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About the Book

The minimum competency testing
movement represents one of the most
important. controversial. and least ex-
amined educational issuesof ourtimes. in
response to this phenomenon, the Amer-
ican Educational Research Association
(AERA) in 1978 sponsored a major con-
ference on this topic that provided a
forum for a thorough. serious, and schol-
arly multidimensional analysis of the
msue from diverse perspectives. Thi,
volume 1s a product of that conference
and is a balanced. comprehensive. and
unhurried examination of an issue that
has enormous ramifications for our
society and our schools

This book not only brings together sup-
porters and critics of competency testing,
hut represents thinking of people from
several  academic  and  professional
fields such as history, philosophy, psv-
chology. curriculum, testing, and public
policy In addition. the book contains
cogent analyses of the impact of com-
petency testing on several key but often
neglected groups such as teachers. stu-
dents. and the handicapped Case studies
and alternative proposals provide turther
nchness to this highly informative and
comprehensive examination of a most
important issue.
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Prologue

Goals, Hopes, and Intentions

The present literature on minimum competency testing is scattered.
uneven in its quality, and imbalanced in its foci. This volume is an attempt
to right those wrongs. Although it contains papers that address some of
the thorniest technical problems that arise in competency testing. its
offerings go well beyond mere technique. It is insufficient to consider only
the “how™ of competency testing. We must also ask why. when. for whom.
to what ends. and with what eventualities. All of these questions, and
more. are considered here.

If our best hopes are realized. this book will prove useful to a great
many people who affect. and are affected by. minimum competency test-
ing programs. Legislators bent on creating competency testing laws for
their states. or on modifying existing laws. should benefit from a reflec-
tive review of papers that examine likely effects of competency testing on
high school curricula, on the life-success chances of minority students, on
teachers' roles and satisfaction, and on the organization of and power
relationships in public shooling. In states that allow local school boards
to determine competency requirements and assessment methods. school
board members should find the same readings illuminating: they might.
in addition. benefit from the case studies of competency testing in a
number of stat:s and local school systems. Measurement professionals
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vi Prologue

responsible for designing competency testing programs will find sugges-
tions on the solution of such technical problems as test design and standard
setting. School administrators at all levels will find useful examinations of
the ways competency testing programs are likely to affect their curricula,
the psychological well-being of their students and teachers, and some of
the most important policies that determine their authority in running the
schools. Students of educational history and policy will find an analysis
of the history of competency testing. its likely effects on the relationships
between schools and other societal sectors. and the ways it is likely to
alter schooling in the United States. Finally. although we have no delu-
sions about the general public’s interest in education policy or the pros
and cons of testing. we hope that some parents and other concerned
citizens — perhaps those who are most vociferous in their demands for
school accountability—will find in these pages thought-provoking re-
sponses to questions on whethcr minimum competency testing is right
or good for their children, their schools, or their communities.

The Structure of the Volume

The genesis of this book was a conference of the same title. held in
Washington. D.C. on October 12-14, 1978, under the sponsorship of the
American Educational Research Association. The conference was the
second AERA Topical Conference devoted to a specific theme or area
of study. The first, held in the fall of 1977. explored new developments
in educational evaluation.

The Conference on Minimum Competency Achievement Testing in-
cluded a number of invited papers. in addition to symposia developed from
selected proposals submitted to the AERA in response to its call. Speakers
discussed a wide array of topics related to minimum competency testing —
from history and philosophy. to technical methods for setting competency
standards. to procedures for management of a minimum competency
testing program—and they represented an equally diverse array of in-
stitutional affiliations and backgrounds. State departments of education.
local school systems. private research corporations. the federal govern-
ment. and various universities were well represented.

Minimum competency testing involves more than a testing program
with fixed standards of performance. Its motivations. operations. and
consequences involve every facet of public and private elementary and
secondary education. and it has profound implications for the whole of
American society. The AERA conference and this book were designed to
explore minimum competency testing in its broadest terms by considering
issues previously left untouched. in addition to reanalyzing questions
that have received a good bit of attention in earlier literature.

6



Prologue vi

The pervasiveness of minimum competency testing is well documented
by the authors of several papers presented here. It is everywhere, either in
full-scale operation (in more than 12 states). under development, or under
consideration (in all. involving 38 states). There are many more minimum
competency testing programs in operation this year than last. and next
vear the nuinber will increase again. A number of authors suggest that
minimum competency testing is the stepchild of state legislatures and lay
boards of education— either a reaction to what is perceived as a public
cry for accountability. or an urge to legislate educational success without
concern for methods or modes of achievement. For the most part. pro-
fessional educators and measurement specialists have had little opportun-
ity to affect competency testing policies. Their jobs have been to carry
out the will of state boards of education or state legislatures. not to set the
policies that define competency requirements and program operations.

The hurried development of minimum competency testing programs
has necessitated educators’ immediate attention to the pragmatic ques-
tions of competency definition, test development. standard setting. and
program operations. Comparatively little attention has been directed to
such larger issues as the need for minimum competency testing. the rrob-
lems it seeks to solve. its likely effects on the structure and operation of
the schools. and its consequences for those directly involved in elementary
and secondary education. as well as for our larger society. The AERA
conference and this book are attempts to fill that void.

Six parts compose this book. The first. entitled “Historical Bases and
Policy Issues in Minimum Competency Testing.” contains three major
papers and two responses. In Minimums, Competency Testing, and Social
Policy. David K. Cohen and Walter Haney describe the social and philo-
sophical underpinnings of the minimum competency testing movement.
and relate the movement to the philosophy of social welfare programs.
Jenne K. Britell. in Competency and Excellence: The Search for an Egali-
tarian Standard. the Demand for a Universal Guarantee. contrasts mini-
mum competency testing with other testing movements that have been
prominent in the history of American education. In particular. she notes
the novel features of minimum competency testing and describes their
implications. The final major paper in this section is entitled Policy Im-
plications of Minimum Competency Testing. It contains Joan C. Baratz's
views on the ways minimum competency testing has affected and will
affect control of public education. and her views on the value of elementary
and secondary education for institutional access. further education. and
life success. In addition, Dr. Baratz enlimerates a plethota of policy issues
that have not received the attention they warrant. M *xine Greene re-
sponds to Jenne Britell's paper by challenging some of her basic assumptions
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and definitions. She is far less sure that minimum competency testing
will lead to any valued ends Larry Cuban. in responding to Joan Baratz's
paper. suggests that minimum competency testing may help schools to
define more-defensible educational objectives and to discover more-
effective strategies for the remediation of deficiencies. He admits that
minimum competency testing may exact great social costs, largely . the
expense of minority students currently ir high school. The papers in Part
1. then. seek to enhance our knowledge of the origins of minimum com-
petency testing. both in terms of precedents in the testing movement and
in terms of avowed societal goals and objectives. and io suggest the ways
that minimum competenc, testing will alter relationships between school-
ing and other elements of American society.

In Part 11. “Consequences of Minimum Competency Testing for the
Schools. the Courts, and Society.” three authors explore the potential
impact of minimum competency testing on the elementary and secondary
curricula. the likelihood of legal challenges to competency testing pro-
grams. and the relationships hetween basic skills achievement and stu-
dents' latter opportunities for work and advanced education. Four respon-
dents further illuminate these topics. The s=ction begins with Testing for
Minimum Competency: A Legal Analysis, by Paul L. Tractenberg. He
reviews the legal bases for challenges to minimum competency testing
programs. and then suggest program design features that would make such
programs more or less vulnerable to legal action. In his paper on the
Impact of Minimum Competency Testing on Curriculum, H. S. Broudy
explores the possible consequences of such testing for the design of cur-
ricula. and projects competency testing developments in light of the
public's perceptions of the purposes of schooling. Marianne Amarel, in
her reaction to Broudy's paper. challenges his suggestion that some ulti-
mate good may emerge from minimum competency testing. She sees the
movement o« a political attempt to wrest curricular control from teachers
and place it at highe: Jministrative levels. A second reaction to Broudy's
paper is provided by W. James Popham. He agrees with Broudy's view
that the public d2mand for competence may operate through minimum
competency testing to the eventual benefit of curricula. In chapter Six.
Bruce K. Eckland examines the relationships between the types of basic
skills currently measured by many minimum competency tests. and stu-
dents' opportunities to enter the workforce or pursue additional educa-
tion upon graduation from high school. His paper is entitled Socio-
demographic Implications of Minimum Competency Testing. Robert W.
Heath challenges Eckland's premises on the fundamental purposes of
schooling. and suggests that only individual learners themselves can
define skills that aie truly functional. In another response. Ellis B. Page
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Prologue ix

questions Eck. ..1I's conclusions on the relationships between reading and
mathematical skills. and later opportunities for education and work.
Page then suggests an alternative to current conceptions of minimum
competency testing that would not require withholding high school
diplomas. but would report each student’s status on various testable
skills. In sum. the papers in Part I suggest how minimum competency
testing may alter elementary and secondary schooling. how those most
adversely affected may use the courts to stop or modify the movement.
and how such testing may influence students’ opportunities to function
in the larger society.

It is peculiar. but nonetheless true. that the prime actors in schooling
have been virtually ignored in much of the literature on minimum com-
petency testing. Part 11l is entitled “Implications of Minimum Competency
Testing for Students and Teachers.” This section contains some unique
contributions on the ways minimum competency testing is likely to affect
various groups: teachers. the broad group of students who participate in
regular courses of instruction. and handicapped students (many of whom
participate in regular programs within the limits of their abilities. under
the mandates of Public Law 94-142). In Minimum Competency Testing
of Pupils: Psychological Implications for Teachers, Jack 1. Bardon and
Clyde L. Robinette reveal that earlier literature has failed to consider
the special needs of teachers. and that many minimum competency test-
ing programs treat teachers as unthinking cogs in a factory model of
education. They also elaborate on the likely negative consequences of
continued inattention to teachers’ needs. Theodore H. Blau reports on
twenty-five years of clinical experience with children having difficulty
in schools and on a recent survey of students’ attitudes toward minimum
competency testing in his paper. Minimum Competency Testing: Psycho-
logical Implications for Students. 1t is clear from his conclusions that
this is a subject worthy of continued research and of specific attention
during the planning and development of competency testing programs.
Four papers that address the concerns of handicapped students complete
this section. The first. by Kathleen S. Fenton. is entitled Competency
Testing and the Handicapped: Some Legal Concerns for School Admin-
istrators. It contains a discussion of potential points of legal conflict
between Public Law 94-142 and the requirements of minimum competency
testing programs. Test Scores and Individual Rights, by Mary M. Kennedy.
is the second paper on competency testing and handicapped students.
Kennedy examines the philosophical bases:of competency and the schools’
obligation to handicapped students. within each of several assumptions
and definitions. The third paper on competency testing and handicapped
students is Louis C. Danielson’s Fducational Goals and Competency

S




Prologue

Tesung for the Handicapped. Danielson makes clear the need to define
competencies that are functionaily needed and realistic for various groups
of handicapped students. Finally, Patricia A. Morrissey suggests specific
ways that competency testing programs can be modified to accommodate
the special needs of handicapped students in Adaptive Testing: How and
When Should Handicapped Students be Accommodated in Competency
Testing Programs?

Although minimum competency testing is in its infancy, it is already
being used in a wide variety of contexts. Part 1V, entitled "Case Studies
of Minimum Competency Testing.” contains three series of reports. The
reports provide analyses of the development. implementation. and short-
term results of minimum competency testing programs in a number of
states. in a system of higher education. and in two local school systems.
In addition. the role of the federal government in minimum competency
testing is described.

The first series in Part IV describes competency testing in Florida.
North Carolina. Cregon. and Virginia. These four states were selected
for review because their competency testing programs differ in several
important ways. Florida has been leading the accountability bandwagon
for a number of years. and was the first state to institute demonstration
of competence through testing as a high school graduation requirement.
Florida's program is a model of tight. state-level control of competency
requirements and performance specifications. North Carolina has come
to minimum competency testing more recently. and operates under a
legislative mandate that many would consider to be more enlightened
than Florida's. but retains state-level control of all aspects of its com-
petency testing program. Its program is unique in that the state legislature
mandated some preli ninary research prior to the use of competency tests
for determining high school graduation. Oregon provides another example
of an early move to competency testing. but its program differs markedly
from those in Florida and North Carolina. A great deal of control is re-
tained by local school systems. They specify competency requirements.
standards. and methods of assessment within broad guidelines provided
by the state. The fourth state considered. Virginia. has both a state-con-
trolled and a locally controlled competency testing program. It is unique
in this mixture. and its program is at an earlier stage of development than
the other three state programs described in this section.

Although the federzi government has thus far resisted congressional
pressure (o institute competency testing on a nationwide scale. the National
Institute of Education has assumed an advisory. research. development.
and dissemination role in minimum competency testing. The etiology of
this action is described by Judith Sauls Shoemaker in a paper entitled

10
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Minimum Competency Testing: The View from Capitol Hill. As is often
true. the federal government provides a unique case that can neither be
rationalized nor replicated. For the latter. we give thanks.

If competency testing is a good thing for elementary and secondary
schools (as many legislators and state board of education members con-
tend). why not apply it in state colleges and universities as well? Three
papers in the second series of Part IV, by Haskin R. Pounds. Susan E.
Ridenour. and R. Robert Rentz. describe just such an application in the
Georgia state university system. They -eport on the purposes. political
considerations. and design features of one of the largest and oldest com-
petency testing programs in higher education. Their work may well serve
as 4 model for other states. which are sure to turn to higher zducation
as soon as their competency testing programs for grades K-12 are well
under way.

Part IV concludes with two case studies of competency testing in
two large .ities: Los Angeles. California. and Portiand. Oregor. Both
districts have developed programs in response tc relatively permissive
state legislation. which demands little beyond setting some standards and
determining ways of assessing individual students’ abilities to meet those
standards. These papers by Walter E. Hathaway and Robert Sallander
suggest that competency testing at the local level is certainly feas ble. and
possibly useful.

The papers in Part IV are significant not only for the issues they address
pragmatically. but also because of the issues they ignore. Many of the most
weighty topics in the first three parts »f this book are barely men:ioned
in the papers in Part IV: What is to be gained from minimum competency
testing? How are the schools. the teachers. the students. and the com-
munity affected? What policies must be altered on the basis of test results?

The papers in Part V address some of the knottiest technical and pro-
cedural problems of competency testing: the definition of competency
domains. the development and validation of instruments. and the setting
of standards. Ronald K. Hambleton and Daniel R. Eignor present an ex-
tensive review of the literature on all three of these topics in their paper.
Competency Test Development. Validation. and Standard Serting. They
illustrate various procedures in great detail. and conclude with recom-
mendations for best practice and with suggestions for further research.
Fredrick L. Finch suggests a taxonomy for classifying competencies. and
thus for defining the content of competency standards and measurement
instruments. in a paper entitted A Taxonomy for Competency Testing
Programs. The part concludes with a paper by Selina J. Ganopole. which
presents a detailed procedure for setting competency standards.

Part VI is entitled “Alternatives to Present Conceptions of Minimum
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Competency Testing.” Its papers extend the typical approaches to com-
petency testing along several dimensions. Robert A. Feldmesser suggests
that all citizens be guaranteed the right to achieve minimum competence
through an educating and certifying system that is separated from the
high school and its diploma. Dougias E. Mitchell and William G. Spady
contrast both competency-based and outcome-based education with the
fu~ narrower conception of minimum competency testing that is currently
prevalent in our elementary and secondary schools. They call for more
radical changes in curriculum definition. school organization. and certi-
fication of achievement. Finally. Thomas G. Sticht provides an illustra-
tion of competency definition through a detailed analysis of job demands
in a military setting. and suggests that this example provides a model for
competency definition in schools.
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PART |

Historical Bases and
Policy Issues in
Minimum Competency
Testing

The first paper in this part places the minimum competency testing
movement within a broad social policy perspective: the second paper
considers the movement as a part of the continuing search for standards
and excellence in education. Taking these perspectives into account.
the third paper examines the policy implications of minimum competency
testing. These papers help us to understand the sources of ideas current
it minimum competency testing, and to question the directions in which
these ideas are leading us.

David K. Cohen and Walter Haney. in Munimums. Competency Test-
ing. and Social Policy, provide us with several perspectives. First. the
history of minimalism in social policy is examined from two viewpoints:
equality and change. Then the idea of minimum standards is considered
in relation to inputs (resources) and outputs (results). They note that
testing for minimum competencies reflects an old tradition in this
country —the persistent tendency in social policy to promote minimum
levels of social welfare. They provide the particularly useful insight that.
although social policy is minimalist in practice. it is typically conceived
in egalitarian terms. This difference between terminology and practice
often leads to disappointment with results.

Concern with results in education is exempl fied by the evaluation
studies which were prominent during the sixties and seventies. In these
evaluations. the effectiveness of educational programs was measured in
terms of outputs. not in terms of service delivery. The focus on students’

1 .

20




2 Historical Bases and Policy Issues

scores on standardized tests of achievement or ability has a long history.
This history is examined by Jenne K. Britell in Competence and Excel-
lence: The Search for an Egalitarian Standard, The Demand for a Uni-
versal Guarantee. Britell traces the “historic fascination™ that Americans
have had with education and with the measurement of its outcomes. She
distinguishes between a standard of competence and a standard of ex-
cellence. Educational competence is defined as that level of performance
that citizens require to function in their society. Educational excellence.
on the other hand. is defined as the ideal standard. established apart
from the criterion of function and attained by few. Specific standards of
minimum competence are more difficult to d:fine than general standards
of either competence or ex: ‘llence. Although definitions have not been
plentiful, tests of minimum essentials have existed. according to Britell.
for five decades.

Britell points out. as do Cohen and Haney. the difference tetween
rhetoric and practice in American education. Although we have had
a rhetorical commitment to a standard of excellence. the practical opera-
tion of the system has neither provided nor been expected to provide for
universal attainment of excellence. Britell notes that the explicit commit-
ment to standards of minimum competence represents a new stage in
American education. She feels that minimum competency testing sub-
stitutes a more egalitarian standard for the older standard of excellence.
She also recognizes that minimum competence may be a more realistic
goal than attainment of excellence. given the variability among individuals
and the limitations of current educational programs. More important.
minimum competency testing provides a universal guarantee: it puts an
unprecedernted obligation on the schools to serve everyone.

In order to understand the present demands for minimum competency
testing. Britell examines two themes in public education: the issue of
educational control and responsibility. and the issuz of choosing between
the two priorities of competence or excellence. Britell traces the respouses
of American educators and psychologists to the challenge of educating
generations of Americans through the development of new measures to
assess mental ability. This movement was subverted by the view that
mental abilities were innate and that schools had little responsibility for
improving such abilities, as opposed to directing and selecting students
within the educational system. While thus tracing the history of efforts
to measure cducational outcomes. Britell also notes that the current
movement toward minimum competency testing is unprecedented in the ex-
tentto which testing programsarebeing implemented throughout the nation.

Britell also observes that the current movement shifts the burden of
responsibility for the achievement of minimum competencies from schools
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to students. Cohen and Haney also note that the minimum competency
testing movement establishes a social and educational policy that requires
results. but shifts the responsibility for demonstrating results from institu-
tions to individuals. Socicty is responsible for setting minimums. but indi-
viduals are primarily responsible for achieving them. As Cohen and Haney
emphasize. there are two conflicting themes in minimum competenry
testing: the enhancement of educational equality. versus the stigmatiza-
tion of the students who fail competency tests and the resulting develop-
ment of a new meaus for status differentiation. Cohen and Haney are
concerned with whether minimum competency testing can be successful.
and they suggest that it represents old. unresolved technical problems in
a new form. Their conclusion is echoed by Joan C. Baratz in Policy Im-
plications of Minimum Competency Testing.

Baratz examines the current focus on test results. describes the diverse
efforts by states to implement minimum competency testing programs.
and discusses the policy implications deriving from these programs. The
programs operate within a sociopolitical environment in which concern
has moved from questions of equity based on inputs (What teachers?
What dollars? What programs? What equipment?). to questions of guality
based on outputs (What achievement levels? What minimum standards”).
Given our history of efforts to reform the schools. and our general lack of
success in these efforts. Baratz questions whether there is more to mini-
mum competency testing programs than the rhetoric that has authorized
them.

A review of the current programs leads to a number of policy ques-
tions. including such issues as the state’s obligation to set and defend
standards. the effect of such standards on equal educational opportunity.
the adequacy of the standards. and the consequences of failing the test.
The current furor in New York over plans to grant “certificates of achieve-
ment” instead of diplomas to all high school seniors who fail competency
tests in reading and mathematics (New York Times. February 11. 1979,
p. 36) indicates the conflict between the governing needs of boards of
education and the educational needs of students. Although minimum
competency testing programs have been legislated. these policy ques-
tions have not been thoroughly analyzed. Nor are there agreed-upon views
to resolve the resulting conflicts. #; illustrated by the differences in New
York between the commissioner of education and the Board of Regents.
The effect of minimum competency testing on equal educational oppor-
tunity. for example. is such that any program that places undue hardship
on minority-group children will probably not be able to withstand the
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political and legal challenges it provokes.* Many of the issues which
Baratz examines are elaborated in later papers. which focus upon legal.
curricular. and social issues (Part 1) and on the implications of com-
petency testing for students. teachers. and special educational needs
{Part 111,

In response to Britell's paper. Maxine Greene reexamines Britell's
definitions of competence and excellence. She also examines the theme
of public demand for accountability. and emphasizes that only recently
have we been able to distinguish between teaching and learning. We now
know that the “notion of teaching. unlike learning. has. typically. inten-
tional as well as success uses.” She suggests that there may be less than
perfect evidence for using public demand for minimum competency test-
ing as a justification for an orientation (o minimum competence. Greene
also poses the broader question of the reason for the failures of schools.
She would have us place less emphasis on the misapplication of tests and
on the preoccupation with individuals of different ability. and she ques-
tions Britell's belief that there are guarantees for the kind of education
that empowers individuals to teach themselves.

Similarly. Larry Cuban’s response to Joan Baratz’s paper questions
some of her basic assumptions. Cuban, however. is more positive about
the usefulness of state-mandated programs of minimum competency
testing. Speaking from the viewpoint of a school superintendent. he poses
several competing explanations for the origin of the minimum competency
movement. but he supports Baratz's view of the superficiality of many
minimum competency testing programs. Cuban also describes two par-
ticular consequences of these programs. The first is that schools obtain
beiter definitions of specific objectives in basic skill areas: the second is
that schools examine the availability of remedial services. He feels that
little change will occur where schools do not have substantial financial
support. Another important consequence Cuban notes is the social cost
of excluding many students, most of whom are poor and members of
minority groups. from receiving regular diplomas. Large numbers of
minority students will have to pay directly the cost of ineffective school-
ing. On the positive side. however. Cuban anticipates that the younger
brothers and sisters of currently failing students may benefit.

Perhaps Cohen and Haney are correct in asking their concluding ques-
tion: “Can our institutions be trusted to do the work we believed they
could?" The authors of the papers in Part | provide important perspec-
tives within which to view the answer that minimum competency testing
programs provide to this question.

*On July 13. 1979, a Federal district judge in Florida ordered a four-year delay in making the
literacy test a requirement to receive a high school diploma. The delay was ordered to ensure
that the “taint of segregation is removed from Florida's public schools™ (New York Times.
July 14,1979, p. 5.
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1 Minimums,
Competency Testing,
and Social Policy

David K. Cohen
Walter Haney

Administering tests to determine whether students have achieved
“minimum competency in particular subjects is a recent enthusiasm.
but in certain respects it embodies an old tradition—to wit. the persistent
tendency in U.S. social policy to promote minimum levels of social wel-
fare. Social policy—by which we mean governmental assumption of
responsibility for the common welfare—has generally taken shape in
response to the sense that the welfare of some members of society has
fallen below a minimal level of decency. It was such a belief that led
Horace Mann and other reformers to campaign for the provision of public
primary schooling. It was a similar belief about incomes that led later
reformers to initiate welfare and social security payments. In fact. social
programs as diverse as Medicare and public housing have been thought of
as providing a decent minimum of services or facilities for those who could
not do so for themselves. In most of these programs. the hope has been
that a decent minimum would help people to a better start in the race of
life. Social policy has grown enormously since its inception in the early
nineteenth century. and a great deal of the continuing expansion is due
to the setting of minimum standards in new domains or to an increase in
minimums already provided.

Minimalism has not been without problems. and some of them are
illuminating for students of minimum competency tests. One is a con-
fusion about ends: social policy has been minimalist in practice. but it
is typically conceived in egalitarian terms. This creates confusion con-
cerning the character of policy. and often engenders disappointment
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over the results. From their inception early in this century. for example.
state aid programs for schools were organized to provide a minimum level
of funding for all school districts within a state. Yet while the design was
purely minimalist (appropriations were even called “foundation™ grants),
the programs were mostly understood and debated in egalitarian terms.
as offering equality. rather than a decent minimum. of educational
opportunity. As a result. when analysts and reformers weighed the pro-
grams' impact decades later. they judged them a failure. for of course
fiscal inequality among districts within states persisted. Had the pro-
grams been evaluated in terms of their designed goal of providing a decent
minimum. the judgment probably would have been very different.

Minimum protection is not, of course. inherently inconsistent with
equality. In principle, raising floors in the provision of services would
increase equality. as long as higher levels did not also rise. But in the
United States. as minimums have been established and increased. the
whole distribution has also shifted upwards. In education. for example.
social policy began in the 1830s with efforts to provide free universal
elementary schooling. Throughout the last half of the nineteenth century,
the country gradually approached attainment of this goal. But as success
grew nearer, eight years of elementary schooling increasingly came to
seem inadequate. The reasons given for this included a decreasing
demand for juvenile labor and a growing sense that economic progress
required mors years of formal training. At the same time. it became
clear that if the minimum was left at eight years of elementary schooling.
a rough educational equality soon would obtain among most Americans.
For those who were at the bottom of the heap this wouild have been a
great step forward. but for childrcn in the growing lower-middle and
middle classes. it would have meant the loss of any relative advantage
that might accrue from minimum formal schooling.

The sclution was more schooling for the children of families who
desired it—preferably at public expense. but at their own expense if
necessary. On the average. this preserved the relative advantage of middle-
class families without sacrificing general attainment of the minimum. As
elementary enrollment increased during the last half of the nineteenth
century. more and more students attended high schools. and the number
of these schoois grew remarkably. At the b-ginning. most secondary
students were from middle-class backgrounds. and their numbers grew as
the elementary schools included more and more students from disad-
vantaged elements of U.S. society. There were some fierce debates over
whether secondary schools should be supported by public funds. but the
struzgle was not a long one: in the latter half of the nineteenth century.
secendary education was freely provided in more and more places. By
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the turn of the century. secondary school was rapidly becoming com-
pulsory. And later in the twentieth century, as secondary schools began
to include more than middie-class and academically inclined lower-class
students. the same story was played out at a higher level: as the old c.il-
ing (high school attendance) came closer 10 becoming a new floor. middle-
class families began sending their children to college in record numbers.

Thus. one central problem of minimalist approaches in U.S. social
policy has been the implication of publicly provided minimums in pro-
moting social and economic competition. This implization is not sur-
prising. for the indices on which social minimums are drawn are neces-
sarily goods or services with wide social value: we do not extend services
tha! no one much cares about. And in the U.S.. competition for these
goods and services is encouraged: personal success is judged in terms of
the accumulation of such things as schooling. money. housing. and medical
care. Assuring a  “imum level in any sector has thus also entailed a rise
in the acceptable i..els of attainment for those above the minimum. who
wish to preserve their real or imagined advantage.

We could. of course. imagine circumstances in which those above a
new minimum would choose not to increase their advantage: the choice
could be discouraged by criminal penalties or tax assessments. or long-
term economic stagnation could make the costs prohibitive. But the fact
is that no such circumstances prevailed in the century following the initia-
tion of social policy in education. On the contrary. the ten decades be-
tween the 1830s and the 1930s saw remarkable econormic growth and a
flowering of the competitive ethic in American life. As a result. the pro-
vision of minimums in education and other social services seemed to
operate as a signal that everyone’s portion of such services must rise —or
perhaps had already risen. Minimalism appears to have been a relatively
conflictfree way of improving life for those at the bottom of the American
heap. because economic growth allowed those above the bottom to im-
prove as well.

The chief consequence of this competition has been to dampen the
potential equalizing effects of minimalism. and to heighten the tension
between egalitarian expectations and minimalist realities. For example,
the state aid programs for schools steadily increased the minimum levels
of provision. but only at the price of a similar escalation all along the
distribution of schooling. Welfare payments have also increased over
the years, but they have not kept pace with increases in real income.
And although there has been a substantial increase in welfare programs
since the 1Y30s. there is little evidence that this increase has reduced
inequalities in the distribution of income. Minimalist policies are typically
couched in egalitarian terms. but that is inappropriate. The policies were
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designed not :o reduce inequality but to establish a minimum standard
of social decency. Had they been intended to reduce inequality. some
device to prevent inflation of the distribution of services would have been
required. No such device was even contemplated.

