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o The concerts cf competency can be conceptually ,
separated "into two dimensibdns: sinimux competency testing (MCT)' and
cofipétency based education (CBE). Cne of the major weaknesses of the

S .| movement is the growing reliarnce cn single test scores as \
indicators of the total eapability of students. Minorities do aot '
reject the idea of competence, tut they oppose the lise of MCT as a

"rationale for organizational resegregation or as a justifiication for
» maintaining the status quo by denying mobility and chcices to

s mipoiity groups. CBE may change the educational process by

' structuring educational goals around specific¢ outcemes; and by using

various measures to diagnose individual needs, to provide :

individualized instruction, tc use aprropriate and adaptable iearning
activities, to use flexible scheduling, amd to evaluate progranms,
students, and teachers. MCT alcne ‘tlames the student for failure,
while CBE imvolves education and suppcrt processes to remediate
student weaknesses. Minorities are also concerned about the lack of
curricular and instructional validity.in schools which administer

HCTs. Minority groups, although supporting competerce, do not support

- MCT in isolation from the resyonsihilities which should be borne by

;> the total educational system. (MH) ‘ ‘

- - . ™
‘ . T e . . -
: o
- LN

***#**#*******#****#********ﬁ#**#*i**********}3***##*#***#*#****#******

* - Reproductions supplied by EDRS Are the best that can be made = *
* - from thiiiijzﬁﬁal,document. *
* %

P RE R AR KRR AR AN AR K K AR Rk kR AR R R KK ook ok

. .
* -

-~ . . e -

\)4 ] :‘ ) P . | . ‘, 3 . ‘ . . \




U8 DEPARTMENT OF MEALTM

. . . - . EDUCATSQNA\NELFAQEI
- , . NATIONAL INSTITYTE oF
_ . ) KDUCaTION

- T :
| . DZI§ .DO(UME_NY HAS BEEN REPRO-
. m:ia EXACTL ¥ as RECEIVED FROM
3 ERSONOQOQGANIIAHONOHIGIN-.

. ‘ ‘ ¥ ' ' ‘ N

~
W
m
4
-
o
-
~
2
4
>
o)
>4
>
z
v
-
3
<
-
™
Q

- .
-
i ~

DO MINORITIES EMBRACE THE CONCEPT -

v ' ’ OF MINIMUM COMPETENCY? ‘
»

. , by. %

L Ronald H. Lewis .
. .
. " ' - / ,
v “

. ERIC Clearinghouse on Tests, Measurement, & Evaluation
' Educational Testing Service Pr;nceton,kNJ 08541

-

‘IMO10 017

S
~

~,
N

* E
JAruiiText Provided by ERIC B
, , . e V4 '



- ¢

-

The material in this publication was prepared pursuant te a contract
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government spensorship are encouraged to express freely their judgment
’ in professional and technical matters, Prior to pubkication, the
) manuscript was submitted to qlalified professionals for critical review
. ) and determination of profeggional competence. This publicztion Ras met
Sh %uch standards. Points of v iew bdr opinions, however, do n g\necessarily

represent. the official view or opinions of. either these reviewers or the-
National Institute of\Education.‘
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Preface - - )
Vs . ' * L f,v’e',
To address questions concerning the implications for, minority groups
of the movement toward minimwncompetencytesting, Robert A Feldmesser, -

a senior research sociologist at Educational Testing Service, organized

a symposium at the 1979 meeting of the National Council of Measurement

in Education. In recognition of the significance of the issue, the .
ERIC Clearinghouse on, Tests, Measurement, and Evaluation’ encouraged’ and
supported Dr. Feldmésser's efforts and agreed to publish the papers
presentad in order to bring them to the attention of a wide audience,
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The following paper was one of those presented at the symposium.
We hope that its’%ppearance in print will sensiti

ze tpe educational’
commynity and the general public to the issues inveSed and will stinulate
discussionyand a search for satisfactory solutions,
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. . ‘ . . :'_»y,
_ Barbara M. Wildemuth
; . .Assigiate Director, ERIC/TM
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Do ﬂinorities Embrace the Loncept of Minimum Competency? .

Ronald H. Lewis 'Sf

"y, -

. F
3

Overview of. the MinimungomgetenCIMovemeq%
* * .

