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4 Introductionl'

Practically all educators, both defenders and critics of
' current practicea, agree that evaluation is essential to effec-

tive education. Most educators also agree that the evaluation of
student achievement is the central element in any effective evalu-
ation program undertaken in the school, Silberman writes (1970,
p. 138):

...evaluation [of student achievement] is an important

and indeed intrinsic part of education--essential if

teachers are to Judge thg.effectivenesa of their teach-

ing, and 1if students are to judge what they know and .

what they are having trouble learning. '

Ideally, an evaluation of student achievement will describe
'what a student (cay, Johnny) can and cannot do. For example, af-
ter completing our eval@ation of Johnny's achievements, we would

like to make statements such as these:

(1) Johnny can recall and state the essential details of
material he has read.

(2) Johnny cen make inferences and draw logical conclusions
concerning material he has read.

(3) Johnny c;n apply the Pythagorean theorem to situations
he has not previously studied in class.

(4) Johnny can swim 4 laps across the pool.

(5) .Johnny cun evaluate the adequacy of experimental data
. for answering specific questions.

(6) Johnny can use proper subject-verb agreement in writing
sentences., "

1The author is indebted to W, E, Cof fman, L. S. Feldt, H. D. Hoover,
and D. R, Whitney for valuable criticisms of earlier drafts of this
paper, .
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Throughout this paper, statements such as the above will be
called "Can Do" statements. Such statements are easily made for
many educational obj;%tivea. However, for some objectives, of
equal or greater importance, such statements are difficult (1f
not impossible) to formulate. The primary purposes of this paper
are (1) to ident{fy the conditions under which it is reasonable
to make "Can Do" statements and the conditions under which it is
unreasonable to Qake such statements and (2) to examine methods
thaﬁ are used to describe academic achievement when it is unrea-

sonakle to make '"Can Do'" statements.

‘The Need for "Can Do" Statements

Before beginning our discussion of ghen'the use of "Can. Do"
statements is appropriate,.we,should_escablish why such
iéatemcntl are 1mportanf in the first place. "Can Do" statements
Aid thg teacher in carrying out two important educational functions.
First, they serve as guides to next steps in a oeqﬁénce of educa-
tional experiences that will be of maximum benefit to the student.
Secondly, they provide a Sasiq for very explicit reports to the
student and his parents of what the student has accomplished.

Of course, good teachers have always been co‘terned with
identifying specifically what a student can do. They have used a
variety of procedures to obtain the necessary data for theoc eval-~
Qntionn. Sometimes formal tuits of the paper-and-pencil type

have been used (e.g., the end-of-chapter tests given in some text-

books). 1In other instances, less formal procedures have been
' E 4!




(2) 1nstrﬁctiona1 sequences; and (3) evaluation activities. Some
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used (e.g., homework assignments, classroom observations). Re-
gardless of how the data were gathered, the basic purpose has
been the same: to plan appropriate edﬂcneioﬂut’brpgrams for stu-
dents and to make accurate rep-rrs of progress.

If the current trend towards individualization of instruc=
tion continues, teachers will have an even greater need for "Can
Do" statements (Hambleton, 1974). The three basic components of .

any individualization program are (1) instructional objectivee;

.school systems are buying and installing entire individualized

programs.(e,g., IPT} PLANZ); others are using commercially avail-

able sets of objectives and exercises (e.g., Houghton Mifflin's

Individual Pupil Monitoring System in Reading, 1974). Still other
systems are developing their own packages of objectives, ma*erials,
and evaluation devices. There is little doubt that the amount of
time for formal evaluation activities in sﬁch programs is greater
than in the more traditional onea'and that there 1s a greater need
for describing student achievement in "Can Do" terms.

A very simplified model of individualization includes thé
following components:

1. Give pretest for a given unit of instruction to de-
termine if instruction is needed.

2. Provide instruction, if needed.

3, Give posttest to decide 1f the unit objectives have
been achieved.

2Individually Prescribed Instruction (IPI), Claser, 1970. Pro-
gram for Learning in Accordance with Needs (PLAN), Flanagan, 1971.

S5
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Formalized systems of instruction using these three components
force teachers to make statements describing what 3ohnny can ahd
cannot do, The teacher must know what Johnny can do in order to
assign him to the proper instructional units,

As noted previously, good teachers have always been concerned
with knowing what each stuydent can and cecnnot do. The maj&f change
created by the increased emphasis on 1ndividualization is the for- .
malization of the cvaluation system, 1nc1uaing the development of
specific 1nltfuctiona1 objectives,

As schools develop more formalized systems of evaluation, they
will also probably develop more formalized rcportiné'oyltcna; sys-
tems that will convey to students and parents specific information
about what the student can and cannot do, Obviously, the tr;di-
.tional letter grade does not convey information about what a stu-
‘dent hao learned as well as a list of specific statements; and, in
fact, over the last few years the reporting of letter grades has de-‘
creased somevhat, particularly at the elementary level (NEA, 1979).
Instead of letter grades many school systems are reporting information
to the parents that attempts to show what their cﬁild can and cannot do. |
These "nevw" reporting procudures vary greatly from system to system and.
for different educational levels within the same system. For example,
Time magazine (February 18, 1974, p. 59) feportn that kindergarten
through third grade s‘udents in the Dallas public schools receive