One hope for minimum competency testing (MCT) programs—and
part of the advertising in many places — has been that if minimum standards
are established. academic achievement. especially of the disadvantaged.
will improve. If MCT programs work. achievement would improve only
insofar as the problems of these students are absolute. not relative —for
example. illiteracy as opposed to slow reading. But to the extent that the
problem of students at the lower end of test distribution is simply that
they are lower in the distribution. some caution is warranted. For few
cases in the history of U.S. social policy suggest that minimalism may
reduce inequality.

Minimalism and Social Policy: Change

This analysis suggests other salient features of minimalism, such as its
association with status inflation. As we noted above. many social policy
minimums seem to mark a point that most members of society seek to
exceed. At least in U.S. social policy. minimums appear to represent
not a decent and broadly acceptable standard of provision. but rather a
stigmatized standard acceptable only if applied to those inhabiting the
lower reaches of society. As a result. particular minimums rapidly became
obsolete. It was. for example. little more than a generation after elementary
education became nearly universal that U.S. educators began striving to
achieve universal secondary education. Time and time again, today’s
acceptable minimum became tomorrow’s social disaster. In the 1930s. for
example. $15 per week was considered to be an acceptable minimum family
income. By the 1960s, even after accounting for the effects of inflation, this
figure had more than doubled (Jencks et al., 1972, pp. 4-3). In the United
States. economic growth and social competition have been so intense that
social minimums became rapidly outdated.

But the rapid obsolescence of social policy minimums is not a given. A
slowing of economic growth or a relaxation of social and economic com-
petition could lead to much more stability—but might also make it much
more difficult to obtain political consensus on decent minimums. For if
our analysis is correct, one explanation for the relatively generous mini-
mums in certain sectors of social policy may be the general recognition
that many people can easily exceed the minimums. If that sense were to
diminish sharply as a result of hard times or of the attainment of some
“natural” ceiling, the story might change. Something of this sort could
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even now be occurring in education, where it seems hat four years of
college may remain as a rough ceiling for educational atiainment. leaving
little opportunity for continuea status inflation into postgraduate school.
Under these conditions, two developments occur. One is a gradual but
steady decrease in gross inequality in educational attainment (measured
by years of school completed). Another. contrary but relaied. develop-
ment is internal differentiation of post-secondary schools. in which a
variety of low-status options appear. such as junior and community col-
leges. proprietary vocational schools. and remedial schools. In an earlier
time this differentiation occurred at the lower end of secondary education.
The low-status options meet real demands from new students. but they
also preserve status distinctions within a system that has seemingly re-
duced its inequality. It is a nice question whether inequality has been
actually reduced or merely redefined. Indeed. in light of the greater
equality in years of schooling. MCT might be viewed as a new means of
status differentiation. From this perspective it is not surprising that MCT
enthusiasts are eager to reestablish the social meaning of the high-school
diploma.

Thus, minimalism is neither as simple nor as attractive an approach
to social policy as it appears at first glance. Much of its appeal lies in the
seeming self-evidence of a particular minimum at a particular time, yet
this appeal is transitory. Social policy minimums are, in fact. remarkably
relative, both because of unforeseeable historical changes and because of
the more readily predictable obsolescence of policy minimums due to
their implication in social and economic competition. In U.S. social policy.
the minimalist approach owes its durability not only to the (flawed) belief
that minimum protection will substantialiv reduce inequality. but also to
the (illusory) belief that policy minimums are stable.

Minimums, “Inputs,” and “Outputs” \

Change has been a central feature of minimalism in social policy. but
the change most important to our discussion is not a simple raising of
floors nor a reaching of ceilings in the delivery of services. Rather, it is a
shift in emphasis from deiivering resources to securing results. For most of
the history of U.S. social policy. efforts have focused on providing services:
building better housing.reducing hazardsto public health.improving schools’
resources. It was, of course, assumed that providing these services would
have results: better schools would produce better students: better sanita-
ticn would improve health and life: higher standards of housing would
improve families’ abilities to function socially and produce economically.
But earlier in this century. these assumptions were rarely explicit. They
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were simply an essential part of a climate of opinion in which it seemed
evident that by creating better institutions. men could make themselves
healthier. wiser. and more humane. The aim of social policy seven
or eight decades ago seemed so simple as to be beyond question: to pro-
vide decent services and better institutions in a society littered with evi-
dence of need.

By the middle of the last decade. however. the link between providing
resources and producing results had become less certain. and a good deal
of skepticism marked public discourse. Health policy. for example. was
no longer simply a matter of providing decent medical care and insuring
against threats to public health. In the face of dramatically rising costs
and often intractable problems. the issue came to be whether existing
health care arrangements could efficiently produce the desired results.
Productivity quickly became a central concern in social policy as atten-
tion shifted to the results of investment in the common welfare.

This shift of emphasis was nowhere as striking as in education. Ex-
tensive concern with results was first seen early in the 1960s in the efforts
of civil rights activists to prove that disadvantaged children were treated
poorly by schools. To show this. they demanded that test results be
released school by school. The reformers assumed that the low perform-
ance resulted from schools indifference or hostility. and hoped that
making the results public would stimulate improvement. This concern
with results carried over into the first wave of President Johnson's Great
Society programs—notably Head Start and Title I of the 1965 Elementary
and Secondary Education Act. These programs were also influenced by
the Johnsonian enthusiasm for results-oriented “systems analysis™ manage-
ment techniques; and the upshot was an increasing emphasis. in the late
1960s. on outcome evaluation of socia! programs. Between 1966 and 1968,
studies and evaluations multiplied at an astonishing rate: the Westing-
house-Ohio evaluation of Head Start. the G.E. Tempo Title I study. the
Belmont system, the Follow Through evaluation. and the Head Start
Planned Variation experiment are a few examples. Each weighed the
impact of programs in terms of school output. not of service delivery.
And all used one sort of output—students’ scores on standardized tests
of achievement or ability. By the end of the 1960s. test results were the
focus of social policy in education.

But the new focus was not reassuring. for the new studies raised ques-
tions about the long-assumed connection between resources #nd results:
they often reported that special programs seemed to have no special
effects. This led to growing skepticism about schools’ effectiveness, and
about the wisdom of investment in education. These doubts were rein-
forced by a succession of large-scale studies examining the relationship
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between school resources and school outputs. The Coleman report and
its academic progeny found little or no differential effectiveness among
schools: differences in resources and facilities were unrelated to differ-
ences in student performances. In the popular (and mistaken) jargon.
schools “didn't make a difference.”

While that statement profoundly misconstrued the research. it nicely
captured the sense of disillusion that had accumulated in the wake of all
the attention to results. Writing in Science. Robert Nichols (1966) de-
scribed the Coleman report as “literally of revolutionary significance . . . .
These findings stand like a spear pointed at the heart of the cherished
American belief that equality of educational opportunity will increase
the equality of educational achievement.” On the basis of the Coleman
findings. an editorial in the same periodical charged that U.8. educators
had no scientific basis for their activities (Morrisett. 1966). And the same
period saw a similar phenomenon in other fields: research and analysis in
health, manpower training. and drug-abuse programs revealed nonexistent
or very modest connections between resources and results. The more
closely this connection was examined. the more dubious it seemed. Many
analysts began to think that traditional assumptions about the efficacy of
resources had been groundless.

All this was a great shock, because it contradicted the old and honor-
able Enlightenment assumption that better institutions would produce
better people. And in retrespect. the next step seems almost inevitable.
If enhanced resources did not enhance results, then perhaps the way to
get results was to insist on them somehow. While this approach did not
violate inherited ideas about the relation between resources and results.
it seemed to take into account the new evidence that the relation was not
automatic.

The notion of insisting on results has been much discussed in various
policy areas, but most of the action has been in education. Probably the
first important step was performance contracting—that is. using money
incentives to assure that teachers or students achieved specified levels of
performance. Several experiments were set afoot. but the results were
soon pronounced a failure (Gramlich and Koshel. 1975). Shortly there-
after. several lawsuits sought to establish that school districts have a
constitutional obligation to bring students to some particular level of
performance. The suits failed to persuade the courts. At roughly the
same time, dozens of states implemented various “accountability” schemes.
and several even tried to link state aid to local schools’ achievement of
some performance level. These schemes produced both paper and anxiety
in the education establishment. but no other results were forthcoming.

The failure of these early efforts should not obscure the fact that they
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may signal a turning point in social policy—a shift away from aspirations
to distribute resources more fairly. toward attempts to change the distri-
bution of results. It is difficult to imagine a change of greater moment for
social policy in education. One large element in the change is the poten-
tial for much greater state responsibility for the common welfare. The
past has already seen considerable growth in state responsibility; pro-
viding a decent mimmum of schooling. public health. welfare. and social
security has vastly increased the services for which government is re-
sponsible. and as a result government has expanded. But trying to ensure
that certain minimum social results are achieved—such as minimum com-
petency in reading— would extend that responsibility far beyond its present
bounds. Assuring results, after all, is much more difficult than deliver-
ing resources. and thus would carry government into realms of action
hitherto unknown.

Were such a change in policy made. it might well alter the present
balance between individual and social responsibility. So far. it has been
the responsibility of the individual to produce outcomes in sectors like
health and education; that of society was merely to provide sufficient
resources— equal or compensatory —to ensure roughly equal opportunity.
If. however. results are to be assured (that is. using whatever resources
may be required to provide roughly equal outputs), much of the re-
sponsibility would have to pass to the state. That could be done directly.
or through a social mechanism to motivate individual achievement, such as
a system of reward or punishment for success or failure. Either alternative
would be quite a change. Whether society assumes greater responsibility
for producing outcomes. or for dispensing rewards and punishments, is
of less consequence than the assumption of the responsibility itself.

To say that the change toward a results-oriented social policy would be
momentous is not to say that it would work. The approach assumes. for
example. that purposefully designed environments. or individual motiva-
tion. can be powerful enough to produce those better results we would
like from schooling or health care. It also assumes that these more power-
ful environments or incentives could be managed by governments in ways
consistent with liberty. And it may assume that we can learn enough about
the social and individual processes by which results occur to engineer
their production more successfully. Such assumptions are a major part of
our intellectual inheritance. but they are not demonstrably true.

Minimum Competency Tests and a Policy of Results

So far. worries about such maiters have not diminished enthusiasm
for a results-oriented policy in education. On the contrary, the MCT
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movement suggests that enthusiasm is growing. Since the early 1970s.
testing programs of this sort have become remarkably popular. As things
now stand. a majority of states has taken some action in the direction of
MCT. and many have operating programs. The programs differ in many
respects—including the grade levels and subject involved. the role of the
tests in decisions about graduation or promotion. and the presence or
absence of remedial help. Nearly all of them seek at least two things: to
define minimum learning outcomes for students in a variety of academic
areas. and to insure that these standards are satisfied—but none make it
clear how.

But while MCT derives from a results-oriented social policy. it also
seems to be a move away from social responsibility for results. For while
MCT leaves it to the state to set minimum standards, it shifts the burden
of satisfying minimums from the state to the individual. Until now, U.S.
social policy has been solidly founded on the notion that society is re-
sponsible for providing a minimum of goods or services to those in need.
With MCT. however, society sets the standards while the individual
(occasionally with some remedial help) is responsible for meeting them.

That is a point of great importance. Of course. some MCT programs
do assume some responsibility for remedial work. and many educators
now accept that environmental factors can impede children's ability to
perform well on tesss. But in the prevailing moral atmosphere. individual
responsibility for intellectual work is still thought to be preemineni. At
least for the time being, then. it is quite likely that those who fall below
MCT minimums will be held primarily responsible for the failure. This
marks a distinct change in ideas about the responsibility for achieving
social policy minimums. MCT not only announces that the important
success criterion is outcome: it also suggests that. while society is re-
sponsible for establishing minimum performance levels. individuals are
responsible for attaining them.

Thus. while the new emphasis on results implies an expansion of social
responsibility for welfare. the concept of individual responsibility for
results embodied in MCT programs seems to promise a contraction of
social responsibility. One wonders what to make of the seeming con-
tradiction.

One possibility is tr it we are beginning a new, results-oriented epoch
in social policy. in which ¢.nfusion and contradiction are natural. In the
second quarter of the nineteenth century. when the U.S. first moved toward
public assumption of responsibility for primary schooling. there was a
similar muddle. Some advocated the extension of state responsibility:
others opposed it. Some early efforts to provide a minimum of public
education produced governmentally operated schools: others relied on
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public subsidies to secular schools: still others. on public subsidies to
religious schools. In at least one case. a private corporation ran the
“public” schools. One could thus argue that, just as conceptions about
the meaning of “public™ and “responsibility” were quite unclear and some-
times contradictory at the outset of social policy in education. s0 now
are ideas about the scope of responsibility for a social policy of results.
Perhaps the confusions will clear up as experimentation settles into a
pattern of expanding public responsibility for outcomes.

It is also possible that the seeming contradiction concerning responsi-
bility for results reflects a deep ambivalence about the character of social
policy. MCT may embody two contrary tendencies in U.S. social policy.
One tendency is for society to assume responsibility for those who. for
reasons unrelated to their own effort or ability. are unable to provide
a minimal level of social decency for themselves: the other is to stigmatize
the objects of social policy. and to use policy to that end. Certainly many
social minimums in tke United States have been thus stigmatized. as a
result either of social and economic competition or of specific policy
procedures. Earlier in this essay. for example. we explored how first
elementary and later high school education came to seem inadequate. and
thus in a sense to be stigmatized —to appear as under-education. This was
the result not of policy as such. but of the interaction between intense
competition over school attainment and a social policy of public provision
of minimums (without valuing equality enough to restrict ceilings). In
such cases. minimums acquire the status, in social and economic competi-
tion. of levels to be avoided by being exceeded.

There are. of course. also examples of policy taking a more direct
role in creating a stigma. Public housing is stigmatized specifically be-
cause of the character of policy: what is provided is generally barren.
ugly. and set apart from its surroundings. These qualities are habitually
associated with stigmatized institutions: we say that a public housing
project looks “like a prison” or “a state hospital.” Public housing has the
character of a last resort rather than that of adequacy. To take a more
familiar case. policy has traditionally stigmatized recipients of welfare
through: humiliating means-tests and application procedures: searches of
recipients’ homes without observation of constitutional guarantees: and
programs of work-relief which make it plain that welfare recipients are
being punished. In these different ways, policy sets its objects apart from
society and marks them as inadequate and inferior.

It is not difficult to identify stigmatizing tendencies within MCT. The
movement to extend social responsibility from resources to results may
appear humane; but to set minimum standards without also assuming social
responsibility for those who fall below them recalls the old tendency to

335



Minimums, Competency Testing, Social Policy 15

stigmatize the objects of social policy. The new tcst minimums may re-
semble an educational means-test. which sets the debris of U.S. education
apart from everyone else. There is. after all. a history of just such en-
deavors in education during the last seven or eight decades. Some of the
most telling examples are the use of "general™ curriculum tracks in second-
ary schools as a dumping ground: the use of special schools for the same
purposes (New York City's "600" schools. for example); the role of special
education classes in many school systems. at least until recently; and. of
course, the use of ability grouping in elementary schools. In each case,
policy created special categories intended to offer carefully designed
treatment, support. or encouragement for those in need. Sometimes that
happened. But often it did not, for reasons—whether fiscal. social or
psychological — associated with the stigma attached to the “special” educa-
tional categories.

Minimum compeiency testing may thus reinforce the tendency in U.S.
education to confuse special needs with what Erving Goffman termed
“spoiled identity.” States and districts may use the special categories
not as a device for improving the condition of those in need and repair-
ing their connections to eéveryone else. but as a means of separating and
stigmatizing them.

Origins of Minimum Competency Testing

Is MCT. then. a progressive shift of attention in social policy toward
providing outcomes. as a means of enhancing educational equality: or
will it act as another means of status differentiation? Prediction would
be foolish. Not only is the future resistant to our forecasts. but the two
tendencies are not mutually exclusive. MCT embodies both now, and is
likely to do so in the future. The question is. what balance may we expect
between these durable tendencies in U.S. social policy?” We may learn
something on this point from a review of the circumstances in which the
MCT movement arose. Is it due primarily to generous or to punitive
impulses?

In some cases. the answer is neither. The spread of input-output concep-
tions of social organization is an example. The idea that schools. hospitals.
and government agencies could be viewed as factories—as processing
human raw material and creating human outputs. and therefore as being
more or less efficient—owes a great deal to the influence of economic
ideas. both scientific and popular. on the social sciences and social thought
generally. Whether or not this way of thinking about social life is ap-
propriate. it has contributed greatly to the intellectual and political climate
in which MCT seems sensible. Similarly. it might be argued that education
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is particularly vulnerable to results-oriented policy and evaluation. be-
cause. unlike other policy sectors. it is susceptible to measurement of
outputs as well as inputs. Students. after all. do take tests. and the results
are chiefly quantitative: whereas patients leaving a hospital are nut scored
on an inventory of health. nor do social security recipients fill out an
annual twenty-item scale on the economic and social impact of the pay-
ments. More simply. no one can tell us how much health or. much less.
how much security he or she experiences. But anyone can tell us how ruch
education he or she has. Schooling is considered in discrete quantitative
entities— years. semesters. test scores—and in this respect is unlike most
other social service.. This common quantitative language for discussing
achievement makes education particularly susceptible to input-output
analysis.

These factors help to explain why a results-oriented policy has taken
hold so quickly in education: but one must look elsewhere for evidence
on the possible political tendencies of MCT. One critical point is the extent
to which MCT takes responsibility for dealing with those whose compe-
tency is less than minimal. Florida’s MCT scheme. for example. gave little.
if any. attention to the issue of remediation before the startling finding in fall
1977 that 40 to 50 percent of the students failed portions of the state test
{(Fisher. 1978). Even in Massachusetts. which has one of the most liberal
approaches o MCT in the form of a program of “basic skills improve-
ment.” the signs are not auspicious. The aim of the program is to “improve
the attainment of basic skills competency by students . . . not to establish
a new condition for promotion or graduation™ (Massachusetts State Board
of Education..August 1978). Yet the Massachusetts policy explicitly does
not establish a separate instructional program beyond the services norm-
ally provided in public schools. Indeed. it was predicated on the assump-
tion that the basic skills improvement program would cost nothing extra.

Unhappily. there is evidence of either parsimonious or punishing
inclinations nearly everywhere. MCT has gained momentum in a climate
of scarce resources and scarcer patience with professionals and their
clients. Questions about the efficacy of social policy have taken on a
particularly pessimistic and even punishing aspect. California voters were
urged to vote for Proposition 13. for example. not just to react against
taxation. but also to defeat busing for school integration and to oppose
welfare payments. The pinched condition of most budgets in social
agencies is understood not only as a consequence of hard times. but also
as a reaction to liberal reform that “does not work.” In the present climate.
the general worry about getting one’s money's worth is not simply a com-
ment on corruption or economic constraints. but part of a broad opposi-
tion to increased spending on social welfare programs of doubtful efficacy.
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Insuch a climate the characteristic reflex is to blame both providers and
recipients of social services for program failuie. It would not be surpris-
ing if MCT provided more ammunition for this reflex.

The Viability of Minimum Competency Testing

One reason why MCT seems likely to encourage a punitive reaction is
the scant evidence thct minimum competency testing can be successful.
It is. of course, impossible to be certain on this point. In 1860 public
support for high schools seemed unwise to many Americans, and in 1954
the desegregation of southern schools struck most as entirely unworkable.
The wisdom or workability of social innovations is rarely clear in advance.
But although there can be no sure-fi® forecast. one can identify some of
the elements probably required for MCT to work. One element would
be a face-vali-. conception of the minimum. In the 1930s a modest sub-
sistence seer.ed a face-valid retirement income: this helped social secur-
ity legislation to pass. In the 184s. when most schools were primary
schools, providing primary school for all had broad social face-validity.
One might argue that if the minimum is seriously disputed and there is
no generally accepted way to settle the dispute. minimalism will not work
even if there is agreement on other points. President Nixon's abortive
Family Assistance Plan may be an example of a minimum so lacking in
uroad social face-validity that it could not be made policy.

Does a minimum with broad social face-validity exist among educa-
tional outcomes? The answer is unclear. for while there is general un-
certainty about what the right outcomes are. it is widely agreed that such
skills as reading and mathematics are essentizl “competencies.” There is
no agreement. however, about what else is esseatial. Some state programs
include little else. while others include social. personal. and attitudinal
“competencies.” These differenccs are unlikely to be resolved by argu-
ment or evidence. After all. education has many possible aims, and the
past century has seen persistent disagreement about which of these de-
served inclusion in the public agenda.

1t does seem possible. though. that consensus could crystallize around
a minimum core of skills. such as reading and mathematics. There are. of
course. fundamental problems. Specialists disagree about how to define
competency in reading: Is it decoding or comprehension? In math. there is
disagreement about the virtues of what is termed problem-solving ability
as opposed to computational skills. Nevertheless. the wide acceptance
of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests is en-
couraging evidencz that a consensus is possible. These tests were the
subject of bitter dispute. but after being adopted they gained widespread
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legitimacy. Thus. despite the disagreements. it is possible that a particular
MCT battery will be widely adopted. seem workable. and become a
sccially valid minimum.

But to be workable. MCT probably would also have to have a simple
and plausible way of determining whether the minimum has been achieved.
In the case of input-oriented minimums this is fairly easy. One can know
how many dollars the government pays a retired person. or whether
primary schools are being provided, or how many children attend them.
One can even know what proportion of all children in an age group attend.
and how far they go. Each measure involves simple counting on indices
widely known and believed to be definitive—dollars. or years of school.
or numbers of people. The counting may be difficult. because it is on a
large scale and even simple data may be hard to find: but at least it is not
made more difficult by doubts about the conceptual character or validity
of the measures. By contrast, decent housing is a minimum that is difficult
to achieve because of conceptual problems. Ideas about what decent
housing is seem to vary greatly. despite the long history of census work
on the matter. Officials and commentators cannot agree on what the
government ought to provide, or on the quality of what it did provide. in
public housing.

Some minimums in =ducation do satisfy this criterion. such as years of
school completed. High school graduation. for example. was for a long
time a face-valid measure of a social policy minimum. But most school
outcome measures are not like this. The obvious case in education is
tests. Despite general agreement among parents and professionals that
what tests measure is very iimportant. few agree on the right tests to use—
for example, the Scholastic Aptitude Test or the New York Regents
exams— or on what test level is the necessary minimum. While testing is
seen as a legitimate activity. only rarely has a given test achieved pre-
eminence in its own realm. For teachers. parents. students. and test ex-
perts can read different tests on the same subject and notice differences, but
find no intuitively appealing or broadly accepted way of deciding which
test is best. Of course. states with operating MCT programs use some
sort of test. and other states are developing tests. But the tests are all
different, in subject-matter focus. in difficulty. and in other respects
as well. It is true. though. that MCT programs may simply preempt the
field (as the New York Regents did) on a state-by-state’ basis. Thus. while
confusion may be expected to continue with minimum competency test-
ing. other considerations suggest that some tests may gain exclusive or
near-exclusive dominance in their states.

Finally. and perhaps most problematic, a successful minimalist social
program must have a relatively simple way of satisfying the minimum
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standard. The government, for example. has so far produced social secur-
ity payments with remarkable accuracy and regularity. The same can be
said of the provision of welfare payments. school resources. and health
care. This does not mean that everything about the delivery of the goods
and services in question is manageable. or even understandable. Not all
influences on the size of social security payments are controllable by
government. Nor can government control such variations in the character
of the teaching force as gencrational changes in its values. or changes in
the patterns of recruitment to the profession. But 1n all these areas. govern-
ment has so far been able to understand enough and controi enough to
deliver the prescribed minimum input of money. or teachers, or housing.
or medical care.

As everyone knows by now, the production of social policy outcomes
is less reliable. If we understand influences on the provision of resources
only imperfectly, we understand the creation of outcomes still less well.
There is, of couise. no question that schools are effective in teaching skills;
algebra. French. and geography. like large areas of reading. do not spring
spontaneously to mind: schools teach them. But there is a very weak
understanding of why some students. teachers. classrooms. or schools
are more productive than others in the same subjects. Thus far, all the
evidence suggests that there are important differences in effectiveness.
but that they have no unifonn causes. They seem to be the result of com-
plex interactions among individuals. social settings, times. and places.
Thus. we know that establishing schools where there are none will create
competencies where they were weak or nonexistent. And we know that a
major increase in the amount of schooling (in a given subject) will increase
average competencies across the board (or in that subject). But we know
little about creating differential competencies within the same broad
levels of provision.

What is more, if our understanding is weak. our ability to control the
relevant factors is even more precarious. As the previous discussion
suggests, we do not know what to control. Furthermore. controlling some
of the things that might turn out to be relevant could violate laws and
customs. Reformers have long argued. for example. that intense environ-
ments may be the only way to remedy environmentally induced inade-
quacies in academic skills: social theorists as diverse as Robert Owen and
James Coleman have urged the creation of boarding schools for the poor.
But such a policy would violate custom. and might lead to all the abuses
we associate with other institutions designed for. or primarily populated
by. the poor. In addition. many of the things that might have to be con-
trolled in order to affect outcomes significantly may be uncontrollable
within the present social order—such as early child-rearing practices.
teachers’ attitudes. verbal ability. and students’ motivation.
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Taken together. these caveats suggest caution in thinking about the
capacity of schools to satisfy MCT standards. There is. in addition. much
discouraging evidence on this score from the last twenty years’ experience
with remedial and compensatory education: it seems quite likely that
MCT programs. even if established in a spirit of generosity and social
concern. may be unable to help many of those who fail. Without a re-
liable means of “remediation.” one wonders what constructive purpose
could be served by large-scale public announcements of failure. MCT
may thus be caught between two problematic alternatives: reducing
minimums to levels that would fail only a few in vrder to avoid stigma
and the consequent reaction: or setting minimums higher. with the likely
result that both the schools and the students are blamed for the ensuing
failures.

Conclusion

In a certain sense. then. MCT simply presents old unsolved problems
in new form. Standardized tests have never resolved disagreements about
the nature of subject matter. because subject-matter specialists cannot
resolve them. And standardized tests cannot decide what competency
is: they can define competency only relatively by referencing all scores
to an average or criterion score. Competent students are those who do
better than other students or than required by the criterion. One might
reasonably argue. in fact, that MCT took these old problems. removed
them from the obscurity to which they were carefully consigned. and
enshrined them as the centerpiece of the new policy. It seems a curious
approach.

Yet while the technical viability of MCT is no small concern. this has
not been our sole or even chief focus. Instead we have tried to locate
MCT within the broader context of U.S. social policy. We have argued
that the new testing movement represents a curious blend of old and new.
It embodies old themes—the emphasis on minimalism. the ambivalence
between stigmatizing and helping tendencies in sccial policy—but gives
them a paradoxical new twist. MCT seems progressive because it promises
to extend public responsibility from providing resources to providing
results. Yet it seems conservative because it promises to contract public
responsibility by shifting the burden of achieving competency from society
to the individual. MCT programs will stigmatize the students who fail to
learn. and by implication at least. the schools that fail to teach. even
though experience and research strongly suggest that the test instruments
are of doubtful quality. and that we are far from being able to remedy the
failuresthusrevealed. If the matter were not so serious it would be laughable:
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the only reliable way we have of reducing failure in MCT programs is
to reduce the cutoff points on the tests.

The problems discussed in this essay seem unlikely to recede. The last
two decades have seen a remarkable increase in concern about results in
social policy: but as time has passed hopes have dwindled. No idea has
been more central to U.S. social policy than the inherited notion that
many social defects can be remedied by improving the environment, and
nothing has been more unsettling than the evidence that creating new
institutions. or providing more resources. does not always or even usually
improve results. As evidence on this point has accumulated. questions
about inherited liberal doctrine have mounted. Some commentators have
portrayed the evidence as a sign of crisis in liberal social policy—even.
perhaps. of its impending collapse. While that strikes us as a little pre-
mature. it is difficult to overstate the concern and pessimism consequent
on the shift of attention to policy outcomes.

The outlook for MCT programs is thus not a happy une. Because of
their inability thus far to do a convincing job in remedial education.
schools will probably be unable to remedy the failures that MCT programs
will define. And that will probably simply worsen the situation MCT
programs were intended to correct. The failure of programs aimed at
improving results may discredit the test instruments that reported the
failure: it may further undermine confidence in the schools that were to
produce the results or remedy the failure: or it may encourage onlookers
to blame the students. None seems particularly appealing.

