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development‘ MCT's' potentigl impact: the use 'and aevelopment of MCT
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v— R " i ' INTRODUCTION . : AN

The issues associated with the development and use of minimum competeancy .

testing programs require careful analysis from many different perspectives.

Y

This paper provides the perspective o% ait“e‘st\: program developer on the following

s -

- aspects of such programs:

: :
* ~I. What is the national, "state, and local context for MCT “PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
o " . ‘ . . MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED 8Y
X program development? h ~ o .
II. What .are- the potential impacts of MCT programs?- e
v ~
. Y N
III. How should MCT programs be -devekoped and uged? v TO THE EDUCATIONAL RE!?'QU§CES
S . : \ : INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC). »
\ /“ ~ IV. Baw should individuals with stromg positive or strong ' S ;
LI * A
- negative wlews react to such programs? . . -,
R
s : .

, — T : S . . |
) Association

I»Paper based on presentation at the Mid-South Educational Research
Annual Meeting, New Orleans, Louisiana, November 1978. )
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S WHAT IS THE NATIQNAL S’IAIE, AND LOCAL CON’I‘E‘(’I‘ ‘

FOR 7»m PROGRAM DE#ELOP}ENI? .

O

‘ Ipe attitude of the general public toward the MCT movement ;s well-represented

in a cartoon that 3ppeared in a June 1976 issue of h S‘ Vews and World Report. In

-

the car;oon a high school’ principal QQEgars on a platform in an auditorium setting

!

that is set up to make 1t clear that 1t iIs high school graduation day The principal

.is smiling and holding up a phonograph record. Ho‘is saying ‘and this yéar for .
our graduates who cap't read, a recorded diploma." Many public school'educgtors ‘

‘ view this as a low ;nd scurrilous attack on our educational system. It is toe
case, ho;ever that this .unfair representation doesg indeed reflect a very widely ‘
held concern obooc standa:ds ia U.S. elementary and secondary education This
concern QE at the basis of ; number of developmeqts in miniégm oompetency testlng\'

\F at the federal state, and Iooal 1evel _ o . | t \ -

>

N . . - v
) »

National‘Lgbel

?

N

Looking firsc*at the national level -- a small; but quite influential{~§%ouo

of 1g§islators‘have issued calls forypith;r ;'nétion;l high school graduotion'
tesolor some type ofhnational g;adoation\standard,\ gmong the "charter members"

- of this group are inoluded Admiral Rickover, Senator‘Poll, aod ﬁepreéentative Mottl.

)

‘ Tho idea of a national test, even on a "voluntary" basis, has not won broad
support either in the fﬁpgress or the nation at large. However, the most recent

Elehentar%xand Seogige?y Education Act does call for federal support Ffor states
’ opting'to,dqvelop ninimum competency testing programs,

The current federal position regarding MCT appears to be that stated by

Secretary Califano in an October 1977 address to a College Entrance Examination

. . .
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Board meeting: . ,
. ‘ ‘ . )
"I believe every state should have a program for developing
and measuring basic skills that includes competency testing, :
but the individual states and the districts should decide o
how. to make use of competency testing in theilr programs. '
N . The federal governmenc should support, but not direct, their
efforrs.’ ‘ ! . -

Similar statements have been made by representatives of the federal government

2

at a variety of conferences in the past year. For the present, at least, the.

LY

A ' - . : \"
+ federal role is defined as that of information gatherer, supporter of research,

-
N -

and provider of technical information. °.
L 4

Al

i State Level

~
4

The greatest amount of minimum competéncy testing activity hasytaken pliace
at the state level. The state of Qregon announced a competency requirement for

<>

graduation in l§72, indicatihg that graduatiOn in 1978 would be based~ in.part,

upon demoustrated student proficiency In August of 1976 the National Center for

Educatlenal Statistics reported that 29 states had reached the planning stage of
consideration of minimam competency testingw By January of 1978 Chris Pipho of
the Education chmissien of the States was reporting that every state had a

committee, commission, or task force 1ooking at the possibility of either legisla-

A

tien or state board regulations on the topfc. The May 1978 Kagpan earried an

" . article indicacing that 33 states had already mandaced programs and suifeSting

that other states might act in the following year (Chris Pipho, 1978% . } After the

LY

‘Extraordinary initial swing to minimum competency at the state level the pace

-

of legislative activity has slo;ed but state level starf are now dealing w1th
tee tagks 9£ program developmeng and implementation. o ; 3
' \The seate level programs that haye been designed'vary on a gumber 6f dimen~;

\ RN o )
. sions yet are all atteepting to establish a minimal level of student proficiency.