According to a broad range 8f our population, the_minimum—competend} move-

ment could be the major school reform of the 20th century. This opinion,however,

is far from unanimous. Vernon Jordan of the National Urban League has ‘called

it "the great American educatiod fad of the 19707s"; the National Association

for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Alliance of Black School

Educators have also expressed grave concern over it. :

’Thi; movement’s basic rationale, as practiced in numerous communities, is
quite simple: State or local districts should set minimum standards of perfo;zr
ance and test student proficiency in meetfng those standards. This will resu

in more competent students—-just like that! While there is almost universal
acceptance of the need for the concept, there is only minimal agreement on how
best to attack the problem.

Some minorities believe that the compatency movement is merely another
reflection of a new conservatism sweeping the country. Others feel that
competency requirements are geod in that they have forced the re—examination of
programs and of student progress and have gotten parepts and the general public
a little more interested and involved in schools. A different-view of <&he
minimum~cémpetency movement is that legislators are exﬁressing their frustratipon
and fajlure to get at the total educational system through any other meaws of
accountability. Thus, can be called an educationél consumer' movement or a
simplfstic, political, and naive reaction to the public s frustrations about
education’s complex problems and thg*poor performance of students.

{

Minimum-Competency Testing and Competency-Based Education
. . & / : ,

There are some important distinctions that must be made among the prolifera-
tion of terms that have to do with competency. We have-%bmpetency—base%x
education, competency testing, Eampetency standards, basic competencies,
minimal competencies, competency programs, minimum-competency/testing, minimum-
competency standards, minimum proficiencies, comagtency—based/evaluaticn, ,
competency levels, minimal-competency reqyirements, and so on. Educators do
have a penchant for communicative overkill! -Thg term has been reduced to such
a level of conglomerate absurdity that it may t ke.the public years to find out
what we re d11 talking about. , . 1

) “ . o -
_~ For purposes of this presentation, I think it’s important to separate the
cancept into two. dimensions: minimum-competency testing (MCT) and competency-
based education (CBE)% The use of ‘tests as a means of determining when perfor-
mance is satisfactory in relationship to some pres®t criterfon or standard is’
a comhon pracfice. Unfortunately, there is g growing feeling that the use of
minimum—competency tests will in and of itself result in greater sxudent .
achievement. But tests don’t teach; they look for Ehe right answer, not the

[ . . . Y .
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pfOLESS of tKought the student used to read it. Readers of this publication do
n¥t have to be reminded that single-¢riterion evaluation of students or teachers
_is a mindless approach to the problem of low student achievement. This is one
of.the major weaknesses 'in the MCT movement. Despite all the pasdt emphasis on
variate indicators, on options to paper-and-pencil tests, on.criterion~ or
objective-referehced tests, we are still using test scqres as the sole indicator
vfr a student’s t{tal capability. y
" CBE, however, may necessitate restrucfuring the schools and the educatiomal
process. FEducatiginal goals would be structured around specific outcomes rather,
than around .cours® and subject completion. Specifically stated objectives, -
“use of various measures, if necessary, t6 diagnose individual needs and )
increase the possiblity of tNe individualization of instfruction, selectjon of
appropriate and adaptable learning activities, flexible use of time, program
evaluation, student and staff Avaluation from K-l12--these are all part of the
philosophy of sequential and systematic CBE. This differs from the simplistic
back-to-basics approach uging a narrowly conceived set of minimums. Black
Americans are keenly sensitive to that distinction. 'Competendy .testing merely
blames the victdm for Mis or her accumulated “deficif, which may be the result '
of systemic, economiqghteacher, resource, or administrative malfunctions
rather than the Studeht’s failure. "Competency-based education involves a
broader spectrum of edlication and SuUpport processess dhe magnifying glass of
scrutiny is therefore placed upon all the elements and participants in the
educational enterprise, not merely\bhe student .

N - -‘\ . ‘ N

Testing and Minoritie$

Bernard Wa2¥on, vice president df academic affairs at Temple University, 7/
has said that there are literdlly tens of thousands of counselors, teachers,
admissions officers, employers, and others who think test scores really describe
and summarize the essential and inherent complexity of the indiwvddual (29)..

We do seem to believe .dn the magic of numbers. If we can take human qualities
or .characteristics, reduce them to quantitative terms, analyze or treat these
quantities with sophié?icated techniques, and'cgme out with a pumber or set of
numbers;, we thinR we have described the essential and important aBilities or
talents™af ad individual.

‘The people who now realize that test  scores can vary from day to day and
tebt to test are on the right track. Every examination, every judgment about
people, is fallible and has a typical error radé. The standard error of
measurement associated with scores or standardized tests is well known because’
it is readily determined and regularly annnunced by the publishers. It is also
readily ignored by many. - . T .

