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			Introduction: This Is Not a Test

			[Testing] is the mechanism we have. We may not like it. 

			—Tony Bennett, Indiana State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2008

			This is an actual emergency. Our schools are under attack, and with them, the future of our young people. What’s more, this assault isn’t being perpetrated by some foreign power bent on our destruction. No Red Hand, no Shining Path, no al-Qaida. This assault is coming from within.

			What’s worse, the assault on our schools and our children’s future is one we, the people, have allowed to happen and seem powerless to resist. We are referring to the barrage of standardized testing besetting our schools and districts. No Child Left Behind is only its most recent, and most punishing, incarnation. And the Obama administration’s proposals for “amending” NCLB reflect a similarly misguided reliance on test scores as the primary measures of success for students, teachers, and the education system as a whole. For decades more and more tests have been seeping into our schools, sapping the energy and enthusiasm of educators and draining the life from children’s learning. And while some of the motivation for this burgeoning movement is clearly commercial, it is at least partly driven by what we have come to think of as “the tyranny of good intentions.”

			Those are some pretty dire charges, but we argue that, because of the way we insist on using these tests, they damage society in ways that far outweigh the minimal benefits they confer—whether the tests are used for “measuring achievement” in the K–12 schools or for helping to determine admission to college. We hope to persuade you that you need to look beyond the good intentions expressed by those who continue to support this plague of tests, and we plan to arm you with some basic understanding of standardized tests and the assumptions—almost never discussed in public forums—that underlie them. As the title of our book suggests, these assumptions are largely mythical. Like myths, they embody a system of beliefs that characterize a particular culture. But unlike myths, we use the assumptions that underlie standardized tests to make policies and drive practices that influence the lives of our children and so greatly affect our future.

			If you’re experiencing serious déjà vu about now, we sympathize. If the thought of reading still more complicated and confusing information about standardized testing—including all those arcane details about margins of sampling error and reliability coefficients—makes you want to run screaming from the room, take it from us, we’re right behind you. So why, then, have we subjected ourselves to the prolonged project of creating this book, and why do we hope that you’ll agree that the time you give it is time well spent?

			The answer lies in that very sense of déjà vu. We have all heard the complaints about standardized testing before. Walter Lippmann was among the first to make them—in the 1920s. And Banesh Hoffmann, back in 1962, raised serious questions in The Tyranny of Testing about what standardized tests could really tell us about the achievement or the aptitude of our youngsters. (This book has been reissued in paperback, by the way, and is available on Amazon.com and other websites.) More recent critiques have come from Peter Sacks, Alfie Kohn, W. James Popham, Daniel Koretz, Gerald Bracey, and many other commentators and researchers, all sounding off on the proper role of testing in America. They’ve warned us of the distortions that inevitably arise when we ignore the capabilities of our technologies. And they’ve told us that many of the test-based inferences that politicians and pundits routinely draw about American schools and children are unsound. In addition, FairTest and its Assessment Reform Network, along with other groups devoted to the rational use of tests, work hard every day to make the limitations of standardized tests clear.

			So haven’t we heard such criticism often enough? Maybe not. Look at that list of names in the preceding paragraph. How many do you recognize? We’re betting that most readers will be unfamiliar with nearly all of them, and we think that, as educators, parents, and concerned citizens, you will want to learn more about them and their work. If the messages these commentators have been sending for decades had been received and digested by the public, we wouldn’t be asking you to spend a few hours with us and think this problem through. We would all have moved on to the myriad other problems that confront schools and educators every day, problems that won’t be fixed by another truckload of test scores.

			But though the messages have been sent, they haven’t gotten through. The repeated remarks of America’s opinion leaders make this fact painfully clear. For example, Peter Wood is executive director of the National Association of Scholars, an organization of conservative academics. Presumably, he’s smart enough to recognize nonsense when he hears it—nonsense like the negative characterization of U.S. students’ performance in science, which Bill Gates derived from the trends of international test scores and offered to the nation’s elected leaders. Wood’s own argument about the role of American culture in driving students away from the serious study of science may or may not hold water. That’s an argument for another book. We quote him here because he accepts unquestioningly Gates’s assumption that the trends in scores on international tests are a fair and accurate reflection of math and science education in America. (We take a brief look at what international comparative assessments can be good for in chapter 1; it’s not a long section.) Wood summarizes Gates’s words without apology or explanation, and presumably with a straight face:

			Our record on high-school math and science education is particularly troubling. International tests indicate that American fourth-graders rank among the top students in the world in science and above average in math. By eighth grade, they have moved closer to the middle of the pack. By 12th grade, our students score near the bottom of all industrialized nations. As a result, too many of them enter college without even the basic skills needed to pursue a degree in science or engineering.1

			Of course, Bill Gates has numbers to back him up. And although we Americans say we hate math—and Gates’s comments about poor learning in math and science fall squarely within that cultural comfort zone—we nonetheless love numbers. We treasure them and bring them out for display on special occasions. Batting averages, game-winning RBIs, free-throw percentages, the Dow Jones average. You name it, and if it’s got numbers that we can arrange in an ordered list, then we want that list. And if you have numbers over an extended period of time, then we can create trends. We love those trend numbers even more. We want to compare the “home team” with everyone else. We want to know: Who’s in the lead? Who’s moving up? Who’s moving down? And like the seers of days gone by, we use our numbers to try to predict the future.