"an 8 1/2 in, by 14 in. numbered sheet that looks more like a page
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from a company audit than a report card." In addition, parents

are "supplied a 32-page booklet called Your Child Starts School

and a 28-page manual with the remarkable title Terminal Behavii ral

Objectives for Continuous Progression Modules in Early Childhood

Education," Parents, then, can use the numbered sheet and the

manual to make "Can Do"vstatgments about their child., In contrast

fo this very élaborate system, other schools use relatively simple

checklists.  Figure 1 (page 6) represents a checklist that might

be used‘in the language arte~afea.3 Regardless Sf the compléxity

of the reporting system, the goal is the same: tou indicate withl

some degree of specificity what Johnny can and cannot do. :
Perhaps, the most anbitious effort to report to parents (and

others) what students can and cannot do is occurring in the state

of Oregon. Starting with the 1978 graéuating class, all graduates

of Oregon high schools will have to demonstrate 'the éompetenciea

to function effectively on the job, as a citizen, as a learner,

as a consumer, as an individual, and as a family member" before a

graduation certificate is awarded (Parnell, 1974, p. 205). The spe-

cific competencies that all graduates must acquire are derived

from a set of giobal program goals, and for each coﬁpq.pncy specific

performance indicators are to be developed by local school dis-

tricts. These performance indicators will th;; be utilized to éertify

whether or not Johnny has acquiied the competencies for certificatlon;

The following example will help clarify this process,
] .

3In this form "Has Acquired" would be considered equivalent to
"Can Do'",




Pupil

PROGRESS REPORT TO PARENTS 19 -19

Language Arts Teacher

Basic Skills - Blank indicates skill not covered or evaluated

10.

5
Ability to infer the main
idea of a selection
Ability to identify the
main parts of a story
Ability to draw comparisons

Ability to find specific
details and imagery
Ability to use vocabulary
skills

Ability to write proper
sentences, paragraphs
Ability to punctuate
Spelling skills

Oral reading

Library skills

"'F"‘

Has Acquired1

*

Not Acquired

L

*The four columns represent four marking periods.

Figure 1 Example of @ Simple Reporting Form .for Language Arts
(Taken from Gronlund, Improving Marking and Re-
porting in Classroom Instruction, 1974, p, 34.)
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One of the program goals in Social Responsibility education
is (Graduation Requireménts Task Force, 1973, p. 1):

Studente will be able to accept respomsibilities in
social, economice, and political affairs.

There are 19 competencies or course goals derived from this pro-
gram goal. Two examples are .(pp. 1 and 2):

(1) Pind acceptable solutione to social confliots in -
everydey life.

(2) Predict the effbct of a wzdespread similarity in
consumer activities upon total economys:

Two possible performance 1ndicatora given for course goal (1) are
(pp. l.and 2):

(a) - Given deacrmpttona of everyday conflioct attuattons,
the student will observe and identify the souroces
of conflict. ' .

]

(b) Given deseriptions of confitot situations, the stu-
dent will identify and evaluate alternative solu-
tions.

J
If the student has been certified as having performed "ade-
quately" on a variety of such performanse indicators, a graduaf-
tion certificate will be 1sgued. In other woids, when Johnny
graduates from an Oregon high lcﬂool, we will know that he can

-
’

perform certain, specified tasks.

Some Problems

Attempting to describe what Jolnny can and cannot do is an
important part of any educational program. While this process is
conceptually simple, the actual implementation of it can be rela-

tively complex. Before considaring some of the complexities

S~
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that characterize such an approach, let.ys consider two kinds of
. 2 _ ’
-situations where it is relatively easy to make "Can Do" (or "Can't

Do“) statements. | | -

First, it is easy to make "Can Do" statements when our 1n-
structional objectives are so narrowly defined that baeically only
one evaluation exercise is possible for each objective, The fol-
lowing '"Can Do" statements‘are derived from such nar n 1y defined .
objectives: | ‘ o

(1) Johnny can identify the letter A.

(2) Johnny can add 6 and 3.

"(3) Johnny can describe the potentially harmful effecps of
bleach on the human body.4

A second type of objective that allows us to mske "Can Do"

atat;menta easily is one that permits an indefinitely large number

-

4Note that many ostensibly broader objectives are actually of this
type. For example, consider the objective: Students should be
able to describe the adverse effects of the 40 most commonly used
chemicals on' the human body. It i» possible to consider this
statement as repxesenting 40 dllcroto'objectivol. If our evalua-
tion procedures require students to describe the adyerle effects /)/’\‘
of all 40 chemicals, then our interpretation of Jolnny's perfor~-
mance would probably recognive these 40 objectives, Por example,
we might say that Johnny can describe the adverse effects of chem-
icals A, B, C, D, etc., but not the adverse effects of chemicals
X, Y, and Z, On the other hand, if our evaluation procedures in--
volve the selection of only a sample of the chemicals (say, 20),
then, obviously, we would not be able to make 'Can Do" type state-
ments for all 40 chemicals. 1If the second type of evaluation pro-
cedure is used, then Johnny's performance would probably be re-
ported in terms of the percent of items he answered correctly. Of
courre, a percent-correct scvre could be provided for the first
ype of evaluation procedure also. These percent-correct scores
present "degrees of mastery" of the objective. Sometimes, such
acores are used to make instructional decigqions, For example, we
might say that if Johany can describe the vdverse effects of 902
of the 20 selected chemicals, he can move on to the next objective;
1.e., we will, in effect, say that Johnny "Can Do'" the objective,