>
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One general approach involves thb development or selection of a state level

examinatlon. In. Floridd,. for example, the state has been responsible for exam-

«ination development,: administrat:on, scoring, ahd related operational requiraments
( of phe testing program. \ \ .

»

! N ’ a N . e Y-
Other states such 5$Arizona \ﬁalifornia and Oregon have required minimal

w——— oy

ompetency testing inY artfcular subjects: of schaol districts but have leff the

\ Q .

choice of rtests. and most of the arrangements for‘using the tests to the local

-

‘districts} The stacés have stipulated, however, the grade levels for testing and
i oo \ . .

have required that the districts offer students multiple'opportunitigs to pass
P \ N ) - : i' \ ‘ ’
' lthe tests. —
. B The various states that have adopted minimum competency testing requirements
N B ] N )

¢ "have provided for a phase-in period. . The aumber of years Between the time the
. )

’requiremenu is announced aund the time that it is to go into effect varies from
s
;D

. state o sti” The age at which testlng is to take place also varies somewhat

-

-

from state to state. It is most common fQ@r states to require testing at the eighth
+or ninth grade, but some states have indicated that testing should take piaee'for
~the first time at the eleventh grade. There is a clear movement, however,‘away

from requiring testing late in the school years and towards the develcpment of

. integrated programs of testiug that combine earlier testing for basic skills with.
¢ \ : / L
checkpoint testing during the high school years.

_Local District Level . E

>

There has begu a good deal of local school district activity in the area.of
minimum competency‘testingg The Denver, Colorado schools, for~exampla, have

required studen;s to pass examinations in order to receive high school diplomas

&

* for more than"17 years. In the state of Florida, the Duval county schools had .-

initia;ed work on a minimum cdwmpetency testing program prior o the state level

=




However, the pace of local discrict activity has been very much influenced‘by

~

v

-
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. ™) . . N . X . " N - \
adoption of an examination as a requirement for all districts within, the ‘state.
-f k3 ~ N N .

- state lavel regulations and legislation. Once the state has adopted an examination

requirement, the local district has to coordinate its activities to complement the

state's offerings. d o ‘ o » .

*
v

One minimum competency testing program, the Basic Skills Assessment, represents

>

the combined efforts of a national group of school digtnictsioperating as a con-

sortium that provides policy direction to a nafionally available battery of examina-

tiens in raading, writing, and mathematics. This program is national in the sense

-

that tests and services are used in a number of different:districts across the

‘states, but the program calls for local districts to set their own standards on the

[RRERNEI \

£
-

o ) 2 : -~ .
basis‘of the examination. The program provides procedures for setting standards

by the “Sﬁzgf professipnal Judgment and empirical-data (Zieky and Livingston, 1977).

N H

.
» ’

a

Coutent of Minimum Competency’Examinations~ : .

e

5

. ]

Alchough the educational goals for elementary and secondary education in

S

various school districts and states are quite broad in sco e, the examinations
* q '

that are being used are focused on the basic'skill;areas of reading, writing, :

. . - \ 3
and wmathematics. Moreover, these examinations cover a limited range of skills. \\
‘ * ’

In reading, for éxample, there is a great deal of emphasis on reading for detail,
: ]

and- reading for main ideas, with almost no emphasis on evaluation or higher |

-

“level reading skills. The, tests have a very heavy emphasis on practical and

applied skilis,.déing stimulus wmaterial and 'questions directed at the kinds of | ‘
J A

AN
skill applications that 3tudents must make in both the school setting and in

-

everyday life. Almost all of the examinations are of the objectively scored

~type, alchough tilere has been some use of essay examinations in some programs.

* > -

In Géry, Indiana, for exémple: and in the Basic Skills Assessment direct measures

N &

X »
.
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of writing followé&'ﬁy teacher grading of results is an important part of the

. examinatfon program. Many school districts and states, however, have been reluctant

to use diresct measures of writing ?ecause of the time and expense associated with

§
Al

. - scoring the student papers.

- +

Li“ . ‘\

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL IMPACTS OF MCT PROGRAMS?