			The Book of Lists was a best seller in the 1970s, and if anything, our national obsession with ranking has only gotten stronger with the arrival on the scene of computers and the World Wide Web. Today, anyone can crunch up some crispy numbers, and everyone can be a list maker. Think of the reports in your local newspaper whenever your state releases test scores for local schools. Do you see the equivalent of a league table? An ordered list of the winners and losers? We thought so. And here in our own university town, each year some faculty members rail against the proliferation of college and department rankings—the one by U.S. News and World Report may be the most famous, but it is far from alone. Yet when a list maker rates one of Indiana University’s schools or departments in the top ten, that’s news—front-page news in the local paper and news for dissemination by the university’s public relations staff. Numbers, whatever their provenance, are deemed to measure some underlying reality.

			There’s little harm in playing around with numbers and lists as long as you understand where the numbers come from and what—if anything—they mean. However, we greatly fear that this understanding is largely missing from today’s public discussions of test scores, and we’re not at all sure that very much talk about what the scores mean even takes place. And that talk should be taking place all the time, because the outcomes of these tests are being used to determine what your children learn and what opportunities will be open to them.

			But most Americans seem to hold views about testing that can best be described as “intuitive,” though not necessarily correct. Henry Braun and Robert Mislevy have written about “Intuitive Test Theory,” and they liken it to the kind of intuitive beliefs about physics that people adopt as children—and then cling to for the rest of their lives.2 These are beliefs like “heavy objects fall faster than light ones.” Seems to make sense and works well in daily life, except perhaps in physics class. But it’s totally wrong. Such ideas work pretty well for navigating the world, but you wouldn’t want to base a moon landing on them. While we won’t be dealing explicitly with the intuitive ideas cited by Braun and Mislevy, many of the assumptions about standardized testing that we treat are the result of such widely held—and fallacious—beliefs.

			We hope that this book will enable you to think less intuitively about tests. We think every concerned citizen ought to be raising serious questions about the standardized tests used in their schools, about the decisions that are based on the outcomes of those tests, and about the potential for harm as a result of those published school “report cards.” We hope to enable you to ask questions of the people who are making the decisions—as citizens first, but also as parents and educators yourselves. Talk with your children’s teachers and your school’s administrators. You might be surprised to find many of them less than comfortable with the current situation. Question your local superintendent, your school board, and your elected officials at the community and state levels. One of our goals is to provide you with enough information and especially with sources of additional information to enable you to ask hard questions—and to follow up on the superficial answers that we fear you will encounter all too often.

			Why do we think many of the answers you get from school leaders and politicians are likely to be superficial? During the politically charged month before the 2008 elections, Indiana’s candidates for state superintendent of schools took part in a community forum in Bloomington. (Now, we don’t intend to pick on Indiana’s education leaders any more than on the leaders of other states; we just happen to live here. But we think you’ll find the comments of our leaders in line with what you hear where you live.) Both candidates were reasonable and experienced superintendents. However, when the subject of standardized testing came up, their good judgment deserted them. First, they pointed to problems that special education students and those still learning English have with the tests, then they noted that tests provide only “one measure of school success,” and finally they expressed a desire to communicate outcomes more clearly to parents—sensible, if not deep, positions. But then the eventual winner of the election argued, unchallenged by his opponent, that testing is here to stay. “That is the mechanism we have. We may not like it.”3

			An Aerial View

			Every military leader knows it’s always valuable to have an aerial view of the terrain to be contested. Before we address the individual assumptions that underlie standardized testing, we look briefly at this “big picture” in chapter 1. That aerial photograph will give you the lay of the land that we’ll be traversing together. In chapter 1, we look briefly at the accountability system we’ve created—mostly in the past twenty-five years—and examine the confusion of purpose that it reflects. We take up recent proposals to improve that accountability system in chapter 10, and we sort out the confusion of purpose that afflicts our schools in chapter 11, concluding that many of the perceived problems of today’s schools are better understood and would be better resolved by working to return the schools to their historical purpose: the preparation of the next generation of citizens for our democratic republic.

			Finally, in a short concluding section, chapter 1 briefly explores the terra incognita of international assessments of educational achievement. We ask both what they are good for and what they’re not good for. And we find that, like the unknown territory at the edges of a medieval map, in the land of international assessments, “There be dragons.” In short, the international assessments are mostly a distraction for the public and for policy makers and are useful primarily for what professional educators and students of pedagogy might be able to learn from some of the better ones conducted in recent decades, especially those efforts that have sought to go behind the classroom door.