Curricylar validity and instructional yalidity have also become major
concerns of many’ members 0f the minority com@unity. Curricylar validity refers
to the extent to whfch test itdms represent the objectives of the curridulum..

'
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¢ In order to dgferine curricular validity, a comparison must be made between .
test nb}ectivcs‘and thé schools' course objectives. In order to demonstrate
instructional validity, some measure is needed of whether or not the school
distrigt's stated objectives were actually taught in the classroom. A school
s System thdtgcannnt assure curgicular and instructional validity should not use
¢ o competency tests as a basis for denying promotion or a dbploma to any of its
st®ddents. Many system§ do not explore these prerequisites in even a perfunctory
way. A violation of substantive due process then becomes possible, because the
students may be penalized eVven though they cannot be personally faulted for

«

poor performance on the test. ,

Lest there be mxsunderqtandxng, let me eggh351ae ‘that I am not saying that -
we should abandon tests or refuse to use them,in an appropriate manner. "
Tests can be helpful tools. Used properly, and in conjunction with other
measures, they can be extremely helpful. Unfortunately, we also use test
. \  scores.and their '"magical' qualities as’ a justification for failure to-~teach
\ students, especiatly those who are poor and.who are members of minority groups.
\ We accept the rhetoric and m151nforman¢on of social researchers; we feel sorry
for mxnorxty students, patronize them, don't place too Many demards on-them °
because '"'they have enough problems as it is,"’ and we accept inferior work from
them. Doing so i1s an excuse for avo1d1ng the poss1b111ty ‘of adequately teaching
poor and minority youngsters; of reexamining our attitudes about expectancy; of
xploring anew the world of learning thfory and learning style; and of examining
ore closely the adequacy of support for programg of prevention in addition to
. #{ugrams of intervéntion. :

.

-

Y

y \ We seem to always revert to. extremes: Either the victims .f oppression

. até blamed fgr fheir condition or, they are’ patronized so that they stil} don't
redeive the advantages of educational opportunlty. Since testing 1s so much a
part of out political, social, and educational decision-making processes, I
muqk remind you that test scores are not neutral. They represent judgments .
about. values _important in this society. However, tests only ipform such
judgments; they shouldn't make them. As. we enter the m1n1mum~competency era,
we hdve a professional responsibility to make conscious and consistent efforts
to sew to it that.tests do not continue to be used as Judgmental screening
devi;%él as togls to limit the aspirations and hopes of individuals, as devices
desjgned to reinforce the status quo or to deny upward mobility and, & wide
range of choices .to members of minority groups. Unless MCT is a log1cal
outgrowth of a restructured performance-based Curriculum with curricular an
instructional consistency; ufiless MCT is used as one dimension of an accounj
ability review of the performance level of teachers and hdm1n1stratorS' unless
local, state, and national officials resist the growing tendency td further
limit resources, our minority young people will continue to be victimized,
patrnnized, and/or excluded.\' : ) _ .

We\{ive in a highly d1verse, cnmpetxtxbe meritocratic, credential-oriented

society, where winning has become so prized as to become often an end in
itself. Test results have had, and continue to have, a strong impact upon
public policy. But public policy should be more cognizant of the need to i
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consider the inherent responsibilities of all the members of the educational
famil¥, not just those of the students. Otherwise, testing will only continue

to help weave the fiber of racism in the United States, resulting in still more
proliferation of policies that promote inequitable and unethicalr behavior and ’

treatment. / . b

-
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Diplomas and Remediation

‘ . o
Issuing multiple diplomas- {s a procedure that ouént not to be dignified with
argument « In connection with MCT, Virginia, forwexample, offers a level 4 .
diploma, which is comparable to graduatipg with honors; a level 3 diploma
indicating 18 credits and passing the minimum-competency test; a'level 2
diploma indicating either the 18 credits or passing the minimum—competency
e test; and a certificate of attendance to cover all other cases. Elsewhere, we
are getting standard diplomas, standard diplomas with academxc or with vocational
endgQrsement, with or without a certificate of basic competendies, certificates
of basic: competencies or certificates of attendance, or both, without a diploma,
and so on. It hardly needs to be pvinted out ‘that minority students will be
awarded certificates of attendance in disproportionate ndmbers-~one more
subterfuge in our infamous record of” devices used to exclude rather than to