In some respects. then. the most hopeful sign would be that the reporis
of MCT programs were simply ignored. Certainly much worthy informa-
tion meets this fate. and one should not underestimate the public's ability
to yawn at a critical juncture. But if the current enthusiasm for school
outcomes continues, we cannot expect understanding to keep pace. There
is now great uncertainty about long-standing assumptions in social policy—
especially about the extent to which social service institutions can pro-
duce the results they have advertised. This has led to confusion. both about
the possible scope of social policy and about the potential effectiveness
of social services. The confusion is of course not yet untangled. nor should
we expect it to be in the near future. Basic questions have been raised. and
it will take a long time for new experience and new investigations to put
these questions in better focus. In the meantime it makes sense to realize
tha® MCT. like many other current policy initiatives. may be more a symp-
tom of the disruption of our ideas about social policy than a solution to
this disorder. MCT is par: of a large but somewhat incoherent effort to
come to terms with unsettled ideas about the effectiveness of social
services. and with greater dissatisfaction than we have previously known.
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Every new effort to produce results appears as a declaration. but in a
sense the declaration is a question. perhaps even a worry: Can our institu-
tions be trusted to do what we believed they could?
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2 Competence and Excellence:
The Search for an Egalitarian
Standard, the Demand for a
Universal Guarantee

Jenne K. Britell

Introduction

In the papers that follow. others will analyze the various issues evoked
by the current use of a standard of minimum competence: the lack of
consensus on its substance: the rational or irrational basis for the chosen
levels: the demand for and resistance to such a standard: the success
or failure of efforts to quantify competence: and the struggle for political
control of the requirements. These issues have also marked earlier efforts
to evaluate the achievements of public elementary and secondary schools.

Americans have a historic fascination with educational yield and its
measurement. Neither educators nor the critical public. however. has
ever defined the nature of the educational standards that American school-
ing should achieve. This failure to specify has marred discussions of the

In the preparation of the address. the author was fortunate to have the assistance of the
following: William H. Angoff. Henry S. Dyer. John J. Fremer. Jr.. Jules M. Goudison. Albert
P. Maslow. Elizabeth 1. Mayer. Genevieve C. Montagna. William W. Turnbull. Lee S. Waks.
Cheryl ). Weiner. and E. Betvin Williams. Through Maxine Green's criticism. | have become
aware of the possible misinterpretation of my term. “the training of the mind.” By “training.”
[ intend disciphne, a skill learned both from others and from one’s own experience. This
uality is critical to the achievement of educational competence and the consequent ability
to function—that is. “to apply skills learned to other situations that require communication.
examination of aiternatives. and decision.” | believe discipline of the mind is consistent with
Greene's concept of the abilities necessary to communicate. examine alternatives. and to
make decisions: it is also consistent with Dewey's and Ryle's views. which she cites.
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standard of competence and the standard of excellence. The two are not
intrinsically in conflict. although some contemporary discussants pose
them as alternatives. Competence differs from excellence in character as
well as in level. Competence is the state of adequate performance of a
task. It usually is not comparative. One is competent or incompetent in
relation to the required performance. not in relation to others’ achieve-
ments. Excellence is both an absolute state of achievement and the highest
level of performance attained by a few (relative to the many).

In my discussion of the history of a standard of minimum competence
and its assessment in public elementary and secondary education. | define
educational competence as that level of performance that citizens require
in order to function in the society in which they live. The competence
required in one kind of society. therefore. will differ from that required
in another. In the United States. the society is technologically advanced
and remains committed to democratic government. To “function™ here is
to apply the skills learned to other situations that require communication.
examination of alternatives. and decision. This competence differs from
the objective of the earlier life adjustment movement. which also stressed
“usefulness in life.” Educational competence is rooted in educational
achievement. It requires the training of the mind: it is not anti-intellectual.
I define educational excellence as the ideal standard. established apart
from the criterion of function and at a level currently attained by the few:
in essence. the Platonic Pure Form.

The specific standard of minimum competence may be more difficult
to delineate than the general standards of either competence or excel-
lence. for two reasons. First. it requires unprecedented attention to defini-
tion. if we intend more than only basic skills in academic subjects: and
many of the new statutes do not limit the schools’ obligations to basic
skills. Second. it requires precision and consensus on the choice of levels.
Past commentators have recognized the difficulty of specifying the mini-
mum level: the difficulty existed whether one sought to assess achieve-
ment or aptitude. In 1936. E. F. Lindquist noted: “There are few if any
high school or college courses for which the minimum essentials have been
authoritatively described in a form sufficiently specific to make possible
the construction of such tests.” In 1949, Dewey Stuit counseled guidance
personnel in their use of aptitude test scores to advise prospective grad-
uate school applicants: “Unfortunately there is no simple answer to the
question of what constitutes a minimum level of aptitude for success in
a professional school. If all professional schools followed exactly the
same curriculum. observed *he same standards. and could enroll student
populations of the same qualifications. it would be possible to set mini-
mum specifications for admissions to these training programs.”™ Yet despite
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the difficulties. minimum competence has been assessed in elementary
and secondary education for some time. although the term “minimum
competence” has appeared frequently in the literature only within the past
five years.?

Let me illustrate. First, tests of minimum essentials of academic sub-
jects have existed for five decades. The initial rationale for such measures
was similar to that put forth by contemporary advocates of basic skills
assessment. Many testing experts have opposed these tests: they have
argued that the tests fail to recognize differences in individual learning
growth and also lack comparability. (One developer's “minimum™ is not
another’s.*)

Second. tests of minimum competence in which the pass-fail system
operates have been and still are important. In this cztegory are some
credit-by-examination programs. such as the Tests of General Educa-
tional Development (GED) and the College Level Examination Program
(CLEP).

Third. tests traditionally used for selection have at times certified a
minimum level of competence. The.New York State Regents Examina-
tions initially had this function when they were established for elementa,
schools (1865) and high schools (1878). In the latter instance. the Regents
Examinations were analogous to the high school examinations now r:
quired in some states. In 1901, the Coliege Board established the passing
score of 60 (on a scale of 100) for 1ts achievement tests for college admis-
sions: it thus certified the minimum acceptable level of knowledge of a
subject.

Fourth. the use of cutting scores in admissions and placement processes
represents a present standard of minimum competence.

Fifth. the concept of minimum mental competence (as opposed to mini-
mum achieved competence) has been used to identify that level below
which the individual is assumed unable to perform certain tasks. Tests
such as the Stanford-Binet have this functional use. This is relevant be-
cause of the schools’ historic use of individual and group intelligence
tests. In contrast to the present. such tests stressed mental capability
rather than educational achievement.

Sixth, there is the similarity noted by Gray between Piagetian theory
and criterion-referenced measurement: criterion-referenced measures
are the most frequently used instruments in the present assessments of
minimum competence.’

In addition, an implicit minimum level has been used in operations ir
which the explicit emphasis has been on achievement relative to the high-
est level. Examples include age-grade equivalents. promotion standards.
and ability grouping and grading. as practiced by school systems or within
individual classrooms.
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Thus the assessment of minimum competence is not new. Some of the
present furor may therefore stem from the newly explicit respectability
of the goal of minimum competence and the attempt to mandate its
achievement. This recent emphasis contrasts with the earlier stress on the
“highest standards” (never clearly defined). In American education. how-
ever. rhetoric often has differed from practice. There has long been a
rhetorical commitment to the standard of excellence. but in practice. the
operationof aneducational system that neither provided nor expected to pro-
vide for the universal attainment of excellence. Such attainment has been
impossible with the finite resources. finite time, and educational structure
that exist. These realities have not allowed the educational system to deal
with the range of individual differences of styles and rates of learning in
a manner and to the extent required to achieve universal excellence.

The explicit imposition of the standard of minimum competence
represents a new stage in American education.

First. it substitutes a more egalitarian standard for the standard of
excellence. It is an effort to reconcile proved individual differences with
the political demands for equality of achievement in a society that es-
pouses equality of opportunity.

Second. it recognizes that minimum competence may be the most
realistic educational goal. given the variability among individuals and the
limitations of our current educational programs.

Third. it provides a universal guarantee. It places an unprecedented
obligation on the schools to serve everyone. In this sense. the imposition
of a standard of minimum competence reflects the political demands of
the 1960s that the public educational system serve its entire constituency.
I distinguish here between the significance of the standard and some of
the abuses of practice. chiefly the use of the test when there is no oppor-
tunity for remedy. Such abuse shifts the obligation to achieve the mini-
mum standard from the school to the student.

In the next section of this paper, I shall trace the evolution of the
present demand for minimum competence through two interrelated histor-
ical themes in American public elementary and secondary education.

First. there is the issue of educational control and responsibility.
Though educstors have accepted ultimate public control. they have con-
tinually struggled with the public for the power to establish specific re-
quirements. The Boston School Committee encountered resistance to its
written examinations in 1845. The New York State Regents were opposed
in their efforts. At various times in the twentieth century. college admis-
sion requirements and the College Board's examinations have been con-
sidered inappropriate determinants of high school curricula.

The controlling public also has increased its demands that educators

45



Competence and Excellence 7

and schools assume a greater responsibility for results. Educational practi-
tioners have been criticized more for their failure to meet public expecta-
tions than for their failure to manage public funds. Horace Mann spoke
of “the perilous coast where the hopes of so many parents and so many
children have been wrecked.™ In a 1936 study. 1. L. Kandel compared
American and European attitudes toward education. Americans believed
“schools must meet the actual and immediate needs and abilities of
children.” Americans were also “accustomed to more direct participation
in educational affairs and less influenced by respect for educational
and social traditions.™”

Administrators and teachers rarely have challenged these demands
until they have failed to meet them. In the twentieth century. the public
has demanded precise evidence of educators’ success and precise explana-
tions of their failure. Educators have responded with quantitative dis-
cussions of educational quality. The measures have permitted differentia-
tion among levels of ability and among levels of academic performance:
they have not provided for the concomitant differentiation of competence.
The public has accepted such measurement and now suspects any evi-
dence or argument that is not quantitative. Preoccupation with the gauge
has distracted further from efforts to define educational standards.

Second. there is the issue of choice between the two educational prior-
ities of competence and excellence. While absolute choice is not neces-
sary, society must still establish a priority— with regard to the concentra-
tion of energy. value. and resources. The three are not the same. For
example, even when we have concentrated resources on the average
student. we have prized the most able. The choice has become more
difficult as a result of the greater knowledge of individual differences and
of the demands of a technologically dependent nation that competes with
other countries. Ultimately. the choice has always required interpretation
of two American fundamental values: equality of opportunity and equality
of individuals. Whatever our practices. we have not relinquished the
rhetorical commitment to these principles: thus they must be considered
in any discussion of choice.

In 1907, the National Education Association (NEA) established the
Committee on the Provision for Exceptional Children in the Public
Schools. Benjamin Ide Wheeler, president of the University of California.
stated a position that continually has been debated in the twentizth cen-
tury: “Our democracy involves no proposition of equality of achievement
but straightforwardly and supremely equality of opportunity. . . . It estab-
lished no standard size of foot or brain. . . . It proposed to give every man
a real chance to make the most possible out of his single life.™

In 1936, Kandel argued that equality of opportunity did not mean
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identity of opportunity.? In 1961, John W. Gardner asked "Can we be
equal and excellent too?"'® We have never successfully defined equality
of opportunity in a manner that satisfies everyone.

The Schools’ Obligation: Competence or Excellence?

A competent electorate was the earliest justification for a publicly-
supported school system. Because the polity was primarily white and male.
these groups received the attention and controlied the definition and
assessment of competence. The terms “proficiency.” “sufficiency.” and
“competence” were used to describe the objective of public education.
Where “excellence” appeared in the general discussion of public educa-
ticn, it was not separate frem competence.

From the beginning. the controlling public sought evidence of money
well spent. In 1709. Boston established a committee of “gentlemen of
liberal education™ to inspect the schools and to "inform themselves of the
methods used in the teaching of the scholars and to inquire of their pro-
ficiency.™ In 1789, the Massachusetts General Court required that
selectmen and others “shall inquire into the proficiency of scholars™? in
the schools. These examinations were oral: pupils were chosen by the
masters: and of significance for the future. the level of proficiency was
neither specified nor debated.

In 1845, the Boston School Committee developed and administered
written examinations in history. astronomy. arithmetic. and geography
to some members of the first class. selected by the masters. For the first
time. the masters and teachers did not have prior access to the examina-
tions. Horace Mann. secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education.
described the Boston School Committee’s objective: “The method of
examination tests in a most admirable manner the competency or suf-
ficiency of the teaching which the pupils have received: for as a workman
is not taught any art or handicraft until he can execute it. so a child is not
taught any principle until he can explain it or apply it" (italics added).’®
Mann reported the committee's disappointing conclusion: “The Grammar
Schools of Boston have not the excellence and usefulness that they should
possess.” Only 45 percent met the desired level in history: 39 percent
in astronomy: 35 percent in arithmetic: and 34 percent in geography.'
(Actual conditions were even worse. since only the best scholars. deter-
mined by the master. had been examined.) Mann’s final comment fits our
contemporary litany: “In other towns. where teachers were receiving far
inferior compensation and where an improved system of schools had but
recently been organized. the pupils would be found to be far superior to
the pupils in the Boston schools.™$
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The Boston School Committee consequently recommended changes
in the method of instruction. more stringent requirements for cachers,
greater accountability from the masters. and examination of a larger
sample of pupils.

The public demand for evidence of educational competence continued.
Written examinations at both the elementary and secondary levels pro-
liferated in the second half of the nineteenth century. Chicago introduced
an examination for high school admissions in 1856 and later utilized it
in promotion. The aforementioned Regents Examinations appeared. After
1875, high schools moved from a pass-fail system to a five (A-B-C-D-F)
or three-point (E-P-F) scale. After 1900. most elementary schools re-
organized their grading practices to f{it similar patterns.'®

But the precision was far less than it appeared. There were few efforts
to examine the content of the public expectation. to achieve consistency
across evaluations. or to consider the comparative or absolute nature of
the standard of competence. From contemporary reports. one can con-
clude that the standard represented both a comparative assessment (based
on others' performance) and the judge's ideal of performance. Grades
also reflected the teachers’ opinion of an individual's appearance. be-
havior. and family background.

The years from 1890 to 1917 were years of change in the methods and
criteria by which quality was judged in American life. The principle of
quality control was developed: uniformity was introduced: better records
were kept: structure and consistency were increasingly valued. Education
was expected to conform to the new ways. In retrospect. Max McConn,
dean of Lehigh and a leading educational reformer during the twenties
and thirties. described the period from 1890 to 1915 as the “Age of the
Standard™ in education: “To set standards and to enforce standards and
to raise them even more was nearly the whole duty of teachers and prin-
cipals and presidents.™’

The social context within which educators operated had changed.
and the school systems also were changing. Educational administrators
faced problems that would recur throughout the twentieth century: there
were not enough teachers or classrooms: there were varying practices:
teaching was inconsistent and often poor: and there was a growing. in-
creasingly heterogeneous student population. A pattern of educational
behavior developed that also would recur throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. First, educational leaders recognized the need for reform: second.
they moved slowly to institute reforms: third. the public learned of the
debacle: and fourth. educators were on the barricades. and they sac-
rificed deliberate action for immediate defense.

In 1897, in the first of the new educational exposés. Joseph Mayer Rice
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reported that children were not competent in spelling. Later. he reported
that neither were they competent in arithmetic. Rice based his conclu-
sions on the results of tests that he had devised and administered. In these
tests. Rice stressed application of the skill learned in the classroom.

Rice was only the first. As a result of public demand for concrete
evidence of educational quality. the U.S. commissioner of education.
Eliner Ellsworth Brown. enlisted experts to explain the Office of Educa-
tion's annual statistical report. E. L. Thorndike wrote the introduction to
the 1907 analysis: George M. Strayer. the introduction to the 1908 edi-
tion. Thorndike set forth very clearly the audience of the Report and of
American education: I shall try to show in some measure what these
statistics reveal that is of interest and significance: first. to all intelligent
citizens: second. to the half-million men and women who are engaged in
the work of teaching: and third. to those teachers. clergymen. editors,
statesmen. and other students of education who lead public opinion and
should possess expert knowledge.™®

The public. particularly school boards and educational critics, read
the tables. Leonard Ayres. director of the Russell Sage Investigation of
Backward Children. expressed concern because “students and critics of
our public schools are paying more and more attention to the record of
the figures printed in the annual reports of superintendents and school
boards.™® The “record.” especially of the high retardation® and elimina-
tion: testified more to the schools’ failure than to their success. Simon
Patten noted in 1911: *It is not the schools vs. graft but the schools vs.
street cleaning, pure water. tenement house inspection. the prevention
of disease or the reduction of infant mortality. The advocate of pure water
or clean streets shows how much the dcath rate will be altered by each
proposed addition to his share of the budget. Only the teacher is without
such figures. 20

To remedy this circumstance. in 1912 the National Education Associa-
tion (NEA) established the Committee on Tests and Standards of Ef-
ficiency. George M. Strayer, the chairman. explained its goal: “From such
measurements. it will be possible to describe accurately the accomplish-
ments of children and to devise a series of standards which will be appli-
cable to varying groups of children and to different social demands.™"

Educational achievement tests of various school subjects were de-
veloped. With these. administrators aud teachers assessed the degree of
attainment of the standard. The measure provided evidence: it therefore
took precedence over the definition of the standard. Despite warnings
on the lack of standardization and on the uncontrolled sample populations.

*Defined as grade level of two or three years below age.
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the tests proliferated.?2 Many communities instituted school surveys in
which these tests were used. By 1918, there were 84 tests for elementary
school and 25 for secondary school. Annual sales of tests became signif-
icant. Monroe reported sales of 900.000 copies of one test and sales of
200.000 of at least two others.?® Fourteen cities established bureaus of
educational research in part to analyze test data.

With tests of educational achievement, educators could not solve the
problem of how to classify children by ability. The problem was not
limited to the United States. In the 1903 Repori of the U.S. Commissioner
of Education. a writer estimated that “probably one percent [of pupils
in each country| are so dull and defective that they cannot be taught in
the ordinary school classes.”?* Although Boston, Philadelphia, Spring-
field. and Chicago had special classes befere 1900, school administrators
needed better methods of sorting their students.

The early work of American psychologists on the measurement of
mental ability was not responsive to the educators’ problem. Led by
James McKeen Cattell of Columbia. American psychologists initially
sought to assess intelligence with the use of psychomotor tests.?® In con-
trast, Alfred Binet began with the protlem that also faced American ad-
ministrators—~the separation of normal from dull students. After fifteen
years of experimentation, Binet developed a scale of various tasks of
mental performance for use in the Paris schools. American psychologists
knew of Binet's work from its inception. because Binet was the editor of
L'Année Psychologique (which was referenced in the Fsvchological
Index). Moreover. American psychologists (including Edmund Huey of
The Johns Hopkins University) studied with Binet: and Edward Hainilton
Buchner reported on Binet's work annually after 1905 in the Psycho-
logical Bulletin.

Psychology was a growing profession; the number of Ph.D.’s was in-
creasing. and psychologists welcomed every opportunity to illustrate the
value of their work. In pupil classification. psychologists found an area
in which they could be relevant. and educators welcomed their assistance.
Lightner Witmer. often considered the founder of American clinical
psychology. felt that the psychological expert’s participation in investiga-
tions of retardation would “furnish standards of reference to judge the
extent we fail to educate the rising generation of this country. 26

In the years from 1908 to 1917. American psychologists expanded on
Binet's research: they revised the scale and developed new measures. In
the Stanford revision, Lewis Terman took the mental quotient --the ratio
of mental age to chronological age (developed in 1912 by William Stern.
a German psychologist)—and multiplied it by 100 to produce the 1Q. By
1917. individual intelligence tests. such as the Binet. were used in schools.
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clinics. hospitals. immigration centers. and the New York City Police
Department. In the last instance. the New York Times described the City's
effort. “If the policeman is uncertain. he may march his suspect up an
alley and apply a Binet test. . . . A mental standard of recognition will be
inculcated. so that officers on duty may be immediately aware of a mental
or moral defective when confronted with one."??

The concept of the competence produced by education now was re-
defined in terms of the amount of mental ability an individual possessed.
More ability was better. and little consideration was given to whether
there was a corresponding increase in competence.

By 1918. there was a shift in the focus of the accountability of educators.
The goals of educational effectiveness and competence to function were
replaced by the goals of educational efficiency and the identification of
differentiated levels of mental ability and educational achievement. Edu-
cators and commentators debated about the appropriate education for
individuals of different ability rather than the requisite education for all.
Some educational leaders objected to the position of the “statistical-
standard-scale-test advocates. 28 Others advised colleagues. “The passion
for testing efficiency will nui slack until every element and factor of the
teaching process has been submitted to rigorous quantitative measure-
ments."2®

The apparent success of the military classification program during
World War | provided additional support for these new goals. At the war's
conclusion. many of the psychologists who had worked on the group
intelligence tests returned to education. Group tests of intelligence.
modeled on the army Alpha and Beta. soon appeared in the schools.
Educators also adopted two of the assumptions that had guided the mili-
tary use of intelligence tests: the equating of levels of mental ability with
levels of competence. and the immutability of intelligence. Mental ability
and competence became synonymous—"A" men were'more competent
than "C" men. and "A" students with 1Qs of 150 were more competent
than “C" students with 1Qs of 100. Few pointed out that the war had
ended before "A™ men had demonstrated their superior competence.
If ability were innate. schools had a different obligation. V.A.C. Henmon
explained: “Before long we will consciously recognize that the school
can be more effective if it gives up the attempt to accomplish impossi-
bilities by training and allows the function of directing. guiding. and
selecting to assume larger proportions.™® This was an insidious argu-
ment that for a time subverted the responsibility of the educational system
to provide for all children.

Unquestionably. educational administrators afid teachers had a dilem-
ma. They wanted to provide a better education: like the public. educators
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had been shocked by the 25 percent illiteracy rate revealed by the Alpha
testing. They had too many students in their schools. They wanted to
break the “lockstep™ that forced all children through a single program,
regardless of ability or rate of learning. They had to explain their failures.
Finally they had to be good managers.

Interestingly, educators did not duplicate. to any exteni. the World
War | testing effort in the actual measurement of competence. The Com-
mittee on the Classification of Personnel in the Army. chaired by W. V.
Bingham. had developed a series of proficiency tests to assess the required
level of competence in various trades: auto mechanic, electrician. sheet
metal worker, structural steel worker. and electrical lineman. In the
preparation of the test. the committee had sought assistance from skilled
mechanics, labor union offivials. plant managers. the U.S. Civil Service.
the U.S. Labor Department. and army officers. The selected items were
administered to individuals of different levels of competence (experts,
journeymen. apprentices. and novices) prior to the establishment of the
range of performance. Approximately 130.000 recruits were examined
with one or more of the 83 oral. 40 graphic. or 30 performance tests. Only
in the testing of clerical skills. however. did this proficiency approach
appear in education.?'

During the 1920s. the results of intelligence tests became an easy ex-
planation to fulfill the educational responsibility that the public demanded.
Because of the correlation between intelligence and achievement test
performance. some now claimed that schools with large numbers of pupils
with low intelligence test scores could not be compared on achievement
test performance with schools with pupils with higher 1Qs.

Education which only nurtured existing qualities. however, posed a
philosophical challenge to the democratic belief in the power of educa-
tion. While few denied that individuals differed. many did not accept the
conclusion that the schocis of a democracy should train some to lead and
some to follow. Some : '3k issue with the theory of immutability. They
soon were able to support their philosophical arguments with new re-
search. which demonstrated the impact of social. economic, and cultural
factors on test performance.3?

By the end of the twenties. American education was uncertain of its
purpose. Schools had diverse programs for the achievement of standards.
but the standards had not been examined as often as their attainment had
been measured. Some programs grouped students according to ability;
others provided individualized programs of instruction. Educators con-
tinued to use intelligence tests. but testing experts and educational re-
searchers began to emphasize that the tests did not reflect innate. immu-
table ability. Some former advocates of the racist interpretation of
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intelligence. like Carl Campbell Brigham. now reversed their position.
Finally. many began to question the accepted purposes of testing: some
argued that examinations should serve primarily a guidance rather than a
certification purpose.®

The thirties provided an opportunity for change. Despite the economic
problems. the decade was a period of unparalled examination, attention to
educational problems, and reform. The new concept of evaluating educa-
tion was substituted for the earlier one of testing students. Its advocates
now sought to tie the assessment of a student’s progress to underlying
educational objectives. Many new activities created a milieu in which
the values could be explored and defined. Educational and psychological
measurement experts had a better understanding of the limits of tests. and
they reexamined earlier conclusions on group and individual performance.
The American Psychological Association, the Progressive Education Asso-
ciation. the National Society for the Study of Education. and the NEA
considered the issues of professional responsibility and future purpose.
At meetings of the Educational Records Bureau and at the annual invita-
tional conference of the American Council on Education. speakers dis:
cussed the new research.

The issue of the assessment of competence was raised directly and
indirectly in various research and testing efforts. These included the
Study of Schools and Colleges in Fennsylvania and the Studv of Examina-
tions and Their Substitutes. sponsored by the Carnegie Foundation. and
the Study of the Relotion of Schools and Colleges (the Eight Year Study).
conducted by the Progressive Education Association. There vere new
tests. such as the Cooperative Tests of the American Council on Educa-
tion. the measures developed by Ralph Tyler and others to evaluate the
Eight Year Study. and the lowa Every-Pupil Tests of Basic Skills and lowa
Tests of Educational Development. developed primarily by E. F. Lindquist.

Finally. educators seemed ready again to assume responsibility for
the education of all their pupils and to consider the ultimate objective
of the educational process. Would the public to whom they were account-
able permit them to do so?

World War 11 ended these deliberations. The military. however, con-
tinued the effort to define educational competence. The U.S. Armed
Forces Institute (USAFI) developed the Tests of General Educational
Development for both high school and college course equivalence. The
military also used a standard of competence to classify military tasks.

After World War 11, educators had to serve a larger population as a
result of a new national commitment to expanded opportunity. Educa-
tional leaders readily accepted the new responsibility. They failed again.
however. to clarify the public expectations or to consider the limitations
of their system.
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Soon there was more evidence of education's failure than its success.
Educators seemed to provide neither competence for everyone nor ex-
cellence for a few. The critics, like the public. differed over which goals
should be preeminent. Arthur Bestor reported that the “discontent with
training” noted by university faculties was “equally widespread among
doctors. engineers. clergymen. lawyers. and other professional men.
Businessmen are dismayed at the deficiencies in reading. writing. arith-
metic and general knowledge displayed by the high school graduates they
employed. Parents are alarmed at the educational handicaps under which
their children are obliged to labor as they enter upon the serious business
of life.™34

Because of the threat of Soviet supremacy, the pumic demanded. how-
ever, that educators concentrate on those who excelled. Admiral Rickover
exemplified this position: “In the final analysis. our cherished American
standard of living depends on the work of a relatively small group of
skilled professionals."38

For philosophical and practical reasons. however. the articulation of
such a philosophy and the operational practices that followed have never
gained acceptance. The problem with this position has increased as we
have become aware of the vast differences in basic opportunity. In the
1960s. national policy turned to the issue of remedy. in response to the
growing political power of racial and ethnic minorities and a new national
social conscience. Courts and civil rights groups questioned the use of
certain selection devices; in essence. they asked whether the chosen
measure and level were evidence of competence. Again. the failure of
definition plagued both educators and the public. Some debated the need
for standards: others debated the impact of the sixties on the standards:
still others debated the appropriate level: few examined their nature.
Despite the pressure for eliminating. and the actual elimination of some
grading practices. and despite the institution of open admissions, public
accountability still demanded evidence of educational achievement. The
proposal for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (1964)
and the evaluation requirements of the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act (1965) testified to the continued interest.

In the 1971 report. Statewide Assessment Programs. Henry Dyer and
Elsa Rosenthal reported that assessment efforts were in a “highly fluid
state.”® One began to hear demands for specific accountability. for the
delineation of the schools’ responsibility for results. In the seven years
since the report on state assessment programs. the demands for account-
ability have increased. In the lack of specificity. the current movement
for minimum competence and its assessment is only a replay. In the uni-
versality of the requirement. however. the curren! movement is unpre-
cedented.
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Conclusicen

There is disagreement on the underlying motive for the development
of American public education: some view it as a fundamental principle
in the successful operation of a democracy: others. as the way in which
the Corporate State ensures a well-disciplined. unquestioning work force
suitable to the technological system. Yet we have not chosen an Orwellian
solution: we continue to accept the Jeffersonian view that ignorance and
freedom are incompatible. We still believe “schooling makes a difference.”
as Irving Lorge concluded.?” Unquestionably. schooling is only one aspect
of _he process and the opportunities that constitute education. Nonethe-
less. it has been the area in which we have chosen to concentrate most of
our resources and virtually all of our expectations.