			Unquestioned Assumptions

			But, to paraphrase our state superintendent, if we don’t like the mechanism we have, we can change it. We put it in place. Yet in order to see that we can change, we have to stop for a moment and think through what the tests are capable of telling us and what we really want to know. They’re not always the same things, and they are things we rarely pause to think about.

			Indeed, the idea for this book grew out of discussions we’ve had over the years about exactly what are the assumptions that underlie standardized testing. Here are some questions that will help you focus on the assumptions we’ll be dealing with in some detail in the following chapters. Think back and ask yourself about the many ways most of us never pause to consider what’s up with standardized tests:

			• Have you ever thought about how well students’ knowledge and skills can be assessed by the limited sample of content included in a forty-five-question test? What does a score on that test tell you about the vast range of content that simply can’t be included? (See chapter 2.)

			• Have you ever talked about the high achievement at a particular school when all you really knew about the school was the average test scores of its students? (See chapter 3.)

			• Have you ever argued—or heard someone argue—that what we need is objective information about student achievement? For most people that word objective used in a school context automatically means standardized test scores and very little else. (See chapter 4.)

			• Have you or your school system ever handed out punishments or rewards to schools, to teachers, or to individual children based on their test scores? How motivational are such practices? (See chapter 5.)

			• Have you ever thought that improvement in scores on “high stakes” tests is a sound indicator of improvement in learning? (See chapter 6.)

			• Have you ever wondered about whether the tests have an effect on the curriculum and on classroom life? Have you ever questioned what’s left out to make time for the tests themselves and for the often extensive preparation for them? (See chapter 7.)

			• Have you ever given more weight to an “indirect” measure (a standardized test score) of student achievement than to a “direct” assessment of achievement? Direct assessments range from judgments teachers make to your own reading of your children’s work to the response of those who attend a school performance or a school open house. (See chapter 8.)

			• Have you ever thought that moving to a district or attendance area with high test scores would mean high achievement and success in life for your children? How well do standardized tests forecast future success—in school, of course, but also throughout life? (See chapter 9.)

			There are literally dozens of other assumptions that all of us—from policy makers to school officials to ordinary citizens—routinely make about standardized tests. We will focus on those that grow out of the questions listed above, but once you start to think this way about the tests, you’ll come up with other questions that will reveal other infrequently examined assumptions. If you come up with some other questionable assumptions and you’d like some feedback, feel free to share them at http://thoughtsonstandardizedtesting.blogspot.com. We’d be happy to hear what you think, and we think the discussions generated might be both revealing and useful.

			Here are a few additional assumptions that we don’t deal with in any detail but are surely worth thinking about. The tests are timed. Is faster necessarily better? Better for everything? When your state reports proficiency, what does that mean and who says so? Is answering a question—whether filling in a bubble or writing in a short response—in any way equivalent to finding, posing, and solving a real problem in context? Why do standardized achievement tests assess the particular array of skills that they do? Who decides on that array, and how?

			We’ll stop here, but you don’t have to. Think about what we tacitly assume to be true about the system of assessment that is consuming ever more time in children’s school days. And ask yourself if what we’re learning from our assessment system is worth the price.

			Modus Operandi

			We promise this will be our only Latin heading. We pledge not to cave in and go for something close, like “valedictory.” This is our shorthand way of saying, “Here’s how we’re going to address the questions and assumptions we just listed.”

			We will work in two ways. First, we will appeal to your sense of logic and common sense. However, in the world of assessment, common sense can often deceive us, so we’ll also refer you to the experts in the field who will tell you in their own words what’s appropriate to assume about tests and what’s not. We’ll examine the logic of the assumptions underlying standardized testing, draw on the judgments of experts in the field, and relay that information to you, along with our opinion of what it all means for our schools and our children.

			From the general tenor of these pages, you won’t be surprised to learn that we dispute many of the basic assumptions embodied in the questions we listed above. We don’t dispute them because we have some ax to grind where testing is concerned. We were once fans of the tests, and we’ve included our own personal testing histories—or Testing Autobiographies—as brief interludes throughout the book so that you can form some opinion of what led us to our current position. We hope that seeing how we moved from naive but essentially pro-testing positions to where we stand today will persuade you to consider the arguments we make and then to explore some of the sources we cite. If you do so, we believe your testing history will follow a similar path. All of those to whom we showed early drafts of this book automatically began to recall their own experience with standardized tests, and we invite you to reflect on your experience and that of your children and any other individuals whose lives you know well. What role did the testing play in their lives and in the decisions they made? 

