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Introduction

Lawmakers and the public in general are showing increasing disenchantment
with the quality of American education today. As a consequence, they are demanding
greater accountability on the part of elementary and secondary schools. One evidence
of this i~ *he Hawkins-Stafford Amendments of 1988 (Chapter 1! to Title | of the
ESEA Act of 1965. According to current regulations, Chapter 1 schools that do not
achieve the minimum standard of educational growth for the state in which they are
located [for a given school year] are placed into a formal, school-level "program

improvement” status for the following year.’

In addition, Chapter 1 teachers are required to undertake an annual review of
the educational progress of each student served by the program during the course of
the year. For students who show a decline or no improvement in performance for two
consecutive years as assessed by the measures detailed in the local school district’s
annual application, teachers must "conduct a thorough assessment of the educational
needs..."? of those children and "...use the results of that needs assessment to
modify the Chapter 1 project to meet the children’s needs."® The measures must
include "...aggregate performance and the desired outcomes described in the [local

educational agency’s] application,” "... in both basic and advanced skills.”®

The results of such evaluations are often published and widely- advertised by
local, frequently state, and sometimes national news media. This coverage almost
always results in increased pressures by communities on school staffs to undertake
efforts to improve their test scores as well as any other evidence they may have from
other measures of student achievement. As a consequence, in many cases, higher
test scores and more positive indicators of achievement are found the following
school year. But that does not necessarily mean that the school program has been
enhanced.
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High-Stakes Assessment

Doubts often exist among community members about the accuracy of school
program assessments and the quality of the evaluations conducted by school staff.
These quandaries make one wonder whether evaluations involving high stakes can
take place in schools. That is, can rigorous assessments be made of programs when
those engaged in the data gathering are the same individuals significantly affected by
the evaluation outcomes? A logical corollary question is, are there built-in biases from

such assessments that typically yield unreliable results?

It might be appropriate to initially define the term "high-stakes assessment” for
the purpose of this discussion. High-stakes assessment may be defined as tests or
other measures whose results can lead to decisions that may substantially, at times
adversely, affect school administrators, teachers, and/or students. Among possible
outcomes of these decisions are (1) requirements for burdensome program
improvement plan development that sometimes involves state-level staff, (2)
reorganization or restructuring of schools, (3) loss or change of jobs on the part of
school faculty members, (4) changes in the educational placement of individual

students, and (5) loss of funds for school programs.

The issue at hand is whether high-stakes assessment results in misleading
information due to extraneous factors associated with the conditions under which the

assessment takes place. Test scores and other indicators of student achievement

that are too high typically resuit in unwarranted complacency. On the other hand,
spuriously low score values may lead to a flurry of activity that makes no jasting,

substantive change in the school program or in individual ctudent achievement.

It is important in this discussion to point out that although most currently
popular indicators of student achievement are based upon standardized test scores,
the conrerns raised by this paper apply to other measures of achievement as well.

Other contemporary educational assessments include terms such as other desired
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outcomes, alternative assessment, authentic assessment, and portfolio assessment.
But regardless of the assessment measure or measures used, it must be recognized

that a problem exists in high-stakes assessment per se, before possible solutions can
be contemplated.

Major Problems With High-Stakes Assessment

What are some major factors that cause biased, unreliable outcome data? Let's
look at a few typical problems the Educational Testing Service (ETS) Chapter 1
Technical Assistance Center staffs have encountered in assisting state educational
agencies and local schools to undertake evaluations. The following statements,
although blanket statements, seem warranted, even though one or more may not

apply in a particular setting.

1. Very few practicing teachers (or school administrators) have had any
formal preparation in educational assessment. Thus, they have little
knowledge of measurement issues. They do not understand the
concepts and importance of reliability or validity, nor do they know how
to construct valid alternative (performance-based) assessments. The
consequences of this deficiency include non-standardized test

administrations leading to inaccurate test scores.

A further ramification of this training deficiency is a lack of
understanding about how to properly interpret and use assessment data

to strengthen weak educational programs.

2. Little attention is devoted by school testing staff or other administrators
to assure that proper test administrations occur in the classrooms. There
is little or no training given the school staffs to reinforce correct
administration procedures before the tests are actually administered.

Again, the consequence is poor administration and unreliable results.
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Students have little or no training in developing test-taking skills. If the
purpose of assessment is to obtain an accurate picture of a child’s skill
development, children should be afforded instruction on how to interpret
and respond to varied test items in multiple subject areas. Items are
often missed simply because children do not understand how to interpret
and respond to the item. Younger children have a great deal of difficulty
roping with separate answer sheets, often mis-marking answers or
placing answers in the wrong place. The result of this problem is under-

estimation of students’ actual skill attainments.

Given the ramifications of low test scores, such as placement into
remedial courses, grade level retention, and possible prevention from
graduation, added to parental penailties, student anxiety is often
extremely high. The detrimental effects of high anxiety on test

performance are documented and well-known.