L0
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of evaluation exercises for a spécific instructional objective; how-

ever, the responses to thece éxercises are so highly correlated that

R 4

we would be willing to nake "Can Do" or "Can't Dn'" statements dn'the
v - :

Qasié of just one or twolev;luation exercises, By hiéhly correlé}ed
we mean that if a studént gets one ‘of the exercises correct he will
"very iikely" get the other exercgses correct aleo: 'Uike§1se, 1f he
misses one item, there is a high probabiiity that he will miss other
: items in thégsame set.l For exampi?, consider the following objective:
Given the lengths of the two sides (a and b) of a right t:iangle, th;T‘
student can use the Pytl.agorean theorem to find <be length of the hypot-
enuse (). Clearly, there is an unlimited number of evaluatic exer=-

cises that could be used to measure Johnny's acnievement of this objec-

tive. Two possible exeycises are shown in Figure 2 below, _If we are

Find the length of the hypotenuae (c) for the two right tri-
angles shown below.

) ""lx | , '
‘ 9" . c 1 J - L

N Figure ! Exercises Uced to Decide if Johnny Can Find the Length
of the Hypotenuse of a Right Triangle Given the Lengths
of the Sides.

interested only in Johnny's ability to substitute in the formula cor-
rectly (i,e,, we are not concerned about Johnny's ability to do any

of the necessary computation), then we would probablv be willing to

make a "Can Do" or a "Can't Do" statement for this objective on the

basis of Johnny's responses to just the two exercises shown in Figure

2. Our willingness to make such ltaicments on the basis of only two

exercises is based on the assun)tion that Johnny's responses to




\
4 - L’ § .
' =10 - 5 . _ ’
othe;Aexercises from the set of all possible exercises would be . ,
| very similar co his responses to these two exercises. Alllsu;h
statements are, of co;rse.‘tiéd to.a partiéulﬁr moment in time. It
i; poaeiblg that Johnny may forget how to find the ie;gth of the hy-
* potenuse, ‘I; should also bé noted ;hat if multiple choice exercises
. are used, more than two items may be needed because the probability
| that %_studentfwill get two answers correct merely by guessing may
(" . be too ?igh«”
| The majority of courses “(or ﬁﬁite of 1natruction)‘cohta1n a
llarge tore of objectives similar ro those 1mp11ed above, The eval- ,
uation’ exercises for such objectives. are not difficult to conatruct.
’ ' . Therefore, for a large number of ob actives in moat courses 1t will
be relatively easy to describe Johnny's performance in "gan Do"
and "Can t Do" terms. |
In addi:ion to the type of objectives identified above. most
courses qluo have objectives for which it 1is relatively difficult
. " to describe Jolinny's perfoi‘nuce.aa either "Can Do" or "Can't.Do".

-

Consider che followingiinstructiénil objectives (Gronlund, 1973,

p. 17) '
‘Students should be ablf}to |
: (1) Apply concepta‘and prihéiplet to ne; situations.
(2)° Demonetra;e.mathemaﬁical reaaoniné ability.
. (3)A Write creative storles. -

. ) Démonstrate critical thinking skills. S 2

(5) Use a scientific approach in oolvin; problems,

’, ,' .
5The first seven o ectivel are given in Gronlund. The eighth ob-
jective is a very common objective found in most’ courses involving .
reading.

‘ ‘ . . l 2 ‘ * . i '
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(6) Perform skillfully on a musical instrument.
(7) Evaluate the adequacy of a given experiment.

(8) Make valid inferences and draw logical conclusions
concerning reading materials.

Mcst educators would agree that ohjectives similar to these are
important objectives. Furthermore, similar otjectives appear at
all levels of instruction [e.g., consider objectives (1), (3),
(4), and (8)]. For objectives of this type it is difficult, if
not impossible, to describe Johnny's performance in ''Can Do" or
"Can't Do" terus, unlesé certain very restrictive coanditions are
impdsed.
N o

Tp illustrate some of the problems involved when we attempt
to make "Can Do" statemen;s for such objectivea.lconnider\;he
eighth objective above: Make valid inferences and draw logical
conclusions concerning material read. Supergicially. making '"Can
Do'' statements related to this objective may seem likex,kiimple
task. After all, Johnny either can make inferences and draw log-
ical conclusions or he cannot. However, there are two fundamental
reasons whylit is diffiéult to d;acrib; Johnny's performance on
this objective in "Can Do" or "Can't Do"'torml. The first is re-
lated to the global nature of such objectives « 1 the second to
the developm?ntal‘nature of them. Each of L...”. reasons is dio-
cusaéd in some detail.below.'