			As our testing autobiographies make clear, we acquired our skepticism about the assumptions from a combination of our own experience and because the large body of psychometric science just does not support them.4 We didn’t conduct this research ourselves, and we are not assessment experts. Instead, we base our judgments on the published works of a number of eminent psychometricians and policy analysts who have examined these issues carefully through the lens of their professional expertise. Sometimes they have conducted original research, and sometimes they have gathered and synthesized the research of others. We find their conclusions persuasive—for statistical and logical reasons and because they mesh well with our own experience. We will quote from these experts liberally, in part to give you the flavor of the conclusions in the authors’ own words and in part to persuade you to seek out their published works. If you care about where our schools are headed and about the future of all our children, we encourage you to follow up and seek more information than we have the space or the expertise to give you here. In a sense, we hope that this book will function somewhat like a Web portal: you won’t find all the answers you seek here, but you’ll find the connections and signposts that will guide your exploration of this complex and socially charged matter.

			We’ve also asked a few people who have a range of experience and expertise in testing and measurement to give us a few brief comments on potential uses for standardized tests. We believe there are some, but we also believe they’re not the uses most people are familiar with. We’ll include their views in a series of sidebars interspersed throughout the text.

			We also do not intend to refight old academic battles. The academic fight over the use of a single test score to determine eligibility for a program or benefit or to impose sanctions or to retain a student in a grade for an additional year has long been concluded. The test-’em-till-they-improve team lost. The three main professional associations that deal with psychometrics—the American Psychological Association, the American Educational Research Association, and the National Council on Measurement in Education—issued a revised set of standards for the use of testing nearly a decade ago.5 (A panel to revise the standards was appointed in September 2008, but its work is not likely to be done in time for us to make use of it.)

			You need to know up front that the standards adopted by these three associations are frequently violated by all manner of programs and policies, some federal, some state, some local. The 1999 version of the standards organized the field of assessment into the broad areas of test construction, fairness, and application. Most of the violations we refer to have taken place in the area of application, where judgments are frequently made about individual children on the basis of tests designed to assess group performance, where children are routinely denied high school diplomas as a result of a test score, where access to special programs for high achievers depends on a test score. If you believe that the leading professional associations and the leading psychometricians and analysts know what they’re talking about—and we do believe them—then you’ll agree that the way we use tests in public schools needs to change and come into line with the best thinking in psychometrics.

			Those who continue to advocate for the misguided uses of standardized tests tend to be policy makers, corporate leaders, and politicians, rather than educators. But the important point is not who they are but that their arguments are not based on sound evidence. They are, in fact, based on equal measures of rhetorical sleight of hand, wishful thinking, and a widespread public faith in the almost magical inerrancy of numbers.

			In addressing the underlying assumptions of standardized tests, we’ll do more than introduce you to the conclusions of the nation’s leading psychometricians. We’ll take a few shots of our own. And while we marshal the evidence of the experts in quotations and notes, we will draw on our own understanding of human beings and human societies to address the widespread cultural appeal of the “pro-testers.” We acknowledge the attractiveness of simple answers to complex questions, but, like H. L. Mencken, we believe they are highly likely to be wrong.

			Just about everyone—politicians, school leaders, teachers, parents, and indeed almost all citizens—has grown up with these tests. They became a part of the background of life in the last half of the twentieth century, and their importance has only intensified in the twenty-first. Standardized testing is to Americans as water is to a fish. We don’t even see that things could be different. We hope this book will make it clear just how wet we all are.

			A Medley of Views

			A great many people have given the matter of standardized tests and their use a great deal of thought. We asked some of them for brief responses to this question: Please describe what, in your view, are the appropriate uses of standardized tests in U.S. schools. In this introduction and at the end of chapters 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10, we present A Medley of Views that we received. Some commentators said that, when certain guidelines are observed, standardized tests can be quite useful; some saw no possibilities whatever for the tests. But no one we asked endorsed the current use of the tests for accountability purposes under No Child Left Behind or the new administration’s proposed uses in its “blueprint.” We didn’t ask Secretary of Education Arne Duncan or his predecessor Margaret Spellings.

			[image: bubbles.eps]

			“Reading” the Reading Tests, Susan Ohanian

			Early in my teaching career, I thought standardized tests had some minimal use. I thought they let me know if my students, in general, were able to do what experts expected. But the more knowledgeable I became about child development and the closer I looked at the tests, the more I began to suspect the so-called expertise of the test producers. So I tried skewing the results. For example, guessing that test makers would consider apostrophe placement a big deal for third-graders and guessing that they would try to lure kids with sins of commission, before the test I told my students, “You know, we don’t use apostrophes in this class, and I’ll break the knuckles of anybody who says the right answer is to add an apostrophe.”

			Predictably, the test had two such items, and my class, grouped together as the worst readers in third grade, obeyed my threat and scored above grade level in Language Arts Usage. I think my method is saner than drilling hapless third-graders all year on the difference between possession and plurality. 

