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w0 STATE MINIMUM COMPETENCY TESTING PROGRAMS AND
THEIR EFFECTS ON CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTIOX

Although close to sixty percent of the states in this ccuntry have
mandaca@ some form of standardized testing (Marshall, 1987), cebate continues
about the local-level impact of implementing such testing p-ograms. The

effects of assessment initiatives are not clear and have not been well
informed by empirical research (Airasian, 1987; Rosénholcz, 1¢87; Stake,
Bectridge, Metzer, & Switzer, 1987). Little is kacwn about how the curric ;l;:
and instruction are afiected by statewide sta ardized testing; even less is
known about how differences in state programs and school district
characteristics magnify or minizize the effects. This chaptar is an elfort to
address those issues.

The study upon which the chapter is based beiongs in the genre oi
research projects that exanine assessment effects on local ecucational

)

agencies (LEA)~--that is, the study of the intended and unintended consequences
£ar curriculum andé iastruction of implementing assessment prograzs. The study
had three purposes: (1) to gather local educators' reactions to the
initiation of statewide, mandatory winimum competency testing in their
respective states; (2) to compare the instructional effects ¢ izmplementin
these testing programs on local school systems in two states; and (3) to
explain district-to-district variations in effecﬁs within each state.

In this chapter, findings related to the first purpose are presented i
the form of a "Gallup Poll." Educators' reséonses to selected, individual
items from a ques.ionnaire administered in the two states ars reported.

To address the second purpose, individual questionnaire itens were combined

into scales measuring various local system adjustaments to fzcilitate

between-state comparisons. Implementation eflects were not uniform across the




school systems within each of the two states and the third pdr“ose of the
study was to explain these differences. Tﬁe rexainder of this chapter
describes the testing programs ir two states, presents the cenceptual
framework that guided data collection and analysis, details the research

methods used, and summarizes the results.

The Testing Programs in Two Stata

[

1t

The two states represexted "low stakes" (’Der‘qs"1 zniz) and "high stakes

(Marvriland) situations. The level of the scakes associated with a test is the

extent to which tesz periormance is perceived by students, teachers,

zéministrators, aad/or parents tc be "used to make important decisions that
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tests (MCT) in language and math. The purpose ol both tesis originally was t:

~

identify studeats needing additional classrcoz instructicn whe way not have

been identified bv other means. Marvland's "high stakes" strazegy required

students to pass reading, writing, math, and citizeaship minlizun competency

tescs in order to receive a high school diploma. The tests were being phased
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in as graduation requirements; at the time of the survey oxziy ta
math tests "counted."

The two states' MCT programs had several important differences (see Table
1). The first difference concerned the purposes detailed adove. Secoﬁd,

.

ifth and eighth grades.

(1Y

Pennsvlvania students tcok their tests in the third,
Maryland tested students beginning in ninth grads, although a practice test
was administered in the eighth grade. Third, the Pennsvlvania state
legislature made a special appropriation to Zund rexediation eiiorts, whereas

Maryland offered no financial assistance for this purpose. Fourth,

4




Pennsylvania's program was a legislative response to the calls for educational

reform in the early 1980's and, after soliciting educatcrs' inmput on
appropriate test objectives, commerical test publishers were invited to bid cn
a contract to develop the state's instrument. Marviand initiated a statewide

curriculum improvement program several years prior to beginning the testing

the instructional qualirey

progranm with the expressad purpose of anticipatin

[f,2]

necessary to perform wall on the tests. Educators from arcund the state were

used bv the SEA to provide imput into the ccntent and form cf the tests.

GRADES TESTED

PARTICIPATION

STATE FOCUS

LOCAL CONSEQUENCES
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Table 1
ndatory, Minizmun Corg
Testing Progran

Reading, Math

3, 5, 8

Mandatory

Use of test results
to identifyv students
in need of additional
instruction

Additional funds
for low scoring
students

oi

-
Tetency,

actice)

8 (Prac
Q. 10-12 Retests

’
Mandatory

identification ¢
failing students
to aid districts
in curriculum
planning

Stucdents must
pass test to
graduate; LEAs
required to prec-
vide appropriate
assistance to
failing students




The programs' stakes changed during the study. In Pennsylvania, the

;_A;hﬁﬁhief State School Officer (CSSO) released district rankings based on the test

.. :gcores prior to the 1987-88 school year and touted the test as an appropriate
=ana indicator of schaool effectiveness. Study interviews conducted suDsequent tc

this event revealed considerable concern on the part of loczl educators that

the tests were being used in ways for which they were not originally intencded,
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even though the rankings were quickly withdrawn due to the furor s
them. Regardless, the importance of the tests increased fcr both educators

and the public. Marylaad had no similar dramatic event; instead its districes

had to reconcile themselves to the inevitable day when all four tests would

\

a‘fect whether students graduated, with the two new tests generating

rn

fieulty students wers

[¢]

onsiderable controversv and calls for revisicn. The di

e
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having passing the two tests augmented the pressure cn educztors even under an

1.

Conceptual Frameworx

program were expected to require adjustments in the loczl instructional
program, organization, and culture. An underiying assumption oI this study
was that the mancatory testing programs had far-reaching razifications for the
technology, structure, and values in place in schcol systens depending upon
what was at stake. (See Figure 1.) This chapter looks at imstructional
adjustments--specifically at the strategies devised by a district to improve
test scoreg and at modifications to curriculum and teaching intended to
improve the match between course and test content. The other two adjustment
categories in Figure 1 are examined only to the exteﬁc that they help

understand variations in the instructional adjustments.

ERIC . “ B
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"Whether or not adjustments actually occured was partially dependant on a:
least two aspects of a system's operating environzent. Summarized in Figure

1, these aspects were: (1) selected features of school district context, and

(2) characteristics of the state testing progranm.

Figure 1

SYSTEM . STSTEM SYSTEM
ENVIRONMENT ADJUSTMENT EFFECTIVENESS
1. District Context 1. Instruccional 1. Studentz Focus
e internal contextual and ® strategies ® test scores
demographic characteristics ¢ curriculuz & ® dropcut ra:ze
¢ district-SEA relationship instructicn ® attandance
® post-schcel plans
2. State Testing Progran 2. Organizaticnal 2. Teacher Fccus
e high or low stakes o informaticn flow ® job satisizectien
o benchmark . o ccomtitment
- 0 engazemen:

3. Cultural
¢ quality of work lils
® qu:lity of student life
with respect teo school district context, vears of resezrch cn educaticnal

change point to an inescapable conclusion: scome prograzs work scme times in
some places, and it is mostly the time and the place that explain the fate ol
a program (Berman, 1981; Corbett, Dawson, & Firestcne, 1%84). Both Elmore
(1980) and Berman (1981) argue that policy implementatica can only be
understood in terms of the context of the '"target's" setting; policy makers'
intentions become d;ffused and redirected as thev pass throuzh the prism of
local politics, organization and culture. Thus, changes in the test scores
over time were assumed‘to be the product of the ccmplex interaction among
svstem demographic and internal contextual characteristics, its relationship

with the extarnal environment--particularly the state eudcation agency (SEA),

and the kinds of adjustments the svstem made to izplement the tests.
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Features of the state testing program also would influence the type and

magnitude of local system adjustrments that were made. The essential

difference in this study was that the program in Maryland made graduation from

high school dependert upon a student's passing writing, citizenship, readin
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and math tests. In Peansylvania,. the test was intended formally to serve as &

tool for fine-tuning classroom instruction to meet certain studeats' needs.