It {s fairly obvious that the inference objectgve. as stated,

represents a broad domain, Fo; exanple, no limitations on the

type of reading material is given. While this objective may be

13
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appropriate at a number of different educational levels. we cer-

tainly don't expect third grade students, in general. to be able

to make inferences and draw logical conclusions on the basis of

reading material intended for high achool students. However, even | .
1f we put certain reaeonable‘restrictions on the reading materia1.6 |
it is still possible to conceptualize the possibility of a very
large number of ascussment exercises for this objective, The fact
that a large number of items evists does not ;ecesaarily restrict
our ability to make "Can Do" statements, Previously, Qe indicated °
that 1f the responses to items were highly correlated then "Can

Do" statements could easily be made. However, for objectives sﬁch
as the inference objective, responses may not be h;ghly correlated..
‘That is, 1if Johnny can draw one valid inference, it does not fol-

low that he will be able to draw all valid inf:irences. As an 1il-

lustration of this problem, consider the following questions taken

from the Iowa Tests of Educational Devalogmentz’

1. From his manner and formal training, what opinion
might people have formed of John Marshall? (28%)

2, What do the last two sentences suggest about Pata~-
sonian's acceptance of U.s, a1d? (44%)

3. Suppoae an uninsured and unemployed motorist damaged
someone's car, Which speaker offers a plan that
would allow the injured party to collect benefits? (64%)

QAt the third grade level, we might, for examplé, require the read-

ing material to be "similar" to that contained in the taextbook; at
the high school level we might rcquiro the rnadins material to be
newspaper stories,

7Iown Testing Programs, Iowa Tests of Educa:ional Development.
Ability to Interpret Reading Material in the Social Studies,
Form Y-5, University of Iowa, 1970,

14
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Each of these items is associated with a particular reading pas-
sage and all three items require the student to reach a conclusion
on the basir of the information in the passage, The porccﬁt. in
parentheses after each question show the percent of 10th grade
students frow a statewide sample in Iowa who answered the item
correctly, The varying percents associated with the three ques-
tions ahove provide evidence that getting one item correct does
not gucrantee that a second item measuring the same objective
(where the ohLjvctive is defined in fairly broad terms) will be
answered coirectly. Furthermore, though this is not discernible .
fro.» the data given aBove. all 282 who got the first item correct
did nut get the second or third items correct.

One partial solution to this problem (i.e., lack of correla-
tion between responses of two exercises for the same objective) is
achieved by defining the bbjective more narrowly, For example,:
we might specify the following as part of the inference objective: -

(1) The number of words allowed in the reading material.,

(2) The maximum sentence length,’

(3) The maximum and minimum number of sentences.

(4) The minimum percent of words that must appear on

some specified word list (e.g., EDL Research and

Information Bulletin #5 A Revised Core Vocabulary,
2, Taylor, et al., 1969).

(5) The sB!cific content area used for the reading passage.

(6) The nature of the test questions.




‘Now, our "Can Do" statement might be as follows:

Johnny can make inferences and draw logical conclusions
when given reading matsrial that has no more than 200
words (at least 85% of the words are from the EDL list),
that has between 10 and 20 sentences (with a maximum
sentence length of 20 words), that is based on the 1life
of John Marshall, and that requires him to answer
multiple choice questions using four alternativas.

The limit of such specificity is reached when the evaluation exer-
cise itself defines the objuctive. In these instances, our "Can.
Do" statements become 80 specific to Eh; situation that they are
of little use to teachers, students, and parents.

The second fundamental reason vhy it is difficult to make "Can
Do" statements for this type of objective is related to. the develop-

mental nature of these objectives. Gronlund states (1973, p. 17):

+s.8tudents cannot be expected to fully achieve such ob-
jectives. Even the simplest of these ... is a matter

of degree and can be continuously developed throughout -
life. All ve can reasonably do for a particular course

or unit of instruction is to identify a sample of speci-

fic learning outcomes that represent degrees of progress
towvard the objectives,

| We shall illustrate the concepts embodied in the above quote
with an example. Consider the first statement in Pigure 1. staicd
as an objective, this becomes:

Students should be able to infer the main idea of a
selection,

To assess Johnny's performance on this objective, we might give a
paper-and-pencil test to Johnny and the other students. This test

might involve reading selections from a variety of content areas
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and would preaumabl& be at the "appropriate grade level"8 for the
studenfe. We will assume that these results will be used to check
either the '"Has Acquired" (Can Do) or the '"Not Acquired" (Can't Do)
column on the reﬁort form shown in Figure 1, However, in our ef-
forts to make these "Can Do" and "Can't Do" statements on the basis
of the test results, we will immediately face the question: How
many correct exercises afe needed before we should say tha£ Johnny
can Infer the main idea of & selection? Logically, we might con-
tend that Johany "Can Do" this objective only if he answers all
items correctly, If this criterion was used, it is highly prob-
able that in many ciaasrooms the label "Can Do" would ggg.b; given
to any:atudent. Moreover, if such a test were given it would be-
come immediately apparent that the ability to infer the main idea
of a sclection 1s not an "all or none" ability. ' Everyone, ex-
cept possibly the severly mentally retarded, seems to have "some"
of this aﬁility. If we choose to report information in a "Can Do"
fashion, haw do we decide who "Can Do"? What criteria do we use
to select that arbitrary point which discriminates Petwean those
who "Can Do" and those who "Can't Do"? Surely, when we put the
check maik under "Has Acquired" on Johnny's report, we do not mean
thaé Johnny can do this for ;11 possible selections regardless of
the type of material (e.g., Shakespeare, comic'bookn, newspapers,

magazines). What really lies behind the check is the contention

Bo¢ course, determining "appropriate grade levels" may create
problems. These problems will be discussed in the next section.