			They also scored high in spelling even though they were abominable spellers. On standardized tests spelling is really proofreading, and since my students did a lot of reading, they were adept at recognizing what “looked” right. Later, it was hard to convince parents that their children really weren’t fine spellers when McGraw-Hill claimed they were “above grade level.” 

			Now, as I collect absurd standardized test questions from across the country, my misgivings grow. In testing comprehension, some test makers use vile passages constructed by work-for-hire temps. Others use “authentic” literature, degrading that literature in the process. When I saw the mutilation done to D. B. Johnson’s Henry Hikes to Fitchburg, I burst into tears. Surely, D. B. Johnson did not create this work so kids will identify an adjective when they see it. The MCAS (Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System) asked tenth-graders to read a passage from The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck and then answer this question: 

			The sentence “From her position as healer, her hands had grown sure and cool and quiet; and faultless in judgment as a goddess” begins with

			[image: bubbles.eps] a split infinitive. 

			[image: bubbles.eps] an independent clause. 

			[image: bubbles.eps] a prepositional phrase. 

			[image: bubbles.eps] a gerund phrase. 

			As though Nobel Laureate writers write to provide children with grammar lessons. Or as if this information has anything to do with reading comprehension. 

			Test manufacturers would never be able to keep the lid on just how outrageous their reading comprehension tests are if looking at these tests weren’t a felony in many states. Teachers and parents and the public aren’t allowed to have a clue. 

			For anyone who administers standardized tests to children or whose children take standardized tests, Children and Reading Tests (Hill and Larsen, JAI Press, 2000) is a must-read. Must. No matter what your level of expertise in deciphering reading tests, this book will knock your socks off. Using methods of discourse analysis, the authors examine representative material from actual reading tests, and they discuss children’s responses. In short, they talk to children about why they chose the answers they did. In a sophisticated and nuanced revelation we see both how tests fail to tap into children’s worldviews and how convincing children’s “wrong” answers are. 

			Susan Ohanian is a teacher and writer who lives in Vermont. She hosts the website www.susanohanian.org, which was founded in opposition to No Child Left Behind. 
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			Misunderstanding Accountability: The Big Picture

			Schools are not businesses; they are a public good.

			—Diane Ravitch, 2010

			We open with the “aerial view” we promised in the Introduction. Before moving on to the specific assumptions that underlie standardized testing and the ways we use it in America, we want to give you the lay of the land as well as a preview of the better place we hope we can end up.

			The big questions for our big-picture view are: Why testing, and why now? The short answer to both questions is that today, accountability rules. Everyone knows it. No Child Left Behind brought to a head twenty years of a misguided approach to accountability that has grown progressively more misguided. The model of accountability that our policy makers generally espouse takes an “industrial” approach to schooling. It defines the value of all our educational efforts strictly in terms of test scores and so makes increasing those scores the primary goal of our schools. It’s as if our leaders believe that you can gather up a bushel of high test scores—fresh from the academic assembly line—and take them to market and cash them in for future prosperity.

			Look at the Race to the Top, the portion of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (between us, the stimulus bill) that provided more than $4 billion for a grants competition among the states, or look at the early indications of what the administration and Congress are likely to end up with in a reauthorized ESEA (Elementary and Secondary Education Act), spelled out in A Blueprint for Reform.1 We’re going to “hold people accountable” by requiring schools to track student outcomes from test scores to attendance to graduation rates. In designing compensation systems, we’re going to require states to consider teachers’ performance—as measured at least in part by their students’ performance on standardized tests. And we’re going to have “interventions” for teachers and schools that fail to produce ever-higher numbers. After all, what could schools possibly be for, if they’re not for producing ever-higher performance numbers? Many folks in D.C. and in state capitals are even hoping to extend similar kinds of accountability measures to higher education.

			But all of this effort is, we contend, misguided for at least two reasons. First, we’re caught up in a national misunderstanding of the basic terms of the debate. The proposed policies aren’t about accountability at all. All school accountability really ought to mean is that citizens and their elected officials are given the information that they need to know about their schools. That’s far simpler to state than to put into effect. But the information the public needs to have about its schools is far broader and more complex than any set of test scores.

			Accountability is really just reporting.2 And while reporting test scores and other quantitative measures of the performance of schools and students certainly constitutes a part of that task, it is only a small part. What teachers share during parent conferences about how students are progressing is part of accountability; the budget figures presented at school board meetings and reported by local news outlets are important too, and so is the array of demonstrations of student achievement in the arts and in athletics. The aim of accountability is to allow the public to get to know its schools, and transparency is key.

			But real communication is a two-way street. Schools also need to invite real public input into matters of curriculum, instruction, extracurricular activities, and all the problems and successes, social and academic, that are part of the daily life of our schools. Then our schools will be truly accountable. In chapter 10, we take a more in-depth look at accountability and examine in some detail two recent proposals for new ways to design an accountability system that is broader and more responsive to the role of public education in a democratic society.