Earlier. | stated that the standard of minimum competence is a more
egaitarian and realistic standard than we have had in the past. The
standard also places a far greater responsibility on the schools than we
have ever imposed. It is greater because it is explicit and because it in-
cludes every pupil. The new demand also changes the historic relation-
ship in American education between the standards of competence and
excellence. The two are not so nearly synonymous as they once were:
neither are they different levels of a single dimension as they more recently
have been: competence and excellence are now separate and equally
imporiant. We are unlikely to achieve minimum competence for everyone
without an educational system that is excellent. Furthermore, once we
have achieved this goal. we will require far greater. more diverse op-
portunities for individuals to achieve excellence.
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Response to
“Competence and Excellence:
The Search for an Egalitarian Standard,
the Demand for a Universal Guarantee,”
by Jenne K. Britell

Maxine Greene

Definitions of Competence and Excellence

As Jenne Britell sees it. the development of a standard of minimum
competence is fundamentally egalitarian in meaning and intent. Once
such a standard is precisely defined. she believes. all our children will be
guaranteed equality of educational achievement (if. that is. the schools
live up to their obligations). Compared with earlier emphases on aptitude
testing and on the equating of competence with mental abilities. the con-
cern for minimum competence represents a break with traditional commit-
ments to a “standard of excellence.” The preoccupation with “achieve-
ment relative to the highest level” led. according to Britell. to inequities,
inefficiencies, and widespread failures on the part of public schools. Or-
iented to a “universal attainment of excellence.” which was—from any
realistic point of view—impossible. the schools were never able to deal
effectively with individual differences nor with the meaning of equal
opportunity. They never. Britell suggests. took the responsibility for all
their pupils: and it followed that tiousands upon thousands fell below
an acceptable level of achievement.

I understand the uses of stipulative definitions: but one of my diffi-
culties with Britell's argument is that 1 do not find her definitions to be
(to use Israel Scheffler's words) “formally coherent and pragmatically
well-chosen.™ at least not in every case. My difficulties cluster around
her definition of educational competence “as that level of performance
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that citizens require to function in the society in which they live." and
her definition cf excellence as “an absolute state of achievement” or a
“Platonic Pure Form.” Where the understanding of competence is con-
cerned. I share with Chris Pipho the belief that “school skills" are not
necessarily identical with “life skills." and that transfer from schoel to
“life” or to “job" is not necessarily automatic.2 But. when Britell talks
about "level of performance.” she does not mean anything so specific as
performance on the job. "To ‘function’.” she writes. “is to apply the skills
learned to other situations that require communication. examination of
alternatives. and decision.”

I agree vath her what this goes beyond what was meant by “life adjust-
ment.” | agree with her. too. that *o function in this way involves using
the mind. However. she says it “requires the training of the mind"; and her
use of the term “training™ may explain as well as complicate her stipulated
definition of “competence.” Like Gilbert Ryle. I distinguish training rather
sharply from teaching.® Training involves drilling. “putting.” as Ryle puts
it. “the pupil thrc sh stereotyped exercises which he masters by sheer
repetition.” Or it involves plain habituation. getting people to do “low-
level things™ more or less automatically. All this may constitute a founda-
tion for or a first stcp toward teaching: but teaching is a matter of equipping
persons with the knacks and procedures they need to make “independent
moves” of their own.* Now | realize full well that Jenne Britell does not
have mere drill or habituation in mind when she speaks of “training the
mind.” Nor is she confining herself to the rudiments or the basic skills
when she uses the term “competence.” But if. like John Dewey. she were
to consider mind as a “Verb.™ or if. like Ryle. she were 10 conceive com-
petences as capacities that develop variously when people begin teaching
themselves, she might treat differently the presumed transfer from school
achievement to what she describes as “situations that require communica-
tion. examination of alternatives. and decision.” To communicate effec-
tively demands the ability to understand other points of view. to consider
diverse interests and attitudes. and to articulate ideas and beliefs in ways
appropriate to various listeners. To examine alternatives and make deci-
sions requires the ability to assess situations as situations,holding alter-
native possibilities for action. to anticipate consequences. and to evaluate
predicted ends in the light of priuciples. It is difficult for me to translate
such abilities into minimum competences: but I am suggesting that the
insertion of the term “training™ into this context may obscure and over-
simplify what is actually involved. The notion of training carries with it a
conception of discrete skills and habits: it reduces communication and
decision making to more or less stereotyped behaviors. presumably train-
able behaviors. This may. a reader is bound to think. be the only way
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complex activities (in usually unpredictable situations) can be translated
into competences.

I have similar trouble with the term “excellence™ which. along with
“competence.” structures the argument in Britell's paper. For one thing.
if excellence is viewed from a Platonic vantage point. it means something
other than “absolute standard.” Admittedly. Plato’s conception of educa-
tion did depend on the existence of absolute models: and he did delineate
(through the idea of the “divided line™) the levels of knowledge and per-
fection that have haunted philosophers ever since. But. at least in The
Republic. all individuals had the potential for conversion. When Plato
talked about the art of effecting conversion. the effort “not to put the
power of sight into the soul's eye. which already has it. but to ensure that.
instead of looking in the wrong direction. it is turned in the way it ought
to be.”® he had all human types in mind. Granting the existence of a
standard. | would still insist that in classical thinkers there was a concep-
tion of multiple excellences. I recognize the inequities associated with
what Britell sees as a preoccupation with “levels of ability and perform-
ance”: but I think it makes a difference to presume (as John Gardner did,
for instance) that there is a range of human excellences. There have
always been perceived levels in American education: there have been
conceptions of hierarchy which ranked persons in terms of merit as well
as achievement: but 1 doubt that there has been even a “rhetorical commit-
ment" to a single standard of human excellence of consequence for the
schools.

The Theme of Public Demand for Accountability

Obviously. much depends on historical context: and the historical
background is. after all. Jenne Britell's major concern. The main themes
she develops seem to me to have to do. first, with the recurrent demands
of American publics for some sort of accountability, some way of verify-
ing what the schools were doing where the achievements of children were
concerned. They h..e to do, second. with the important fact that. at
least since the First World War. educational leaders have tended to be
more interested in “the appropriate cducation for individuals of different
ability rather than the requisite education for all.” It seems clear enough
that. ever since the eighteenth century. examinations and tests were de-
vised in response to public demand. I am struck by the fact that (to use
Horace Mann's language) the “competency or sufficicncy of the tcaching”
was the focus of attention. It was taken for granted that effective teaching
guaranteed learning and the application of what was learned. Actually.
we have learned relatively recently to distinguish between teaching and
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learning. We know now that the “notion of ‘teaching.’ unlike ‘learning.’
has, typically intentional as well as success uses.”® That means that teach-
ing must be understood as a purposeful activity, involving an element of
trying to reach a goal that may or may not be attained. The general assump-
tion. in Horace Mann's day. was that teachers who knew their subjects
had the “aptness to teach.” They understood how to manage their class-
rooms, and could not but equip the young with the skills and behaviors
they required. “Lessons. as far as it is possible.” wrote Horace Mann,
“should be so adjusted to the capacity of the scholar. that there should
be no failure in a recitation, not occasioned by culpable neglect.”® With
so much confidence in the teacher. neither he nor the public troubled
themselves about irremediable differences among children, the crippling
effects of poverty. or the lack of stimulation at home. Parents demanded
training in good habits, in the rudiments of literacy. and in the skills pre-
sumably needed for the pursuit of success: thus. given a proper organiza-
tion of the schools. adequately prepared teachers. and a decent “mix"
of students. they were assured that their children would succeed (except
in cases of total obduracy).

As Britell suggests. the demands put upon the schools by a “controll-
ing public” changed during 1890-1917. Industrialization. urbanization.
and alienation of various kinds estranged people from their schools until
the years after the First World War: yet what Britell calls “the content of the
public expectation” was seldom assessed. The social changes that took
place early in the present century (new waves of immigration, mass pro-
duction. increasing mechanization. and the rest) undoubtedly turned
educators’ attention to the need to assess achievement and. later on. to
predict it (and thereby to classify and sort children. as Jenne Britell points
out). Although 1 am not sure what segment of the public was represented
by the NEA's Committee on Economy of Time in Education. the com-
mittee’s report. in 1911, stressed the need to acquire “those habits. skills.
knowledges. ideals. and prejudices which must be made the common
property of all. . .. "% Nor am | sure to which public the so-called “cult of
efficiency™' responded: nor Franklin Bobbitt's 1924 effort to build a
curriculum that would. on the basis of a scientific classification of all
human activities. prepare all children for effective adulthood in the exist-
ing social world.'? Britell places considerable emphasis on “public demand
for concrete educational evidence™ and indicates that the present interest
in minimum competency assessment is a response to what is viewed as a
“mandate” from a public which now insists that schools meet their obliga-
tions and thus expands those obligations as never before. She also says
that. in these days. the public is suspicious of nonquantitative evidence
and wants the type of measurement procedures that assess competence
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rather than levels of ability. This may be: but I would hesitate to accept
it as a given. just as 1 would hesitate to accept the claim that the
“scientific management” movement of the 1920s was an expression
of public sentiment. 1 do not question the unease among the public
reparding test scores and some apparent declines in literacy: and I
am fully aware of the ways in which a technological ethos shapes both
language and expectation. Nevertheless. I remain skeptical about the
notion of “explicit demand” as a justification for an orientation to min-
imum competence. To assert that. and to assert. at the same time. that
minimum competence “.aay be the most realistic universal educational
goal” and that it provides a “universal guarantee™ is to set aside the nagging
questions respecting gauge and standard. It is. as well. to ignore arguments
like those eloquently presented by Gene Glass and others— charges having
to do with the arbitrariness of trying tc derive criterion scores. the
authoritarian character of “absolute evaluation in education.” and the
superiority of what Glass calls “comparative evidence.™? Such arguments
can be answered. of course: indeed. some have tried to answer them. |
would suggest to Jenne Britell. however. that too many questions remain
open for such sweeping claims to be made.

The Theme of Educating Individuals of Different Ability

With regard to the second theme (the predominant interest in “appro-
priate education for individuals of different ability™. 1 would also want
to qualify some generalizations. In the first place. I am not convinced that
differertiated education for “excellence” is necessarily the opposite of
“requisite education for all.” Britell believes this to be the case. I think.
because of her view of equality—or. perhaps. her view that a commit-
ment to “equality of opportunity and equality of individuals™ is funda-
mental to the American value system. It seems evident to me also that
traditional notions of equal opportunity were exposed as insufficient
during the 1960s. If we learned anything in education. we learned that it
is simply not equitable to take people who are unequal (in economic or
social status. or in physical endowment. for example) and expect them to
succeed in a course of schooling under the same conditions as their more
advantaged brothers and sisters. Certainly. many people are still object-
ing to selective admissions. affirmative action. and the like: and many
others are proclaiming the futility of remedial programs. Nonetheless.
there is some acknowledgment that equality does not mean sameness or
identity. If there is to be fairness. distinctions have to be made. When
discussing fairness (or justice). R. S. Peters has written that the basic notion
“is that distinctions should be made if there are relevant differences and
that they should not be made if there are no relevant differences or on the
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basis of irrelevant differences.™* Using a criterion much like this, people
argue for integration, since differences in color are irrelevant when it
comes to providing a decent education. Or they argue for equal rights
for women. on the grounds that difference in sex is an irrelevant ground
for discriminating in employment or on the job. However, where Head
Start and other compensatory programs were concerned, deficits due to
environmental attrition, lack of stimulation, an- the like were considered
as causes of relevant differences in the capacity to learn. Since the making
of distinctions of that sort involves the making of categories. those persons
singled out as being entitled to compensation or remediation were cate-
- gorized in terms of “levels of ability.” It seems to me that, were it not for
such deliberate equalizing of opportunity, there would be no hope of
eventually equalizing achievement: and I hope that is what Britell has in
mind when she talks about the “opportunity for remedy." But there re-
mains the matter of standards. When ought compensatory or remedial
action stop?

The Goals of Education and the Failures of Schools

The last critical point I want to make takes me back into the past. Is
it indeed the case that. as Britell suggests, there has been a continuing
stress on “the highest standards.” and that competence has been equated
with excellence? Is it indeed the case that a “‘requisite” education for all
has been subordinated to consideration of “achievement relative to the
highest level™? And is disinterest in (or perplexity about) a minimum to
be treated as a reason for the failures of our schools?

Some light may be thrown by a comparison of Thomas Jefferson's
conception of public education with Horace Mann’s. It is well known that
Jefferson’s Bill for the General Diffusion of Knowledge was developed in
the belief that the best protection against tyranny would be “to illuminate,
as far as practicable. the minds of the people at large. . . . “ It is also well
known that he differentiated between the kind of education necessary for
the “laboring™ and for the “learned™ and placed particular emphasis on
the education of “those persons, whom nature hath endowed with genius
and virtue,” who would be “rendered by liberal education worthy to re-
ceive, and able to guard the sacred deposit of the rights and liberties of
their fellow citizens. . . . ™% Clearly, his was a proposal for selective
education, with considerable stress on what Britell calls a “standard of
excellence.” Nevertheless, he wrote that “Nobody can doubt my zeal for
the general instruction of the people. I never have proposed a sacrifice
of the primary to the ultimate grade of instruction. Let us keep our eye
steadily on the whole system.™® It seems evident that what was “requisite”
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for Jefferson was the protection of individuals in the free exercise of their
natural rights. and the breaking through of class barriers and prejudices
to facilitate the discovery of those “endowed with genius and virtue.” no
matter what their birth or wealth “or other accidental condition or cir-
cumstance. . . . " As for minimum competences. he proposed that. in the
schools of Virginia. all children should be taught reading. writing, and
arithmetic; “and the books which shall be used therein for instructing the
children shall be such as will at the same time make them acquainted with
Graecian. Roman. English. and American history.”'” The difficulty. of
course. was that minimum meant. for most children. all that there would
be. Jefferson. explaining the selection that followed three years of public
schooling. said that “twenty of the best geniuses will be raked from the
rubbish annually . . .": and. having used such a metaphor. left us a rather
chilling image of what minimal education might turn out to be.

By the time Horace Mann became secretary of the Massachusetts
State Board of Education. the Jacksonian revolution had taken place. the
factory system had spread. and the dream of a freeholder or agrarian
society had ebbed away. His religious and philanthropic motives accounted
for Mann's interest in educating all the children in a common school,
in developing “the faculties of perception. comparison, calculation, and
causality” in every one. as well as in overcoming degeneracy. Education.
because it could counter the “tendency to the domination of capital and
the servility of labor™ by equipping all the young to create wealth. would
become “the great equalizer of the conditions of men."'® The universal,
egalitarian values which Jenne Britell associates with the pursuit of mini-
mum competences were foremost in Mann's beliefs. He did not concern
himself with “levels” or the “highest standards. " Every child was to be given
a moral education and taught independence and self-control. Every child
was to be taught the useful arts and the habits of good health. Obviously.
his expressed hopes were inordinate. When he spoke of the school. he said
that “if administered in the spirit of justice and conciliation. all the rising
generation may be brought within the circle of its reformatory and eleva-
ting influences.” that the “pliant and ductile” materials on which it worked
could be shaped into an endless variety of forms.'® Yet. as Britell indicates,
the achievement levels (when tested) were often not acceptable. Class
divisions did not disappear. as Mann thought they would: the gulf between
“poverty and profusion™ remained as wide as it had ever been.

Was this because the level of required competence was set too high?
Was it because there was insufficient differentiation? Was it because of
inadequate support, poorly trained teachers, or too much stress on “con-
trol"? Was it because standards were never clearly defined. or because
the schools did not take enough responsibility? The same questions can
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be asked with respect to achievement at the turn of the century and during
the ensuing years. I am not convinced that the preoccupation with “indi-
viduals of different ability™ or the misapplication of 1Q tests affected the
attainment of minimum competence: nor am I convinced that these em-
phases indicated a lack of universality. a neglect of “all the children.”

1 do not question Jenne Britell's conclusion that the widespread demand
for accountability makes acceptance of quantitative assessments more
likely. I do question her belief that there are guarantees. Public education
that is oriented to achievement rather than to what Lawrence Kohlberg
calls “development™® and to what Dewey called “growth and more
growth™' is not likely to become the kind of education that promotes
cognitive maturity or an ongoing quest for meanings: nor is it likely to be
the kind of education that empowers individuals to teach themselves. I
shall leave to others the task of proposing alternatives to minimum com-
petence assessment. But 1 want an excellent voice to sound before |
conclude. It is the voice of Immanuel Kant. who said something I believe
to be relevant today: “Parents,” he said. “usually educate their children
in such a manner that, however bad the world may be. they may adapt
themselves to its present conditions. But they ought to give them an educa-
tion so much better than this. that a better condition of things may thereby
be brought about in the future.™2 [ can only hope. | insist that there are
no guarantees.
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3 Policy Implications of Minimum
Competency Testing

Joan C. Baratz

Introduction

There is a curious but persistent American cultural belief that. for
want of a more precise definition, I have identified as ihe “information
will make you free” thesis. The basis of this tradition is the notion of
American “"know-how"—that optimistic and. at times. naive view that
all that stands between a problem and its solution is the propei informa-
tion (some would say the appropriate technology). While this cheerful
belief in the problem-solving potency of good will and technology per-
vades all aspects of American life. nowhere is it more dramatically and
persistently visible than in education. The present craze for setting mini-
mum standards is a case in point which deserves attention.’

The first two papers of this volume addressed frum an historical per-
spective the question of setting minimum standards and made some effort
to determine the social ana political implications of the "minimum com-
petency movement.” Two distinct views were presented. David Cohen
perceived minimum competency as one more example of the shabhk
treatment the less fortunate and less powerful receive from their govern-
ment, while Jennc Britell was optimistic. viewing minimum competency
as a brizat promise for the disadvantaged.

I approach the topic irom a third. perhaps more cuutious (some might
say cynical) position. To me the question is not so much whether the
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minimum competency movement is good or bad. but whe'" r it has any
substance beyond its rhetoric and political posturing. 1 education
landscape is littered with reforms and innovations that attracted a great
deal of interest in the media and at professional meetings only to be
discarded when a new fad came along. Although many see the active
role of state legislatures in proposing bilis and passing laws about standard
setting as a sign that minimum competency is an educational reform
more permanent than previous efforts. one need only examine the
history of other statewide accountability laws to understand that enact-
ment of broad-based legislation is hardly synonymous with educational
reform.

In this presentation. therefore, I will examine the minimum competency
testing phenomenon by posing three questions: (1) Why focus on testing
as the source of reforming education? (2) How diverse. and “underde-
veloped.™ are statewide minimum competency programs? (3) What policy
imolications flow from the present testing environment”?

Before proceeding. however. it is necessary to forewarn you of my
biases about minimum competency testing:

(1) The tests do not provide new information. There is no likelihood
that the tests will reveal difficulties not already apparent in American
public education. In fact. our perceived difficulties are what caused these
tests to be mandated in the first place. and the political realities (that is.
developing a test which produces an “acceptable” failure rate) will assure
that implementing the tests creates no serious shock waves.?

(2) Minimum competency testing is not a major educational reform.
In the past. tests. in themselves, have not succeeded in producing greater
accountability or change in educational procedures. As Chall has aptly
observed:

T he strong faith in state competency testing . . . should give us pause. ls it possible
that these new competency tests can accomplish what the years of standardized
ac hievement testing have not? Is it possible that these new tests can alert the schools
to pupil failure while the standardized achievement tests given regularly in almost
every school in the nation could not? Was John Doe a functional illiterate after 12
years of schooling because the achievement tests he took in school failed to reveal
kis reading problem? Or did his problem stem from failures in implementing the
test results? 1f so. might not the same occur with the best of tests regularly ad-
ministered and interpreted? (Chall. 1978. p. 10)

The present minimum competence movement is somewhat anomalous
in that the ends and the means are one and the same. The test which
sets the explicit standard is seen as the process for reforming the
system at the same time that proof of the reform is performance on the test.

6y



Policy Implications of Minimum Competency Testing S1

(3) There is more sound than substance to many minimum com-
petency programs. In his presentation. David Cohen outlined three cri-
teria that were critical to developing a feasible minimum competency
standard. These included: a shared definition of the standard to be set:
a technology capable of measuring the standard: and an educational
system capable of imparting the knowledge required to pass the standard.

As this paper will attempt to demonstrate. these criteria are not met
in current efforts to create minimum competency testing programs. A
close examination of the programs, following former Attorney General
Mitchell's advice, “watch what I do. not what 1 say.” leaves one with the
distinct impression that these programs are the product of the fabled
emperor’s tailors.

(4) Minimum competency testing is not a right-wing. reac‘ionary coup.
A glance at the history of education reveals that diverse pc .tical ideol-
ogies have always been present and active within it. While there has been
a generally conservative trend in education in the late 1970s. plainly
shown hy the back-to-basics movement. current broad-based support for
minimum competency testing should not be interpreted as an abandon-
ment of all that is near and dear to liberals. Quality education. after all.
is not anathema to citizens who care about opportunity and equity.

(5) Minimum competency testing will not last as a distinct phenomenon
any more than performance contracting or “new math™ have persisted as
central foci of educational change. New fuds {or at least new terms to
describe allegedly basic changes in practice or procedure) tend to fly
through the educational profession. but they tend also to be short-lived.
In 1973, statewide system accountability. along with management by
objectives, was the watchword and the promise for change.

(6) Standardized testing programs will remain a part of American
education. Aside from the current interest in minimum competency test-
ing. achievement testing of school children is a multimillion dollar industry
that is rather like General Motors and “the military-industrial complex™ —
not likely to fade away despite continued attacks.?

(7 The clamor for accountability will continue. There is a taxpayer
revolt and a consumer impetus behind much current criticism of the
educational system.* Earlier efforts to make teachers accountable
through test data were unsuccessful: present efforts to change the system
through student accountability are likely to face similar difficuities.®

This shift between extremes resembles an oscillating pendulum: we
attribute educational problems to either teachers or siudents. The subtler.
mingled causes of educational problems have. so far. eluded attempts to
isolate and address them before political reaction crasps a simple
explanation. applies a simplified solution. and reactivates the cycle of
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faddish remedies. Nonetheless. as long as the notion persists that schools
are no good. new demands for accountability and reform are likely to
occur.®

Why the Interest in Minimum Competency Testing?

It is impossible to understand the persistent faith in testing as both
diagnostic and palliative without touching on the sociopolitical context
of the contemporary educational system.

Historians and philosophers of education have discussed in consider-
able detail society's need to fit a corporate. capitalist culture to an educa-
tional system that supports such a society and socializes its future adult
citizens and workers.” To that end. we have seen education pclicy pre-
occupied with “the cuit of efficiency™ (Callahan. 1962), with the link
between school and work. and with sorting students to assure a qualified
work force to sustain the system.

As Cohen and Lazerson indicate:

[The development of education in the United States in the twentieth century] has
to be understood in the framework of the schools’ adaptation to large-scale corpor-
ate capitalism and the conflicts this engendered. Infusing the schools with corpor-
ate values and reorganizing them in ways seen as consistent with thi« new economic
order has been the dominant motif. . . . The schools’ role has been to socialize
economically desirable values and behavior. teach vocational skills. and provide
education consistent with students' expected occupational attainment. . . . School-
ing came to be seen as work or the preparation for work: schools were pictured as
factories. educators as industrial managers. and students as the raw materials to
be inducted into the production process. . . . The corporate society required an
academic meritacracy that selected students on the basis of ability and educated
them accordingly. The great inequities in this selection system were a function of
the students' presumed occupational destination and could not be squared with
prevailing ideas of equality. (Cohen and Lazerson, 1972. p. 47)

This incompatibility within testing—a “people sorter” that sustains the
corporate system. but creates an elite that contradicts our ideal of equal-
ity—is fundamental to its continuously controversial and conflict-ridden
history.

While the “factory-sorting" model dominates educational policymaking.
it has been challenged by (among others) those educators and policy-
makers who believe that such a system undermines the American demo-
cratic ideal. Social scientists espousing an egalitarian position questioned
the tests’ validity and suggested that poor performance was produced not
by a student's flawed or limited ability but rather. by the cultural biases

i
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inherent in the test (that is. the test was technically inadequate). The
egaiitarian notion of education assumed several things: children come to
school with equal potential to learn: differential test scores represent the
limited and/or different early experiences of the test takers:® and educa-
tion must focus on how to teach children with these different sets of ex-
periences.

While the credibility of test scores and their utility for sorting students
regarding access to educational opportunities was challenged. no one
questioned the standard for excellence implicitly set by the tests. No-
body asked whether students selected for a particular program should
learn what the program claimed to teach: the egalitarians were complain-
ing that tests unfairly excluded certain students from the program.
It is important to understand that the challeige to the meritocratic
principles (which were embedded in the corporate capitalist educational
model) was primarily a criticism of access. not of program quality or the
appropriateness of subject matter. The egalitarians assumed that new
ways would be found to teach the necessary information. They focused
on how to teach culturally diverse children. not on what to teach them.

During the late 1960s and early seventies. educational testing was
conceived as a social indicator to be used in judging the system. rather
than as a measure of the child. Statewide assessment programs were de-
veloped in order 10 inform the policy process and alert educational deci-
sion-makers to actual and potential problems.®

These assessment programs. along with other indicators such as the
steady national decline of SAT scores. began to raise questions about the
credibility of the educational system. Businessmen were complaining
that they saw few employable public school graduates. Newspapers carried
accounts of high school students who were barely literate. and courts were
presented with education "malpractice™ suits by plaintiffs who claimed
not to have received an education despite 12 years in the public schools.'°

While some scholars have challenged the notion that children are learn-
ing less today than in the “good old days.” the prevailing public opinion
is that students are not learning. This deep skepticism has pushed us
toward certifying students by means of standardized tests.

Concentration on a minimum standard for certification neutralizes
the egaltarian criticism of tests as promoting both elitism and limited
access. while assuring a “quality” product of potential workers. It is dif-
ficult to argue against quality (of course. those who urged greater access
to educational opportunity never intended that access lead to the sham of
interpreting attendance as a measure of learning).

Since quality education has become our goal. minimum competency
testing has gained nationwide acceptance as the vehicle for achieving that
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end. Concern has moved from questions of equity based on access (to
teachers. dollars, programs, equipment). to issues of quality based on
outputs (what achievement level, what minimum standard). The central
issue has therefore shified from whom schools teach to what schools test.
Education. standard setting. and testing have become synonymous.

How Diverse Are Statewide Minimum Cumpetency
Testing (MCT) Programs?

Over thirty states have enacted or considered legislation or school
board rulings regarding minimum competency testing. There is great
diversity among these programs regarding: (1) scope of the MCT program
(extent and source of state authorization); (2) definition of competencies
{(Who decides what is assessed at what level?): (3) program administra-
tion (who is tested. by what methods, how many times: and how target
student groups are treated): (4) consequences of MCT programs (“early
exit,” promotion. graduation and certification, and remedial assistance):
and (5) dissemination of testing results. Each of these features. which
illustrate the degree of variation among states. is briefly discussed below.

Scope of MCT Programs

States differ in their articulation of competency requirements. Some
are defined in detailed mandates. authorized legislatively. and affect
all aspects of competency-based education: assessment of basic skills,
grade promotion, and high school graduation. Most MCT mandates. how-
ever, are either broad policy rulings of the state school board or brief
statutes that leave details to local districts, with or without state guide-
lines.

Florida. Colorado. and Utah exemplify the range of differences in this
regard. Florida legislation imposes uniform statewide standards and
testing of basic skills and functional literacy in a competency certification
program encompassing assessment, grade promotion. and graduation.
Colorado legislation makes the local district requirement of competency
tests contingent upon certain provisions of benefit to the student. A state
board ruling in Utah establishes a competency-based graduation require-
ment; localities formulate standards, measurements. and grades.