17
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that Johrny has acquired "enough" of the skill at this moment in
time to satisfy the teacher's criterion of mastery (perhaps, 80%
correct on a set of exercises), ’ Likewise, when we check ''Not
Acquired" we only mean that Johnny does not have "enough' of the
skill,

As a final {llustration of the problems encountered when we
attempt to make "Can Do'' atatements for certain objectives, con-
sider the previously cited goal (objoctivﬂ) for students of Oregon
high schools: \

Find accuptal le solutitona to 8ocial conflicte in everyday
.o 10
life,

Note that the number >f potential evaluation exercises for this
objective is numerous. Moreover, it is not digkicult to believe
that Johnny might ba able'to find "acceptable" solutions in some
conflict situations and not others. Oregon students will exhibit
varying nmdunts of the "ability to find acceptable solutions tﬁ ‘
social cgnflicto in everyday life." The achievement of this ob-
jective 1is not an."all or none' matter. Thus, some nrbitrn:y
level of achievement will have to be selected to decide when the

"Can Do" criterion has been satisfied. The validity of this ar-

bitrary level could be established by.lhowing that students above
' -

91: 1s interesting to speculate on the parents' reaction to John=-
ny's revort if he gets a check under "Has Acquired" for the first
marking period and a check under "Not Acquired" for the fourth

period. Should they conclude that Johnny has acquired this ability,
then lost it?

loAt this time we will not be concerned with defining what is meant
by "acceptable"., Obviously, in the implementation of the Oregon
program such definitions become an important part of the process.
Nor, are we concerned about the unrealistic naturc of the objective,

18




~ this level "function effectively" as a member of society (the ul-
timate goal)} and those below it do not, Of course, defining

"function effactively" may be as difficult as determining the af-

bitrary cutting score for certificag}pn. \“\\
Another perspective on the problems involved in describing \\\

performance in ﬁCan Do" or "Can't Do'" terms is provided by Gron-

lund (1973). He distinguishes between two different types of

learning: (1) mastezy learning and (2) developmencal learniné.

While learning at the mastery level is concerned pri-
marily with simple knowledge outcomes (e.g., knowledge
of terms) and basic skills (e.g., computation, grammar)
learning at the developmental level is concerned with
complex types of achievement., That is, achievement that
goes beyoad the simple remenmhering of learned materjal
or the repetition of previously learned skills (p. 17).

- In general, the types of objoctivqi discussed proyioucly fit
nicely into these two categories. Those objectives for wﬁich it
is easy to make "Can Do" statements occur at the mastery level.
”Th000 oﬁjoctiveo for wvhich it is difficult to mako<"c.n Do" state~
- ments occur at the developmental level.
The factors which make it difficult to make fCln Do" state-

nments for objoctival.at the devoloémnntal level are summarized

rather nicely by Gronlund in the follbwing statement (1973, p. 16):11
| The difficulty of [making "Can Do" statements] at the
developmental level (i.e., learning beyond the minimum
essentials) results to a large extent from the fact that

«eo the learning outcomes are complex (e.§., understand-
ing, thinking skills), the domain of learning tasks is

1lye have taken the 1iberty of substituting the phrase, "making

'Can Do' statements,' for Gronlund's original phrase, "using
criterion~referenced testing." This substitution has not altered
the meaning of the quotation.

19
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virtually unlimited, ... the instructional objectives
represent- goals to work toward rather than goals to be
fully achieved, for here the emphasis is on the contin-
uous development of understanding and skill, Bach stu-
dent is encouraged to strive for the maximum level of
achievement and excellence of which ha is capable,

rather than the mastery of some predetermined. set of
ninimum essentials ,,.

In summary, fbr a large number of very”lmportant objectiver
in any curficqlum area, it is impossible to make heaningfui‘"Can
Do" atateﬁ:nt; about Johnny, For these objectives the domain of
assessment tasks is extremely large and the responses to such
tasks are not highly correlated. Johnny may be able bA p¢rforn
"adeqﬁately" on'qome of the tasks Qnd not on others. Furthermore,
Johnny is not expected te fully actomplish thase objectives at any?
particular moment in time. The lcarning of these objectives is
‘ulually viewed as a developmental process. Thus, it is reasonable
to cohceig’lof varying degrees of achievement of the objective,
and the purpose of odr edﬁcational ﬁrogran is to help studcngu “
obtain "more" of the cbjective., When educators do make "Can
Do" ltatenant; related to this type of objeétivc. it should
be clear that they hean only th‘t a student has reached an arbi-
trary, predetermined level of nchicv@nont. Such statements may
have some merit. *Thlll levels may have been identified primarily
to enable teachers to make instructional decisions (or, in the
Oregon situation, a certification decision)., For example, if

