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Overview

‘Thls paper contains some observations on a social indicators approach to
statewide éséessmenf of education. “he context of the observations is the
Oregon Department of Education model for educatlonal planning., - A plan for a
feasibility study on using indicators in assessment exists in full glory
(Jaeger, 1976) and.has been submitted to the Oregon Deparfmén? of Education.
Much of what | have to.say here can be applied to educational planning and
program evaluation at the federal level or [n large school systems. The

~varlables and tha cast of characters would change, but fhé basic approuch,
and the fundamental problems, would not. |

Statewlde assessment is an activity about which it might be said +haf,
never before has so much enefgy been lhves*ed by so many for so long, with SO
I1ttle clarity and concensus on goals and desired outcomes. |f a social
Indicators approach to statewlde assessment serves no other purpose, [t may
force consideration of des!red outcomes and examination of the reasonableness
of methods,

Although the Qregon planning modei has already been reviewed In some
detaii In thS'symﬁas1um, i+ will be useful to Iist Its elements once again.
The initial step in the model Is goal setting. Long-range, statewlde goals
for elementary and seconaary education are established by the State Board
of Education. These goals are Intended to be viewed as benchmarks against
which the relevanée of all education activities .in the state cén be Jjudged.
Educational assessment Is the second step In the &lannlhg model. The purpose
of assessment is to provide data for determination df the state's educational
status on dimensions defined by fhe goals established in step one. In the
third step of the planning model,;fhe resulfé of steps one ana‘fwb are com-

_pared. In the fradfflon of the discrepancy evaluation model,‘needs are
deflned ag‘élscrepénclgs befWeen goéls and curreﬁ+-sfa+us,‘.‘, A
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Since It 1s assumed that.needs wlII-eXCeed avallable resources, the fourth
sfép of The'plannlng model conslsts of ranking needs In order of pribrITy.
In the fifth step of the model, speclfic object|ves are establlshed for
needs that have been identified for allocation of current resources. In
the Oregon parlance, objectives are "actlion items"; they specify accbmpllsh-
ments by particular elements of the eduéaflonal system, in order to meet
identified needs. In step six of the planning model, alternatlve plans for
achievement of objectives are put forth and considered. The best of the
alternative plans that are Judged to 'be feasible Is selected in step seven. -
‘Resources are al located to the activities s ecified by the selected plan in
step eight. In step nine, activities specified in the selecfed-plan are
undertaken, and a best effort is made to implement the plan., Step ten cqnslsfs
of a discrepancy evaluation of the plan and its l@plemenfaflon, together with
nécessary modlflcéflon of objectives, the plan, or resource allocation. The
evaluation provides some of the Informatlon necessary to esfabllshvgoéls,
and the ten-step model is repeated as often as necessary. |

This idealized planning model Is simllar In Its baslc assumptions, and -
its linearity, to many others. Some of Its language may be unique, but its
"ready, set, go" approach to action Is familfar. Whether it will work well,
" In either a normaflve or absolute sense, is a testable proposfflon. None=-
'Thelesé, it lends rationality to statewide assessment by providing some
reasqhs.for assgss[ng_educaflqnal status and progress. Before proceedlng‘fo _
exah(ne TheSe, | would Iikéﬁfovconsider the assumptions undeflying the
Oregon planning model, and the rolé of assessment in planning.

AssumETionﬁ ‘ _
Beyond the initial goal=setting sfép, in which the misslon of the

educational system can .be formulated in the pollfléal,markefpléée;j*he
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planning system assumes that decision-making ism;;Ll1c, rational, empirically=
baéga; ahd a-pollflcéi:'“ln the absence of any of these assuimptions, the
planning system could not function. For example, once goals have been set
by the State Board of Education, they are assumed to become the stimuli for
all decisions and activities by educators at all subordinate levels of
government. There can be no hidden agendas or alternative goal sets if the
planning system is to proceed on course., So it must be assumed that all
educators outside the State Board of Education understand the goals, accept
the goals, and are willling to plan and conduct their activities In ways +ha+
will facilitate accomplishment of the goals. The system falters if any of the
following assumptions are violated:

I) Declision=makers afe rational, and work only to maximIZe the common
good;

2) Declsion-makers are capable of responding andleIIlng to respond
to externally-derived data; -

"3) The educational system is infinitely adaptive; in the face o% con="
flicting information, current activities can be modifled to meet
current needs;

4) Freedom of information will be accepted by‘all who hold decision-
making power; '"government in the sunshine" will be practiced by the
edqcafipn bureaUCracy}A

~3) Both decision-makers and the public can establish common=-metric
utilities on dimensions of current educational sfafus, trends in.
educational status, and desired outcomes in education;