Thus, the study compared Maryland'

.

s high-stakes program having consegquences

mn

or graduation to Pennsvlvania's low-stakes MCT testin
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Madaus (1987), "high-stakes" programs are used fer impof:a:: decisions and
thus have the power to modify local behav1or; "low-stakes'" programs are
generally not anticipazed to be central to decision-zmeking, and test
performance usually does not stimulate significant rewards or sanctions. The
w0 states were sslectad for stud
distinction.

There are several teésons why higher stakes situztions can be expected to
have greater loczl impacts. First, mandatory tests are lixelv to force
adjustments in a system by crezting expectations for what the cutcomes of
schooling should be. According to Mintzberg (1983), stipulating outcomes is
one means used widely in organizations to affect operations. Some standardf-
no matter how narrowly defined--is to be met, regardless of what else stafif
Tembers may want to accomplish.

Second, one of education's fundamental tasks is to meve s:udeﬁts smoothly

. . -

through a series of grades to graduation (Schlechty, 1976). Sta
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sibilities, the number of classrooms needed, and the availability of

rt
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sufficient materials are all predicated in most communities oa the assumpticn
that most first graders will beccme second graders and that most seniors will

graduata on time. A few exceptions cause no problems, but testing programs
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change the assumptions by inserting an unpredictable checkpoint for

determining progress for all students that is basad oﬁ sormething other than
student age, credits obtained, or time spent in school.

Third, establishing a standard all students must meet as a visible
indicator of effectiveness runs counter to the ethos of many educators
(Rosenholtz, 1987). 1In spite of enormous standardiéation, a tone of
individualism permeates American education (Lor:‘e,Al97S). Tezchers are
allowed cohsiderable'autonomy in determining what andé how to teach, and they
evpect to handle their classrooms on their own. Testing programs, therefore,

challenge an ingrained ethos concerning curriculum and instruction decisions.

determine the deadliné for teaching the content, item formats aifecr hew the

i

,Zor—ation will be accessed, and the standards add a quality cf sameness to
what students should achieve.

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) also poiants to an additional
important question: Have the instructional adjustments made the district mers
effective? Narrowly conceived, this question merely suggests an exaaination
of a district's success in helping students meet the standards set by the

By

test. However, it is becoming more and more clear tha

definitions of

t

effectiveness and the extent to which they are shared are context dependent
(Rossman, Corbett, & Firestone, 1938). ffectiveness, thus, mav be defiﬁed
more by how well a svstem prevents dropouts, improves attendance, stimulates
student enthusiasm for learning, or addresses student differences than by
doiag better on a test. A study of this magnitude is not an apprcpriate
vehicle for answering this question. While the study does tap perceﬁtions of
a district's reach fof improvement, its major focus is on explaining system

adjustments, not the ultimate effectiveness of the testing programs.




Study Design

s

The conceptual framework simplifies a very complex situztion.

Introducing and operating a mandatory statewicde testing program involves a
wide range of pectential challenges to a district. Many of these can be

deduced from a conceptual framework such as the one above. Yowever,

.

an inductive approach in which the resezrch can take acwvantage of

I

usin

uQ

unexpected developments can be egually valuable (Miles & Hu =2rman, 198%). Fer
this reason, the study was designed to includs both open—eaded qualitative
fieldwork and_structured questicnn alres.

The studv was conducted in thres phases. rfirst, a pLe,:nz ary round of
qualitative fieldwork was performed wherein researchers visited each of 12
school districts for several davs to interview a wide variezr of staii
sembers. Second, the results Irom the interviews were use@ to design a

cts ia the statess studiec.

Ho

ques-ionnaire to be administerad throughout distr
Third, the survey results were vused to structure a final gcund of feedback and

interviews in the sites originally visited.

Phase One: Fieldwork in 12 sites
Six sites in each of the two states were vigited. Site selection was

made on the basis of district size and type 0f community sevved, primarily

because thesé characteristics were assumed to determine fhe kind of staff
resoﬁrce demands implementing the test would make. Equally izportant was the
willingness of the district to participate because the purpecse of this phase
was to explore issues in depth, not to genera lize to a larger population.

Selection was carried out with the input and assistance of xey SEA staif

memcers in each state.

ERIC 0
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Six experienced field researchers conducted the site visits. One
researcher spent two or three days in each site depending on district size.

The first day was spent in the central office, interviewing the superintende:t

available), the person(s) responsible for handling the testing program,

~~
e
e )

and other district stafi members who dealt with the test. Also, pertinent
docu=zzants were examined where available. School interviews were condgcted-
wifh'administra:ors, guidance counselors, teachers, and students. When all
appropriate schools in a district could not be visited, selsction was mace in

collaboration with district personnel. Sampling a variscy of schools in the

[o¥)

igrrict was the foremost criterion. Over 250 lcczl educators and studeats
participated in the interviews.

Interview Questicns. Field researchers operatad from interview guides

)
with broad categories of questions . Specific phrasing cI questions and the
particular prcbes used were detarmined by the researcher on site. Ia training

sessions conducted prior to the site visit, resezrchers had az opportunity t

O

rh

genarate and discuss potential questions and follow-up prcbes, but fieldworx

of this type demands that the researcher have considerabie flexibility in
determining who to talk to, what to ask, and when to ask it. The goal was to

obtain data on each category from multiple sources but nct nacessarily from

evervy source.

Dzta Management. A multiple-case, multiple~-researcher, npen-ended

gwstenm. A

”

interview study places a heavy burden on the data managezen

(a3

systematic way of determining data gaps, locating overlocked sources, making
data accessible to cther researchers, and being able to retrizve parts of the

“y

data was imperative. To accomplish this, resourzes were allocated more to

1. . . . . ;
For further documentation of interview protocols and data summaries the
reader is referred to Corbett and Wilson (1987).
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developlng data summaries than to making handwritten field notes presentable
or tvping transcripts from tape recordings. When researchers returned from 2

site visit, thev completed a series of data summary charts: (1) a summary of

information sources and the question categories for which each source suppiied

e

nformation; (2) a description of source-identified effeczs coupled with the
researcher's designation of which and how many staff cembers listed each

“4 +

ata on the district's ias ionzl, organizatiornal,

A.

effect; (3) a summary of uc

f'
cr
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znd cultural contexts as well zs its relationship with the sturrounding
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community and the SEi; and (4) a listing of residual iacicents an
0f nots that did not fit cleanly in the structured charts.

These data suzmnary charts were used by the authors to conduct the
cross-site analvsis énd they were the stimulus for detarmining whether
aéditional information needed to be gathered from particular sites.