-

- c »
v’ | The minimum competency testing movement canmﬁﬁ expected to have significant’
- ‘ ‘) - >

impacts on a variety‘of aspects of school programs and on the-individuals associlated

PO

wirh such programs. This is a ggint worth emphasizing as much of the testing

\ — =
done im the schools has little impact on school practice or om the individuals

hd »

involved because no critical decisions are made on the basis of the test results.

N 1
s

From my perspective asg,a test déngOper,‘the practice’ of administering tests, scoring

them and filing away the results seems an unfortunate waste of student and teacher
N N L4 ~

k)
[} - » &

time. Aiso,such pointless testing ﬁromotes negﬁtive attitudes toward the field
» . H

?

of\testing.and reduces the possibilicy that tests will be employed to .provide the

kind of information that can help facilitate the work of elementary ‘and secondary °

. m——
>

school educators. \

L2 s .
a Y N Y
~ Since winimal competency tests are tied to important decisions about students
. | X - N
and programs, it is clear that imﬁgcts can be expected throughout school programs.

A}

The MCT movement 4s at an early enough stage that 1r 'ls necessary to talk: about }

»a

potential rather than actual impacts in order to provide a broad analysis of

; -~

possible positive and negative effects. My own speculations regarding these

possible eTigcts are presented ag a series of lists of both positive and negative
outcomes that may result. I view the positive outcomes: as onmes that are likely

- A

to result when gchool districts devote sufficient time to long term planniung,

defineitlearly the respousibilities of the individuals who will develop and use

. Y

N
. »
.

-~
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. © the minimum competency testing' program, and involve a broad array of school scaff

and community members in the development and refinement of a program. Iﬁ*guch
b

tases thaitesting‘program can be clearly linked to the instructional program so
) o v ;
that the identification of student deficiencies is followed by appropriate
. . '

remedial treatment and monitoring of stqéent progress with the goal of bringing -

as many scudents as possible up o a prSEiciency level judged essential by the
. . R : \ o= ) A
- local school district or state agency. Fortunately, there are a number of

publications available which provide analysis of the ‘major issues that school

districts must consider in developing their programs (Bossome, 1978; Brickell,

1978;\Fremer, et al, 1975; Haney & Madaus, 1978; Nationai-School Board Association,

>

1978; Wicional School Public Relations Association, 1978; Neill, 1978).

The negatiwve outcomes that are identified in the liét below are the ones that
I see as likely with poorly designed and developed minjimum competency. testing .
programs. I do not see these negative aspects as inevitable consequences of the

adoption and use of minimuh_competency testing programs in a school district or

state. . : - . , .

T

Potential Impacts of Minimum Competency Te%ting (% = posat critical issues)

Area;of.Impact ' ;§ositive Lo Negative
’ Stud;nts * Early identification of need . * Negative label
Clear goals ) . Restriction of opticns
* Provision of remediation in schoql -
. ' * Monitoring of progress * Denial of diploma
* More attention to basic sEills ’ Redz;;i;iuzigizzé»seccnda;y
* Meaningful diploma . 3 \ =
Teachers Inscructional minagement . *‘Unre;listic’;§signments

infe
information Loss of jobs

* Clear goals . -

&

. : : . * Losg ‘of freedom
* Inrservice training-—-remediatiom, \ Parental pressur
. : ule

Measurement
" Supplementary aid Law suits - .
More opportunitiis for ' ¢

' . B individualized instructiocnm

N8
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Area of Impact

®)

Positive -

» N L

Negative

» £y

Currfculum, Clearer statements of objectives * Restriction of curriculum
Instructipn, and pr;arities - Cram books and coaching
and School . \* Focus on applicacions ‘ .
A Clima®e ‘ . PP ‘ . Divisiveness .inside of.
* Increase in:emphasis on writing school _ )
. ‘ More extensive remedial optilods’ Strong’ limits on imnovation
‘% Tncreased emphasis ou standards ‘
Better match;oflStudents and .
(% _programs .. .,
‘ { _ -t
Administraggrs ‘% Evaluation information * More ‘forms and reports

L

»

Clear goals

Increased funding

Need for more staff and
facilities
* Poor publicity
Law'sulics " o

School Boards

* Evaluation information

o

* Heaﬁingful diploma . ,
Increased funding

Increased public awareness of
. schoals

1

Need ;6 ob;xin\funds for :
remediation

-

Poor publicity
* Law suits

"+ Parents Identification of child's" Increased school taXes
. BN a2eds ‘ ‘ * Denial of diploma.to child
* Literate children <
* Meaningful diploma .
Emp loyers Labor pool with certified _— Increased schoolf taxes
B Aliteracy ’ . ‘
; ; — '
Testmakers Chance to contribute to * Jictims of “blame the
: educational goals thermcmetef’z .
. "% Test results that are acrualiy Restriction of breadth of .
j . T used o N testing !
| . * Increased test development work * panger of overemphasis op
Greater support for testing testing ,
research 7 Pressures to move too
. N . i
* Incentive to communicace with quickly .
. . Law suits \

-

general public

. -
-

+ o, highlighted by testing.