Johnny gets 80X corract on a test measuring a given objective, he

20
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can go on to the next objective.l2 However, ''Can Do" statements

for objectives for which the student will show continued growth
are somewhat deceptive. There will always be a degree of artifi-
ciéiity about such statements, since students will exhibit vary-

ing degrees of the ability and an arbitrary point on the measure-

. ment aca}e must .be belected.13

12Teachere may also find it convenient to establish levels of

achievement for objectives which are r. t of the developmental:

type. Consider, for example, the objective given in footnote 4:
Students should be able to describe the adverse effects of the 40 #
most commonly used chemicals on the human body, As noted previ-

ously, this objective could be considered as 40 discrete objec-
tives, . : !

In footnote 4, we described two different evaluation proce-
" dures that could be used for measuring student achievement on
this objective. For either procedure, we noted that a percent-’
correct score might be given and that instructional decisions : ~
might be based on that score. Percent-correct scores are most
- meaningful when there is a limited number of evaluation exercises
that can be asked and the teacher can either ask all the exer-
cises or select (preferably at random) a sample of the exercises,
In such situations percent-correct scores represent estimates of
the "degree of mastery" of the objective. Note that percent-correct
scores- from a set of evaluation exercises for the developmental
objectives ve have been discussing would not have much interpre-
tive value, since the domain of such exercises is not well defined.
Even when the doms®n is well defined, the identification of that
arbitrary level of achievement which must be met before the stu-
- dent is labeled a "master" (i.e., can do the objective) involves
problems which are somewhat similar to those discussad in relation
to setting performance atnndnrdnlfor developmental objectives,

)

131: may be possible for certain objectives to show that such a
catting point is reasonable. For example, it may be true that
students above a certain score point experience success in some
other endeavor and those below this point experience failure in
~ this endeavor. However, situations with such "nice" cutting
- points are extremely rare. Note, however, that in the Oregon ’ ‘
situation it seems imperative that these ''nice' cutting points
be identified. ' ~
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Given that such "Can Do" statements are not entirely satis-
factory, what kinds of statements oen we make to provide a more
adequate description of Johnny's capabilities? 1Is it reasonable
to.attempt to provide a description in terms of Johnny's location

on a scale of development? 1In the next section we examine these

questions.

Dee(rib1n§ Johnny's Level of Development
Teachers frequently make etatemenie that seem to convey an
assessment of Johnny's level of developmenﬁ. For example, it
would not be unusual to hear statements similar to the following:
"Johtiny is readiug at ehe cniro grade level." It seems pbvious
that such e statement 1s 1ntended to provide a description of
wheteuJoﬁnny is in hie needing development. ‘on what beois'weo
this otatement made?  How ohould we 1nterpret this etetement?

Be{ore one can interpret the statement, "Johnny 19 reading
at the third grade level," two basic questions must be answered:
(1) What is "reading"? and (2) whet 1s "third grade level"™ Assume
that by reading we merely nean thet when given a set of written
materials, Johnny can recognize the words and say them eloud.
Also, assume that if Johnny can read materials intended for third"
grade students with less than five errors (e.g., one type of “
error would be the omission of a word) for”every 100 words, then

‘we will say that Johnny can read at the third grade level.
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This péocedure appears simple enough; however, there are -
problems. First, we havu,allumnd a8 very rc.trictpﬁ definition of
reading, Our definition does ﬁot include any component related
~ to the copprehension of the material read. Some people might not
agree with our definition. Johnny may be able to recognize words
but not "understand" what those words mean wh;n‘put together into
sentences and paragraphs. Nonetheless, given our definition, the

menning of the statement about Johnny 8 reading levul is partially

clarified

A second problem concen“‘u’ the definition of third gfade ma- J ‘
terials.\ How do we know that the rcnding materials: are at a ‘third :
grade level? One very common method . for dcciding on the tending
level of m_*erialo 18 to nccept the lovel dclignnted by the . pub~
lisher. Thus, if a school 1is using rcading series WYZ, and if,
by some objettive criteria, Johnny can "read“ the maﬁerial in the
third grade book, but not'mntegiall in the fourth grade book,.we
will say Johnny is "reading" at the third gfado ipvel. However,
‘the criteria that the publi.hcr uses to decide what is third grndc
material are uoually not clcarly defined. 1In fact, if h different
reading series is u.cd; Johnny'. reading level may change.

Anochcr method that could be uud to determine the rndi‘
level of mntcrialo 1nvolvos nctunlly hnving varioul groups of stu-

dents read the mntcrinl..- The students could be grouped by grade lev-

el. Then, the lowest grade in which 80% (br, some other agreed upon

-
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percent) of all student can read the materipls (by our proviouo
definition) is the grade level of the matoJColo. Thub, in effett.
& scale of reading materialo 1s developed which 1s based on the |
capabilities of several different groups of people. The values
along this scale (e.g., third grade materials, fourth grade mate-
rials) have mooning‘only because various groups ﬁnve provided
normativo'dota. In essence, we have provided reference points
along a scolo.‘ Notice that 1f either of the above two procooures
are used, then the statement, "Jotnny can read at the third grade
- level,” has meaning only because of the normative framework which
has been established. In tho first procodute the normhtivo frame- '
work 1is the textbook series, and 1n the oocond procoduro it is the
various groupo of otudento.