Generally, state programs in competency-basecd graduation can be
divided into three categories: (1) statewide requirement with uniform state
standards and measurement; (2) statewide requirement with local stan-
dards and measurement: and (3) statewide requirement with state standards
and measurement. but with local option to participate (See table 1).
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Table 1. Authorization for Setting Standards

Statewide Requirements Local Options Other*
State Local State Local
Tests Tests Tests Tests

Alabama — - —_ - X
Alaska -
Arizona -
California —
Colorado —
Connecticut X -
Delaware X X
Florida X X - - —
Georgia X X

“ldaho - — - X - —
Indiana
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Missouri**
Nebraska
Nevada
New jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
Oregon - X — - -
Rhode Island**
Tennesser
Texas -
Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Wasl.ington**
Wyoming —_
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*Programs under study or development with test details to be defined
*|nformation as of December 1977.
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Definition of Competencies

States vary in terms of who sets standards, what is assessed. and how
much one must know. With respect to defining competencies and setting
standards. most states have recognized the need for political accept-
ability. and have authorized mechanisms for building a consensus involving
various political and social interest groups. These mechanisms include
task forces, advisory committees, hearings. surveys. and citizen review
panels. all of which help determine the type and level of knowledge and
proficiencies considered necessary for promotion or graduation.!!

Different states assess different things. Basic skills. functional literacy.
and survival or life skills are terms for a variety of accomplishments com-
monly measured under minimum competency programs (See table ?).
Some state programs also judge academic skills or subject-area profi-
ciencies.

Basic skills and functional literacy refer to reading. writing, math,
and their application to routine tasks of the adult world. Survival or life
skills may be confined to the routine application of basic skills, or they
may be broadened to include a number of objectives. Among them are
citizenship. leisure skills, lifelong learning. and attitudes toward school.
In Montana. the public identified the appreciation of “beauty”™ and "co-
operation” as skills to be assessed.

Mastery. satisfactory performance, and grade equivalency—all of
which specify how much must one know-— are among the various levels
of minimum competency required. States vary in these cutoff levels.
In Florida, getting 70 percent of the tested items correct constitutes
mastery; 1n Arizona. achieving the equivalent of 9th-grade reading abili:y
is the minimum performance necessary for high school graduation: and
in Denver. getting approximately &0 percent correct on test items is con-
sidered the minimum necessary for graduation.

Levels of competency or cutoff scores are established by professionals
in some states. and are subject to review by lay panels. In some programs,
minimum s:andards are set uniformly at the state level: in others. defer-
ence is given to local autonomy. Districts either have sole discretion to
determine the minimum standards, or exercise various options the state
provides. Setting no standard may be one of these options.

The rigorousness of the standards is subject to a number of considera-
tions. The professional judgment of educators is often tempered by their
practical calculations of such questions as whether the cost of remedial
programs for th2 large number of students who might fail a rigorous test
would be prohibitive. Reflecting a similar sensitivity. a National
Academy of Education (1978) report opposed statewide test re-
quirements because a “respectable” test would result in such a high
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Table 2. Areas Tested in State MCTP

Basic Functional Othor*
Skills Literecy

X

>

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
Florida
Ceorgia
Idaho
Indiana
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Missouri
Nebraska
Nevada
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
Oklahoma
Oregon
Rhode island
Tennessee
Texas

Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington
Wvoming

> o~

XX > X > x X X |
> > x|
| > > |

|
v

PP I I I b - I b . b b I i b
[
)

X > > X |
> |
| >

|
f

*Other refers to (a) locel option on skills to be tested (Alaska, Indiana); (h) state
programs currently under development. pending lacal or state definition of skill
areas (Maine); or to (¢) states with competency tested heyvond basic skills and
tunc tional literacy (Missouri)
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failure rate that the requirements would be “politically impossible™ to
maintain,

Program Administration

State testing programs also differ in various administrative aspects
such as phase-in periods. grades tested. types of tests. and special pro-
visions for bilingual and handicapped students.

Phase-1n Periocks

The period between the date of enactment and the year in which the
first graduating class is affected varies among state programs. The major-
ity provide a phase-in period of 3-5 years (See table 3)

Apart from the notice to students provided by an adequate phas<-in
period. this developmental stage allows opportunities for nreparing

Table 3. Phase-in Periods for Competency-Based
Graduation Requirements

State Year Enacted Year Effective Phase-in Period
Aacka 1977 - —
Arizo 1973 1976 3 vears
Cahfortua 1977 14981 4 years
Colorado 1975* — —
Delaware 1976 1981 5 years
Florida 1976 1979 3 vears
Georgia 1977 1982 5 years
idaho 1977 1982 5 years
Maryland 1977 1982 5 years
Nevada 1977 1982 5 years
New Mexico 1977 1981 4 years
New York 1976 1979 3 years
North Carolina 1977 1979 2 years
Oregon 1972 1978 6 years
Utah 1977 1980 3 years
Vermont 1976 1981 5 vears
Virginia 1978 1981 3 years
Wyoming 1677 1980 3 years

*Colorado’s legiutation enables minimum competency testing for graduation whick
is contingent upon a number of provisions concerning remedial assistance and
opportunities for retakes. It does not mention a penod after which the competency
requirements become effective

¢
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students to meet the new demands. For example. Georgia provides state
funds during the five-year developmental phase so that districts can under-
take special instruction in how to teach life-role competencies necessary
for graduafion. Pilot districts are given $25.000 per year to develop pro-
grams teaching life-role skills.

Grades Tested

Programs vary as to the grade at which testing begins, and the number
of opportunities for retakes. As indicated by table 4. all existing programs
provide multiple opportunities for testing: the majority administer tests
between grades 9 and 12. It should be noted that almost all state MCT
programs have a prior and separate assessment program which provides
an early identific::"ion of competency needs (Campbell, 1973).

Special Prov sions for Bilinguai and Handicapped Students

Most programs are still resolving details regarding special exemptions
and requirements for targeted student populations such as handicapped
and bilingual students. Much of the concern expressed in this regard has
focused on the handicapped.

In a survey of states with minimum competency testing for graduation—
including nine states with large bilingual populations—Baratz (1978)
found that: (1) none of the state requirements categorically excludes

Table 4. Grades Tested in State MCT Programs

State Grade State Grade
Alaska local option Nebraska 5-12
Arizona 8. 12 Nevada 3,6.9 12
California 10. 11 Now Jersey 3, 6.9 11
Colorado 9-12 New Mexico 112
Connecticut 9 New York 9-12
Delaware 1 North Carolina 11. 12
Florida 3.5.8,11.12 Oklahoma 3.6.9 12
Georgia 912 QOregon witdl option
.Jdaho 9-12 Rhode Island 9-12
Indiona 3,60 8 10 lennessee 11,12
Kansas 2.4.6,8 11 Utah local option
Kertucky 3,5,7.10 Vermont K-12
Louisiana 8 Virginia 9.12

Maine local option Washington k-8
Maryland 9-12 Wyoming local option
Missouri 812
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bilingual students: 12) few states are currently addressing or have ad-
dressed the competency needs of bilingual students: {(3) where categorical
exemptions or waivers are granted, they are usually granted to special
students and to the severely handicar=~ _d: (4} except in Denver. no special
assistance is provided to bilingual students under current MCT provisions:
and (5) where local standards and measurem™ants are allowed, state policy
sometimes recognizes that differential standards may be set and differ-
catial diplomas awarded.

Types oof Tests

The means of detesmmmg graduation competencies vary from paper-
and-pencil testing. to Certification by a panel. to demonstration of com-
petence in the context of actual social situations. State programs in Cali-
fornia. Oregon, Utah, Virginia, and Arizona merely require the “demon-
stration™ of competencies. leaving local districts the option of arriving
at specific standards and methods of assessment. Under some programs.
districts may either (1) develop local methods of evaluating competencies
within state-defined objectives or compctency areas, as in Oregon. or (2)
administer local tests subject to quality control through a statewide uni-
form test, as in Delaware.

Consequences of MCT Programs

The consequences of minimum competency testing also differ among
states. Possible outcomes of minimum competency testing include early
exit from high school. graduation and certification, promotion, or remedia-
tion.

Farly Dt for Graduation

Early exit. conceived as an option for bright or bored students who are
on the verge of leaving the school. is a variation of a minimum standards
program for high school graduation. The popularity of the early cxit co1-
cept appears slight, primarily because of its effect in lowering the age of
compulsory school attendance and its potential effect on aver:7. d-aly
attendance (ADA). Early exit programs exist in Florida and Cauiornia.
Their feasibility has been under consideration in Arizona. Arkansas, and
Kansas.

Gratluation and Certification

Currently, 22 states are in various stages of implementing competeucy-
based high school graduatior programs. and 21 more are actively con-
sidering such state requiremerts.'” However, except for Arizona, Colo-
rado. Florida, New York. and Oregon. most state programs will not be

9
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effective until the 1980s. Depending on the particular state. different types
of certificates may be used to distinguish those who meet the minimums
from those who do not (such as a regular high school diploma: a differ-
entiated high school diploma: a certificate of competency: or a certificate
of attendance).

Promotion

An interest in high school graduation standards has been coupled with
a growing concern for setting minimum proficiency requirements for grade
promotion. While some states are contemplating standards for elementary
grade promotions. others have set requirements for promotion into high
school.

Although competencies are assessed for grade promotion. none of the
current programs mandate retention on the basis of competency failures.
Remediation is the usual outcome. Where retention is a possibility, as in
Maryiand and Nevada. it is at the local district’s option. States with grade
promotional competency requirements include Arizona, Delaware. Flor-
ida, Michigan, Nevada. Virginia. and Tennessee. States contemplating
such requirements include Arkansas. Michigan, and Ohio.

Remedial Assistance

Programs differ as to whether students who do not pass the minimum
standards requirement receive remedial help; who is responsible for pro-
viding the help: who pays for it: and what is included in the remedial
program. Wyoming and Utah, for example, do not mandate remedial
help. In states where remediation is required, it is almost always the finan-
cial responsibility of the loc.l district. In Florida. however, $10 million
has been appropriated v, < state legislature for remedial programs.

Remedial assistance may he provided in several forms: as part of regu-
lar classroom instruction (Maryland); as special instruction (New Jersey):
as a special summer session (Denver); as pupil-parent-teacher conferences
with individualized instruction (California); or as special preparatory
classes in the competencies to be measured (Denver).

Dissemination of Testing Results

Although .est data from MCT programs are student-oriented. the in-
formation released to the public and policvmakers will nevertheless be
taken as a report card for each school or school system. The controversy
over the release of the numbers of graduates (or the numbers passing or
failing competency requirements) may be more intense than the con-
troversy provoked by the reporting of any other assessment data. The
experience in Florida indicates the scope of media attention that com-
petency test results may provoke when the state reports the numbers and

Q

8()



62 Historical Bases and Policy Issues

racial composition of students passing or failing the statewide functional
literacy exams.'3

Few state programs currently have explicit guidelines concerning the
collection and reporting of test data. The lack of clear requirements for
reporting minimum competency data is partially due to the developmental
stage of most state programs. Thus far. only four states specify reports
of minimum competency data: Arizona.'* Florida. New York. and Mary-
land.

A review of the status of MCT programs indicates: (1) the public wants
some indication from schools that students can read. write. and figure:
{2) the policymakers have addressed this demand with broad legislation
but with littie money: (3) the student bears the burden of the consequences
of testing: (4) the statewide programs are all in their developmental
stages —there is a good deal of rhcioric about promotion and graduation.
but little evidence of withheld diplomas or massive retentions: and (5)
the public demand for standards is being countered by the reluctance of
teachers and othci ecducational interest-groups to embrace tests as a way
of improving education.

What Are the Policy Issues Related to
Minimum Standards?

The questions inherent in the existing standards involve broad legal
issues--such as discriminatory labeling and equal cducational opportun-
ity —as well as policy issues to be considered below. suich as consistency
in educational standards. the validity of the skills tested and the perform-
ance standards imposed. and the extent of a state’s legal obligation to
its students.

What Is a State’s Responsibility?

What is the obligation of a state toward students who reach gradua-
tion age and cannot pass the tests? Is it fair to withhold a diploma in one
district for failure to display 9th grade competency. when in another juris-
diction within a state. 8th grade competency is sufficient for a di-
ploma? Where standards. measurement. and remedial aid are not uni-
formly prescribed throughout a state because of deference to local control.
will the differential effect on diverse student groups raise issues about
equal educational opportunity?

The question of a state’s responsibility is crucial. While the obli-
obligation to educate has historically been relegated to the states. what
constitutes an education has not. heretofore. been made explicit by any
state. Educational obligations. as defined by the states. have been articu-
lated in terms of input: pupil/teacher ratios. curriculum offerings. build-
ing requirements. and teacher certification. Output obligations are vaguely
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expressed in terms such as “high quality” and “thorough and efficient.”
In the past. courts have been reluctant to address equal educaticnal op-
portunity issues from an output perspective (Tractenberg. 1974: Tracten-
berg. n.d.). Nonetheless. the imposition of minimum standards set by
states might well provide criteria for holding accountable not only the
student. but the system as well.

In setting standards. the system not only states what children must
know. but what it presumes it can teach. Responsibility for teaching
thus rests with the school system: learning rests with the child. Yet if
it is reasonable to assume that in setting educational standards the
system operates from the belief that its students can be taught the
standards. then standard setting can be seen as a contract between the
system and the students.

Any failure rate above 5 percent might be seen as an indictment of
present school practices and an indication that the system needs to pro-
vide something else to children. When upwards of 40 percent of the chil-
dren fail a minimum standards test. it clearly indicates the system’s failurc
to teach. rather than the children’s inability to learn.'®

A system that sets standards must ultimately be able to demonstrate
that every reasonable effort has been made to give children the op-
portunity to learn. Therefore. setting standards for children means
setting standards for the educational system. The system must be able to
demonstrate that it is responsive to and acting upon the information it
gathers regarding a student’s educational progress. Without some form-
alized system for responding to the failure of children. MCT pro-
grams will be vulnerable to legal attack.'®

What Is the Effect of MCT Programs on
Equal Educational Opportunities?

What is the relationship between MCTs and equal educational oppor-
tunity. particularly if tests are shown to affect adversely a dispropor-
tionate nun.ber of minority-group students? Is there a correlation
between competency certification and the socioeconomic or racial group-
ing of students who achieve mastery?

On its surface. the shift of focus—from questions of equity based
on inputs of the system to questions based on outputs of the stu-
4ent — appears to be a major change of policy and an attempt to undermine
the sixties' defir ion of equity and access. Nevertheless. the concern that
MCT programs might destroy previous gains and do grave damage. es-
pecially to minority children, seems unwarranted. Several considerations
support this assertion: (1) unfortunately. there are no major gains in the
education of minority-group children that are jeopardized by an MCT
program: (2) many of the “input” factors from the sixties and ecarly
seventies are well-embedded in law (if not always in administration) and
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cannot be ignored merely because another issue. minim:'m competency
testing. has captivated public discussion and debate: and therefore
(3) any MCT program that places undue hardship on minority-group
children will probably not be able to withstand the political and legal
challenges it provokes.

A lock at the present “status” of minimum standards setting. however,
leads to the conclusion that present discussions of testing are alarming
not so much because they threaten the system (that is. cause great new
harm to students and/or destroy local control). but because they indicate
the “poverty” of educational establishment efforts to suggest credible
alternatives for educating poor. minority-group children. There is no
cause to believe that the minimum standard craze hurts children any more
than what we have been doing in the past. just as it is politically necessary
to pass legislation setting standards. so it is politically infeasible to have a
majority of students fail them.

What Constitutes a Standard?

‘Mhat constitutes "mastery” or “satisfactory™ performance in “survival
skil s”? Even if we assume that educators can discern how much mastery
is needed to be successful—survive—in lifte. what type of test questions
attest to that mastery”? Will the system teach the test? Will minimum
standards thus turn into maximums”

Setting the standard requires attention to legal. technical. and political
issues. C-affney and Schember (1977) have identified legal responsibilities
(regarding obligations not to discriminate and to assure due process)
which will require that test development minimally meet “best practice"
standards and that care be taken that test results do not. on their face.
disproportionately affect minority-group children. In addition the test. to
comply with due process requirements. must also ass¢ss what the school
has taught. From a practical political perspective. those who develop and
implement the program must seek broad-based. representative support
for the test. Therefore. the “stan:dard™ is ultimately likely to be a value
judgment buttressed by political realities and refined by statistical
technology.

Who Wil Pay for the Consequences of Poor Performance?

Is the desire for quality education which is inherent in standard setting
accompanied by adequate compensatory programs for the special needs
of minorities and other subgroups? Who will bear the burden of remedial
education for students who fail these tests” Will the costs of remedial
education be disequalizing to efforts at equalization of state aid? What
happens to students who do not succeed in passing the tests? What is to
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be done with below-"average™ students—for example. fifteen-year-olds
still unable to pass elementary proficiency exams? Will school employees
be held accountable? Will competency standards combine with the trend
for accountability. and thus bring public pressure for educational mal-
practice legislation? (In Florida. a legislative proposal is pending to dis-
miss instructional personnel who fail to raise student achievement to the
minimum standards.)

As our review of MCT programs indicated. many of the programs
do not require remedial assistance for students who fail the tests. nor is
there widespread policy to provide additional funds for students who
fail.'” If MCT programs are to have any hope of improving education
(to say nothing of withstanding judicial review). it seems imperative that
policymakers develop an educational system that is accountable not
merely because it administers periodic tests. but because it uses the in-
formation from tests to provide additional and different resources to
children who are not achieving the specified goals. The MCT program
must. at @ minimum. assure that the educational progress of children is
monitored so that if procedure A is not effective, procedure B is provided.
and so on. until the goals are achieved.

Will a Focus on Testing Corrupt the Utility of the Test?

_ As test scores begin to be used for other than diagnostic purposes.
they become vulnerable to misuse and cheating. Stories abound about
teachers “teaching the test.” principals allowing extra time for completion
of the test. and certain pupils being excused from taking the test in an
effort to assure more positive test results for schools.'®

This is the problem Donald Campbell identified as “use-related dis-
ttortion.” He found that “the more any quantitative social indicator is
used for social decisionmaking. the more subject it will be to corruption
pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social
processes it is intended to monitor.” (D. Campbell. 1975, p. 35) As Campbell
illustrated. a vivid example is yielded by comparing our regard for voting
statistics and for census data. Elaborate precautions surround elections to
ensure their honesty: surrounding census taking there are comparatively
few evaluative safeguards. and these are easily evaded. Yet we tend to
suspect voting statistics. but to trust the census. Why? Because votes are
continually used to make important social decisions—they have the ulti-
mate consequence of distributing resources and power. while only of late
kas the census begun to be used for similar purposes. Minimum com-
petency testing has a similar volatility. As test results come t¢ be used for
distributing real resources. they will inevitably be subject to the type of
corruption identified by Campbell.
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Conclusion

In writing this paper | was sorely tempted to take the initial section
presenting my biases and move it here. enabling me piously to state my
biases as conclusions. Nonetheless. the prejudices | mentioned earlier are
not the product of “whole cloth™: they do emerge from careful ex-
amination of previous educational reforms and of accountability through
testing. The question presently before policymakers and educators is
whether. in responding to the policy issues identified here. we can benefit
from past experience and surmount the political. administrative. legal.
and technical obstacles that have frustrated previous reforms. 1 am
hopeful. but. given past experiences. I am not optimistic.

Notes

1. In the past three years. over 30 states have enacted legislation or passed
sciool board resolutions regarding the setting of standards. Demands for these
laws have generally come from the public and the business community, while
opposition to them has been voiced primarily by education interest groups. See
Piphao. 1978,

2. Test development and field testing can assist in determining the “difficulty
level” of items and adjustments made. For political issues. see discussion in the
National Academy of Education. 1978.

2. The attacks on testing are usually generated by test use: however. the
resolution of controversies is usually technical (to make the test better) rather
than stopping the testing. See Baratz. J.. 1978.

4, For further discussion see Ravitch. 1978.

5. The use of test scores as a punishment or incentive for performance is not
anew concept. In the early 1970s an attempt was made to use statewide assessment
data to hold teachers accountable for their performance. This effort ran into much
opposition from teacher organizations and was soon abandoned. See Skerry. 1976.

6. One recourse is to change the public’s perception of reality. which t}. . NEA
is presently attempting in a Maryland school district through a carefully orches-
trated public relations campaign (complete with singing commercials) designed to
inform citizers "What's Right with Our Schools?" (Washington Post. October 1.
1978).

7. See the writings of educatior. historians such as Colin Greer. Michael Katz,
Joel Spring. Marvin Lazerson. and Clarence Karier.

8. There has been a contin‘ting ¢ebate as to the viability and functionality of
many of the behaviors identified as characteristic oi poor. minority-group children.
Their behaviors have been labeled “pathological” and “limited” by some social
scientists. but “culturally different™ by others. See Baratz. S. and Baratz. J. 1970.

9. Campbell. 1973. The actual policy uses of such data were not as widespread
as originally anticipat~d. See Thant and Baratz. 1978.

10. Peter W. v. San Francisco Unified School District. 1976. and Donahue v.

Copaigue. 1977.
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11. The importance of citizen review is illustrated in Florida. An administrative
ruling in a grievance procedure brought by a parent found the Florida Functional
Literacy Exam null and void because the cutoff scores had not been reviewed by
a citizen panel.

12. The number of states with MCT programs varies a cording to how and when
the data are collected. and by whom. For example. Pipho (1978} includes Maine as
a state with minimum competency requirements although the state requirement
is for one-time testing of 11th graders. with the results to be studied for ;licy
determination regarding high school graduation requirements. (The study group
recently decid=d against such a requirement.) Others include states with purely
local programs locally initiated, developed. and administered in the absence of a
statewide policy or mandate !for example. Gary. Indiana). Numbers used here are
based on programs initiated or required by the state, either as a statewide manaate
or as legislation and policy.

13. Over two-thirds of the black students in the state failed the math test. The
NAACP went to court to stop implementation of the program, and a subsequent
ruling based on administrative procedures voided the test results.

14. Arizona's minimum competency program. which has been in effect since
1976, requires all results to be reported to the legislature with an analysis and a
recommendation on improving the quality of reading achievement. However. until
1978, Arizona did not aggregate state-level data.

15. The Florida experience is a case ir point. Problems with metric measure-
ment was one explanation for the difficult. with the test.

16. Tractenb=rg (n.d.) discusses the vulnerability of school districts that impose
standards but do not provide services for students who do not meet 1he standard.

17. For problems of using test scores for distributing funds. see Feldmesser.
1975,

18. Problems with cheating in test procedures and score reporting were chron-
icled in the Washington Post. “Improprieties Found in School Testing.” September
29, 1978.
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Response to Dr. Baratz:
“Policy Implications of
Minimum Competency Testing”

Larry Cuban

Dr. Baratz states her biases before moving into the body of her paper.
I. for one, find it useful to know where the writer stands. With that in mir. ;.
let me share some of my biases about minimum competency testing. (',
After assessing the weaknesses and strengths of state-mandated programs.
such as in Virginia, I find such tests a useful tool for a school board to
improve a school system's performance with marginal and low-achieving
students. (2) The accountability impulse that brought us minimum com-
petency testing. its most recent manifestation. is longstanding (almost a
decade and a half old): this impulse will continue to generate other political
mandates imposed upon school boards and superintendents. (3) Minimum
competency testing will have substantial consequences. both pusitive and
negative, for instruction. curriculum, schoul organization, and teacher
performance. Inevitably. my reactions to Dr. Baratz’s paper will be colored
by these biases.

Dr. Baratz. like most of us. searches for the origins of the minimum
competency movement. She locates it in the ideological conflict between
egalitarians. wiro challenged the meritocracy embedded in the “corporate
capitalist model,” and supporters of the model. The vocabular: of “corpor-
ate capitalist model” comes directly from the revisionist view (. the educa-
tional past and is currently popular. But there are competing explanations
for the movement su-facing now. Dr. Baratz does not suggest these other
possible explanatior. . such as the cyclical fascination of educators and
social engineers with accountability. or political pressure that is episodic.
erratic, and external to schools.

Since Dr. Baratz is seeking the origins of this testing passion. she is
basically asking a set of historica! questions. Her answers should, at the
least. meet the following tests: (1) Does the explanation account for why
minimum competency testing erupted on the educational landscape as
suddenly as it did? (2) Does the explanation answer why there v.zs a rapid
diffusion of minimum competency testirg to almost two-thirds of the states
in less than three years? (3) Does the explanation link minimum com-
petency testing to similar phenomena and thereby become plausibie for
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an institution like education. which is notoriously afflicted with cyclical
patterns”? I don't think her theory of conflict between egalitarian advocates
and supporters ¢ -eritocracy passes these test questions.

Her few paragraphs. however. on what happened in the 1960s and 1970s
is a fair but superficial description that explains the minimum competency
movement. especially when she points out that educational testing became
a social indicator to be used in judging the performance of school systems.
The elusive why of all this. unfortunately. was unexplored.

When Dr. Baratz moved into describing state efforts to legisiate mini-
mum competency programs. she provided a most useful, spare summary
of the movement. The movement's unevenness. the underdeveloped
quality of many states’ efforts. the shocking superficiality of some
programs. and the rupidity of its spread—all of these are clearly and
compactly stated.

Drawn from this summary. her conclusions seem bott plausible and
sensible. | differ. however. with her last conciasion concerning the re-
sistance of teachers and other educational interest groups. While that
resistance may be a fact. she presents no evidence to make that point.
Since the NEA and the American Federation of Teachers have staked
out opposing positicns on standardized tests and minimum competancy
testing. I would like to have more substaniial evidence of overt opposi-
tion by teachers before this conclusion is reached.

In the final section of her paper. Dr. Baratz moves from her excellent
summary of state programs to the policy implications of the movement.
Rather than speak of policy implications. I prefer to deal with the con-
sequences—both actual and anticipated —of minimum competency test-
ing. as seen from the vantage point of one school district in the second
year of such testing.

Dr. Baratz sees the imposition of minimum standards by the state as
establishing criteria holding both the student and t1e system accountable.
The standards clarify, she suggests. who does what and who is responsible
for what. I think she is right. The process of the state coercively clarifying
for each school district their primary mission in specific terms—defining
what schools are to teach stdents —has already begun to produce specific
objectives in basic skills ar s in systems where such targets were lacking.
It has forced school system. to assess the remedial services that were
available in the high school. to ideatify earlier checkpoints in diagnosing
low-achieving students in their school career. and to discover where gaps
existed in order to establish a coherent process of identifying and serving
low-achieving students.

I see these consequences occurring in districts that have some extra
resources to devote to this process: but they will not materialize neces-
sarily, I fear, in school districts alreaay hard-pressed to provide minimum
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school services to meet the everpresent. conflicting demands of their
communities. Without substantial state support of compensatory services
to financially strapped districts, little behavioral change wiil occur in
school districts doing minimum competency testing. (Of course. 1 refer
only to the experience of one district in a state where no funds have yet
been provided to local districts. neither for remedial services nor for back-
up programis to help low-achieving students leap the hurdle of a gradua-
tion test.)

When Dr. Baratz turns to the policy implications for minority students.
I feel she passes over the issue too quickly. She understands clearly that
the cutoff point on state-mandated tests can be set at any level to p1oduce
a politically safe failure rate. But whatever that rate is (and while it will
not be a majority. even a 20-25 percent failure rate is shocking). over the
next five years large numbers of low-income black. Hispanic. and white
students will fail. These students would have ordinarily received a regular
diploma upon completion of ti.e course of study: now they will not receive
a diploma. They will be tagged as failures. Or. if they -jo receive a diploma.
it will be devalued and resemble an attendance certificate. The social
costs of excluding many students. mos: of whom are poor and members of
minority groups. from receiving regular diplomas cannot be calcuiated
yet.

In other words. in the next few years there will be large numbers of
minority students who will have to pay directly the cost of ineffective
schooling. This is an inevitable consequence of ary minimum competency
test mandate that is projected for a graduating class two to three years
away.

How does one calculate the costs of putting on the streets more stu-
dents. who will now have the school-stamped stigma of failure. to join
the already large pool of unemployed youth? 1 am not as confident as
Dr. Baratz that court cases or class action suits will save these young men
and women.

Ironically. I anticipate that th» younger brothers and sisters of those
students who fail the test. and thus receive either a devalued diploma or
none at all. may benetit. Dr. Baratz suggests this when she poin s out that
the educational progress of children should be closely monitorea. I antici-
pate that improved e:rly identilication proccdures. monitoring of indi-
vidual students’ prozr:s. and repeated skill testing will ‘nushroom rapidly
in many schcol systenis. And if they do. the oniy reason for the spread
will be the whip of mimmum competency testirg and the public prodding
that will stem from tes: resulis on annual display for the community.

The technology of :kill-deficit identification. teaching. testing. and
reteaching is both familiar and well-enough embedded among ;chool
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staffs to be implemented in most school systems. In our district. for ex-
ample. it took about a year to conceptualize. organize. and begin imp.e-
menting an identification and monitoring program once the state mandated
the graduation requir ments. Of course. a number of these p.eces were
already in practice: Lot minimum competency testing prodded us into
pulling together a coherent. sequential system. Again. this is one system's
experience: the redirection of available resources will dictate how mai:ch
can be done in other places.