1

Data Analvsis. The analvsis activities consisted of reviswing the

datz summary charts to identify Izmplementatien themes that cul across the
12 sites. The spe ific goal of the analysis was to develon Z:tams for the
questicnnaire to be used in the second phase of the study.

Seven themes emerged from the researchers' extensive reviaw of the datz

summary charts. These wera:

° Few staff quarreled vehemently with the approprizzeness of a
statewide test. '"We need something like this" was a frequent
relrain,

. t the same time, the tests' information was viswed as generallv

redundant ia most districts, especially the suburban ones.

° "Teaching to the test" was a major cencern and acznowledged as
the most expedient means of trying to improve tzst scores.
Perceptions about the "propriety" of the practice varied.
Probably most heard was: "I don't believe in it, but we have to
do it to get scores up"

10
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° Staff members from districts or schools that did well on the
tests were less unhappy about the program. Essentially they
were pleased that the test scores gava the public confirmation

£ the gocd job they knew they were already doirg.

o Socio-economic status of the community and community attitudes
toward education were generally viewed as being major
determinants of test results.

o Wide dissatisZaction with administration of the progran arné the
valdity of the tests was expressed.

L Numerous issues emerged that were clearly state-ssecific. For
erample, Pennsylvania districts liked the "no strings” money
from the state; Marvland districts devoted consideradle
attention to documentation to protect themsalvas asgainst

s

o
"prebable' lawsuits.

€.

The authors returned to the original field notes to review the

terminoloegv local educazors used in discussingz the tasts. Using the
- o =]

review of responses, indivilual questionnaire items were constructed. The
items fell into five categories: local internal and external cperzting
contexts, the administration of the tasts in the local setting, the strategles

used to maximize student performance, the purposes the tasis were used for in

(22 1Y

1

the lccal setting, and the impact of the tests cn instru ticn, organization,

and culture. A questicanaire with 83 items was produced Zronm this synthesis.

Phase Two: Survey Design

ve assessaent ol

b

The second phase of the studr involved a quantitat
the lccal ramifications of mandatory statewide testing progrezs. rour majcr
activities—-instrumentation, saapiing, data collection and anzlysis-—-were
conducted during this phase.

A first draft of the questicnnaire was designed that could be
self-administered ia 20 to 30 minutes. A pilot test of the dralt instruzent

was conducted in several districts to ensure that the questicnnaire was clear,

11




communicated the intent of the project, and could be completed within time
constraints. Changes to the questionnaire were made on the basis of the
criticism that was offered.

All districts in both states were invited to participate in the study

1
o

(Pennsylvania = 501; Maryland = 2%4). Three different role greoups famil

rn
rm
He
0
m

with the testing progran were targeted for ezch district: central o
zézinistrators, principals, and tezchers. A separate questionnaire was N
cocplated by each role group member., In Maryland, where thare were fewer but:

laxger school districts, three respondents from each role group within the

iscrict were asked to complete the survey. Only one person Zron each role

N.

group wi strict ccmpleta2d the survey in Pennsylzan;c. The

T

Iz

hin the d
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ng staZf members in each system were selected by the superintendsnt
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cr & cdesignee.

Ia Penasvivenia, 277 of the 50
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for each of three rols groups (central office, principal, azd tezcher). 1In
arvland, 23 of the 24 districts returned useable questionnairas with three

respondents for each of three role groups. An analysis of the participating

ry
[
0
[1$)
-
[ad

and non-participacing districts in Pennsylvania showed no signifi

differeaces betweea the two groups in terms of basic demographic

3°

1, location).

characteristics (e.g. size, wealt
The analysis had three foci. The first was to identiZw edﬁcaCOLs'
rasponses concerning the adjustments they had made. Frequency distributions
for questionnaire items were used to display these responses. The second
fccus was to examine cross-state d‘LLerences for instructicral adjustments.
Analyses of variaace wers conducted to compare responses in the two states.
The third was to examine within-State district variations fcr adjustments made

to curricula and instruction. Multiple regression techniques were used to

o assess the contribution of multiple variables to these adjustments.

ERIC 4
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Phase Three: Follow-up Fieldwork

In the fall of 1987, field researchers returned to 1l of the original 12
sites visited in Phase bne, with one Maryland district declining to
participate. The purposes of these visits were to trace subsequent
developments in the operation of the state testing program and to odbtain
assistance in interpreting the results of the surver. Over 80 lccal educators
varticipated in this activity. The interviews concentratad on the findings
contained in the section on within-state district variations. The findings

were presented to participants and they then reacted to grecific numbers,

¥

¢

interpretations, aad implications. These reacticns then were incorporate

1o

into the quantitative rasults section of this chaprter.

Findings Regarding Educators' Reacticas to Statewide

This section gives a flavor of how educators felt abcut thelr respective
statas' program and hints at impertant differences betwesn the UwWo states as

well as important variations within each state. Thne specific iocus for this

chapter is on items related to curriculum and instructicn, and particuler

[a N
cr
[#]

attention is paid to district strategies usecd to inprove the MCT scores an
alterations in course content and instructional activities made to match test
objectives. 1In addition, two items that address whether the curriculum had

narrowed or improved are also discussed.

The cluster of items concerning the local strategie
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of the intensity of a svstem's instructional effort to improve the test

cr

scores.: Items in this cluster assessed how true each of these statements
were:
® Students take a practice test at some point before thev take the

actual [state] test.

£ -
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e Conten: and skills covered in the [state] test are reviewed just priecr

to tegt administration.

[al

e The district has provided assistance (e.g. in staff meetings,
in-service sessions, and other activities) to help staif identify wavs

to improve [state test] scores.
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e Staff develeopment rescurces have been allocated ¢

districrt where [stata test] scores have been lower.

® The entire distcrict is making an all-ou: intentionzl eilors to
k=7

“
1
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X
Q
i

.« .

e To identify instructional objectives/content alrzady teing addrassed
in the curriculuz that were in need of greater exghasis.

e To identify previously unaddéressed instructional cbjeczives/content
that nead to be added to the curriculu;.

e To determine student placement in instructional groups within a class.

® To determire student placement in homogeneously grouped classes or

courses.

vaf
(o]
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e
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tems concerned the magnitude of change:
e Teachers have altered the content of their classes.
® Teachers haveradopted new instructional approaches.

e Staff members have been introduced to impor:tant new instructional

® Basic skills instruction has spread turoughout the curriculum.

EKTC O
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Two single items ev Dlored staff perceptions of the maganitude of the
direction of the changes:
¢ The curriculum has been narrowed.
¢ The curriculum has improved.
Frequency distributions for the respondents in each state are presented
in Table 2. These comparisons ccmbine the respenses from ail three role
rcups that completed the survey--teachers, building princirvals, and central

0ffice administrators. Thne numbers in the tabla represen:t the percent ol

educators responding to each catezoryv.
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The findings with raspect to the six items
district strategies to improve test scores wera ccasistent in showing
cignificant variation between educators' views in Pennsylvania (the low stakes

state) and Maryland (the high stakes state). Educators in Pennsylvania

reported almost no use of practice tests or ccntent review just prior to test

3

istration whereas the opposite was true ian Maryland. The other

agni

-

district-wide strategies (using staff development resources, working with

low-achieving schools, etc.) werz much more likely to occur 1ﬁ Marvland than

Pennsvlvania.