- ' . ~

include. > ST : \

Some black ps;ents, while not opposed to MCT itself, see a possible raeial
motive behind tesﬁin& programs established in recently desegregated communities
"protect standards.” -The result of such programs can be organizational
resegregation within the school on the basis of test results. If the; basic
motivation for the stress upon standards {s strictly educational, it 1$ not
' , ‘difficult to devise ways of rendering assistance to students without s parating,
labeling, and alienating them.- :

A 1)
et : t

Some gchoolq deal with the problem of student failure by assigning students
to a less demanding Turriculum or»grsck by not allowing them to be promoted or
to graduate until they can demonstrate their mastery and/or use of basic

skills; by encouraging or allowﬁng them to drop out or to be pushed out

of school; by allowing them to be promoted or graduated without having mastered
or aaplied basic skills; or by* withholding a regular high school diploma

from them. FEach of thesp responses penalizes the students involved but does

not assure that they will ultimately master basic skills as a result.of -the
penalty. e‘f’?am‘mile, those\who may be at leéét pattially responsible for .poor
'student P ormance are not held accountable. . ‘

* Other schools focus their efforts on helping students by providing some
form of individualized instruction by means of teacher aides, peer instruction,
programmed instruction, smaller classes, skill labg, special materials, and so

¢ on. 1en necessary, they temporarily assign students to classes that devote
more time and effort to the mastery and use of basic skills as a part of the
_,regular course content. They establish after school or summer tutorial

- i
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Prgsrams. \‘They idéntify students' weaknesses in specific basic skills areas
early in the students' school careér and continuously therefore provide them
with special assistance to develop the required skills. And, finally, they
work with parents to teach them how to help their.children learn basic skills
at home.

.

]

Despite efforts like these, few effective remedial programs have bean ,
develgquQand maintained, especially at the secondary level. Are future
programs going to be more substantive simply because of the minimum-competency
movemoht? Will future programs be better articulated and coordinated with the
regular classrooms than current programs? These questions become partgfufarly
signiticant in light of the fact that many of these young people have feen
receiving remedial help anyway. The concept of remediation, while acceptable,
must be exposed to additional and intensiye scrutiny because it is being
utilized more arfd more frequently as a method of redress for minority students. b
A N - L N ‘

Here are a few examples of the difficulties we are facing in making.good
on the promise of remediation: ‘ . i

v p .

0

~ -

L]

l. /If we try to extend the school day or the school yedr for the purpose
of remediation, we run into thé complications of staffing, curriculum,

« ' students' and parents' rights, materials, fatigue, scheduling, and of
course, teacher and administrator negotiations, and contracts. 7
. >~ ~ . : _ : .

-

2. Confusion, misunderstanding, and resentment arise among many school
employees charged with the responsibility for remedial work.

B

™ 3. There is the nagging problem of where to give remedial services. i
Should we pull the students out of their regular classrooms or provide
the services-within the classroom? ' T4 4 Coe

T 4. The typical teacher is not trained to provide proper remedial services.
' More exposure tg,the same teaching methods in small groups four or , 9
five times a week for a half an hour a day won't have much effect
on students who are having a difficulty learning. . A
. .
5. Regular classroom teachers complain about their day being interrupted
- . frequently by students going to and réturning from remedial programs., \

6. There is a major-and‘pfevailing'complaint tegérdigg the collection of
information about remedial students and the mecegsary planning,
e implementation, and evaludtion,of the program.

“s

4

7. last, but certainly not. least, is the big question of who is going to

, fund thege rgTedial programs. !
* . ¢ , 3 ; -

) " Former Secre)?ry of Health, Education, and weifgrexloseph'ﬁalifanq told
-7 the Nationgl Conference on Achievement Tesfing and Basic Skills in March, 1978 =~

that the federal rote will be one of research, conducting technlical pfovﬁping
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assistance, and informational clearinghouse. The application of MCT' has not
involved one federal penny to date. Meanwhile, stdte funding of remedial or
compensatory educationeprogtams has experienced difficulties of its own.. For
example, there- is the so-called unduplicated count problem. Some funding
formulas do not distinguish between students who need help, in one area, like
reading or math, and those who need help in both areas. Thus, a student who
requires help in two skill areas geherates the Same amount of state aid for s
district. as a student who needs remedial- .assistance in gnly one. In today s
eeonomic climate~-what with Proposition 13 and other forms,of taxpayers’
‘revolts and tutbacks in federal and state aid to education--hdw are local
districts (or colleges and uniVersi es) going to fimance the necessary, remedial
programs? Q}- ' :

-~

* t

b
-

As" legislators discuss ‘the concept of competencies and rem\9iation,
perhaps they should assure us that some additional resources go into the
education of your youth rather than simply into the reduction of property
taxes. This may“be difficult, since most legislators feel thaf too much money
is already’ ‘being expended for the outcomes being achieved by students. The

_real dangef is that the perception or reality of a lack of money could become

an;excuse for total inactdon on the part of some local districts. Some of us

will be forced'to creatively redirect money that is being used in other areas.