6) AII'Consfrucfs of Iinterest and value can»be measured wlfh'folerable 
precisfon and validity;

7) Causal models offfheﬁrélaflonships befween‘rgsource al location,

governmental action, and educatlional out

comes can be esfabllshéQ"' RE




and validated.
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The Role of Assessment in Planning

If the Oregon planning system for education Is Yo succeed, and the

assumptions delineated above are to be satisfied, assessment must.meet two .. .. . ...

crucial tests, First, It must provide sufficient information to determine
whelher, and to what degree, the State Board of Education's goals are being
achleved.. Without this information, the third step of the planning model,
analysis of the disparity between goals and currenT_sTalus; cannot be com=
pleted. Thls function of assessment ls largely descriptive, possibly |

feasible, and not nearly as simple as the planning model suggests. As In most

‘W~-s+a+es, Oreon's goals for education are quite global and general. To wit:

"In preparing for the |ife role of Individual, every student in the
elementary and secondary schools shall have +he opporfunlfy to develop
ski|ls necessary for achieving fulflllmen+ as a self—dlrecfed person, acqulrew;;
the knowledge necessary for achieving and malnfalnlng physlcal healfh,
acquire knowledge necessary for achieving and maintaining mental health,
develop the capacity for coping with change through an understanding of the
arts, etc,, etc. The Ilsf goes on at lhis level of generality. By.my count,
there are forty-three goals altogether.

I f, through assessmenf, the state is lo determine whefher, for examp le,
every student In the elenenfery andksecondary schools hasthe opporfunlly
to "develop skills necessary for achlevlng fulflllmen+ as a, self—dlrecfed
person'", common agreemen+ mlsf be reached on the meaning of a number of

terms, and massive cons+ruc+ valldlfy problems musf be solved What is a.

self—dlrec+ed person? Whaf behavlors, skills, capaclfles and actions would

. cause-us to..label-an- eIemenTary -or- secondary sfudenf a pofenflally "fulfllled"

: self-dlrecfed person"? Perhaps Ted Blau swork on llfe quallfy lndlcafors

- wlll be - helpful here.k Buf suppose fhaf we could agree on +he deflnlflon of
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a pofenflally fulfllled self—dlrecfed elemenfary school student. Our
problems would nat be over. For the goal states that "every student in the
elementary and secondary schools shall have the opportunity to develop the .

skills necessary..."., Now we must come to some agreement on what these skillis

are, how they can be measured, and, of gr'taa*rer--lm'por*i-ﬂance-';-*"\rn'la't"*eI"eman''"I"";:A'Mc)“fv~

an educational experience provide students with the oppoffunlfy to develop
such skills. Here we must move, however unwilling and unwafIng, into the
realm of causal mode}lng. LI

The second task for educational assessmenf demands causal mode 1 ing
even more forcefully fhan does the first, Assessmenf must provlde a'basls
for the setting of prioritles, Including allocation of resources among
competing programs, projects and constituencies. To defermlne where scarcé
resources shall be allocafed decision=-makers must have some basis for
defermlnlng the resulfs their allocaflon decisions are llkely to realize; In
short, “they musf'be-able*fo=relafe decisions ‘on educaf!onal/Tnpu?s-fq lTkely
outcomss, Existing research on ap+lfudeéfréa+mén+7Ihféracffoné-suggeéfsffhaf
causal models will be-camplex, that 'strong’main-effects will ‘be few and far

between, and -that low-order Interactions wili not be highly explanatory -

(Cronbach and Snow, :1976), The recent résurganCQvoffinferesftln’fhe'Carroll

model -of 1963, and the ‘emergence of the Wlley~Harnishfeger-and:Harnishfeger-
Wiley modéls of 1975 and 1976, suggest fhaf-weife’farifromiSéf*led'Oﬁ whay
input fécfors"affec+'éducafl§nal outcomes. All this Is not to say
cafegérlcally‘fhafvraflohal;~llhear; data-based educational planning models

WOn?anOrk;“juswaé'cOnfirm;fonCe'agaln;-fhaf*if*lsnfffas*slmp[éfas‘weimlghf
. ? .
hope.

- Can”an Indicafors Approach +o Assessmenf Help?

vt o - TR

.. There-are'at least .as ‘many’ definitions” of +he term "social indlcafor" as

~ed




¢6—

‘there are contributors to the burgeoning Tiferature In the flald. The social
indicators movement can claim: Iiterally thousands of papers in professional

Journals, dozens of books, and its own three-year-old journal, Social lndicators

~-Research. For-purposes of this discussion, an Indicator, whether soclial

or educational, will be defined as any statistical time-series-on a quan*l- 
tative variable that is measurable aAd time~referenced. One-shot measures
are excluded, as are sequences of quallfaflve deécrlpf!ons.