It should - also be noted that there was considerable variaticen in

educators' responses within each state. For exanmple, in Pennsyivania the

questinn regarding district assistance to help stafi identify ways to increase

test scores producad a mix of responses with anywhere from cme-eighth to just
over one-quarter of the respondents answering each of the Iive response
categories.

The pattern of responses is similar for the next eight itams that address

adjustments made in course content and instructicnal practices. The educators

ERIC g 17
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in the high stakes state (Maryland) reported more alteraticns than the
Pennsylvania respondents on the items dealing with chenges to class content,
new instructional apbroaches, expcsure.to new ideas, and the spreading of
basic skills instructicn. Differences between the two states were not
pronounced on the items concerning objectives and student placement. As with
the strategies items, there was wide variation within each state; substantcial
proportions cf respondents selected almost all the respense choices.

Wich respect to the item con curriculum imprcvezent, Fenngylvania

educators indicted only a "minor change' while educaters in Maryland indica:tad

1" "

the change was "moderate". 1In followup interviews concducted curing Phase

Thres of the study, it was clear that "improved" was intevprated in very

specific ways. Some of the wore frequant.adjectives used by educators in
- 1 - ' 3 3 L O Y A A= T

place of "improved" incluced "structurad, cocriinated, wore

ined, sequentiallv ordered, mors systezatic, cemsistent, and

created a consciousness {about what was being taught)." All of these referrs

{).

3

-
.t

i

to a tightening up of curricular content. What was missing was any judgze
about whether the svstem was better ofl.

With respect tc narrowing of the curriculuam, there wers zarked
differences in responée between educators in the two states. 1In Pennsylvanis,
approximately two thirds pf the respondents indicated there was no change with
respect to curriculum narrowing. On the other hand, in Marylaad only one of
seven respondents indiczted no change; two thirds of them reported a moderats
to total change.

The above findings offer a snapshot of local e@ucator's reactions to the

initiation of statewide mandatory minimum competency taests. The item level

findings hint at important differences between the two states. They also

'
<
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suggest a great deal of district-to-district variation within each state.
Each of these two issues is addressed in more detz2il in analyses presented in

the next twe sections.

Findings Regarding a Comparison of Testing Programs in Twe States

Clearly, Maryland's program should have had a greater impact on its lecal
systems than Pennsylvania's progranm, primarily because Marvland's policy
insinuated itself irtc an important organizational event--graduvation--and
because preceding statewide improvement and actuzl test develorment activities
engendered a cummulative anticiparion of the dar the tests wculd be put into
place. On the other hand, Pennsvlvania's progran arose from dizlogue linmited
mestly to state level legi s’ator: and cofficials. Limited local krowledge
abcut the program plus its lack cf implications for school operation seezed to

insure that the test weould have littie impact beyond its statsd purpose as a

.8

mesns to help schools identify students in need of ad

-

diticnal instruction.
The results in Tzble 3 assess the differences between the two states
aspondents. A mezan score for each respondent wes computed by combining the

"

six "strategies" items ianto one scale znd the eight "curriculum and

instruction adjustment scores' into another. The curriculum izprovement and
narrowing items were treated as single items. An anszlysis of variance was

: . , . 2
conducted on the two scales and the two single items.

Prior to combining these items to creats a scale, statistical tests
ware conducted to ensure the appropriateness of such a step. Tfirst,
correlation matrices were examined to check that there was at least a moderata
cerrelation for the combined items and that there were not any excessively
high correlations. Second, an anaiysis of reliability (internal consistency)
was conducted to test that the items cohered together. The results of those
calculations produced a coefficient of .76 for strategies and .82 for
curriculum and instruction adjustments, suggesting high internal consistency,
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Table 3: Aralysis of Variance Comparison of Curriculum
“and Instruction Scores by State

(N=1019)
Mean
Cluster PA - MD E Scale
*
Strategies 3.10 4,65 393.4 1.00 to 5.€0
Curriculum and N
Inszruction Adjustments 1.9¢4 2.75 148.7 0.00 to 4.50
Curriculum Improvezent 1.25 1.54 2.2 0.00 to 4.C0
Curriculum Narrowing . 0.42 1.83 L5184 0.00 zo 4.0CC

® ,
Indicates- significance well beyond the .00L level.

The findings were striking and consistent. For all four variables,

statistically significant differences between the states were found.

curriculum, and felt the curriculum had narrowed more than their Penmsylvaniz

colleagues. I the case of the strategies emploved, the mezz in Peansylvaniea
was at the middle of the five point scale wherezs in Maryland it was only a

halipoint below the high end. This indicated a high level c¢I attention to
improving the scores in Marvland in absolute terzs as well as in comparisorn to
Peansvlvania. With respect to curriculum and instruction adiustzents, the
difference was that between a change of minor magnitude in Paunsylvania and a
change of slightly less than moderate magnitude in Maryland. Finally, in

Maryland there was a much stronger feeling that the state mancdated testing

program had narrowed and yet improved the curriculum.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

)
19 2e




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Essentially, the two states had different intentions in mind when the
testing programs were initiated and the study data indicate that both were
being met. Pennsylvania wanted to increase the visibility of students who may
have been ia need of additional instruction and originally had not expressed
interest ia drastically ravamping school programs. Maryland very comsciously
wanted to affect the curriculum—-first through a planned imgrovenent process
and then via the gracduation tests. These data’reflect the differvences in the

modes:t versus the more ambiticus approaches.

Recent Devalozzments in the Two States: Raising the Staxes

The above comparisons present a snapshot of the differences in educators

reactions to the testing programs. The picture was taken in the late Fall of

-

aad had an effect on staff suifficient to alter the resgonses made on the

questionnaire. In toth states, an increase in the nuzser of adjustments made
in curriculum and instruction and an intensification of the strziegles used to
inprove scores were notable. & detailed account of these changes is available

in Corbett and Wilson (1988).

The key event in Peansylvanis was the publication oI the results from the

rn

spr 1987 test administration. Rather than the custcmzry low-key sendingz

-

ng o

of the scores to districts for each to handle as it saw fi:, ths event was

-~

orchestrated by the ChieZ State School Officer (CSS50). 1In a pubdblic media
briefing, the CSSO provided documents that ranked districts in the state from

top to bottom in terms of the percentage of studeats who passed the cut-off

}—

point. In additicn, & subpopulation of schools that had achieved 100 percent

20
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passing rates desp1ca a "high risk" student population was in°led out’ as
being "poised on the brink of excellence." And to cap ofZ the presentation,
the CSSO touted the tests as the best measure available to assess the
efiectiveness of Pennsylvania's schools. An immediate protest to this use of
the scores arose from educators across the state and resulted in the
(=g

withdrawal of the deocuments containing the raakings.