			But if the so-called accountability policies being considered by our leaders, both elected and appointed, are not about accountability, what are they about? In a word, they are about evaluation, and evaluation means making judgments. Are our students doing well enough and are our teachers good enough to help them? Which brings us to the second reason that the policies under consideration are misguided: judgment requires a broad consideration of purpose, and in our haste to get to the finish line, find out who won, and award the trophies and hand out the lashes, we don’t stop and think about why we do what we do. What are our schools for? What goals do we hope they will achieve?

			These questions of purpose are not new, and in chapter 11 we look at the long history of thoughtful consideration of the purpose of public schools. But taking them seriously requires patient and nuanced discussion, something that our national rush to judge and then reward or punish on the flimsy foundation of a set of test scores has made all too rare. This book is intended to move you to instigate such discussions with your family, friends, and neighbors. This kind of change that bubbles up from the people is a reassertion of the democratic values on which the nation was founded, and in it lies the kind of reform we believe our schools need.

			More than a quarter century after A Nation at Risk moved school reform onto the national political stage, more than twenty years after the first President Bush and the nation’s governors set “national goals” for education for the year 2000 (heard much about them lately?), and after more than eight long years of the punitive accountability schemes of No Child Left Behind, the time seems ripe to consider these kinds of questions. Indeed, some events suggest that the stars are aligned.

			As we were putting the finishing touches on this book, a loud splash was heard in the usually calm pond of education publishing. Diane Ravitch, an education historian who is a research professor at New York University and was from 1991–1993 Assistant Secretary of Education in the George H. W. Bush administration, published a new book. Its title, The Death and Life of the Great American School System, harks back to Jane Jacobs’s Death and Life of Great American Cities. And its impact might turn out to be just as profound.

			As a writer and as a federal policy maker, Ravitch was one of the key architects of the standards movement of the 1990s, which had only a short life and was quickly replaced by the extreme emphasis on high-stakes testing that NCLB represented. Her support for the role of choice, charter schools, and markets in education was never in question, and she often wrote in support of these market-based ideas. Her new book is essentially a recanting of nearly all her once stoutly held views about “testing, accountability, choice, and markets.” As she repeats throughout the book, the evidence for these policies just isn’t there.

			Of Ravitch’s quartet of policies she once endorsed and now disputes, our focus is primarily on the first two: testing and accountability. Our book is devoted to demonstrating the shortcomings of the measuring stick of standardized testing that is so mindlessly used to judge schools, and we’re happy to have someone as influential as Ravitch cross over to our side on that one.

			But an expressed desire for accountability is at least partly responsible for the test mania that continues to beset the nation. Ravitch describes policy makers’ understanding of accountability when No Child Left Behind became law in 2002: “By accountability, elected officials meant that they wanted the schools to measure whether students were learning, and they wanted rewards or punishments for those responsible.”3 It’s our view that the rewards and punishments employed to entice or push schools to raise test scores are at best misguided and at worst harmful (see chapter 5 and, to a lesser extent, chapter6). Indeed, one of the main weaknesses in the Obama “blueprint” is that it maintains the same obsession with the use of carrots and sticks. And while even NCLB didn’t use the word punishment when referring to the sticks to be applied to schools, preferring “sanctions” instead, the Obama administration’s new locution, “interventions,” slathers on the rhetoric even thicker. It’s not hard to envision such an “intervention” as consisting of a ring of politicians and corporate leaders surrounding a group of tearful teachers and students and haranguing them for being lazy and unmotivated.

			But Ravitch does more than simply disavow some of her earlier views and critique the techniques used to seek to drive schools to raise test scores. Like us, she also recognizes the importance of goals and purposes. She writes that “everyone involved in educating children should ask themselves why we educate. What is a well-educated person? What knowledge is of most worth? What do we hope for when we send our children to school?” She accepts as obvious that we want children to learn to read and write, but she goes much further:

			[T]hat is not enough. We want to prepare them for a useful life. We want them to be able to think for themselves when they are out in the world on their own. We want them to have good character and to make sound decisions about their life, their work, and their health. We want them to face life’s joys and travails with courage and humor. We hope that they will be kind and compassionate in their dealings with others. We want them to have a sense of justice and fairness. We want them to understand our nation and our world and the challenges we face. We want them to be active, responsible citizens, prepared to think issues through carefully, to listen to differing views, and to reach decisions rationally. We want them to learn science and mathematics so they understand the problems of modern life and participate in finding solutions. We want them to enjoy the rich artistic and cultural heritage of our society and other societies.4

			And she sees these goals as derived from the essential purpose of schooling in America. As we explain in chapter 11, since the founding of our republic, the purpose of public schooling in America has been to produce fully formed adults, ready to take their place in the democratic society we have passed on to them. Here is Ravitch:

			Our schools will not improve if we expect them to act like private, profit-seeking enterprises. Schools are not businesses; they are a public good. The goal of education is not to produce higher scores, but to educate children to become responsible people with well-developed minds and good character.5 

			Measuring well-developed minds and good character really is tougher than rocket science, and neither task lends itself well to measurement by a standardized test.