The policy implications that Dr. B:..atz outlines in her paper are im
portant nnes. Obviously. she cannot cover all the consequences that mighi
flow from a state-mandated program. Nor can 1. However, I would like
te suggest a few other policy consequences that I anticipate or already
see emerging.

The advocates of minimum competency testing felt that a political
decision (that s, state legislation of graduation tests of competency)
would affect the <ntire process of education. Based upon my limited ex-
perience. | think the advocates will be more right than wrong in their
hunch. There is a long. r.ch history of tests shaping what is taught.

i anticipate that there will be both & narrowing of content and a crisper
uniformity in curriculum, especially for marginal and low-achieving
students; ihere will be even more emphasis on cognitive skills and less on
nonacademic areas: grade-by-grade objectives keyed to test items will be
developed in school systems in order to demonstrate that there is a rational
basis to pass students on to another grade or to retain them: and grade-
by-grade obiectives will establish tighter linkages between state and local
tests and what is actually taught. There will t2 a slow but steady drift
back toward auility grouping. especially at the secondary level. and a
slow but cautius embrace of academic tracking. Pressures for these
changes have already occurred. Whether anv of these anticipated policy
consequences will benefit children more than the existing system benefits
taem is another question— one to whici I do not know the answer.

Historically. there have been few times when externally imposed polit-
ical mandates have jolted schools like the accountability impulses of the
iast decade anu a half. The last comparable one was the turn-of-the-
century centralizaticn of sciwol board authority and the rise of the super-
intendent as educaticnal expert. all as an answer to poor student per-
formance. This movement resulted in new state laws and city charters
reforming the governance of public schools. We are still studying the
policy implications of that political solution (that is: change the govern-
ance of schooling and educational performance will imp >ve).

My guess is that the policy effects of state-mandated .ninimum com-
petency testing will continue to permeate schooling and .hange its
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character as did the political reforms at the turn of e century. We are at
the beginning. rather than the end. of the policy effects of minimum com-

petency testing.




PART li

Consequences of

Minimu:n Competency Testing for
the Schools, the Courts,

and Society

In this section. authors of three major papers and four respondents
e4plore the ways minimum competency testing is likely to affect what is
taught in our schools, the bases for legal challenges to competency tcst-
ing. and the relationships between students' competency test performance
and their later opportunities for education and work.

In Testing for Minimum Competency: A Legal Analysis. Paul Tracten-
berg begins by identifying six legal bases for challenging various aspects
of ¢ minimum competency testing program. Both the federal and state
constitutions contain due process clauses that protect citizens in two ways.
Guarantees of substantive due process require the state to act in a reason-
able manner. and solely in areas that are demonstrably related to legiti-
mate state interests. Charges might be brought. on the basis of denial of
substantive due process, that competency test content does not represent
what has been taught in the schools. Guarantees of procedural due process
require the state to act fairly when it deprives citizens of liberty or prop-
erty. Procedural due process challenges might form the basis of claims
that the test scoring rules are unfair. The second legal basis for actions
against competency tests lies in the equal protection clauses of the federal
and state constitutions. Such clauses protect groups from unfair treatment.
whereas due process clauses guarantee the rights of individuals. Evidence
of unjustified differential classification of groups on the basis of com-
petency test results might be used in legal actions founded in equal pro-
tection clauses. Most state constitutions contain clauses that guarantee
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students access to public education. Thus education becomes a “right”
for students and a legally mandated obligation of the state. If such clauses
can be used to define education as a “fundamental right.” challenges to
competency testing based on denial of equal protection would be mate-
rially strengthened. The fourth element of the legal aamamentarium is
the set of education statutes that exist outside state constitutions. These
laws often amplify constitutional education clauses and proscribe the
actions of state education autho.ties. In a number of states. such statutes
describe the required design and operation of minimum competency
testing programs. Opportunities for legal action on the basis of noncom-
pliance are obvious. A fifth basis for legal challenge is the set of state
education regu.itions typically issued by state cducational authorities.
Such regulations do not constitute law, but often have th. iorce of law.
Their potency for supporting legal challenge may be almost as great as
that of state education statutes. The final basis for action is the vast history
of court decisions that defines our common law. Past actions of the courts
in other test-related cases establish precedent for all manner of legal
challenge to competency testing programs.

Having identified the legal foundations for court action on competency
testing, Tractenberg considers the testing program design options dis-
cussed in Henry M. Brickell's paper, “Seven Key Notes on Minimum
Competency Testing,” which appeared in «ne proc=edings of four regional
conferences on competency testing sponsored by the National Institute
of Education. and which was reprinted in the May 1978 issue of Phi Delta
Kappan. For each design issue raisea by Brickell, Tractenberg identfies
the option that is least vulnerable to legal challenge. Considering the types
ot competencies to be required, for example—a choice among school
skills. life skills. basic skills applied to life-role situctions. and o on—
Tractenberg suggests that ““asic skills” competencies would be least
subject to challeage on the basis of duc¢: process or equal protection clauses
of federal or state constitutions. Basic skil's are taught in most (if not all)
elementary schools: they iypically forr: the substance of the cirriculum
in the early years of schoc!. =¢ that students receive adequate noiice of
the expectation that they acquire basic skills: and the case {or inherent
bias in basic skills is considerably weaker than the case that could be
developed against, say. competencies defined in terms of life-role experi-
ences.

Tractenberg's model of the least vulnerable minimum competency
testing program is consistent with the programs presently operating in
many of the states—he wou;d have us test basic skills knowledge: use
pencii-and-paper tests for measurement: test periodically, beginning in
the early grades: u.e consistent statewide competency standards. but
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perhaps allow Jocal educational age :cies to adopt supplementary stan-
dards: set unitary standards by subject area. rather than many standards
for different groups of students: set standards that are educationally
defensible. rather than set standards using political or {i<~3! bases ex-
clusively: set stancards that apply to each student. not standards that
apply to schools (as might be done in a statewide assessment program):
and provide opportunities for remediation ¢* students’ deficiencies. but
fail those who don't ultimately meet minimum standards. As we shall see
in the remaining papers in this section. howver. a minimum competency
testing program that maximizes legal invincibility may not be most ds-
sirable from educational and sociological perspectives.

In his 1963 paper. "A Model for School Learning.” John B. Carroll
identified time devoted to instruction as an important determiner of stu-
dent achievement. Among others. Wilev and Harnishfeger (1974) confirm
Carroll's supposition that the greater the time devoted to instruction in
a subject. the greater will be the students’ achievement in that sub,ect.
These findirgs are relevant to the impact of minimum competencs test-
ing on the high school curriculum. because total instructionzi time is
limited. In an age of increasing tcacher militancy. and regulation of the
length of the school day and school year through tightly negotiated con-
tracts. additions to the high school curriculum without compensatory
reductinns are unlikely. If minimum competency criteria are defined
solely n pasic skills terms. and high schools attempt to remediate stude 1ts’
deficiencies during the regular school day. some time presently devoted
to other subjects must be lost. And we can expect some consequential
effects on student achievement in these subjects.

Harry Broudy's paper. The Impact of Minimum Competency Testing
on Curriculum. begins by questioning both the meaning and the utility
of minimum competency testing. Broudy suggests that the term carries
a multiplicity of meanings. that such testing will only be useful for measure-
ment of rote recall and other didactics. and that the only predictable out-
come of minimum competency testing is that testing companies will gain
income. He sees minimum competency testing as a political activity, and
suggests that the political consequences of such testing. including the
ultimate viability o public -education. muy be far more important than
its curricular consequences.

Broudy next explores the implications of the schools’ adopting a kind
of “functional literacy curriculum.” consistent with the narrow. basic-
skills definition of competencies adopted by many states and school
districts. He finds such a curriculvm severely deficient in elements needed
to equip students to be truly func:ional in life—elements to provide per-
sonal adequacy. occupational adequacy. and civic adequacy—which he
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claims most parents and taxpayers really demand when they argue for
functional literacy. Adults who can adequately cope with life require
education. not training, he insists—education based on the broad and
rich five-strand curriculum detaiied in Broudy. Smith. and Burnett (1964},

After suggesting that a public and professional commitment to educa-
tion that goes bevond the “three R's" has typified American public educa-
tion. Broudy staies that minimum competency testing may indicate a
withdrawal from this commitment. At worst. he suggests. minimum com-
petency testing may lead! us to a two-tiered system of schooling: a kinder-
garten ihrough sixth-grade curriculum for the chiidren of the masses. and
a kindergarten through twelfih-grade curriculum (perhaps in nonpublic
schools) for the children of the monied classes who can afford such special
instruction. Thus his most chilling scenario includes the demise of uni-
versal. egalitarian public education through grade twelve as a hope. if
not a reality. in the United States. Although Broudy does not suggest
it. the synergism of minimum competency testing. of busing schoolchil-
dren on a metropolitan areawide basis for purposes of racial desegrega-
tion. and of the rise of voucher pians to compensate parents for enroll-
ment of their children in nonpublic schools ( A refe;endum is expected to
appear on the tatewide ballot ir. California in 1980.) may well cause the
demise of our current public educational system.

Broudy concludes with a more positive scenario th-n the one described
above. He predicts that educators and the public will quickly realize that
strict attention to basic skills achievement, or a narzow conception of
functional literacy. is inadequate. They will recognize that students must
participate in the full richness of the five-strand curriculum if they are to
become adequately functioning adults. This will bring about a far broader
definition of minimum competency. and a renewed interest in education
and schooling. to the ultimate benefit of both.

In her reaction of Broudy's paper. Marianne Amarel is far less sanguine
on the prospects for solile ultimate good arising from minimum com-
petency testing. Acknowledging that minimum competency testing need
not inevitably lead to a basic skills curriculum. she points to the abundant
evideuce of such movement in school systems and states that have em-
braced minimum competency testing thus far.

Amarel views minimum competency testing as a move to wrest control
of education from individual teachers and to place it at superordinate
administrative levels such as central offices of school systems cr state
departments of education. She is convinced that such a movem:nt will
have profoundly negative educational consequences. since it iestricts
teachers' options in determining achievement criteria, setting standards
for achievement. choosing the comtent to be assessed. and selecting
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techniques for assessment. Citing evidence that control of assessment
means control of curriculum. Amarel notes that centrally controlled assess-
ment programs often lead to prescriptive instructional programs. Thus
school systems and states restrict teachers’ abilities to control instruction.
yet at the same time they hold teachers accountable for student perform-
ance.

Amarel agrees with Broudy on the need for a broad curriculum that
fosters far more than rote. didactic learning. but she claims that such a
curriculum is impossible in the absence of teacher control. Only when
teachers have the option of responding to the unique needs. interests.
questions, and abilities of individual learners, is it possible to go beyond
rote learning. according to Amarel.

Instruction that emphasizes component skills alone (the primary con-
tent assessed in many basic skills competency tests) fails to capitalize
on the existing knowledge of students. Amarel suggests that such instruc-
tion is most damaging to students who may not have a rich storehouse of
experience to begin with—typically students of lower socioeconomic
levels—so that minimum competency testing may ultimately exacerbate
the problems of socioeconomic discrimination in our schools.

Amarel concludes that minimum competency testing has the potential
of affecting in a negative way not only the content of our curriculum. but
the process of instruction as well. She foresees the possibility that. as
curricular content is highly restricted. teachers will be made ineffective
automatons. As does Broudy. she suggests that such limited schooling is
most likely to be visited upon children from lower socioeconomic classes.

W. James Popham’s reaction to Broudy's paper is one of cautious
optimism. He agrees that the day-to-day curriculum of the schools will
be shaped to match the content of minimum competency tests whenever
test content is sufficiently clear to allow curriculum definition. If a min-
imalist interpretation of functional literacy persists. Popham further
agrees that a two-caste system of public education may ultimately result.

Although he acknowledges that current interpretations of the meaning
of basic skills and funciional literacy are decidedly narrow in most school
systems and states. Popham suggests that continued public demand for
higher-order learning in the schools will lead to reform of competency
standards. The public’s demand for truly functional graduates who can
become successful and independent citizens and workers will force the
development of assessment devices for measurement of a broader array
of criteria. and these. Popham hopes. will force the enrichment of the
curriculum in the directions Broudy demands.

In these first paper-. then. we see the seeds of tension between those
responsibie for the schools’ curriculum and administrators intent on
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avoiding lawsuits over competency testing programs. A narrow defini-
tion of competency. which safeguards a competency testing program from
legal challenge. is likely to restrict the curriculum in ways that undermine
the schools’ educational goals. to further widen the present achievement
disparity between the children from higher and lower socioeconomic
class@’s. and. at worst. to cause the demise of K-12 public education.

Other important questions relate to the effects of denying a high school
diploma to students who do not meet minimum competency standards.
Test validity and interpretive validity loom large among these questions.
These and other issues are considered in the remaining papers of this
section.

Bruce Eckland examines the relationships of scores on basic skills
tests in reading and mathematics (The tests used in his study are similar
to the minimum competency tests used in several states.) to later employ-
ment. income. and college-going rates of high school graduates. In his
paper entitled Sociodemographic Implications of Minimum Competency
Testing. Eckland suggests that preparation for work and preparation for
further schooling are the “primary functions™ of secondary education.
He asks whether use of minimum competency tests in determining which
high school students will be awarded a diploma will have any effect on
students’ prospects on these two key educational outcomes.

Eckland's primary data source is the National Longitudinal Study of
the High School Class of 1972, completed under the sponsorship of the
National Center for Education Statistics. Using these data. he found that
scorcs on reading and math tests had no relationship to the employment
rates of white students within four months of high school graduation.
However. both reading and math test scores were related. in the expected
direction. to the employment rates of black high school graduates.

Searching further. Eckland found that levels of part-time employment
were not related to basic skills test performancc in high school for either
black or white graduates. and that test performance was also unrelated
to weekly income for graduates of either race. Citing work by Peng and
Jaffe (based on a four-years-post-graduation follow-up of students origin-
ally tested as part of the National Longitudinal Study). Eckland reports
virtually no relationship between scoring in the lower vs. the upper quarter
of the distribution on either of the NLS basic skills tests on the one hand.
and unemployment rates. mean hours worked. or weekly income ($175
for those in the upper quarter. vs. $173 for those in the lower quarter)
on the other hand. four vears after high school graduation. These data
apply only to high school graduates who did not enter college.

As might be expected. NLS test scores were highly related to college-
going rates for both blacks and whites. However. denying high school
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diplomas to those who score poorly cn the tests would have far greater
effects on the college-going rates of blacks than on those of whites. For
example. Eckland shows that refusal to grant high school diplomas to those
in the lowest 10 percent of the NLS score distribution (thereby precluding
their entering college) would reduce the white college-going rate from
54 percent to 53 percent. but the corresponding rate for blacks would
drop from 48 percent to 38 percent. Eliminating the lowest 20 percent of
the distribution would have a negligible effect on the college-going rate
of whites (54 percent to 52 percent). but would reduce the rate for blacks
from 48 percent to 31 percent. Thus the present 6 percent difference in
the college-going rates of blacks and whites would be increased to 21
percent.

Based on these data and others. Eckland concludes that high school
graduation serves an important credentialing function in U.S. society.
but that acquiring the kinds of basic skills measured by the NLS tests
(and by implication. a large number of the presently-adopted minimum
competency tests) has little relationship to either employment or income
for those who do not go to college. That such skills are important for
those who attend college may be as much an artifact of our admissions
procedures as an indication of their fundamental necessity.

In his reaction to Eckland's paper. Robert W. Heath rejects Eckland's
premises that the primary functions of secondary schooling are to prepare
students for work and for more schooling. and that reading and computa-
tion are essential for functioning in adult life. In Heath's view. preparation
for work and additional schooling is “an inadequate conception of the
social functioning of schooling.” Heath cites Eckland's data as prima
facie evidence of the unessential nature of reading and math skills for
adult functioning. It is interesting to note that both Heath and Eckland
ignore the restriction of the cited NLS data to those who do not enter
college.

Heath states that academic competencies are. for the most part. merely
ritualistic criteria for most adults: tha' is. they do not meet a utilitarian
need. as defined by those adults. In Heath's view. functional competencies
can only be defined by individuals for themselves. in the context of their
immediate needs. and in particular circumstances. They are both cub-
jective and objective. So the very idea of the siate defining minimum
competencies that apply to all high school students at all times is ritual-
istic and disfunctional for many students.

Heath recommends that the states assess the performance levels of
individuals on a large sample of competencies that are deemed functional
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by a large number of people in society. This assessment could be used to
define performance norms. so that adults and students could be informed
of their own performance deficits. compared with large numbers of per-
sons in the general population. Individuals would thus have data that
would be useful to them in defining their own needs. The process of need
definition would take place through a series of dialogues with educators.
as suggested in the works of Paolo Friere. In such dialogues. individuals
would retain the power to make their own decisions on functional com-
petencies and performance deficits. but educators would have the power
of data on societal performance. educational treatments. remediation
costs. and so on.

This approach to competency-based education would. in Heath's view,
provide liberation for individuals. and break down the oppression. cultural
stereotyping. and cultural imperjalism that accompanies our present
systems of competency testing.

Thus. for reasons other than those identified by Eckland. Heath agrees
that minimum competency testing as presently defined in most states and
school systems may cause more harm than good. His proposed alterna-
tives. although philosophically appealing. raise a number of practical prob-
lems. For example. students may not be able to identify the competency
needs that they will have as ¢dults: the relationships between schooi-
generated skills for children and adult competencies are tenuous at best
(of course. this same problem exists in conventional competency-based
education programs as well): even if students can define their own needs.
the schools may find it impossible to respond to them on an individual
basis.

In a second review of Eckland’s paper. Ellis B. Page holds to a merito-
cratic view of the value of a high school education. and attempts to refute
Eckland's findings on statistical grounds. He begins by claiming that the
NLS data cited by Eckland apply only-to a special. nonrepresentative
group of individuals. Because the data apply only to non-college-going
youth. Page suggests that the lack of relationship between test scores and
later employment and income data results from a statistical artifact.

Page suggests that the regression of “true ability” on test score is flatter
for the non-college-going group than would be the case in the entire
population of high school seniors. He then argues that high scorers among
the non-college-going group result largely from measurement error. and
that these students do not possess a high level of true ability. If this is the
case. Page concludes that society is reacting appropriately by not reward-
ing the high scorers with higher incomes and higher employment rates.

Page's argument assumes that society can detect and will reward true
ability, not a measured estimate of it. The balance of his statistical
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argument rests on his assumption of a model in which those who are in
the highest half of a true ability distribution go to college. and those who
are in the lowest half do not. To the degree that this assumption is vio-
lated—as it undoubtedly would be in practice. since colleges do not have
true ability measures to use in selection—Page's conclusions are greatly
weakened.

Page further assumes that the National Longitudinal Study test data
are so unreliable that. for any comparisons of blacks and whites. they fail
to account for true racial differences: he points out that each group will
regress toward its own true-score mean.

Finally. Pagc suggests that the eventual earnings of high school grad-
uates are not accurately refiected by their earnings only four years beyond
graduation—the data reported by Eckland. He cites data reported by
Olneck (1977 in support of this contention. and states that Olneck found
positive correlations between test performance. income. and later -educa-
tion, in contrast to Eckland’s results.

Page agrees that using minimum competency tests in determining which
students will reccive the high school diploma will likely reduce the college-
going rates of black students. assuming uniform cutoff scores arz adopted.
He suggests that use of different cutoff sc-ores would likely result in re-
verse-discrimination suits filed by groups held to a higher standard. As
a solution to this problem. Page suggests the usc of “scaled certification.”
a plan in which minimum competency test performance would not be
required for high school graduation. but competency test scores would
be printed on the face of each student’s high school diploma.

Page has presented his counterarguments in a persuasive manner.
but he ignores the fundamental discrepancies and lack of predictability
that have always been evident in educational and psychological measure-
ment. Even in the best studies of prediction of college performance. test
scores predict about 33 percent of the variance in any practical criterion
(for example. first-year college grade point averages). Tests of cognitive
skills measure only a fraction of the abilities that are evidently required
for success in college or in any occupation. Similarly. problems of cultural
bias remain as intractable today as they have been throughout the history
of measuring differences among individuals in this and other cultures.
It is a disservice to those who want to use tests for improving. rather
than constraining. educatio. to treat tests as more powerful and infallible
than is truly the case.
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4 Testing for Minimum Competency:
A Legal Analysis

Paul L. Tractenberg

The burgeoning minimum competency testing movement has generated
a growing body of literature. Most of it has described developments in
the states.! or discussed educational. political. psychometric. or fiscal
problems.?2 Many articles and papers have mentioned. almost casually.
the possibility that the establishment of minimum competency testing
programs might have legal implications. These have usually been con-
ceived of in conneciion with educational malpractice litigation.®* The
theory is that if a state or local school district establishes minimum com-
petency standards. it thereby obligates itself to ensure that at least all
“educable” students perform at or above those levels. Students who fail
to achieve such levels may have legally enforceable rights against the
educational svstem and its officials.

Only a few recent articles and papers have sought to deal in some detail
with legal issues related to competency testing or the establishment of
minimum pupil performance standards.* In the main. these writings have
dealt with the general concept of competency testing rather than with
the details of actual or potential programs.

This paper will update and expand upon those earlier efforts. It con-
sists of three sections: the first provides an overview of relevant legal
provisions and theories: the second applies those provisions and theories
to the various elements of state minimum competency testing programs:
and the final section offers some projections about legal devele pments
and about the minimum competency testing movement generuny.
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I. Relevant Legal Provisions and Theories

There are six categories of legal provisions which may prove relevant
to minimum competency assessment programs. Three are constitutional
in origin: federal and state due process clauses: federal and state equal
protection clauses: and state education clauses. The fourth is statutory—
those provisions of the state’s education laws whicl. directly or indirectly
bear upon the establishment and operation of a minimum competency
testing program. The fifth is regulatory—relevant policies. rules and
regulations of the state education avthorities. The sixth is the “common
law™” — legal principles that have evol. 2d through litigation. Each of those
sources of law will be considered briefly.

i. Federal and State Due Process Clauses

The Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. and most state
constitutions, contain a due process clause. The federal clause provides
that no state’ shall “deprive any person of life. liberty. or property. with-
out due process of law.” The judiciary has construed due process to have
substantive and procedural aspects.

Substantive due process. still in existence (although significantly dim-
inished in legal importance).® requires that the action of the state be
rationa! and reasonably related to a legitimate state objective. If. for ex-
ample. it could be proven that a state’s minimum competency testing pro-
grram was testing students on material never taught in the schools. students
who failed on that test to demonstrate their competency might credibly
assert a violation of their right to substantive due process.’

Procedural due process requires that the state act in a fair manner
when it deprives a citizen of liberty or property. In conaection with a
minir: M competency testing program. procedural due process might
require. for example, a procedure under which students with “failing”
scores be permitted to challenge the scoring of the test or the validity of
the test itself.

Both substantive and procsdural due process require a showing that a
person has been deprived of liberty or property by action of the state.
Students could assert that denial of a “regular™ diploma. or of promotion
or graduation under a minimum competency testing program. constitutes
a deprivation of “property.” Courts have found that students have a prop-
erty interest in their education. such that physical exclusion from school.
even for a short time. requires due process procedures.® Whether reten-
tion in grade or failure to graduate would be a deprivation of a property
interest is less clear.®

Students might also argue. although with far more difficulty. that the
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operation of a minimu . competency testing program deprives them of
a liberty interest. They would basc this argument upon the stigmatiza-
tion allegedly occurring as a consequence of their classification as below
minimum competency or as ineligible for promotion, graduation. or a
regular diploma.'®

1t should be remembered. though. that proof of deprivation of a literty
or property interest. of itself. does not condemn the state’s action: it ob-
ligates the state to a<t fairly and rationally. Indeed. during the past several
years the trend in the federal courts has been to expand governmental
prerogatives and discretion. and to afford correspondingly reduced judi-
cial protection to aggrieved citizens.'! Yet some state courts have resisted
this trend in interpreting their state constitutional due process clauses.'?

ii. Federal and State Equal Protection Clauses

Equal protection is a constitutional principle related to due process.
Both require governmental rationality and fairness in treatment of citi-
zens. The federal equal protection clause also derives from the Fourteenth
Amendment. It prohibits any state from denying “to any person within its
jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”

The focus of the equal protection clause is on irrationality toward
groups rather than toward individuals. however. A challenger of state
action must show that it classifies persons and provides differential treat-
ment to them without adequate justification. In the federal courts. as well
as in some state courts. the burden of justification required of the state
for differential treatment increases with the importance of the interest
that is subjected to such treatment. The courts declare that “fundamental”
interests impose upon the state the burden of showing a compelling reason
for. and no available alternative to. the differential treatment. This
“strict scrutiny™ approach is also invoked by “suspect™ classifications.
such as those based upon race. Interests of lesser importance. or ciassitica-
tions not based on a suspect characteristic. result in a lesser burden on
the state— perhaps only the need to prove that the classification is rational.
even if not the best means to achieve the state’s objective.

An equal protection challenge to a minimum competency testing
program would likely proceed along one or both of the following lines:
(1) that. to the extent black or Hispanic students were disproportionately
represented among those falling below the minimum competency level.
the program classified students racially or ethnically —a suspect classifica-
tion—and should be subjected to strict scrutiny: or {2) that the program
lacked even a rational basis because. for example. the test was technically
invalid'? or it covered material not taught in the schools.'* The argument
that strict scrutiny should be applied because of the fundamental nature
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of education is unlikely to succeed in the federal courts. The United States
Supreme Court ruled to the contrary in 1973.'% Several state courts have
reached a different conclusion. however. under state equal protection
clauses.'®

Recent United States Supreme Court decisions also have created prob-
lems for an equal protection challenge based upon racial or ethnic dis-
crimination. The Court has ruled that a statistically disproportionate
effect. while relevant. is insufficient to demonstrate a racial or ethnic
classification. Challengers of state action must prove. by direct or cir-
cumstantial evidence. that there was an intention to create such a class-
ification.'” That may be a formidable task in the context of a minimum
competency testing program.

iii. State Education Clauses

Most state constitutions contain clauses which make education an
obligation of the state. Frequently these clauses define. at least in a broad
manner. the quality or extent of the required education.'® Some state
courts have ruled that these clauses give students a legally enforceable
right to that quality or extent of education.'®

. State education clauses may be relevant in two ways. First. they may
establish that education is a fundamental interest under the state con-
stitution's equal protection clause.?’ Second. the education clauses may
be directly relevant to a challenge relating to minimum competency
testing. Depending upon the constitution. statutes and regulations. and
judicial interpretations of a particular state. it may be possible to argue
that achievement of minimum competency is part of a student’s constitu-
tional right to education (perhaps as elaborated by statutes or administra-
tive regulations). In such a state. the absence of a minimum competency
assessment program could be challenged in the courts?' Additionally.
a program which imposed sanctions on students for failure to achieve
minimum competency levels. without providing adequate remedial help
and opportunities for retesting. could be attacked under the state educa-
tion clause.??

iv. State Education Statutes

Among the voluminous education statutes of most states. there are
likely to be a number of provisions relevant to minimum competency
efforts. Of course. in an increasin,, number of states there are provisions
which establish minimum competency testing programs.?> A possible hine
of legal argument is that a program. as implemented. does not comport
with statutory requirements. Alleged noncompliance may take many
forms. ranging from blatant failure to meet specific requirements tsuch as
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fasling toanstitute testing by a date specified in the statute) to more com-
plev issues of qualitative inadequacies (for example. a failure to provide
cdusatonalhy sufficient remedial programs for students who fall below
the mimmum comp-tency standards).

The vehicle by which legal challenges of this type could be brought is
the mandamus uciion. a request that the court order public officials to
carry out their lepal responsibilitizs. In some states there mav be technical
problems with using this vehicle for some challenges: mandamus is avail-
ahle only to require public officials to perform ministerial. as opposed to
discreucnary. functions. That is to say. in those states mandamus actions
may be more readily available to deal with total defaults. as in the failure
to implemen: any minimum competency testing program. than with
qualitative shortcomings in programs undertaken.