The withdrawal of the rankings did not strike the eveat Irom either

educarors’

or their commuaities' emotional record. Educaztersz in three ¢ the
ix Penmsylvania districts visited in Phase Three argued tha: the "'game" had

now changed in their systems:

The purpese of the test changed in September. It is no loager for
remediation but tc rank order scheels. [superintzndent]

The results should be between the state and the schock
the test is to heip. When they relezse scores and sar
helo, we can say we've zlready identified 40 of thez. But
negativism starts; it starts [phore] calls and there is mno questicn
I now nhave pressure on Te. [superintendent] )
gs well face uvp
lts....ohe of
ne cut score.

The test was not all that important....3ut we ; izx
to it; with the publication of school by schcol re
the goals will be to raise the percentage above t
{assistant superintendent]

(fl ct

4

What reallv seemed to be changing for the three districis in Pennsylvania

s

wera the stakes; thev got higher, primarily through the increased visibility
of score comparisons and the subsequent increased, albeit raluctant,

acceptance of the scores as a benchmark--that is, as a widelyr racognized poin

it

of reference when discussing the performance of schools in the district and Iin

-k

surrounding districts. Staff in the three districts reportad that they did

o<

not believe the tests to be particularly important educationzlly aand did not
embrace the tests as valid indicators of attainzent. Theg nevercheless
acknowledged that they already were, or would soon be, treating the scores

more seriously than in previous years.

' ’ 216J4
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This is best illustrated by a district whose surrounding districts
performed similarly on the MCT, even though the district felt that its
carefully and systematically developed curriculum far surpassed the offerings
of their neighbors. The response:
We dor't balieve in the tests that stron
see all material is covered before the t
going to do it. We won't be caught in th
[superintendent]

he brunt of not 'gettiag caught' again was to be borne by thas readir

progranm--a recantly revised, developmental curriculum. The tizming ol tha tag

adainistration required shifting the sequence of topics te ba covered. an

<

£

outraged reading coorcinator responded,

You have to alter a curriculum that is already
we can't follow the developmental process. Kids are zlready
in a structured program; but it [pressure to changa!

board, community, and adverse publicity.

o
<
comes from the

The superintendent empathiczed with the coordinator,

I don't have much faith in the tests. I don't wani-to change the
curriculum, and it's nect a major revision, but we'vs
better. Still, it's not the right thing to do to &
want to over-react but I'm also going to have to st
things I shouldn't have to do as well: public relatl
meetings--iust to make the board feel cecmfortable. It
a

happen again when we see a worse district doing bett
The interviews suggest that these districts were planning expedient
strategies to improve the test scores and just as clearly there was rasentment
to do so and a concern that what they were doing was compromising some
standard of good professional'praccice. The messzze they wers giving was that
their test scores were becoming benchmarks for poli:zical reascns, namely to
appease school boards and community members who had had the ozportunitwy to se=z

their school 'systems compared to neighboring districts and did not like what

they saw. And no matter how district staff had portrayed their periormance in

22 2D
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the past, part of that protrayval in the future had ;o include the test.scores.
Staff, in other words, were beginning to use the tests as a reference for
judging local effectiveness. This development raflected obligation more than
acceptance.

Marvland districts seemed to be sharpening the focus of the strategies tc

imnrove scores, resuiting in azugmented pressure on teachers to get students t:

tically heightened the impact of the tests.

m

pass. No single event cram

=t

cr

nscead, the stimulus was the apprcach of the time when students had to pess

all four of the tests in order to receive a diploma.

In Marylané, the four tests were not regarced equally. Fhase Three

. .

interviews revealed that educators discriminataed betwean the rzadin

[+4)
joo )
.
i3
m
re
g

tests on one hand and the writing and citizeashis ones onm the other. The
reading and math tasts, ia Maryland educators' minds, were adaguate measuras

0of basic competence in the respective content arsas and covered objectives

e8]

lready well-entrenchad in the curriculum. The curriczulum davelcpment aspec:
0f the state initiztive began in the late seventiss, znd these two tests were

Iy

he first to be developed, trial-tested, and implemented. Actual local

[a}

curciculum and instruction changes had been in place for seven to nine years

in some settings. 3v 1937, thes~ alterations had become instirutionalized to

b

the point that interview subjects in four of the five Phase Three districts
argued that the mezn sccore for curriculum and instruction adjustments may have
been too low beca.se stzif had forgotten that what was now rcutine was once
rovel., The result was that the two tests wefg no longer intrusive.

Such was not the case for the writing and citizenship tests. Both
generated consideradble controversy. The writing test did sc primarily because
staff viewed it as demanding a performance level well bevcnd that necessary to
be minimally competeat in writing. The citizenship test's controversial




aspect centered around its requirement that students memorize information
about local, state, and federal governments—-information that even the
teachers said they did not possess without special study. Fueiing educators'’
concerns were the facts that studeats had much more difiiculty succeeding on
hese two tests and that the time w@en the first cohert of students wculd have
tc pass all four tests to receive a diploma was inexorably approaching. Fer
administrators, teachers with responsibilities in certain grades and in
carrain content areas, and special sducation teachers, the pressure to achieve

passing scores was building and the impact on their worx lives was great.

We've changed the whole sccial studies curriculum. W2 had to expanc
the 7th and 8th grade American Studies to include more history (tc
make up for content not being taught later) and now teach government
in the last term of 7th and 8th grades which we ¢id not teach &t all
as a separate entity in the past. And we have structured in key
pcints in the language arts scope and seguence. ([ceatrsl .ice
administrater)
It depends on who the te2acher is and what the teacher teaches. You
can't have a bigger impact than on sequence cr inserting a new
course. Wwe now offer courses not included beiors and cexntent that
changed freom 10th to the 9th grades. Wwith gcvernzent, the impact is
overvhelming. [central oZfice administratoer]

As illustrated in the above guote, there was a "differanuiated" impact of

-3
s
—
®

izplementing the tests. Some parts of the systexn were gllscted little w

others felt considerable ramifications. Such a situatica caused

£
w
T
[+))
ct
-
w
ct
%)
0
[+))
i~

measures of central tendency such as the mean scoras presentad above to

disguise this important impact of the tests.

The "discomfort" of subgroups of staff involved with the two controver-
sial tests focused their attention more and more on the percsntage of students
passing the tests and on azdopting expedient methocs of improving scores. This
"concentrated" approach, was apparent in all five svstems where Phase Three

interviews were conducted.