Regordleoa of how "third grade reading materials" 1is dofinod,
the statement, "Johnny can read at third. grade level," conveyo
11tt1e meaning unleae oampleo of the rooding materials are sup-
plied or the domain of reading mntoriolo is well known. Thus,
unlike the, "Can Do" statements at the boginding of this paper
'[e.g;. "Johnny’oan use the Pythogoroln theorem to find the longth

of the hypotenuue given tho length of the two sides."], thio type
of "Con Do" statement cannot be interpreted without additional

L}
information. Telling parents that Johnny can read at the third

grade level seens to convey more information than it really does.
The preceding example serves to 111uotroto the need for refer-

ence points (i.e., a normative framework) when we\oro trying to



make statements about Johnny's level of development. Since many

of our educational objectives are of a developmental nature, such
reference points can be useful for charting Johnny's growth. The ' ’
remaining part of this section examines how teachers probably
establish these reférence points.,
Possibly the most common set of reference pointalused in the
elementary and juﬁiof high schools is: below grade level; at grade .
leQel; andA;bove grade level. The process used to estgblish these
" points essentially cunsaists of tw; steps: (1) selection of a set
of evaluation activities and (2) development of a set of perf“
mance ltandafds. To(illustrate thio.p:ocess. again consider the
first skill in Figure-l: Ability to infer the main idea of a se-
lection. For the evaluation activities the teacher migﬁt‘decide
- to use the tests accompanying tﬁé third graé; reading textbook and
the results from'the class dicéuloions ot the reading lelcctioqa in
the(text Thus, Johnny's developmont on this objective will be
n;nesaed by his perfdrmnnce on a written test and by hig oral re- ,.
sponses in the classroom. |
. The development of a ;et of pes’or;;nce standards which will
‘ /Lnnble the teacher.to decide whether Johnny is below, at, or above
grade levei is not easy. Johnny's "score" (i.e., below, at, or

M above) pro;ably will be obtained by‘conpnring Johnny's performance

with the third grahe students the teacher has had. For ;xample. if

Johnny is aimilﬁf to the "averngc" student, thon'Johnqy'a "score" S

will probably be "at grade level," If the textbook authors pro-

vide suggestions for interpreting the results of their tests, such ! .
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information miy be used by the teacher to help define Johnny's
."score" on this objective, Thul. in goneral. reference pointa for
describing Johnny s developmant usually dcpcnd on - conslderation
of the 1nstructiona1 matcrials being used and the performan;e

of vaéuely defined groups of students.

¢

If a teachér wishes to convey this type of 1nformnt£on to
par;nts. and 1f the form shown in Figﬁre ;nil used, the thachef ‘
would probably check a box under "Has Acquired"‘;nen'Johnny hae been
identified as at or above grade level. Likewise, if Johnny is below
grade level, the box undnr!ﬂNot Acquired"'wonic pfobably be checked.
of course, given our previoucgqognents, such labeling creates a
snmewhat distorted picture of Johnny's achievement.

It may be informative to consider just what information such
a procedyre pronides; Note first that this procedure differs only'
slightly from the traditional method of.n;signing letter grades.

In fact, it can be contended that éneéking‘thg "Has Acquired" box .
really means that Johnny has received an A, B, or C,- while check-
ing the "Not Acquired" box really’ means Johnny has received a.D or
F. 1In essence, a five point rcporting scale has been collapsed

into two points. The major differenco between this method and the
traditional method occurs not in how the "score" ("grade") is de-
termingd but rather in the number of "scores" supplisd, For exampie,

in the reporting form shown in Figure 1, we report 11*"scores'';

whereas, previously Johnny may have received only one "score" in -

26
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<

language arts. In the language of educational testing, we.hnvc
provided adbﬁq.éflcorql instead of a composite score.

Secondli. note that, as with the reading level example above,

. the report that Johnny "Has Acquircd" or "Not Acquired" ccrtain

skills can be interpreted only within the contaxt of additional
information. This additionnl information would be the ovaluation
matcriall. vr ‘facsimiles of such evaluation nnteriulo. With such
matcriall parents wou.d have a better undctltanding >f Johnny's
achlevement in a given arca.lb | |

As indicated earlier, the nbév; approach is probably the most

widely used method of dcocribiug gohnny'. development (i.e., iden-

tifying referencae points) on a variety of objectives. In most

schools, such a meéhod 1s the only feasible proceduss for dccioion-

making in the day-to-day cperation of the instructional program. '

. It does, however, have several veaknesses which mqy limit its use-

: ' .«
fulness for describing Jqhnny's development to other interested
/

porsons (e.g., parents, other teachers). Foremost among these
limications is. the extthf/pubjcctivity of tho description. How
valid are thc perfornnncc ltandard. set by the teacher? Hov com-
prehensive are the materials ulod to. cvaluatc the achievement?