On the other hand, student motivation may be lacking. There are at
least three reasons for this. First, the student’s parents or peer groups
feel that test scores are meaningless, thus the child makes littie effort.
Second, a child may have developed serious inhibitions toward
assessment, based on past unsuccessful test attempts. Third, as is the
case with at least one state testing program, children do not see their

test scores and, therefore, have no reason to give best effort.

From a logistical standpoint, test batteries are often purchased on the
basis of reputation, economics, and other irrelevant factors, and not on
the basis of test quality and match of test content to the local

curriculum. Thus, they are regularly inappropriate for iocal use.

To accommodate issues related to test scoring, tests are often

administered at wrong times of the year and inappropriate test levels are




given to children. If tests are to be a meaningful source of information,
they should reflect as much of the school curriculum as possible. Yet,
many tests are administered in early to mid-March with roughly one-third
of the school year remaining. Whether there is a match between the
weight given to each of the test objectives, as determined by the number
of items measuring each objective, and the content imbedded in the

classroom curriculum is, at that point, "the luck of the draw.”

8. Given the pressure to "produce,” teachers often spend considerable time
prior to each test administration teaching facts related to the test items
or test objectives. This teaching to the test occurs most frequently,
consciously or otherwise, when the test has been used previously.

Curing the actual administration, teachers sometimes give children clues

to answers of "hard_" test items.

When these practices do happen, the items on the test no longer
represent a sampling of a larger domain, but the test becomes a body of
knowledge in and nf itseif. Thus scores inaccurately reflect student

general skill acquisition. The results of these actions are artificially high

scores.®

9. When the score results are returned, both teachers and the
administrators focus their attention almost solely on low scores, looking
for possible errors in these cases only. Higher-than-normal scores are
rarely examined. This exclusive focus on low scores ailmost certainly

results in overly optimistic (positively biased) average scores.
Is There A Solution?

Although many forms of measures used in schools, standardized tests in

particular, have been cited as being the root cause of inaccurate assessment, the fact




is that the problem lies primarily with the system and only partially with the
instruments.” Greg Anrig, president of ETS, stated in an argument for equal
educational opportunity, "We do not cure a virus by throwing away the thermometer
that alerts us to the existence of a fever."® | would add that in order to consider the

thermometer reading to be reliable, it must be properly used.

At least five changes must occur in education before school-based educational

assessment and evaluation will provide reliable information.

First and foremost, there needs to be a reduction {though not elimination) of the
strength of the link between measures of student achievement and evaluation of
teaching performance. This move alone would substantially diminish the stakes now

found in classroom assessment and could result in more valid assessments.

There is growing evidence that high-stakes testing may be more harmful than
helpful. Allington and McGill-Franzen (1992) studied the outcomes of high-stakes
testing in seven schools. They concluded that such use of tests "can not only
obscure but even reinforce questionable educational practices-just the opposite of
their original intent."?

The second change is that two courses of instruction on assessment and
evaluation should be added to teacher certification requirements. One course should
assure that teachers understand the nature and the importance of measurement-
related criteria, such as reliability, validity, standardization of administration,
relevancy, and norming. This course should also train teachers in proper test
administration procedures and other measurement processes. In sum, teachers would

leave this course with a clear understanding of what constitutes quality assessment
of achievement.

The other course of instruction should be one that focuses on the interpretation

of assessment information and the use of that information for curriculum design and
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instructional improvement. This is the evaluative component that follows
measuremant. Simply having knowiedgs of students’ levels of achievement is not
enough. Teachers must krow how to apply that knowiedge in a constructive yet
reasonable manne;.

The third change should be the development of valid and reliable alternative
measures to standardized iests that would still be viable for school classroom use.
We in education have been guilty of using standardized test scores the way a young
child might use a new hammer; i.e., everything the child sees needs hammeiing. That
is to say, we have tried using the standardized tests for many purposes for which they

were riot designed. Measures which are appropriate for different purposes are badly
needed.

The fourth change should be the recognition that multiple measures of student
performance will be more informative, more accurate, and more useful than any single
measure. That is, there should be a reduction on reliance on single measures, such
as test scores, coupled with a push to design apbropriate measures for different uses.

Teachers, then, should be helped to ascertain how to construct or determine which
measures are best for different uses.

Fifth, we must provide students with the necessary tools and attitudes that will
allow them to demonstrate their educational growth. This may be the most difficult
of all tasks.

In some cases, students will verify their knowledge and skill acquisitions
through performance assessment methods. In other instances, standardized tests
may be the means of proof. Test-taking skills are not inborn—they must be learned
as reading and math skills are learned. This can occur only if schools develop and
present deliberately planned lessons on how to address and respond to the variety of
test items in the different subject areas.




Conclusion

Achievement measures are indicators of all forces that impinge upon the
student at the time they are acquired, not just of the success of classroom instruction.
To determine the actual extent of academic achievement requires the best
measurement possible. At present, there are many factors that preclude valid
assessment. For that to occur, changes need to take place to improve all aspects of
the assessment process. Until we make these changes, we should not expect nor are

we likely to get qualitative evaluations of programs from schools.
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