El{lC 26 2
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We are concentrating more on basics. We are now speading from
September to November on basic skills rather thaan on our
developmental program. [reading teacher]

I'm not opposed to the idea of testing. But I'm not so sure we
haven't gone overboard, the tail is wagging the deg. The original
idea was that there were to be certain standards the student ‘would
have to meet, but if the student doesn't pass, people will ask
what's wrong within the schcol and teachers. [teacher]

When the scores are low, it takes me into the schcol for the names
0f the kids who failed. There is no stroking in scrools where

scores have dropped. Everyone is sitting around with bated breath
waiting for the test scores. [ceniral office adzministrat or]}

We realize a2 kid is tak2n out of sciencs every z
) citizenshipz and will fail science to maybe pass the cit
- test. [(building administrator]

[gad! - - 3 P & 3 - . Al -1 3 T -~
These very targe-ted means for getting students to pass wera acxnowiedged as &

(%3]

d to do things we didn't went to do. [central cfiice

Wwe have materials provided bv the countr as 'quick help.' Ve were
told 'here's how to ge- kids to pass the test fgs:t.' They wers gocd
ideas but specifically on the test. 7For examgie, if the area In a-
rectangle is shaded, veu multiply; if not, you add. fcaacher]

4ndé in response to the zbove strezm ol comments, & teacher suzzarized,
Talk aktout games and gexe-playing!
The above comments suggest that the means for both the strategies and
curriculum and instruction adjustzent scales in both states would increase il
the questionnaire weres readministered. It is important to ncte that the

stakes were raised in the two states for two differen

rt
=
{L
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w
O
3
wn
~
t—
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o
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o
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b
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pressure to improve test scores that resulted from readily available
comparisons of performance in Penasvlvenia, and (2) the proxizity of both the
vearly test administration dav and the day when the two trcuilascme tests

weuld actually serve as an obstacle to graduation in Marylaand. Interestingiv,

Q o

ERIC 25

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

the stakes increased in wha; wefe oriéinally both low and high stakes
situaticns. As they did so, educators' concern shifted almost completely to
influencing test performance. Put differently, the manifestations of the
seriousness with which the test was taken shifted. The shift can best be
described as a shift frem a long-term focus to a short-tarm one, from using
the tests as one indicator among many to treating the next set of test resulls

as the most important outcome of schooling.

Results with Reference to District Ccmpariscns

- -

The interplar of lccal setting, state context, and policy are more likelyv
te vield variations in implementazion than ceonsistency. Such was the case in

.

cudy. This secticn expicras the issue of

[77]

the two states exanined in this

T

the diffsrential izpact of

he testing program within a statz2. In other

woris, what were the differsnces ameang local districts within a state that

esponse to the testipg programs’?

To explain variation in the intensity of district stratezies to ilmprove
test scores and adjusu_ents made to course contexat and tszching practices,
responses fron & single central oilice informant for each district were used.
That informant was typically either the superintendent or the staff person

most familiar with the'state's testing program. It was felt that central

e
L

(21}

office administrators were in a better position to be informaats at the svstzn
level than teachers or building principals. Because nultivariate statisticel
techniques ofZered the best methecd for partialing out the indecendent effects
of several vgriablas and because there were only 23 districts available in

Maryland, the analyses in this section were done onlv with the Peansylvania

suhsample (N=277).
BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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The descriptive statistics presented in Table 4 summarize the variation
in instructional adjustments across Pennsylvania dlst ts. These scores
represent the strategies and curriculum/instruction scale scores; they

highlight the diversity of responses reported by loczl educaters in

Pennsylvania.

_ Tzble &4
Descriptive Statistics for Adjustaent
Variables in Peunsylvania (N=277)
Inscructional Starndard - Observed Theoretical
Adjustment Mean Deviation Range Range
Strategies 3.09 0.78 1.00 to 5.6C 1.00 to 5.00
Curriculum/Instruction 1.6: 0.76 0 to 3.63 0.00 to &.30

t
their accuracy for last vear. However, the developments ragarding the pudiic

renking of schcols and the CSSC's increasad emphasis cn the tast scores cace

;culd be higher if a later surveyr were conductad.
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Tvidence supporting this contention was preseatad in the "Racent Developzents”

section above.

3

Using the conceptual framework presented in Figure 1, three categories of

varizbles were selected that might explain the level oI thesa adjustments:

. internal environment (e.g. percent white, SES, sica)

° state environzment (i.e. political climatsz)

° other dis::ic:'adﬂustnen;s (e.g. MCT used as btenchmark, *nforna;' el
flow)

3?or the purposes of these analyses the two organizaticnal acjustment
variables (MCT as a benchmark and the information flow) and the one
instructional adjustment variable not considered as the dependent variable
have been included as the last set of independent variables in the regression.
The adjustment variables are all scales. More detailed documentation

X %iggegﬂlﬂg construction of these scales is available in Cordett & Wilson
Qo 7 7.
ERIC 2731
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Based on discussions with district staff during the Phase Three
interviews, it was decided to add a fourth category:
L MCT progran characteristics (see Tables 5 and 6 for individual
items)

The four categories included a mix of individual survey items and

scales. As a first step in the analysis, simple bivariate correlation

coefficients were examined to explore the relationship of these variables with
strategies for improving test scores and the adjustments to curriculum and

. . 4 ; . i it Tan o
instruction. As a second step, regression equations wers czlculated using
the four categories of variables. The first group ol varizbles entered inte

the regression equations were internzl environment reasuras. Subsequent

&

§e

equations added one group cf varizbles at a tize uncil all four categories of
variables were entered. ,

Strategies. Table 5 summarizes the results of the ragression estimates

cf the four categories of variazbles on the intensity of instructiona
strategies to improve test scores. The first column of nunbers indicate the
standardized Betaz ccefficients for eifects of internal environzent variables.
The estimates indicate that there is a negative associaticn tetween SES and
the intensity of the strategies. That is, the lower the district's SES

(reasured by the percent of students in a district eligible for fres lunch),

L i 1Y

the more likely the district was to engage in strategies to improve test

scores. Also, the hicher the percentage of students passing the readin
] [=} o =

porcion of the MCT in the previous year, the less likely a district was to

adopt strategies to improve test scores. (The opposite relatlonship was

4 . . . ies - . s -

Only variables with significant bivariate relationship (p & .03) were
included in the second phase. A few additional variables were excluded
because of the high number of missing cases.

5

4
-
.
[
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Table 5
Standardized Regression Coefficients for
Strategies with Incremental Addition of
Independent Variables (N=186)

Independent

Variable (1) ) (3) (&)

(1) Internal Environment % N

o SES -.183 -.118 -.084% -.043

@ PERCENT PASSING i xi - i
MCT READING, GRDS -.267 -.254 -.271 -.266

o PERCENT PASSING « s s
MCT MATH, GRDS 176 L215 222 .223

(2) State Environment Ak .

e - POLITICAL CLIMATE .323 221 12z

(3) MCT Program Characteristics
e MCT ACCURATZLY PROTRATYS

PERFORMANCE -.01¢ -~ 052
e VARIETY OF RZIMEDIATION
ALTERMNATIVES L0639 .025%
® MCT FAILURES RECEIVE
REMEDIATION .10¢ .033
e MCT EXIT CRITERIA FOR
REMEDIATION -.024 033
e DISTRICT PERSOM TO COORDINATE ‘s e
MCT .356 L2686
(4) Other District Adjustments .
e C&1 .188,
e INFORMATION FLOW 152,
e MCT AS COMPARATIVE BENCHMARK .129A
2 '
R .10 .20 .35 LB
e
2~ increment (Zrom -
previous model) —_ (.10) (.13) (.11)
wx P& 00
wxx P £ 201
p < .001

NOTE: The sample for the regression is smaller than the full sanple because
of missing data for some of the variables.
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observed with respect to the percentage- of students passing the math
test--an anonalv we cannot explain.) The amount of variation accounted for bt
these variables was only 10 percent.