			But no matter how we spell out the various goals of schooling, when the discussion ends, schools remain crucial to creating the next generation of citizens. Families, religious bodies, and other social institutions play important roles, but in our society, schools are key players, and coming to an understanding of why we even have public schools is worth the time it takes.

			In misunderstanding accountability and in rushing to ill-informed judgment, we seem to have forgotten the primary role of purpose. It’s as if we’re careering down a highway at breakneck speed, happy just to be in motion. But lacking either a GPS system or a map, we have no idea where we’re going.

			Satellite View

			While an aerial view of the landscape of education might take in this nation and the accountability policies that it now follows, to get a picture of the entire world, we need to switch to a satellite view. What are we to make of all those international comparisons? You know, the ones you’ve heard and read about that purport to show America’s students are doing far worse than their counterparts in the rest of the industrialized world. What’s more, in many of these analyses it’s often alleged that the relative performance of American students declines the longer they stay in school and that we can’t expect to have a competitive economy if we don’t have competitive students.

			Most of what you hear and read on this score is a combination of noise and nonsense. We deal with the matter briefly here because we don’t want you to be sidetracked by all the hoopla the next time a new set of comparative test scores is released.

			Of course, all of the assumptions that we’re about to consider with regard to standardized testing in general also apply to the tests used in international comparisons. (See our list of bulleted questions in the Introduction.) That means that comparative reports, especially when filtered through the consciousness of pundits and politicians, should be taken with an even larger grain of salt. But there are some new complications that are peculiar to international comparisons.

			The late Gerald Bracey, who was one of those who contributed brief thoughts on the potential uses of standardized tests that we’ve interspersed throughout this book, maintained a blog on Huffington Post for a number of years. One of the final entries before his death in the fall of 2009 dealt with nine myths about public schools, one of which was that student test scores are related to the economic competitiveness of a nation:

			We do well on international comparisons of reading, pretty good on one international comparison of math and science, and not so good on another math/science comparison. But these comparisons are based on the countries’ average scores, and average scores don’t mean much. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the producer of the math/science comparison in which we do worst, has pointed out that in science the U.S. has 25% of all the highest scoring students in the entire world, at least the world as defined by the 60 countries that participate in the tests. Finland might have the highest scores, but that only gives them 2,000 warm bodies compared to the U.S. figure of 67,000. It’s the high scorers who are most likely to become leaders and innovators. Only four nations have a higher proportion of researchers per 1,000 full-time employees, Sweden, Finland, New Zealand, and Japan. Only Finland is much above the U.S.6

			As we argue in chapter 4, averages are capable of obscuring as much as they reveal. And it’s clear that no nation’s economy can be made up entirely of engineers and scientists, so the entire enterprise of judging an economy by average test scores in math or science or even in reading is really a fruitless exercise. But there are many other reasons that these international comparisons of test scores are not very revealing.

			Bracey wrote extensively on this topic. Much of his work was published in the Phi Delta Kappan, a magazine for professional educators, as part of his monthly research columns, or in one of the eighteen Bracey Reports that appeared in the magazine between 1991 and 2008.7

			The first question to ask about the comparisons is how representative of the population of each nation is the sample of students tested. If you go all the way back to the earliest studies in the 1960s, there really were vast differences in the population of students in school. We were comparing pumpkins and kumquats, and pretty much everyone knew it. Many nations were still recovering from the effects of a global war, and not every nation was dedicated to educating all of its citizens.

			The most egregious problems with sampling were fixed to some degree when the results of the first International Evaluation of Educational Progress were released in 1989. In the follow-up, in 1991, things were even better. Subsequently, such exams as the various iterations of TIMSS (Third International Mathematics and Science Study) and PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment), running from the 1990s into the 2000s, did an even better job of trying to compare apples to apples.

			But it still doesn’t work very well. Bracey cites a Belgian analysis of PISA results from 2007 that said:

			[T]he broad and long-term effects of education cannot be reduced to a few trivial indicators and every education system could be validly understood only by taking account of its history, its aims, and the complexity of its structures.8

			And the matter of structure and purpose of a nation’s school system cannot be overemphasized. For example, on the morning after the first round of TIMSS results were released in 1995, Lowell Rose, director of the PDK/Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes toward the Public Schools, was chairing a committee meeting to come up with questions for that fall’s poll. He wanted to acknowledge the poor performance of U.S. students in the TIMSS data. Other panelists encouraged him to first get the background documents for the study from the researchers at Boston College who were in charge of the U.S. TIMSS effort.