Other. more general provisions of state education laws will be relevant
tou. For example. states commonly have statutory provisions which carry
forward and amplify *heir constitutions’ education clauses. In New Jersey.
which has a constitutional guarantee of a “"thorough and efficient system
of free public schools.”?4 the statutes implement that guarantee in a
variety of ways. The commissioner of education is charged with respons-
ibility “to inquire into and ascertain the thoroughness and efficiency of
operation of any of the schools of the public school svstem of the state and
of any grades therein by such means. tests and examina. ons as to him
seem proper.”?% More pointedly. a recent statute defines the “goal of a
thorough and efficient system of free public schools™ to be “to provide to
all children in New Jersey. regardless of socioeconomic status or geo-
graphic location. the educational opportunity which will prepare them to
function politically. economically and socially in a democratic society.”?¢
Finally. the New Jersey Legislature has provided that:

A thorough and efficient system of free public schools shall include the following
major elements. which shall serve as guidelines for the achievement of the legisla-
*ive goal . .. : ...c. Instruction intended to produce the attainment of reasonable
levels of proficiency in the basic communications and computational skills: . . . e.
Programs and supportive services for all pupils especially those who are education-
ally disadvantaged or who have special educational needs: . . . j. Evaluation and
monitoring programs at both the state and local levels.?’

Such provisions. stopping short of explicit establishment of a minimum
competency testing program.?® provide a basis for asserting that only by
incorporating an effective minimum competency testing program into its
evaluative and instructional efforts can a state meet its statutcry obliga-
tons.
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v. State Regulations

In some states. education regulations frrmally promulgated by state
education authorities have the force of law. They can form a basis for legal
challenges relating to minimum competency testing programs in much
the same way as statutes. Indeed. because regulations tend to deal with
educational programs in greater detail than do statutes. they may provide
a stronger basis for legal action. The more specific and detailed the pre-
scription by a legislature or state education body. the more limited and
mechanical the judicial intervention can be. If. for example. state regula-
tions provide in detail for a minimum competency testing program pur-
suant to the authority of a more general statute. failure of the state or local
school districts to implement that program fully can be challenged. The
education authorities may defend by asserting that despite the specificity
of the regulations. thev should be permitted some flexibility: or they may
seek to modify the regulations: or they may argue that the challengers
have to exhaust available administrative remedies.?® All of these. however.
are matters well within the traditional competence of courts to resolve.

In states where administrative regulations are not given the force of
law. or in cases of administrative actions (such as guidelines or policy
statements) not having the status of formal regulations. the substance of
the administrative judgment should still have weight in a legal proceeding
The administrative position represents the expert view of the state’s educa-
tional authorities. As such. a court would likely find it highly relevant to
an interpretation of broad constitutional or statutory provisions.

vi. The "Common Law”

The final source of law which may be influential in judicial considera-
tion of a minimum competency testing program is the “common law.”
Under the Anglo-American legal system. this is judge-made law. Courts
will tend to follow prior judicial decisions in similar cases under the doc-
trine of stare decisis. In confronting a new case. therefore. a court will
consider—along with relevant constitutional, statutory. and regulatory
provisions— the judicial precedent. especially cases decided in the same
jurisdiction.

Many bodies of precedent are relevant t¢ minimum competency test-
ing programs. For example. as indicated previously. federal and state
courts have dealt extensively with. and given content to. constitutional
concepts such as due process rights of students. equal protection aspects
of pupil classification by testing. educational segregation. and equality
of educational opportunity. In many states. related education statutes
and regulations have been judicially construed.
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Il. Apglying the Legal Theories to
Minimum Cempetency Testing Programs

Existing and potential minimum competency testing programs refiect
a variety of perspectives and approaches.® In this section. I will consider
the legal impliccuons of some of the main variations on the central theme.
As a point of departure. I will use the “seven key notes” - elements of a
minimum competency iesting policy~ identified by Henry M. Brickell i
a paper prepared for the Education Commission of the States. and the
National Institute of Education.® Brickell's “key notes” are: (1) the com-
petencies to be required: (2) the means of measuring them: (3) the point(s)
at which they will be measured: (4) the number of minimums which will
be set: (5) the levels at which minimums will be set; (6) whether the stan-
dards will be for schools or for students: and (7) the cor.sequences of
failing to meet the minimums.

i. The Competencies to Be Required

Brickell suggests that there are five broad categories of competencies
from which a choice might be made. These are: (1) basic skills: (2) schoo!
subjects: (3) life areas: (4) basic skills applied in each school subject: and
(5) basic skills applied in each life area. The policy choice is even more
complex. however. Defining the categoriez of “basic skills” and “life
areas” involves still further  licy judgments.3?

Consideratior: of the legal implications of the various alternatives may
influence the policy decision. In general, the substantive due process
concept of rationality. the equal protection concept of nondiscrimina-
tion. and the state constitutional. statutory. and regulatory requirement
of a certain quality or quantum of education are the relevant legal theories.

On one level. focusing on competency in school subjects may comport
most easily with the due process and equal protection concepts so long as:
(1) the competency testing relates to subjects which the students actually
have had a reasonable opportunity to master: and (2) the selection of
subjects taught generally. or chosen for competency testing. is non-
discriminatory (in the sense that it is not skewed in favor of particular
socioeconomic. racial. or ethnic groups.)**

However. the choice of school subjects as the basis for a minimum
competency testing program might pose greater legal difficulti s under
certain state educational quality requirements. Those requirements may
dictate that minimum competency be defined in terms of life. as opposed
to school. skills. In New Jersey. the state's education clause has been
interpreted to require “that educational opportunity which is needed
in the contemporary setting to equip a child for his role as a citizen
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and as a competitor in the labor market.”®* To the extent {hat a 1in-
imum competency testing program is geared to comport with such a
cunstitutional requirement. it is questionable whether testing competence
in traditional school subjects is sufficient.3®

Testing competence in “life areas™ rather than in school subjects may
seem to be more responsive to a mandate such as New Jersey's. However.
such a choice might raise serious substantive due process and equal pro-
tection questions. If life skills. as such. are not taught in the schools.
students may be able to challenge the competency testing program on the
ground of arbitrariness. How can they be refused promotion or gradua-
tion. be reauired to receive remedial assistance. or be stigmatized as
“incempetent” tased upon a test which covers material they were oot
directly taught” Morcover. a substantial potential for discrimination cxists
.n the selection of “life areas.” Certain life areas or skills may be relevant
io. and derived from. tne life experience of certain groups of students
but niot others.3® 1o construct a competency test for all students based
upon such life areas would be discriminaiory.

Choosing basic skills as the focus of a minimum cumpetency testing
program would resolve many of these legal difficulties. Skills are denom-
inated as “basic" because they are used in school and in life. Especially
in the lower grades. the basic skills are themselves school subjects. There-
after they are instrumental for more advanced subjects. Although read-
ing. mathematics. and written and oral communication arguably may not
be well taught in some schools. it is inconceivable that anyone could
argue that they are not taught at all. Thus. the prospects of a substantive
due process challenge would be minimized. A discrimination argument
based on equal protection also has little chance of success. Among the
whole range of school subjects. those dealing with the basic skills are
most likely to be perceived as neutral toward various racial or ethnic
groups.3” More substantial questions may be raised about whether a
basic skills focus meets the educational quality standards of state constitu-
tions. statutes. and regulations. To the extent that the basic skills selected
are demonstrably relevant to effective citizenship and to competition in
the labor market, a minimum competency testing program based upon
those skills should survive a challenge.

Brickell suggests that competency also could be tested in the basic
skills as applied either to school subjects or to life areas. Although apply-
ing the basic skills to life areas may strengthen the argument that the mini-
mum competency testing program meets state requirements of preparing
students for “life." such an approach may reintroduce equal protection-
based discrimination issues discussed previously.

On balance. therefore. it appears that a minimum competency testing
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program which emphasizes the basic sk i. without applying them to
school subjects or to life areas. is most likely to witkstand legal challenge.3®
This assumes. of course. that there have been reasonably effective educa-
tional opportunities equally available to all students. and that the testing
instruments and procedures used are fair and valid.

ii. The Means of Measuring the Competencies

Brickell suggests four broad choices for measurement of the com-
petencies: (1) actual performance in later school or job situations: (2)
simulated performance in situations resembling those to be encountered
later in school or on the job: (3) school performance by the student at
the time competency is to be measured: and (4) paper-and-pencil tests.

The legal touchstone for evaluating these alternatives is the concept
of validity.®® Under both due process and equal protection doctrine.
tests. of whatever type.*® must satisfy standards of objectivity. reliability.
and validity.4' Due process is implicated if the use to be made of the test
threatens to deprive students of their rights to liberty or property. Evi-
dence that the use of the test stigmatizes students who fail. or requires
their attendance at remedial programs. will be germane to an alleged
deprivation of their liberty interest.*? A denial of promotion or graduation
which is based on the test results is the clearest support for deprivation
of a property interest.*® Yet even if a court could be persuaded that some
students had been deprived of their liberty or property rights. the students
still would have to prove that the test or related procedures was not pro-
cedurally or substantively fair.

An equal protection challenge would proceed most forcefully if a sus-
pect classification were evident. Preliminary results of some minimum
competency testing programs suggest that they have a racially dispro-
portionate effect—a far higher percentage of black than white students
fall below the competency levels. Under the federal Constitution’s equal
protection clause. such a statistical showing was previously sufficient to
establish a prima facie case of racial discrimination. and. thus sufficient
to shift a heavy burden of justification onto the educational authorities.
Recently. however. the United States Supreme Court determined that an
intent to discriminate. rather than merely a discriminatory effect. had to
be proven in order to establish a racial classification.** An intent to dis-
criminate can be proven by circumstantial evidence. including statistical
data. as well as by direc\ evidence.*® It is not clear. however. how heavy a
burden that ruling will place upon challengers of a minimum competency
testing program.

If no suspect classification can be established. and if the federal courts
adhere to the view that education is not a fundamental interest. then the
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classification ot students into those who have achieved competence and
those who have not can be justified by showing that it has a “rational
basis.” The validity of the testing instrument will still be part of the show-
g of rationality. but the overall burden on the school authorities will
be substantially lighter than under a strict scrutiny apprcach. That is
especially likely given the recent tendency of the federal courts to defer
to public officials’ judgments.4é

Applying these legal principles to the broad choices outlined by Brickell
suggests that standardized paper-and-pencil tests may have certain legal
advantages over the other alternatives. This is especially true if the mini-
mum competency testing program focuses on basic skills as opposed to
life skills. In terms of objectivity, a paper-and-pencil test oriented to basic
skillsis likely to be preferable to performance or school-product measures
which. in most instances. would be evaluated by school staff. In terms of
technical validity. standardized paper-and-pencil tests likely will have the
advantage of broader-based and better organized validity studies. Indeed.
in the basic skills there already exist a variety of tests with reasonably
good track records which can be used or adapted to minimum competency
testing programs. Despite these advantages. the predictive validity of
paper-and-pencil tests is not beyond challenge. The argument would be
that success or failure on a paper-and-pencil test of achievement in the
basic skills does not correlate highly with attainment of the state’s educa-
tional goals—successful performance as a citizen and as a competitor
in the job market. However. that argument may fail—either because a
sufficiently high correlation can be shown. or because a court may rule
that another type of validity (such as face. content. or construct) provides
adequate support for the use of the test.

On balance. then. the potential legal problems of the performance or
product-related measures are greater than those of the paper-and-pencil
test. and their educational or public policy advantages are uncertain.

iii. The Point(s) at Which Competencies Will Be Measured

Brickell suggests that competencies could be measured during school
or at the end of schooling. The point at which measurement oecurs may
depend upon the purpose and format of the particular minimum compe-
tency testing program. For example. a minimum competency testing pro-
gram geared to promotion from grade to grade obviously would be ad-
ministered toward the end of the particular school year. A high school
graduation competency requirement. on the other hand, might result in
testing at the end of the student's public school career.

Choosing the time(s) for measurement of competencies raises several
important legal issues—primarily the notice aspect of procedural due

112



Testing for Minimum Competency 95

process and the outcome aspects of the states’ educational quality require-
ments. Assuming that denial of graduation or of a regular diploma is a
deprivation of a property right. the education authorities must act in con-
formity with procedural due process. one element of which is adequate
notice. Notice of the denial hardly would seem adequate if it were to take
the form of a test administered. and results announced. at the end of a
student’s last year in high school. The student would be unable to avoid
the deprivation without suffering substantial injury.*’ From an educational
point of view. too. such an approach has little to commend it. A sound
program would involve periodic testing of competencies beginning early
in a student's educational career. As will be discussed subsequently.
students identified as having deficiencies should be given special assist-
ance suited to their needs. Additionally. if deficiences are widespread. an
evaluation of the school system's curricuinm and instructional cffective-
ness should be mounted.

Even if a minimum competency testing program were found not to
deprive students of a property interest.*® state educational quality require-
ments might still impose an early testing obligation. If the public schools
are required to gear their instruction toward producing effective citizens
and competitors in the labor market. one iogical way to judge them is
pragmatically. Are their graduates competent actually to function as
citizens and as competitors in the labor market? Waiting until the end of
the last year in school to assess those competencies. without allowing a
meaningful opportunity for improvement. would seem an ineffective and
perhaps irrational means of carrying out the state mandate. As such.
the competency testing could be challenged as a denial of the state’s edu-
cational quality guarantee.

iv. The Number of Minimums Whi¢h Will Be Set

The possibilities regarding the number of minimums range from a single
minimum competency level for all students at a particular grade level
throughout the state. to a separate standard for each student. based upon
that student's perceived abilities and background. Between those poles
are other possibilities: multiple statewide standards for groups of students
categorized by one or more criteria (such as demonstrated or projected
intelligence. facility with English.*® existence of a handicap.’® sovio-
economic background.5* nature of the school district and the community
in which it is located.®? and the district’s educational expenditure level: *?
either single or multiple standards established by each school distric’.%*
one or more statewide standards augmented by additional. and perhaps
higher. competency standards established by local districts.

As Brickell points out. there are educational problems generated either
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by a single stan”~rd applied to all students or by differential standards
for each student. A single standard may be both too difficult and too easy.
given wide variations in student ability and performance. Differential
standards require that each student’s performance capacity be estimated.
with the dual problems of the so-called self-fulfilling prophecy phenom-
enon. and the possible inaccuracy of ability tests as predictors of achieve-
ment. Moreover. if high school graduation or the granting of a “regular”
diploma is conditioned upon demonstration of adequate competence.
graduation or the diploma would have little. if any. uniform meaning. even
at the lower end of the scale.

These sorts of educational and public policy concerns have legal
analogs. A single statewide competency standard. applicable to all stu-
dents of a particular grade level throughout the state. may raise several
legal issues. First. if the standard were established on the basis of “average™
past per urmance of students within the state. and if the consequence of
failing to achieve the standard were sanctions against the student (such as
nonpromotion. nongraduation, or withholding of a regular diplomal.
then. almost by definition. approximately half the students in the state
would be consigned to failure and. perhaps ultimately. to sanctions. Those
students might well question the fairness and rationality of that systcm on
due process grounds. On the other hand. if. as is more likely. the state-
wide standard yere established at a substantially lower level so that a high
percentage of students could achieve it, then questions would be raised
about the standard’s conformity with the state's educational quality re-
sponsibilities. In New Jersey. for example. as previously discussed. the
state is charged with constitutional and statutory responsibility for en-
suring that all students have an educational opportunity reascnably de-
signed to permit them to function as effective citizens and competitors
in the labor market. Instruction geared to the students’ attainment of
reasonable proficiency in the basic skills is an essential element of the
state’s responsibility. “Reasonable proficiency™ should be defined in
terms of the demands of citizenship and of the job market. A statewide
minimum competency standard designed to measure actual proficiency
in the basic skills would have to conform to such "reesonable pro-
ficiency" levels. If not. the minimum competency testing program would
fail to adequately implement the constitutional and statutory educational
quality requirements.

Another source of legal challenge might be the racially or ethnically
differential impacts of a stotewide standard. The details of such a challenge
have been discussed already. It is sufficient to add here that the differ-
ential impact will likely be most pronounced if there is a single statewide
standard.
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Resorting to multiple standards will not necessarily eliminate this or
other legal questions. however. If, for example. performance expectations
for minority students were consistently and automatically reduced be-
cause of their racial. ethnic. or socioeconomic status. legal challenges
might be forthcoming. Even broader challenges to individualized stan-
dards are likely. though. These could be based upon either due process
notions of arbitrariness or irrationality in the establishment of the stan-
dards, or upon state educational quality requirements. In the former case.
the focus would be on the mechanisms by which the standards were
established. The strength of the challenge would depend upon the care
exercised by the state or local district education authorities in establish-
ing the minimum competency levels. If, for example. the standards for
each pupil were determined by an individual teacher acting impression-
istically, rather than on the basis of carefully articulated criteria. the
system would be extremely vulnerable.

Differential standards in the basic skills might also be vulnerable under
some state education clauses. In some states. those clauses have been
construed to require provision of both equality of educational oppor-
tunity. and a certain minimum quality and extent of education. Proficiency
in the basic skills is increasingly being perceived as a cornerstone of the
state's educational obligation to students. A minimuin competency test-
ing program should be an integral part of the state’s discharge of that
obligation: it should help to shape the entire instructional effort. To the
extent that the program is based upon differendal competency standards
for individual pupils. obvious issues are raised about the equality of edu-
cational opportunity bejng afforded. The student considered to have low
capacity may meet his or her competency standards with a relatively low
ievel of performance. Yet the educational system may interpret that to
mean that it has met its instructional responsibilities to that student. A
student perceived to have higher capacity and correspondingly higher
competency standards probably will be entitled to greater instructional
effort. at least if he or she fails initially to meet the standards.

The quality requirements of state education clauses may Le finplicated.
too. if the performance standards for some students are set below pro-
ficiency levels reasonably necessary for effective functioning as a citizen
or in the jnb market. Ditferential standards may be questioned especially
in regard to their relevance to the job market. The proficiency demands
of the ‘ob market are neither static nor determined in a vacuum. To a
significant exient they are based upon the levels of skills generally avail-
able in the pool of applicants. Thus. formally establishing higher per-
formance standards for some students {and gearing the instructional pro-
gram accordingly) will tend to elevate the expectations of the job market.
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and further disadvantage those students whose performance falls below
those thresholds. :

On balance. considering educational, public policy. and legal issues.
the soundest minimum competency testing program would be one which
provided common statewide proficiency standards in the basic skills for
all students (except perhaps for those who were determined. because of
mental retardation. serious English language limitations. and so forth. to
be unable to meet such standards) and which required or permitted local
districts to establish additional standards. The “additional” standards
could be higher standards than the state’s in the basic skills or. perhaps.
standards in other subject-matter areas. This conclusion presupposes
that the statewide standards establish a performance floor reasonably
related to post-secondary school requirements. It also presupposcs that
local districts develop their own standards in full conformity with the
legal. educational. and public policy considerations discussed in this paper.

v. The Levels at Which the Minimums Will Be Set

There are many ways in which a state or local school district can ap-
proach the task of establishing minimum competency levels. Some of the
probizms have been hinted at already.

Level setting can be approached politically or fiscally. The education
authorities can decide that no more than a certain percentage of students
can fall below the minimum competency levcls because a higher percent-
age of failure would be embarrassing and erosive of public support. That
might lead to the policy conclusion that no more than 3. 10. or 20 percent
of the students should perform below standards. The standards and
ineasurement instruments would be developed to meet that objective.

Alternatively. the education authorities or func appropriators might
decide that. if all failing students are to receive remedial instruction.
there are funds available to provide adequate remediation to only a certain
percentage of the students.®® Apgain. the standards and measurement
instruments would be geared to achieve that result.

Although these approaches may be rational from political and fiscal
perspectives. they are subject to serious legal challenge from the perspec-
tive of students’ educational rights. At least in those states where students
have a clear constitutional or statutory right to a certain quantum of edu-
cation, these approaches lack a rational connection. to fulfillment of the
state’s obligation.

In those states as a matter of law, and perhaps elsew 2ere as a matter
of educational policy. a different approach to establishing minimum per-
formance levels would be indicated. Instead of beginning with political
or fiscal judgments of what is a desirable result of applying minimum
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competency standards (and working backward to determine the standards).
the policymakers would decide upon the desired and necessary educational
outcomes— that is. what minimum performance levels are appropriate to
graduates of their schools. or are necessary to permit them to function
effectively in the postsecondary school world. This decision could be
based. as Brickell recognizes, on a definition of “successful” or "minimally
competent” adults and the skills they possess. Once this definition has
been developed. education authorities could work backward in successive
stages to establish minimum competency standards for high school gradua-
tion and for earlier junctures of students’ educational careers.

Although legal and public policy questions surely could be raised
about the way in which education authorit’ ‘s carried out this approach.’®
the approach itself is much more compatible with the states’ educational
obligations.

vi. Whether the Standards Will Be for Schools or for Students

Thus far this paper has proceeded on the assumption that minimum
competency standards will be established for students rather than for
schools. That orientation is not inevitable. A minimum competency test
ing program might be established to determine how well schools and school
districts are performing on the whole.

The practical differences between these two approaches are substan-
tial. As Brickell points out. the choice between them will determine:

.. . whether you will write test items all students can pass or only most students
can pass: whether you will test everybody or only a sample: whether you will re-
port results to each individual parent or only to the general public: whether you
will settle for a school program that reaches 70% of the students even if that 70%
misses. for example. every single “disadvantaged™ child: and whether you will
modify every unsatisfactory program or fail and recycle every unsatisfactory
graduate.”

A focus on schools and school districts would reduce some legal diffi-
culties but might increase others. To the extent that such a focus would
reduce or eliminate sanctions against individual students or groups of
students (by not denying them promotion, or graduation. or regular di-
plomas. or by not publicly identifying them as below competency levels).
due process and equal protection concerns would be lessened. Arguments
based on deprivation of a liberty or property interest. or on invidious
discrimination would be far less credible. The thrust of the minimum
competency testing program would be on school or school district ac-
countability. and the response to inadequate performance presumably
would be a programmatic or personnel-oriented response.
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That may be a rational and appropriate approach unless the state’s
constitution. statutes. or regulations impose a clear educational quality
requirement directed to the rights of each student. In that event. as pre-
viously discussed. a minimum competency testing program which was
not designed to ensure that each siudent had an opportunity to achieve
reasonable proficiency in the basic skills would be suspect. Failure of the
program to lead to special educational assistance for individual students
who fell below the specified standards would be the clearest indication of
its invalidity.

vii. The Consequences of Failing to Meet the Minimums

This final key note follows directly from the prior discussion. Brickell
suggests six possible consequences for students who fall below minimum
competency standards. and six parallel consequences for schools whose
students fail to perform adequately. They are as follows: (1) verify the
findings independently: (2) provide several more chances: (3) lower the
standard to meet their performance: (4) remediate so that they can pass
(or redesign school programs to match successful programs): (5) refuse to
promote or graduate them (or refuse to let schools operate until they can
meet the standard): and (6) promote or graduate them with a restricted
diploma or 2 certificate of attendance (or let schools operate but refuse
to accredit them).58

The prior discussion made clear that the preferable. and in some states
the required, response to particular students who have failed to meet
minimum competency levels is to direct appropriate educational assist-
ance to them. This may take the form of remediation for the individual
students: it may also invoive school or districtwide programmatic or
personnel responses. Surely if a substantial percentage of a school's or
district’s students is failing to meet statew .de or local standards. the over-
all educational program, including the quality of the instructional statf.
should be evaluated and perhaps upgraded.

Lowering the minimum competency standards because “too many”
siudents have failed to meet them®? is an unacceptable response. for both
public policy and legal reasons.

If students who fail to meet the competency standards are provided
with appropriate remedial assistance. and if the program is otherwise
fair and rational,®® then ultimately they could be refused promotion or
graduation. or be promoted or graduated with a restricted diploma or a
certificate of attendance. From a due process perspective. these students
may have been deprived of a liberty or property interest by that action.
but the state is permitted to do so if it acts fairly and rationally. From
an educational quality perspective. the state cannot be required to
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guarantee educational results for all students. The state can be held.
however, to provision of an appropriate educational opportunity for all
students. Educational results. as measured by an effective minimum
competency testing program. are relevant to a determination of whether
the educational opportunity is appropriate. In legal terms. evidence of
inadequate pupil performance should shift to the education authorities
the burden of demonstrating that. nonetheless. they have been providing
all students with appropriate educational opportunities. The result is
consistent with sound public policy and with the discharge by educators
of their professional responsibility.

i1l The Future of the Minimum Competency Testing Movement

According to some commentators. the minimum competency testing
movement may already have peaked.®' Others believe that it will con-
tinue to expand and to develop.®? In either event. its effects will be felt
hy public school systems and by students for years. Whether the move-
ment will improve education and educational outcomes by promoting
more responsible and effective teaching. administering. and studying, or
whether it will merely victimize those who are held accountable by it,
cannot yet be determined.®® The answer to that crucial question will
turn upon the quality of policy making which shapes the minimum com-
petency testing movement. It will also depend upon the care and skill ex-
ercised in implementing the policy thrusts. Legal principles. and the
threat or actuality of litigation. may come to play an important role in
the evolution of minimum competency testing programs. Hopefully.
by requiring rationality. fairness, and objectivity. but not making impos-
sible demands. this role will be a positive one.

As this paper has described. the failure of states to adopt minimum
competency testing programs could lead to challenges under state con-
stitutional and statutory education provisions. More likely. legal challenges
will focus on inadequacies of programs adopted by the states. either in
their basic concept or their implementation. Although school authorities
may be haunted by the spectre of malpractice suits brought by students
who are performing below minimum competency standards. suits directed
at improving educational programs are more likely to succeed. Meanwhile.
educators and researchers should undertake some preventive mainte-
nance — they should try to head off legal challenges by fashioning mini-
mum competency testing programs. and by carrying out related research.
in the most careful manner possible. If they do so. the law will have been
an important. if relatively silent. partner in educational reform.
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-
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58. Ibid.
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competency testing programs should be phased in. so that students substantially
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upon them. See M. McClung. "Competency Testing.” [supra n. 4].

61. New Jersey Department of Education. Report of the New Jersey State Com-
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lems have begun to emerge. however. Among them are miniroums set at levels
which seem to be based more on political or fiscal judgments than on educational
judgments. and remedial programs which are under-funded and inadequately or
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5 Impact of Minimum Competency
Testing on Curriculum

H. S. Broudy

Because of the great variety of views about the meanings, validity,
relevance. and consequences of minimum competency testing. and be-
cause of the plethora of schemes and mandates for implementing it. the
safest prediction about its effects is that it will produce the babel of dis-
cussion and the chaos of practice that are characteristic of innovations in
the American public school.!

I shali have virtually nothing to say about standardized achievement
testing as such. I am inclined to favor objective tests for end-of-lesson,
end-of-course, and end-of-school outcomes insofar as they are the out-
comes of didactics. It seems to me that when content is clearly and ex-
plicitly taught for recall or recognition. that recall or recognition can be
adequately sampled and measured. How much more than this can be
inferred from such test results is another matter. Robert Stake (1976)
and Gene Glass (1978) are probably right in arguing that test results do
not warrant inferences to criteria of scholastic achievement. its causes.
or its remedies.? These logical niceties, however, will do little to dampen
the political enthusiasm for this kind of testing and inference. The com-
modity-production schematism and the mentality corresponding to it are
virtually impossible to keep out of education.

The impact o: the minimum competency testing movement on curricu-
lum is no more predictable than on other phases of schooling —financial,
demographic, and political—except that one commentator is quite con-
fident that it will cost money, perhaps lots of it {Anderson. 1978, p. 41),
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and another writer predicts that test developers. researchers, and educa-
tional administrators will be given “new business. financed with public
money.” which will “justify and serve their positions and prerogatives”
(Kelley, 1978, p. 40).

Two sorts of questions anent the effect of minimum competency test-
ing on curriculum arise: one is the extent to which the issues are cur-
ricular: the extent to which the issues are political is the second. If the
answer to the latter query is 100 percent, then we had better let the political
currents flow from day to day. vote to vote. and keep afloat as best we can.
If it is less than 100 percent. then there may be a small area that is not
dominated by poiitical pressures. It might, for example, leave room for
tradition. The subject-matter curriculum enjoys a long and somewhat
stormy history: the problem-solving curriculum history is shorter but no
less stormy. The return to basics recurs at fairly regular intervals. There
may even be room for some logical and epistemological considerations.
For example. the criteria for “good” physics are not decided by a vote of
the general public: they are determined by a consensus of the learned.
albeit no votes are taken. The authority for deciding what is good in
physics resides with qualified physicists. A community has the right to
ask: “What is physics (even good physics) good for?™ Or as the vulgar
would have it, “Who needs it?" If there is disagreement among the tax-
payers. then the majority rule would apply. But does the public have the
right to decide what is good physics? Does it have the right to decide the
shape and content of the curriculum? Is the public’s right restricted tc
whether a subject is taught, or does it extend to what in that subject shall
be taught? Is there a body of knowledge or principles in the custody of
some learned guild which removes some curricular decisions from the
political process. de jure if not de facto?