The addition of the political climate variable doubled the Rz. Where
thera was a positive political climate between the district and the SEA, wmere
strategies were used to ilmprove test scores. 1ns addition of this state
eavironment variable reduced the SES con ribution to a ncasignificant level

although the relationships Be ween the strategiess adopted and the percentage

of students passing the reading and math tests ram

3]
fo
’—l
3
®
.
[0
1o
)
3
Ve
h
ya
Ie)
o
3
rt

A number of MCT program characceristics revealed significant bivariate

association with the intensity of the strateciss. However, when controlling
’ b=

For the effects of the other varizbles, only ome--whether the district
zppointed a person toO coordinate MCT activities--had a significant impact cn

strategies. Districts with specially appointed parscnna. Lo offer MCT-relatad

staff development activitites were more likelv to adopt speciiic strategies

132y

improving test scores. This was the strongast finding in the regression
analvsis. It seems logical since the primarv role of such & perscn was t2
work directly with district staif to carry out the activities indicated in the
strategies cluster (e.g. use of practice tests or developing special
resources). This category of variables, MCT program characteristics, added
considerably to the explained variation with an increase from 20 percent to 33 .
percent.

The fourth category, other district adjustazents, added aa additiomal 1l
percent to the explained variation bringing the total to jus:t under 50
percent. These findings indicate that where discussion of iaZormation about

the MCT was more frequent, where MCT test results were more Irequently used &s

w

(o]
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a benchmark for assessing district perfdrmance, and where more adjustments
were made to the curriculum, the more intense the strategies to improve test
results were.

The Phase Three interviews confirmed and elzborated many of thasg
findings. First, informants were quick to pgint out the strategies measure
underestimated the current situvation. Since the intervention by the CSSO and
the public adverti szng of scores, strategies hacd intansified even more. As
one superintendent noted without equivocation: "we will razise test scores.”
District personrel suggested that inservice COo:cs had begun to eappear tha
offered teachers sizple, practical tins on how to improve students' chances of

reported less hesitancy tc use drill aad practice in

ny
b1y

success. District sta
weak azrezs and one teacher reported quite forthrightly: "Teachers have been
told to teach to the test.'" While wmany abhored such practicas, thev wers eve:n
more concerned abous the public consequences i they did not.

Another stratazy discussed by several districts was the use of threats.
The argument was that to affect students it was necessary to threaten thex
with something that was izportant. Suggesting that s:udgn:s wno did not pass

the test would be taken out of study hall and placed in rem=<iation was enough

n

to motivate many of themn. One admln‘sc*aCOr estimated that S0 percent of

those who failed the test the first tize passed the second tize solely by

raising the anxiety level.

Curriculum and IqstruCCLOn (C&I) Adjustments. Table 6 presents the
results of the regfession estimates for C&I adjustments. Wwhen only internal
environment variables are includgd in the regression equation, both district
size and community S=S were related to C&I adjustments. That is, smaller

districts and districts with poor families were more likely to have staff who
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reported greater C&I adjustments. When -additional variables we

equation, size was the only variable that continued to be stati
related to C&I adjustments.
The proportion of explained variance increased dramaticall

rate eavironment variable was added (R? increased from .14 to

*

hezlthier the climate between the district and the SEA accordin

staff perceptions, the greater the magnitude of local C&I adits

strong relaticnship heid up even after the inciusicn of all the

varizbles in the wcdel.

One MCT program characteristic--whether or not a district

put in charge of MCT-related staZi developrment activities--was

-

adjustments. That relationship was maintaired

variables.

In the last stap cf the regression analysis, the results st

were ralated to CiI

‘t
W
n.

three other distric ustzent categories

irst, where thers was a greater acceptance of the test results
important benchmark of success, local C&I adjustzents were oI a
Second, wnere there

the district about the state testing program, the magnitude

was higher. Finally, where strategies were more focused to izp
scores, more C&I adjustments wers made. All of the variables i

regression account for half

(R%=.51).

T .

Phase Three interview subjects offered important insights

influence of the political climate and benchmark factors.

*

Peansvlvania districts varied widely in how posit
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Table 6
Standardized Regression Coefficients for Curriculum
and Instruction Adjustments with Incremental Addition
of Independent Variables in Pennsylvania (N=185)

Indepandent i
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4)
(1) Interanal Environment -
e SES -.191, -.111, -.068, . -.030,
e SIZE -.177 -.159 -.182 -.123
® HIGH ACHIEVING STUDENTS 0e7 014 -.026 -.080
o PZRCENT PASSING
MCT RZADING, GRDS -.119 -.067 -.075 -.018
@ PERCENT PASSING
MCT MATH, GRDS ' -.1%3 -.090 -.080 -.13%
(2) State Eavironment . fx ok
® POLITICAL CLIMATE L4607 L2317 21
(3) MCT Program Charactaristics
® VARIETY OF REMEDIATION .
ALTERNATIVES .123 074
e MCT DUPLICATES OTHER -
TESTS .0¢3 .03a
® MCT ACCURATELY PORTRAYS _
PERFORMANCE .075 .07¢
® DISTRICT PERSON TO . .
COORDINATE MCT .232 129
(4) Other District Adjustments
® MCT AS COMPARATIVE : "
BENCEMARK . .183,
®  TESTING STRATEGIES | 153,
L ] INFORMATION FLOW ) 223
2
R .16 .29 .38 51
, .
R” increment (from
previous model) — (.13) (.09) (.13)
*
ok P f: .05
xxx P4 .01
p £ .001

NOTE: The sample for the regression is smaller than the full sanple because
of missing data for some of the variables.
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the SEA and the districts' relationshipwith it (i.e., the political climate).
| In one district that had made few C&l adjustzents of substance, a central
office administrator portrayed the situation as follows:

The community used to hold us accountable. Now we

have people in Harrisburg [the state capitol]. Who are they to
think they know what our needs are? The state has

becorme someone we have to beat rather than a partner

to work with.

In another district where there was a very high proportion of students doing

very well on the MCT, an administrator argued thac it was a "pointless

exarcise' to make C&I changes based on MCT objectives for fear that "a well

balanced curriculum could be overdzlanced tc a mizimzlist cre. The climate

hzd become hostile enough that administrators in the district had joined a

battle to exempt the district from the MCT.

On the more positive siée,-while there was no outright admiration
expressed for the MCT program, &t least ome 0of the six districts adopted the
artitude that the MCT could direccly help the district. In this system stail’
at one school had gone so far as to 'write lyrics to accomparny the song "Higk

Hopes'" in an effort to motivate students (and stzff) to perform well cn the

LH)

b

tests and to encourage staff to support necessary C&L improvezents. Every day
£or a month before the test, students and stafi heard the soung over the
loudspeaker and joined enthusiastically in singing it. A sample verse
claized:

We have worked and studied so long,
Hope we don't get anything wrong,
And as vou've probably guessed

On the ‘test

We'll do our very best

Cause we have high hopes...