			Dr. Rose had strong views, but he was not immune to evidence. When he obtained a copy of the background material and saw wide differences in the structure of the education systems of the nations included, he agreed with other panelists that asking any questions about the results would be less than revealing. Just a few of the anomalies with regard to the secondary school results that purported to measure the performance of those in the final year of schooling: U.S. students worked at paying jobs for more hours than students in any other nation; the calculus portion of the exam included U.S. students who were in precalculus and had taken no calculus at all; students in the final year of schooling ranged in age from seventeen to their early twenties; while only a minority of students in the mid-1990s took even a single high school course in physics, in some nations many students took three; and in other nations, as many as half the students were in vocational programs by age seventeen, and some nations included these students, while others didn’t. It was a mess—an interesting mess, perhaps—but a mess nevertheless.

			All of the comparisons over the years raise similar questions, so that must mean there’s no value in pursuing any kind of international comparison, right? Not exactly. If you want competition, we have the Olympic Games and the World Cup. But one big question school comparisons can help answer is “figur[ing] out which practices from other countries we could use as guides for our own.”9 And some of the studies have provided vast stores of information that you’ve probably not seen reported in your local newspapers or heard about from your elected representatives.

			Consider the TIMSS Video Study, which was first reported in 1995, with a follow-up in 1999.10 In the first portion of the study, representative samples of eighth-grade math teachers in Japan, Germany, and the United States were videotaped; in the follow-up, samples of teachers in seven nations were taped. The tapes were coded, analyzed, and studied by research teams to shed light on how teachers approached mathematical topics in the various countries and whether those differences were reflected in the test scores. But the greatest value of the TIMSS Video Study is that teachers in every nation can learn—not about practices to adopt wholesale—but about patterns in the classroom practices of their international peers that can inform their own teaching.

			The teachers and students, not the test scores, are the stars of these analyses. But the overall conclusion the researchers reached was that there was no obvious way to choose a “best method” of teaching specific topics in mathematics. So even this “best use” of the data gathered as part of an international comparison can’t be reduced to headline copy.

			So with our big picture in full view, let’s begin our closer look at the basic assumptions that underlie standardized testing. In the next chapter we address content sampling, an issue much less widely discussed than the more familiar population sampling.

			[image: bubbles.eps]

			Misunderstood Measurement Mallets, 
W. James Popham

			During the past two decades, American teachers have been constantly clobbered in an effort to get those teachers to “raise students’ test scores.” With few exceptions, the tests on which those scores are to be raised are standardized achievement tests. Such tests, because they are being employed to hold educators accountable for the effectiveness of their instruction—have come to be known as educational accountability tests. It is these accountability tests that serve as the measurement mallets by which legislators and policy makers hope to pound teachers into doing a better job of teaching. Nearly everyone involved in the accountability fray thinks standardized, educational accountability tests are the right tools to be used when determining the quality of schooling. They are wrong. 

			Here’s why. In order for a test to provide accurate evidence by which to judge the caliber of instruction given to students, the test must be able to distinguish between students who have been well taught and students who have not. Putting it more technically, a suitable accountability test needs to be instructionally sensitive; that is, it must accurately reflect the quality of instruction specifically provided to promote students’ mastery of what is being assessed. Almost all of the accountability tests currently being used in this country are instructionally insensitive. They simply don’t give us accurate evidence by which to judge our schools. 

			When the accountability tests being used to judge the quality of teaching provide misleading data, they lead to erroneous decisions about schools and end up eroding educational quality. Thus, because of these instructionally insensitive accountability tests, instructionally effective schools may be regarded as ineffective and made to scrap their excellent instructional activities. Conversely, instructionally ineffective schools may be thought to be effective and encouraged to continue their seemingly fine but actually lame instructional practices. 

			One reason many of today’s accountability tests do such a dismal job in determining educational quality is that those tests were built according to a traditional test-construction approach—an approach intended chiefly to permit fine-grained comparisons among test takers. The desire for a comparative interpretation requires that students’ test scores be sufficiently spread out. This requirement means that almost all of the items on a test must contribute meaningfully to the “score-spread” that’s necessary to support comparative interpretations. 

			One of the best ways to get test items to produce score-spread is to make sure students’ performances on the items are influenced by background factors that, themselves, are nicely spread out. For example, students’ socioeconomic status (SES) is a nicely spread-out variable. So too are students’ inherited academic aptitudes, such as their quantitative or verbal aptitudes. Accordingly, if a test item is closely linked to either SES or inherited aptitudes, students’ scores on the variable will be spread out as well. And here’s where the real problem arises: instructionally insensitive accountability tests tend to measure what students bring to school, rather than what they are taught once they get there. 

			As long as we continue to evaluate schools by using instructionally insensitive accountability tests, our appraisal of those schools will be seriously flawed. 

			W. James Popham is an emeritus professor at the University of California, Los Angeles. He is the author of a number of works on assessment, including Transformative Assessment (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2008).
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