But every time we redirect funds, we ultimately affect some local constituenc
priority whieh wds egtablished when school districts established their goals
and objectives. This becomes. painfully obvious when more funds are d;;ected
toward remedial programs. A backlash may soon follow from some parents who may

. be just as intense about the gifted and talented.

L

Let me repeat, however, that I do not want to throw out the baby with the
bath water. The same imagination, creativity, and energy employed to develop
tests can be emgloyed to plan, develop, implémbnt, monitor, and evaluate
programs of remediation. The problems inHerent in teacher and administrator
contracts, timing and articulation, flexible grouping without tracking or
Jabeling, use of better diagnostic-prescriptive processes, meaningful communi- .
cation with students, and so on, will Qe solved only if we.,avoid the commdn
tendency to rationalize a concept by employing anothqﬁ-concept that is fraught
with difficulties. It is difficult for me to accept the notion that the .
problems of remediation are of such” a nature that they cannot be put in priority
.order and SolVfg;Tépzoxhe qpher hand, it is not difficult for me fo accept the
notion that we fmally go off on a pOpulag)tangent without paying proper
~attention to what minorities call a "survival detail."

-

14

)
My final caution is simply this: Don‘t use the term "remgdiation" lightly!
WQ&I@ it has limitless possibilities, today’s state of the remedial art is. such
that it is not the readily available cure-all that it is purported to be.

- I3 <

At its worst, MCT is subject to 63rrow_interpretation and misappiication}
ft, can be used as a club to-enhante the effects of poverty and d¥scrimination;
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. 1t can be used to ¢ransform teachers” from artists to technﬁcians; it can be
used to trinstorm students from living learners to a sort of robot status in
\, which they are programmed to take tests successfully. At its best, it can be
used diagnostically to better help administrators and teachers work with their
students, ahd it could become a vehicle for involving citizens im their school
system. v , ‘
v f S '
o Minorities do read¥®ly embrace the concept of competence. Hoﬁg;er, they do
not embrace the emergence of MCT in isolation from the responsibilities that
should be bosne {y the:total sygtem. A basic challenge is involved. It lies
in the perceived contradiction betweén the goals of educatignal excellence and
educat ional equity or opportunity. Many-believe that we cannot have'both, or
that one will always suffer from emphasis on the other. 1 don't agree with
. that position, but it will take determination, consistent hard work, a
risk t ng to keep these concerns 1in balance. .

Ve

. , . _ y
At the very least, we should allow the two themes of excellence 4nd equity
to compete equally. But it would be far better to, collectively seek out the
various. wayd for these godls to come together, through multi-cultural curricula,
pre-service and in-service txaining, paqsgt involvement, and above all, a ‘
. system of competency-based education, not‘merely minimum~competgncy testing.
v It's alreadyl been proven, time and time again, especially at some of our major
' . 'universities, that given the opportunity, minority students can and will overr
Y come their prior oppressed state and attain educational excellence, thus
recontiling the supposed dilemma of equity and excellence. This is a matter
of recofd. Yet it is also a patter of record that minorwtres’gtill have not )
made appreciable infoags in the varidus professiaons. P .
If the possibilities of MCT are ever to be realized, the movement must be
stripped of the cloaks of romanticism anq of political and educational expedi-
ence. *Single fhrusts in educational measurement, like MCT, that do not tnvolve
" acccmpanyiﬁg_&ﬁrusts‘by other dimensions of the educatfopal'énterpgise never
have gand never will have the impact that was intended, despite sporadic" and
N occasional indicators of success. - By ailowing opportunity, and simultaneously
- . pushing for excellence, whether in regular or remedial settings, we are in
essence facilitating the merger' of the concepts. If'MCT in isolation limits
thdt opportunity, then we are limiting the potentist of a major national
resource~-the minds of young black and brown people--and that would ‘be the

greatest tragedy Qf all. @ . / . p
\
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