Y

Y
~

.

S 2 If people choose to criticize -tests instead of_déaling with the problems

R

o

o
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"HOW SHOULD MCT PROGRAMS BE DEVELOPED AND USED ° -

-

N . ) ’ <
. L N §

The developers of minimum competency testing programs face many 1mp0rtan€ ’

N M ~
t . x .

decisions in the course of program design and implementaticn‘ It may be useful" .

to have as background for this work'a §et of guidelines uovering the areas of

approprmate gses for mlnimum competency testing programs inappropriate uses,

ways‘cf selecting and using tests, and suggestions about using scores. The set

of guidelines that follow were drawn from the authors experience at Educatioﬁal
. L]

Testing Service in the course of developing the Basic Skills Assessment,

Guidelines for Minimum Competency Testing

\ ‘ ‘ N
Appropriate Uses for Minimum Competency Tedts in Schools

1. Administer codpetency tests in-the early grades as a part of a
diagnostic process that ideuntifigs students needing special help.

2. Administer competency tests at several points during the eighth
: through cwelfth grades. to assess students' progress. '

Ed

3. Adminiétgr.caﬁpe;ancy tests to some or all students at one or
more points during the eighth through twelfth grades to obtain
information on the effectiveness of educational programs that .

focus on the areas tested. ¢

4. &dminlster the competency tests as one part of a graduatlgn
requirement as long as the following conditions are met:

-—Remedial assistance is available to students who
fail inicially to meet performance standards.
—Sufficient rime is allowed for remediationm.

»

-=Students have multiple\bpportunities to pass the tests.’

“ N -

‘g
-
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: s _
Inappropriate Uses of H;nimun Competency Tests in Schools ™

1. Administer cam;ctancy tests ona time only, near cha end of the A

N . Senior year, as-a graduation requirementc. - .
§Q - - -~ ‘-
. 2. Administer competency tests-as a graduacien requiremenc wichout
AT any provision for remedial halp for' those who fail to meet the -
. perform:nce standard. . :
N N . R m e - & A
3. Usea competency tests as the 'sole basis for auarding a high school
diploma, p.g., without attendance and course requirements.
- \)
4. Rescrict the schools' curriculum\to the specific content of the
. tests. o C
7 5. Use the resulcs of ‘competency tests for evaiuating the perro*mangz‘
’ of .teachers. - . . . voe?
o » ’ ) * S
- b > o k3
T > ~ « ) ]
’ ‘ 4 . - . U
. ‘ .
: A
- ' m ~
. N v
—a A s ¢ .
o
. * 'Y N l !
- > ) ' ‘\- A -
Nemt - e -
» v - « ‘ J
- * :
\‘,\, ‘ .
7 \ : "
R Test Selection and Use . .
R Evaluaca the appropriateness of any competency test for your s tting‘,
2. Use several sources of. informaticn when maklng cricical decisions.
' 3. Review the process and results of using any program,
- 4. Keep tests in perspactive. Aall tests have 1Emitarions. .

»

5. Maintain test seturity. —

8. Rnspcct the students" right to privacy. -

< - AN S e
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Using Test Scores and Standards ‘ \ \ v ’ ,
: P ) : : . ;

Y

. 1. If there is a mandatory wminimum score required for graduation, it
Bust be clearly defined and the rarionale and methodology used for
es:abllshing the s:andard should be documented and open 'to review.

2. Teachers and administrators should mot use test scores as the ohly

criterion in deciding how mich and what type ox remedial work is '

. .- necessary for a pnrticular student , .

. 3. To establish test-performance standards, a school should employ
every 'resource available to ir, e.g., teachers, local emplovers,
communlty groups, atc,

*

. . Recognize that the settﬁng of performance standards has social and

-, policical- 1mp1*cations for students, schools, and the community.
e .3, Comnsider the standards estab§ished ‘and processes used by schools

. ‘ in other regioms and even in other states. (Learn by the_ experi-
N : ence of other districts.) ) . .