In my view, fhe serlous assessmen$,problems‘l've described will not be
readily solved through appeal to the literature on soclal Indlcators == or
through an "indicators approach" to statewide assessment. | don't claim to
have studied the enfire §§ciaI indicators |iterature, but | have spent about
a month with it.. Ifuprovldes ho'ganééal and-unque methodblogy. Its_principal
contributors seem almost oblIvious fo problems of psychometric adequacy,
although Land (1975) and DeNeﬁfville (1975) consider consfrbcf valldity
problems briefly. The princlpal advantages of apprbaching educational assess~
ment from the perspective of indicators are these: First, attention would
be pald to trends in educatlonal variables, in contrast fo‘one-shof status
measurement. The National Assessment philcsophy advocates this zoproach, so
the [dea is not new to educafion.w But goéd Ideas are worthy of reliteratich, .
Désplfe current resurgehce oflfhe popularity of criterion-referenced measure=
-ment, | think that most of our Valué jqumenfs are Inhereﬁfly norm=re ferenced.
Wilt Chamberlain is judged fo be tall not only because he's'sqmewhere around
seven feet, but because that helghf‘ls at least three standard dévlaflonS’
average for 30 ihé;;frlals closed at }c00 +oday,,+hosé who fol low the stock
market would respond poslflvely; noflbecause the scaée has any criterion- ‘*
féféfenced meanlhg, or‘pracflcal»inferpreféflon, but because fhéf Index was

~at 930 just a month ago. Time serlészprovldé‘lnherenf, temporal norms, and
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are therefore amenable *o valulnq.
An Indlcators approach to sfafewlde assessment Is also likely fo bring .
about a vastly broadened range of vartables to be considered., It has the

l1kel 1hood of fostering movement from a concentration on direct or proximal

measurement of the supposed "effects" of educational Intervention, to the

measurement of dlstal varlables that are a) farther along a causal chaln

extending from Inputs &nd Interventions to outputs, and b) closer fo ultimate.
criterion vartables., Spady £1277) called the latter varlables "compefencles" S
and the former "capaclitles", In a recenf article on competency-based education.
An example of a capaclty would be abl|ity to solve problems that required .
basic arithmetic operaflons} a competency Is 1llustrated by ablllfy'fo partic=-
ipate In a municlpal election.

Use of Indicators In statewide assessment may force educators and the
publlc to defline what they mean by competencles. Thus expectations placed on |
the schools by the public may become clarifled. This will surely be necessary
I f Indlcators of progress toward educational goals’ are to:be défined) presenféd
to the public, and accepted as measuresiofveducaflonal effecf!veneESa

As 1n'many states, the demands on amsfafewlde'assessménfuaysfem In =

Oregon far exceeded. the resources that were.aVaI1able-To-fhaf”sysfem. ‘Mary

.Hall .developed-an-interesting-approach~to-solving that problem. ' She suggested

that assessment of progress toward ‘many of Oregon's educatlonal goals-might:"
be achleved. through. analysls of existing:data aval1ab1e“bo+hwwlfhln”apd*oU+=f
slde the state's Department. cf Education.: For:example,’ the:branch of state.:’ .
government concérned'wlfh‘criminaffJus?icevmlghfvprondéF#lme?serles that
could be’ used t+o assess’ the- ‘effectiveness of +he‘s+a+e s ciflzenship education

program, : The plan for exploring the feaslblll?y of ‘an lndlcafors approach .

-to s+a+ewlde assessmen+, menfloned earller, was: based on Mary S |dea. It

ls an elaborafe plan, slnce The problem Is a dlfficulf one. And lfs Thlrfy-




~_ four steps cénno# be dealt with in a ten-minute paper that has already run

overtime, Buf the Title s "Expioring The feasibility of using existing
data as indicators of progress in statewide assessment", and it's aval lable

from the Oregon Department of Education at cost of reproductlen. [f the

Idea Interests you, | commend the plan to your a++én+lon.

What I've said here may sound hlghly critical of Oregon's pilanning and
assessment system, That view Fequlres perspective, -First, | don't havé a
befter approach to offer. Second, In comparison to the activities of other
sfafés, the Oregon system fares well indeed., |+ involves all levels of the
education system, including classroom teachers and the public. [t defines
the purposes-of education far more broadly than minimal competencies in
basic skills, |t is adaptive, rational and open. But it will be far more
difficult to carry out than the State Board of Education or others in the
.sfafe government seem to realize. And an Indicators approach to assessment

A PN A i T i L, i i AT Y A A N 3 AT T A A o, I T R S ST e

" won't solve Its most serious problems.
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