How representative are the itudc?tl this teacher has had? This
approach depends gr;atly on th}g",tructionnl naterials being used

and the experiences of the teacher. Johnny's performance may be

1I'Some parant-teacher confercncco 1nvoivn.lh Oflninltion of such

materials. \
“w

~ e

\

1
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judged "third grade ieve!" by one teacher and "fourth grade level"

by asother teacher in a different lftting.ls

These limitaticns way be less criéicnl if Johnny is given a

standardized achievemgnt tee£ on é fairly regular.baaia (e 8.,

once a year). A major purpose of many standardized achievement )

tests is to provide reference points for assessing pupils' educa- ., .

tional development. Such tests supply developmental scales based

on the responses of well-defined reference group.. For example, .

they may provide grade equivalént scores for different content

areas (e.g., reading comprehension), "Grade equivalent oéaleg con=- .

sist of reference roints defined by the scores of students in var-

ious grades tor specific populnt;ona (e.g., students 1n‘U.S.; stu=-

dents in Ioﬁa).16 Thus, Johnny's grade equivalent score of 3.1 on a

redding comprehension test means that Johnny's test performance is

similar to the‘"averag;" score of third grade students (in some ref-

Erenéé population) who too? the test during the first month of school.
Well-cbnutpﬁcted otanda?dizcd tests can add a valuable dimen-

sion to the teacher's ability to describe ﬁohnny's‘level of de-

velopment. In essence, these tests furnish the teacher with a

lbroader parspective of Joﬁnny'o abilities thin do the sometimes

small, an&‘often non-representative, sample of students who are in

" his (her) classes. Such tests also supply a continuous scale of '

- 151: is interesting to note that these same limitations have been -
raised with vespect to the use of letter grades (Ebel, 1974). .

l6The basic assumptiorn of such scales is that students i{n differ-

ent grades are, on the "average', at different stages of develop-

ment. This assumption does not leem'unreanonpble.
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development for charting Johnny's growth over many yea:s (e.g..
3rcdel.3-8). The.e“developmnntcl'icclol would be extremely diffi-
cult to develop at tg; local level. In addition, otﬁndcrdizcd
tests usually focus on important developmental objectivop within
the various curriculum crecl17 and gtouumably measure the student's
ability to tranlfer'chg ideas developed in the classroom.

Aavwe have previodlly noted, for developmental objectives the
interpretation of a score (e.g., "Has Acquired") is improved if

the evaluation materials (or facsimiles) are provided; this is also

true for scores from standardized tests. The fact that Johnny made

a‘grade equivéient acofc of 3.1 on a reading comprehension test pro-:

vides some information about Johnny's lavel of developmint. The
interpretation of this score is enhanced if we ﬂnow,the kinds of
questions that were asked and how many Johnny answered correctly,
In summary, the rooultllfrom standardized achievement tests
provide an additional source of data for assessing Johnny's de-
velopment~-data that luppliﬂlntl the other 1nformation available
to the teacher, The major advantages of such tests are the devel-

opmental scales and the external "look" they provido.l8

17Obvioully. such tests cannot srmplc all the important objectives
within a curriculum area.

laTholo brief remarks on standardized achievement tests are in-
tended only to point out the potential that such tests have for
providing reference points that may ﬁ:lp describe a student's de-
velopment in various areas. Whether or not a particular achievet
ment test can validly be used for this purpose, must, of course,
be considered by the educators using the test. Also, it is impor-
tant to emphasize that stendardised tests do not provide standards
for development., They merely provide a type of normative informa-

tion that is not otherwise readily available to teachers.
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A Summary Statement

The majority of educational programa (courses, ﬁnito of instruc~-.
tion) contain objectives that caﬂ be classified as either mastery
or developmental, For‘maetery type objectives it is a relatively
easy task for the individual tqacﬁer to develop satisfactory mea~-
suring instruments and to describe Johnny's achievements in "Can
Do" or "Can't Do" terms, However, for developmental objectives,
the number of possible evaluation exercises is large and at any
particular time Johnny may be-able to give corrpct.anownrl tO‘lOﬂ!
exercises And not to others. Basically, devclopnnn;al objectives
represent ''goals to work toward rather éhan goals to be fuily :
achieved," (Gronlund, 1973, p. 16).'

. An adequate deléription of Johnny's achievements gor these

| develoﬁmental objectives réquirel a sat of reference points which
'identify stages of development. Such reference points are not
easily derived. The typical teacher d.volqpl a sense of theoe.
points after considering'th§ instructional nnt.rials'and the per-
formance of various groups of ‘.tudents with which the teacher 1is
! familiar. The results of standardized achievement tests may help

the teacher assess Johnny's level of development. Nnn§ standard-
ized achievement tests provide developmental scales (for fairly
bro‘g content areas) based on the pcr!orn;ﬁtc of well-defined

groups of students.

Developmental objectives represent important components of

most educational programs, Describing Johnny's performance in a
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given educational prrgram requires not only a description of what

Johnny "Can Do" but also our best estimates of Johnny's progress

toward important developmental objectivas,
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