntemants. Studenis must selact the correct answer [rom ihe choices
provicled, somutimes by tilling in a “bubble” on an answer sheet with
a pencil.

Norm. The clistribuiion of test scores obtaned frora the norm group
(eee below). Tha norm, by definition, 1s the midpoint ol the perior-
matco of studenis in the norm group: 80 percent of them score above
the horm and BO parcent below.

o e
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Norm group. A random group of students that originally take a test
under the authority of the test developer. Their performance establishes
the baseline against which all other scores are compared.

Norm-referenced test. A test that relates the scores of each student to
those of students in a control, or norm, group (see above). This test
shows how each student and group of students rank compared with an
average. The intention is that when schools and school districts give the
same tests under the same conditions and are ranked according to the
same norm, their scores will be comparable.

Objective. A goal for students to reach at the conclusion of a certain
level of instruction. Objectives are determined by curriculum specialists
in advance. An assessment program usiig criterion-referenced tests
measures how well students have achieved each objective.

Percentile. Thisis another way of reporting test results. Percentiles
range from 1 to 99, with 50 indicating the average. Rankings are deter-
mined by comparing each student’s performance con the test with that of
the norm group. lf a student performed as well as or better on the test
than 63 percent of the norin group, he or she is said to have scored at the
65th percentiie.

Performance assessment. Ths lype of aliernahive assessment, also
called performance-based, requires studenis io perform a task to
demonstrate knowledge or skills rather then Just answer questions.
Students may have to conduct a science experiment or explain in writing
how they sclved a math or sclence
problem.

Porxtfolio. A file of student work used
as an assessment technique.

Specified contents of the portfolio are
reviewed to determune the level of
student performance and progress.

Project. Atype of performance assessment. [i uses acomplex assign-
ment that demands more than one type of activily from the student and a
variety of means of reporting its conclusion.

Quartile. After percentiles are determined, the distribution may be
broken down for reporting purposes into four egual groups: the 1-25th
percentile, 26-80th, 51-75th, and 76-100th. Thus, a student who scored at
the 48th percentile is said lo be in the second ?uarnle

"m
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Quintile. Similarly, percentiles sometimes are broken down into five
groups: 1-20th, 21-40th, 41-60th, 61-80th, and 81-100th. Thus, the stu-
dent in the 45th percentile is in the third quintile.

Reliability. A measure of consistency for tests. A reliable test will yield
similar scores when the students’ abilities or knowledge are sirnilar,

Sampling. A way to get information about a large group by examining
only a small but random number of the group (called the sample). When
conducted properly, the results are considered highly reliable. Thisis
how major public optnion polls are conducted, as are the federally
funded tests called the National Assessment of Educational Progress.

Standard. Animportant assessment concept. It is the level of perfor-
mance established by curriculum or test developers against which stu-
dent performance is measured. The scores that determine the levels at
which students "“pass" or “fail," or are labeled “satisfactory" or "excel-
lent" are arbitrarily established according to the judgment of the school
system or state education department.

Stanine. Like percentile ranks, stanines show a student’s standing rela-
tive to a norm group. Stanines range fromalowofitoa high of 8, with &
designating average performance,

Standardized test. An assessmentinstrument given to a large number
of persons under similar conditions and designed to produce compara-
ble scores. The term 1s most often applied to national norm-referencad
tests developed by test publishers.

Teaching to the test. A questionable practice whereby teachers or
schools concentrate instruction on topics they know will be on a test,
drilling the students on types of information usually covered, selely to
increase average test scores. This practice actually can raise student
scores without improving student learning.

Test-taking skills. Techniques that can help students raise their
scores. Many schools have introduced courses in test-taking skills, with-
out revealing a test's content, to help students become more comfortable
with the tesl lormal.

Validity. The measure of accuracy for tests. A test is considered valid

when il measures what it 18 supposed to measure rather than extraneous
’ variablesg.
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