The use of test scores as an important benchmark for cozparing school and
district performance was also viewed from varying perspectives in the six

districts. On one extreme was at administrator who buried the test results in
O
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a bottom desk drawer when they arrived, arguing that the scores created too

narrow & definition of what should be taught and how students with learning
deficiencies should be remediated. In the middle, tezachers and administrators
alike shared a concern that the MCT results were being useé-as "an absolute
measure of effectiveness in schools'. District administrators were quick to
point out the potential negative consequences of pudblic disclosure of low test
scores. However, thers was also acknowledgement of the political reality of
needing to address the issue. The comment "We will raise tesst scores", whiie
ﬁot stated quite that beldly by everycne, was a refrain in Scur of the six
Phase Three districts. On the other extreme was a district where two junior
nigh schools with cemparable student populations reported slightly differanc
test score results (an 8% percent pass rate versus a 9% percent rate).
Although staff members f£rom the lower scoring school explained tha:t thev
protably took the test lgss seriously, the community took the difference in
scores much more sericusly. Enough pressurs was c:aated:ta czuse a centrel

ofiice administrator to respond: "They'd [the schcol] betzar take it moras
seriously next timea.

In response to the finding that an increased information fiow was
associated with greater CiI adjustments, intarviewees repcr:ted that the most
useful information was the sharing of test objectives and the process of
evaluating the match between those objectives and those alrzady contained in

the district curriculum. Where such information was being shared and there

was not a great deal of overlap between curricular and MCT cbjectives, ther

(£

was higher probability of substantive adjustments being made in C&I.
~

Conclusions
Several important summary points can be made. First, the study
demonstrates the strength of the high stakes/lo. stakes distinction between

the two states. A state program had the gr%?aéeSt impact when the scores, or
5 v



passing rates, were a critical ingrediert in making important decisions, in
line with Madaus' (1987) original argument. In Maryland, the important
decision was graduation. However, in Pennsylvania, public cozparisons of the
scoras of schools also increased the stakes by calling comzunity attention to
variations in school performance within and across districts. This single-
event in Pennsvlvania moved a low stakes program to one with at lezst moderat:

1

sZaxes.
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An important question is: Was this for the better? The qualitative &

&
IS

r{

om Phase Three of the study suggested that as the stakes intansified in both
states, there was a point at which district strategiss teek ¢n the flavor of a
single-minded davetica to specific, almost "game-like" ways to increase the
tast scores. Peansylvania districts, in particular, that bezan to take the
tasts more seriously reported that they did so for political réasons and not
because ghey believed that they were actually improving their instructional
program. Prior to this poiat, the strategies emphasized =cre swrstematic

changes in the curriculum. Beyond this point, staif began to> respond to

.

cuestions about effects with the phrase: "Some good things have happened as

™

result of the tests, but..." Stzii members' reservatioms adbcut the practices

1"

they were engaging in to improve the scores followed the "dut."

This analysis

.

suggests that a high stakes strategy seems to have desirable consequences as

long as districts are not put under too much pressure. When the pressure to

ve

(9N

succeed becomes too intense, a turning point is reached and the posit

(239

effects become overwnhelmed by negative conseguences. The exact turning point
would vary from district to district; but it was clear that the test scores

were beginning to govern activity more directly, as Minzberz (1983) predicted

could be the case when an organizational outcome increases in importance.
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That it was the difference in stakés that explained the differences in
mean scores between the two states rather than simply the length of time that
the state programs had been in place is supported in two ways. One, all
indications were that the Pennsylvania means would have risen with the
commensurate increase in stakes; and two, Maryland informants suggasted that
time likely had raduced the reported means because educators hzd forgotten
that current routines were once innovations.

Second, the perceived pclitical climate between the district aad the
state department plaved a relatively strong rcle in both stazzs (ses Corbe:s: &

ilscn (1987) for a discussion of the influence in Marylznd) in explaining

=

district variations in the impact of the tests cn instruction. Essentially

the better the communicaticn betw2en an LEA and SZA znd the zora the LEA

T

believed SEA actions were not politically motivated, the mcre lixelr it was
that the district would: match local objectives to those on the test, alter
course content, provide increased and appropriats attenticn ts students with
learning needs, and report that teachers felt greater pressura to izprove tes
scores. One interpretation of this finding is that this is & "goocdwill"
factor which is also closely related to positive districz perczpticns about
the tests' validity and the appropriateness of the testing prccadures. That

is, some districts for whatever reason were favorably dispcsed toward the

testing program, anc this general "good" feeling about the prczranm engendaved

a willingness to make considerable adjustments in local operaticns. Thus

the histcrical relztionship between an LEA and SZIA may outweizh the pafticula-

sanctions built into specific policies, even under high stakes conéitions.
Third, demographic charactefistics.played surprisingly wazk roles in

explaining district variations. Socio-economic status (perceatage of students

on free lunch) of the clientele the district served and the tvpe of community

37 tf)
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served (urban, suburban, or rvral) conttibuted little to the ewplanatory power
of the regression models in Pennsylvania. Demographic characte ics were

not totally unimportant, however. Noteworthy was the negative and sigaifican:
relationship between district size and curriculum and instruction adjustments.
Smaller districts made more C&I changes on objectives and ccntent than larger
ones. One explanation offered in feedback interviews suggested that smail
districts may have relied on a "taxtbook" curriculum in the pas:t where the

s deternined solely by the texts adcpred. Subsequen:

2]
EX
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instructional prograx
to the state MCT program such districts had to engzage in lzczl curriculux
developﬁenc t> better match inscruction with test content.
Fourth, the findings demonstrated the nead to inser: & "Svystexz Testing
Progran' category into the study's conceptual framework (
considerable districe-to-district variation in hew accuratelw local stall
believed the state MCT portrared attainment, the extent of razediztion

alternatives, the use oI exit criteria for remadiztion, and whezher stalil

mender had been put in charge of MCT-related stafi davelogzent activities.
This finding nighlizhts the acaptability of individual districss in terms of
putting programs into place. Systems interpreted the stata progranm

differently, a fact of life beyond SEA control. These interpratations

I perceptions of the need, validity, and "burden" of the state
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program, wnich in turn influenced the magnitude of adjustments nade.

Firally, the findings show the high significance of the original svstex

He.
3

adjustments categories from Figure 1 in explaining district variaticn
instructional adjustments. Severzl internal and external environment
variables that were significant factors in early steps in the regression

analysis for Pennsylvania became insignificant when the aciustoent categories

were added. This supports the idea that district response was not

11
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predetermined by its demographic characteristics. "Rather, how the testing
progranm was interpreted and implemented locally had the greatest influence on
how substantially the curriculum was affected.

In general, some positive results attended the state testing prograsms.
Educators in both states felt their curriculum offerings had become more
defined; thev welcomed the additicnal informazion on students; and they

believed students' skills in some areas were improving. But they had

miszivings as well. These concerns all centered around the use of test scoras’
as benchmarks for comparisons azmcng schools and as key measures of systan

effectiveness. Concerns over the validity of the tests and curriculum

narrowing might have been downplaved except for the fact that student
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tesc-specific ones.
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