* 6. Any standards that are set should take eftect ouly after students,

teachers, and administrators have had ample varning and opportunitv
for adjus Chent.

N L4
a —— \
. 7. Listen for and encourage: feedback from students, teachers, and
parehts.

*

»

. 8. Standards shou‘d be reviawed periodically .and revised in the light
‘of experience.

»

N 3. Set separate standards for each subject-matter area that is tested.

.

o’
-

’
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R HOW\SHOHLD INDIVIDUALS WITH STRONG .POSTRIVE. —_ L
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.. ERTN = N ‘- N KA .. L . R A
S oo . QR S?RONG NEGAEiVE VIEVS REACT TO SUCH PROGRA‘MS9 Jre R
' . . : . N : LA
w ‘. R A <0 N LN S N N L3 N M ‘-‘- N . - OO \ T ~ ) e a
* Yy The predéding section. of chis paper addresses specific adpects of mlnimum

) R . -

tdﬁ;etency testing program development‘ In this section two general strafegies

¥ R N ‘» T

are offered, one for those who are vaty ppsitive about minimum qompetency testing

M a

and one fbr those who are Qégv\negative about this mQNémeht.‘ Starxlng with those

L3
¥

- who' are very positive toward|¥he movement, I would reccommend a nagp{ous and
‘deliberato_a;proachlto prograg de;olopment. In attemptigg to introduce‘a program;
‘ﬁ; O“i ' either a; the state or lgcal district level, an"adoisor; grouﬁféhould-békforﬁ;d
i“‘ E consistiné‘of bochaiducators and communitf‘members. These individu;is“shoulé
play an important ‘role in developing a ?rogram. philosophy and a aet oéiprocedures

2 & N " ' >

AN

designed to lzad to a program consistent with that program philosophy,. The b

¥ -
-~ -

minimum;competency tgsts that are selected from,external sources or developed for .
I

~ » v

A}

““the program §ﬁou1d be usedion a pilot basis and the results studied before L

L3 .

Y%

a standards are set and beforg thg~prggrap is m§§e 0perational.~!§he program should
have a clearly defined purpose such as the identification of students.for remediafion,\
ES . ~ N - - ] o

the establishment of a standard for graduation; or the provision of information

¥ .. ) - .

for use in_ evaluating programs.

*

re .should be a clear link‘between‘test§ng and
N

- A
» . N N »

) & > hd ‘ a2t . . . w )
\ provision of appropriate instruction. 11l*phases of program development and

. < i‘ N »
> N N . - 4 . N
implementation Sthools should move slowly and keep thé community well-informed

regarding the steps that are being taken and the rationale ‘for the steps.
. . » ° : L N e »

Those who are opposed to minimum competegoy“testing should proceed in a _

B

>
- N x

| Ee quite differené manher. Their ends will not be serveq\by trying to ignore the \ﬁ& e

minimum competency testing movement by digging in their heels, and by trying to

o

" resist MCT at everv possible turn. Instgad, dpponents of such programs should try
Ly & . 4
“ ¥ . . :

v -
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for the realism of the standards whe% they are set. ‘Instead test score o,

'~on\students and teachers.

~ > - » e A~ 3 e N
' N L ) | N ., ; ..
¥ Lot . (13'} h . N . \
) ) * ‘ ’ . e -‘ hd " * * » \‘:\ * 3
. £ - . : -
> . % . ‘ - . ? . ~ N s R . .
.\\‘ . X .t v\‘ ,.“\‘ .‘ . . -. ¥ A} . . X /~‘ , . \
To jump on’ the bandwagon while it 4s rolling and. to call for more speed ‘Ympé s, .
B W~ Tt - - '
shculd become active workers for theasVift and- total imp&ementation of minimal , ]
A v ) » ~ » .
9 AN

competency-:esting'program\in,cheir district‘or sfate. They should LTy to gf};

LR Y ~

bther pedple 1nvolved whole—heartedlv in the process~ - Opponents should call

LN

Y

-
* -

o
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be used noc only for scudents, but ,also for teachers, not onlv er teachers
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The possihility of testing school board members
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Oppcnents of minimal ccmpetencv testing wh&'follow the set of stxategies
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) that have been indicated and-use their skills effectlvely, should be*able to

kill m;nimug~competency testing chpletély in their districts or States within .
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a very short perfod of time.
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