How many of the current controversies on minimum competency
testing are about curriculum? For example. consider the following ques-
tions: (1) To what extent will the minimum competency testing move-
ment decrease the time and attention given to the other strands of the
curriculum (a) for all pupils: (b) for some pupils; and (c) which strands
are most likely to suffer? (2) Will the tests serve as screening devices to
determine the opportunities and requirements in other areas of schooling?
(3) If the tests are used to identify a school population that cannot in-
crease its proficiency beyond a given minimum. should opportunities for
further schooling be denied them: (a) in public school systems: (b) in spe-
cial streains of public school systems: (c) in institutions other than public
school systems? (4) If the minimum competency testing program is used to
identify a noneducable youth population. will this have an effect on the
compulsory school attendance laws now on the books? (5) Could or will
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the minimum competency testing programs be used to effect a clearer
division between instructional activities and those psychological and
social activities considered necessary to get children “ready” for instruc-
tion? Could such a division affect the allocation of resources and the
mission of the schools? (6) To what extent will the movement be used.
wittingly or not. to undermine “public” education?

Of all these questions. only the first is directly concerned with the
content of the curriculum. but in the light of what has been said about
the numerous variables involved. one hesitates to make predictions. The
remaining questions are chiefly in the ideological-political reaim: that is.
Which social groups will benefit or suffer if the testing movement is used
in certain ways? Again there is no way of knowing that they will be used
in these ways or that the consequences will be the same in different local-
ities. We shall have to wait and see.

One way to get at the curriculum issue is to suppose (not predict) that
the testing movement will tend to force the public school curriculum more
into activities directed toward functional literacy. One can then explore
the meanings of functicnal literacy. the kinds of schooling required by
the several meanings. and see how it compares with other concepts of
the curriculum. Or. one might speculate on the compatibility of the func-
tional literacy curriculum with the values that are assumed to constitute
the rationale of the American public school system. On an even more
general level of discussion. the functional literacy curriculum may be
measured against a conception of human nature: the good life of the indi-
vidual in the good society. This would amount to a philosophy of the cur-
riculum. or at least a theory of the curriculum. There are many such
theories. and since there is no acknowledged learned guild to adjudicate
their respective claims. one can only present a theory and hope it will
be noticed. *

A general education curriculum would include the following strands:
(1) symbolics of information—skills of reading. writing. computation.
and interpreting aesthetic clues: {2) basic sciences— mathematics, physics.
biology. chemistry: (3) developmental studies (a) of the cosmos-—earth
science. astronomy. metcorology: (b) of the social institutions —family.
government. schools: (c} of culture—arts. technologies: (4) problem
solving— individual and cos =ctive: and (5) exemplars of knowledge and
value as contained in the humanistic classics of the culture. The rationale
for these strands has been set forth in some detail elsewhere (Broudy.
Smith. and Burnett. 1964).

The several strands together are designed to furnish the individual with
the skills of using linguistic. quantitative. and imagic symbols to build a
conceptual system and an imagic store that will supply “educated” con-
texts for problem solving. feeling. judging. and communicating.

1
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This curriculum leaves out a great many subjects frequently offered
in many secondary schools and contains items not taught in many ele-
mentary or secondary schools. It is general, in that it is generalizable for
further schooling and for out-of-school life. It is a curriculum for edu-
cating man as man (pace feminists), but the details need not detain us.

A Brief Catechism

Do all children “need" this kind of curriculum? No. only children who
are to become “educated” adults do.

Does every child have a “right” to become educated? Only if a society
commits itself to granting this right to every child.

Has obur society made this commitment? Many educators have thought
so, and have construed the mission of the public schools as implement-
ing that right.

This does not mean that they kave all translated that right into the
particular strands of the curriculum mentioned above. Nevertheless.
there has been a general agreement in rhetoric and sentiment that the
public schools. envisioning universal attendance from grades K-12, would
prepare us all for occupational. divic. and personal adequacy—that is.
for being good citizens in a democratic. humane. high-achievement
society. This agreement clearly committed the public schools to a cur-
riculum that went well beyond the three R's for al/l children. especially
when compulsory attendance was extended into early adolescence.

The notion that the children of all citizens should not only b& encour-
aged but even forced to acquire an education was a radical sentiment.
It meant abandoning a tradition of early British and American schooling
that prescribed an intellectual-literary curriculum for the children of the
classes and a vocational one. laced with piety and social docility. for the
children of the masses—if and when the masses could be persuaded or
forced to send their children to school. The extent to which the children
of the masses were allowed to undertake the curriculum of their social
“betters” largely determined their upward social mobility. It also gave this
country a citizenry that could tune its consciousness to the demands of
large-scale machine industry. mass production. and high technology.

Is our society now withdrawing from this broad commitment to uni-
versal. free, and. up to a point. compulsory schooling? I can find no uni-
vocal answer to this question in the general or profcssional press. Some
of the advocates of minimum competency testing say that functional
literacy is the least the schools ought to guarantee to. and demand from.
everyone: but some seem further to think that until universal literacy is
successful. no other program should be provided at public expense. Many
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voters seem ready to accept the latter interpretation, perhaps because
they believe that the schools, willy-nilly. have identified a school popula-
tion which cannot be taught or will not learn anything beyond minimal
functional literacy. and partly because they believe that the school has
neglected teaching functional literacy while doing something else.

One may be pardoned. therefore. for venturing the conjecture that by
a diversity of routes—minimum competency testing. tuition credits for
private elementary and secondary schools, voucher systems, legislation
and funding for a host of special programs—we may be returning to a
two-tiered system of schooling: a six-grade common school with minimal
functional literacy as its goal. what might be called an Underclass
Volkschule. and a grade 7-12 college or preprofessional preparatory
school for those who have the scholastic aptitude to continue beyond
the Volkschule. Or we might develop a K-6 Volkschule terminal cur-
riculum stressing functional literacy for the children of the Underclasses
and a K-12 curriculum for the children of the Overclasses. Of course.
private versions of all sorts of schools and vouchers would be available.
presumably to give parents choice and to encourage greater responsibility
for their children's schooling. The latter argument. so attractive to the
fashionable neo-laissez-faire ideologists. simply forgets that compulsory
schooling at public expense was adopted largely because so many parents
did not send their children to school.

This is only one aspect or manifestation of the ebbing public cenfidence
in its social institutions and in the redemptive power of social legislation.
The promises of the civil rights legislation and the Great Society pro-
grams of the 60s have not been fulfilled. As columnist John Roche re-
marked recently, “It seems as if every American Crusade ends up as a
racket.” The disillusion with the power of the schools to cure the effects
of centuries of racial discrimination, with the military's ability to win wars
at will, not to mention the general belief that we are all involved in a great
battle royal in which everyone is ripping off everyone else, are variations
on the same theme. A more charitable, yet even more melancholy. in-
terpretation of the current anomie is the intimation that no social organiza-
tion can function efficiently if the numbers involved increase beyond a
critical figure. The costs of administration. and of anticipating, monitor-
ing. and correcting subversion. once the number of units goes above the
critical point, seem to be embarrassingly close to exceeding the benefits
generated.
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Functional Literacy as a Curriculum

In the light of this informal catechetical exercise. what is there to say
about the effect of minimum competency testing on the curriculum?

If it should come to pass that functional literacy is regarded as a neces-
sary and sufficient curriculum for a considerable portion of the school
population. it will be appropriate to ask the following questions: Is func-
tional literacy (defined as the ability to read utility bills and classified
ads. to write a letter of applicatioi, do simple sums) adequate to the de-
mands made on the individual by a modern technological societv? Can
such a society survive on this level of proficiency? Will practice and drill
in the mechanics of the three R’s in fact produce functional literacy. even
at this modest level?

Literacy means using the symbolic skills to send or receive messages—
information. How does this occur? A symbol stands for something and
recalls it to consciousness. Consider the assertion: "The cat is in the tree.”
Which cat is the cat? And in which tree? Is it a real or imaginary cat”
Translating the words into their respective lexical equivalents does not
answer these questions. Ti.e subject has to supply contexts and particular
data to fix the meaning of the sentence. If it is the neighbor’s gray cat,
then the chances are quite good that it is in the apple tree in the neigh-
bor's yard —that being the only tree in the immediate vicinity. But why
make the report at all? So what if the cat is in the trec” What context
makes the assertion significant?

Mechanical identification of printed words with their phonetic equiva-
lents and their standard referents is not what is ordinarily meant by read-
ing comprehension. let alone functional literacy. Whoever doubts this
conclusion need only hand a non-English-speaking reader a dictionary
and ask him to be functionally literate about the locution: “They worked
around the clock.”

The point is that other strands of the curriculum are needed to provide
context-building resources that make literacy possible. in any save the
barest mechanical sense. If acquisition of these resources is restricted.
even intensive instruction in the mechanics will not produce literacy.
There is reason to believe that failure in reading may owe as much to the
poverty of images and other associative resources as to inadequate mech-
anics.

But. it will be objected, if pupils cannot master the mechanics of read-
ing. how can they penetrate and learn the other strands of the curriculum?
Well. how do nonliterate people acquire their store of images and con-
cepts? They do so by using spoken language. their senses. and their im-
agination. Does one need reading for radio. television. movies and
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illustrated magazines” Reading can enlarge and refine the image and
concept store if it is used to study the disciplines—the sciences and the
humanities. It is in the five strands of the general curriculum of the school
that one learns this use. Reading is a necessary condition for education
only if it is a key to these disciplines. which encase the culture and which
contain the resources for cultivating the mind. And mastery of the three
R’s is certainly not a sufficient condition for their being used in this way.
For although “key-door.” “foundation-edifice™ are correlative pairs. in
life. keys arc not always used to open doors. and foundations on which
nothing further is built do in fact exist. If the minimum competency man-
dates encourage or foice the schcols to make the mechanics of reading
dominate tk 2 rest of the curriculum. or tie minimum competence to tests
tha. measure only the mechanics of reading and computation, it will prove
to be a hollow victo-y for everyone concerned.’

What meaning s'.all be attached to functional literacy” For it does have
a wide range of meaning indeed. For one thing. it depends on the sphere
in which one wishes to be literate. If ¢ .1e defines iunctional literacy to
mean only reading utility bills, filling out applications. reading the classi-
fied ads. checking the supermarket checker. and reading interest charges
on mortgages. then it seems incredible that we shoulc need anything like
a K-12 school system to provide it. Surely with appropriate behavior
modification tecliniques. this could be “taught™ to all but the severely
brain-damaged child and adult in a few years. Surely with advanced tech-
nology and Madison Avenue know-how. this problem can be managed.
As an extreme but not entirely fanciful suggestion. one might enact and
enforce a law that prevented anyone from operating a motor vehicle
until he or she could pass a proficiency test at this level of functional
literacy.

But how far will this minimal requirement take the individual into
occupational. civic. or personal adequacy in a culture such as ours? Even
the well-intentioned college graduate finds it difficult to understand what
is going on in his own state, let alone the nation and the world. It is what
one reads with that makes sense out of what is read in the press. books.
or seen on the television screen. I doubt very much that the strange be-
havior of the public at the polis. or in the marketplace. or in the home will
be corrected by “functional literacy.” or that it can be explained by in-
eptness in the three R's. Far from being able to dispense with all but
minimal functional literacy in our prescription for high school graduates.
we should be frightened to despair at how much one needs to learn. to
know, in order to understand our world and to make some pretence of
coping rationally with its predicaments.

Functional literacy. however. can be defined in much broader terms
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than reading utility bills or filling out tax forms. It can mean being able to
use language in all its forms to enlarge knowledge. clarify thought. enrich
the imagination, and guide judgment. So defined or characterized. func-
tional literacy is the equivalent of a general education. which. on my
view. cannot do with fewer than the five strands listed above.

This suggests not the kind of minimum competency testing that is being
mandated. but rather a professional responsibility to identify after-the-
fact acts of competence and of incompetence for each individual—as
good teachers do. It also suggests devising tests of the ability of the high
school graduate to use knowledge acquired in school as educated adults
are expected to use it. namely. for the interpretation of situations and
events of all kinds, some of which come to them in the form of print.

I have no illusions about the objectivity or validity of tests. As indicated
earlier. I do think they are useful for assessing end-of-school or end-of-
course outcomes of didactics. but their usefulness for assessing the ability
of a person to use his schooling is very limited.# This is so because the
interpretive. associative. and applicative uses of schooling are rarely exact
reinstatements of the content as learned. I have explored Michael Polanyi's
notion of tacit knowing to help explicate the sense of “knowing with"
as differentiated from “knowing how™ and “knowing that™ (Polanyi. 1967).

Here it may be sufficient to point out that when we are asked to read
a paragraph about the exploration of space. research on DNA. medical
discoveries, a review of a new play. an art exhibition. a concert. the cause
of inflation and the decline of the value of the dollar in Japan. we respond
“with™ contexts and associations acquired from many sources. By having
adults respond to carefully selected materials from actual publications
(major newspapers and nontechnical magazines), we might be able to
identify the “knowing with" components that are crucial to understand-
ing. which is interpretation. It might also be possible to relate the responses
to materials known to have been studied in school.

Each of the five strands of the curriculum is responsible for producing
contexts or stencils that will make materials on the salient issues of the
day intelligible. albeit not necessarily make the issues solvable by the
reader or the society itself. We should concentrate our efforts on devising
tests that would enable us to judge whether these responsibilities have
been discharged. and schools that take seriously their curriculum in gen-
eral education should welcome them.

Tests of end-of-course and end-of-school outcomes taught by rote for
exact recall will not do this adequately: neither will artificial tests of
reasoning. inference, and analysis. Not the former because. for the associa-
tive and interpretive uses of schooling, precise recall of materials studied
may not be necessary and perhaps not even helpful. The latter are
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inadequate because the interpretive tasks of life are rarely reducible to
simple logical exercises. School integration. busing. equal opportunity.
taxation policy. and virtually all national and international social issues
are reported in language that carries a high but tacit cognitive. imagic.
emotive load. How well one senses which modes of knowledge. which cri-
teria. which instances are “relevant” to an issue. let alone decisive. is a
response that one would like to judpe directly. rather than through highly
schematized questions. The issue we are discussing today is about as good
an example as any of how much more is involved in its comprehension
than simple linguistic and logical skills.

In other words. it may not be necessary to give up the ideal of universal
education or to make a travesty of our commitment to it in order to satisfy
the public's desire for accountability. Indeed. the minimum competency
testing movement might just prod our educational leadership to become
interested in education.

Summary

This paper has devoted more space than was perhaps desirable to
isolating the curriculum issue within the complex of questions raised by
the minimum competency testing movement. Most of these questions
call for predictions as to what would happen to the existing curricula if
the movement succeeded. The bewildering diversity of definitions. cir-
cumstances. and approaches to the problem make it unlikely that such
predictions will amount to anything more than guesses.

Commonsense interpretations of the public mood and the ways of
government justify a general expectation that the movement will lead to
constriction of school offerings in favor of instruction in the three R’s.
and the exclusion of those who have difficulties with the three R’s from
any other R's. Conceivably. we might regress (in the name of innovation
to be sure) to a two-tiered system of public schools with minimal func-
tional literacy for the masses—a sort of Underclass Volkschule—and a
more standard curriculum for the children of the classes.

For the moment. the important task is to assess the functional literacy
curriculum against a curriculum designed to provide general education in
a modern democratic society. I have tried to show that literacy itself pre-
supposes more than mechanical mastery of the three R's and that for the
current “proficiency” criteria of functional literacy. a K-i2 school system
is superfluous.

To be genuinely functional. literacy requires all strands of the cur-
riculum: it was suggested that “tests” of adult uses of schooling might give
us an entry into the accountability of schools for general education.
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Notes

1.For documentation on the kinds and extent of the diversity, one should
consult Miller (Note 1). which is a report of four conferences on minimum com-
petency testing: one should also consult a special issue of Phi Delta Kappan 39
(May 1978). based upon it. The conferences were sponsored by the Education
Commission of the States and the National Institute of Education. They were
replete with assorted experts and representatives of numerous constituencies.

2. Glass says. "no one knows how weil a person must read to succeed in life or
what percentage of the graduating class ought to be able to evaluate compound
interest payments” (1978, p. 602).

3.“Reason and evidence provide little. if any. justification for the belief that
minimum competency testing will help poor students learn or poor teachers to
teach™ (Wise, 1978. p. 598).

4.1 agree with Stake that “evaluation : .ould be relevant to education. not
rote performance. but we don't have a technology of measurement oriented toward
education™ (1976, p. 347. note 4): but I believe it is time to develcp one.
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Comments on H. Broudy’s
“Impact of Minimum Competency
Testing on Curriculum”

Marianne Amarel

Harry Broudy will venture no specific predictions about the effects
of minimum competency testing on the public school curriculum. He is
content to raise a fistful of questions that have hardly been considered.
let alone resolved — questions that remind us that the institutionalized
testing of minimum competencies has the potential to influence decisions
about who will be educated. for how long. and to what ends.

Lacking Professor Broudy’s restraint. I will risk a bit of soothsaying.
I predict that we shall see few. if any. thoughtfully and judiciously im-
plemented minimum competency testing programs in the near future.
As auguries go. this is not a very bold one. A little random reading in the
ballooning literature on the topic. and of Broudy's surely partial list of
unresolved social policy issues. forces the realization that the under-
standings and conditions necessary for sound implementation of minimum
competency testing are not immediately at hand.

So much for consulting the tea leaves. To move on to firmer ground.
I join Broudy in the view that omens point to the const*riction of school
curriculum, arising in part from a widespread preoccupation with basic
skill training aimed at the attainment of functional literacy. With no
grounds for dissent. I will simply add a thought or two to Broudy's analysis.
mentioning in particular some ways that minimum competency testing
may influence and perhaps alter the role of the teacher.

Let me begin by absolving minimum competency testing from either
full blame or full credit for the increased concern with basic skills. This
trend cannot be solely attributed to competency testing, nor should it be
seen as its inevitable consequence. there being no conceptual imperative
for the emphasis on basic skills in the notion of competency-based educa-
tion. For example. a variety of social goals. concerned with the way stu-
dents function as members of groups. or personal goals. related to the
quality of the students’ own development. might equally well be selected
as the competencies that schooling seeks to promote. and as the achieve-
ments it ultimately wishes to assess. These options. however. have not
been exercised by the bulk of the school systems that have instituted
minimum competency bases for promotion or graduation.
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I see the impetus for minimum competency testing as stemming, in good
part. from a desire to regulate tzacher and stu-dent performance more
closely. While the intent to exercise control is relatively clear. the
reasons for pulling on the reins are less so. The chorus urging com-
petency testing on the schools does nor chant with one voice. as Broudy
has already observed. Some view such control as a strategy that ensures
the schools’ keeping faith with the commitment to a universal education
of acceptable quality. Others. however. would use it as a way to legiti-
mize the withholding of educational opportunity from a portion of the
student population. However intended. 1 believe that choosing minimum
competency testing as the mechanism for getting a firmer grip on school
functions will have some inexorable consequences. It is a strategy that
shifts the evaluation of instruction from teachers and schools to points
more cistant from the student—often several administrative layers away
from the classroom—to district and state administration. It removes from
the teachers’ domain the major components of evaluation: standard
setting and criteria setting. the choice of specific content to be assessed.
as well as the technique and manner of assessment. Even the determina-
tion of how evaluation results are to be used is taken away from the school
and teacher.

On the face oi it. minimum competency testing is an indirect mechan-
ism for regulating teacher and student performance. in that it neither
prescribes nor offers pedagogical alternatives for shaping student learn-
ing. Itis interesting to note. then. that the spread of minimum competency
testing is being paralleled by an increase in highly prescriptive instructional
programs. These programs are most visible at the early grades. and are
often specifically aimed at children with low academic achievement scores.
Variously called diagnostic/prescriptive. individualized. or “direct instruc-
tion” programs. they have several features in common. Frequently. the
prescription extends to the knowledge or skill domain to be taught (prim-
arily basic skills). to the instructional sequence to be follewed (usually
linear), to the units of instruction (usually small and discrete). to the
instructional process to be used (largely drill and practice). and to the
specification of the diagnostic or evaluative tools to be used (frequently
paper-and-pencil tests}. The professional autonomy of the teacher in a
fully implemented program of this kind is diminished. since the teacher's
role here calls for little active judgment or decision making. It is a paradox
of the press for accountability that. just when teachers are being held
increasingly responsible for the achievement scores of their students.
their authority over their own practice is being undermined. since both
instructional means and ends are more closely prescribed.

Although turning the teacher into a mere educational functionary may
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be ideologically distasteful to some. a case might be made for the trans-
formation if it proved effective in promoting the kind of literacy Broudy
has written and spoken about. But there is, as yet. no convincing empirical
evidence that it does. nor much theoretical support that it can. The weight
of what we know about human learning and cognition is not on the side of
constricting the teacher's work. In recent years. rather substantial support
has been accumulated for viewing the learner as an active. purposeful
agent. who constructs, orders. and stores experiences so as to make sense
of the world and gain competence in dealing with it. Knowledge is not
ingested and retained the way it is encountered: rather, it is formed into
personallv meaningful representations by the learner. Learning thus may
be seen essentially as a voluntary process. which may be guided. supported.
and facilitated. but not mandated. This suggests that prespecifying the
means. routes, and. to a degree. even the content of learning for diverse
groups of students is inadvisable.

Traditionally. it has been the role of the teacher to negotiate the terrain
between the abilities .ad qualities of the student and the demands of the
learning task. Instructional programs that do not incorporate the teacher’s
knowledge of the students must. of necessity. set iimited aims. Such pro-
grams tend to focus on curricular goals that do not depend on a high degree
of pedagogical skill. but on instruction through rote, repetition. or other
didactic routines. The effectiveness and scope of didactic instruction is.
of course. a major combat zone of education today. My bias matches
Broudy's in doubting that rote instruction in the mechanics of the basics
skills can lead to even limited literacy. Reading. that most basic of basic
skills. makes this point best. There are. no doubt, components of the skill
of reading that are amenable to training, and most children can eventually
be taught to transform written words into sounded words. But this skill
alone is a long way from reading. if we define reading as the recovery and
reconstruction of meaning that is embedded in text. Seen this way. reading
is, of necessity. dependent on the availability to the reader of an existing
context of knowledge and understanding. Most children come to learning
how to read with a sufficiency of such knowledge —they have a grasp of
the spoken language and a good deal of world-knowledge that they derived
from experiences with the material and social realities of their world.
The continued enrichment and extension of this context of meanings
is the prime function of education, and reading can become one of the
means for its ongoing development.

But when reading is taught in such a way that access to the child’s
available meaning structures is blocked—as when the instructional
emphasis is on fragmented component skills. with little or no use of mean-
ingful reading material—the purpose of reading may become obscured.
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The commonly found drop in reading scores at the upper grades. when
tests shift from assessing component skills to assessing comprehension.
reflects the problem. This is particularly true for children whose environ-
ments provide relatively few opportunities for building the broad con-
texts needed for academic reading. Ironically. these are the children who
stand a greater chance of receiving an education that is narrow in scope
and restrictive in method.

It should be evident that I understand the notion of curriculum to
include the practice as well as the content of instruction. In the education
of young children. the means and the substance are often difficult to
separate. and may be equally consequential. Minimum competency
testing has the potential of affecting all aspects of the curricular process.
Broudy's formulations on the nature of literacy. with their implications for
the teaching role, point up an area of vulnerability at the intersection
of the curriculum and of competency testing. Narrowly conceived testing
programs may desiccate the curriculum for some children. and bring about
a further segregation of schooling along social-class lines. Such programs
can deflect us from what is still an avowed public commitment: the ade-
quate preparation of children to become contributing members of any
sector of society. not merely the one preordained by their social origins.

Curriculum and Minimum Competency:
A Reaction to the Remarks of H. S. Broudy

W. James Popham

It is always a pleasure to encounter an educational essay in which
one sees the resuits of a fine mind at work. Such pleasure is heightened
all the more when that mind has been steeped in decades of astutely
observing America’s educational system in operation. We are the bene-
ficiaries of this delightful mix as a consequence of Professor Broudy's
applying his experience to analyze minimum competency testing's probable
impact on the schools’ curriculum.

Philosophers. of course. are supposed to be cerebral folk. And Broudy's
work has. through the years. represented first-rate philosophy. It is in-
teresting. therefore. to see where his cerebration takes him when he is
directed to worry about how curriculum might be affected by the mini-
mum conipetency testing movement.
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Fears, Tears, and Tiers

Although Broudy's essay is peppered with thought-provoking insights.
I found myself most intrigued by his concerns about whether advocates
of minimum competency testing were unwittingly nurturing the return to
a two-caste system of education—one for the classes and one for the
masses. Although I have encountered no architect of minimum com-
petency testing programs who intends the creation of such a dual system
of education as a hidden mission. parents are often unable to discern where
their progeny are headed.

Yet. as Broudy contends with characteristic sagacity. we might well
end up with two educational emphases. only one of which spells education
with an upper-case £. Much of this depends. as he points out. on “what
meaning shall be attached to functional literacy.” Shall we conceive of
a functionally literate young adult as one who can merely monitor the
supermarket checker or. instead. as one who can “use language in all its
forms to enlarge knowledge. clarify thought. enrich the imagination. and
guide judgment”" The more we move toward a notion of functional liter-
acy reflecting the latter conception. the less we must concern ourselves
about the societal perils of a two-class educational system. since func-
tional literacy in its broadest meaning can be equated with Broudy's
five-stranded notion of general education.

But few of the people | have encountered in the minimal competency
testing marketplace are arguing for such a broad conception of minimum
competency. It is only natural that. since educators will be held account-
able via their students’ successes or failures. those educators will tend to
set out instructional challenges that they have a chance of meeting.

Broudy opines that. if we take the minimal meaning of functional
literacy. such literacy could be taught to all but the severely brain-damaged
in a few years. Well. this is precisely the level of functioning the public
currently doubts is being taught to high school graduates after a dozen
years of schooling. The public is screaming for minimum warranties. not
an enlightened conception of functional literacy. We do. indeed. need to
worry about the prospect of a split-level educational edifice.

Curriculum Relevance

Broudy gives only passing attention to a curricular issue that may.
albeit circuitously. impinge on his concerns about a reductional curricu-
lum. That issue revolves around the impact that the tests employed in
minimum competency testing programs will have on the day-to-day
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curriculum of the schools. In my judgment. the prospects are certain
that in states or districts where the certification tests are described with
sufficient clarity to permit targeted instructional design. the curriculum
will become more and more test-valid.

This is a fairly safe prediction, since there will be positive consequences
for those curriculum designers who match their curricula to the certifica-
tion tests’ emphases. and negative consequences for those who don't.
Only in settings where certification tests are so amorphous that no curricu-
lum implications are present will we fail to see the curriculum molded to
match the tests. Such situations will be encountered chiefly when the
tests selected for certification of high school graduates are run-of-the-
mill, nationally standardized. norm-referenced achievement tests. But
in any minimum competency testing setting where the sought-for com-
" stencies have been fairly well stated. we can expect that at least part
Jf the curriculum will become coterminous with the test's emphases.

Now if Broudy's yearning for a more enlightened notion of functional
literacy is not realized, as I suspect will be the case, what will be the effects
of the curriculum'’s gravitation toward the tests? At worst it will confirm
the critics' dire predictions that minima will become maxima: that is,
less profound aspirations will crowd out more profound ones. At best.
however. it may force educators to realize that they must provide more
than rhetoric to support loftier curricular aims.

It runs counter to human frailties to establish tests (with significant
human consequences) to support minima but to provide only talk to sup-
port maxima. and then expect people to get truly excited about the pro-
motion of higher-order aims.

I am suggesting that the curricular impact of minimum competency
testing programs may illuminate the necessity to create tests which measure
higher-order skills and understandings. and then to establish at least some
sorts of sanctions associated with students’ performance on those
measures.

Clearly described tests. matched with meaningful consequences.
will influence curriculum. They ought to. The opportunity before us is
whether we can marshal the intellectual and financial resources necessary
to cause this sort of assessment-curriculum reformation.

Pessimism Repudiatgd

Professor Broudy concluded his analysis on a note of optimism. | have
concluded my analvsis of his analysis on a note of optimism. That a person
cf Broudy's insights and experience can remain optimistic makes me
optimistic that our pooled optimism may not be misplacead.
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6 Sociodemographic Implicatidns of

Minimum Competency Testing

Bruce K. Eckland

.

When asked to review the sociodemographic consequences of mini-
mum competency testing. the first question that came to my mind was:
Consequences for what and for whom? The schools. the teachers, the
students. or society at large? The growing literature on outcome-based
education. although providing some clues. largely ignores what the social
consequences actually are. or might be, for any of these groups. What one
finds are fleeting statements about youngsters not being able to perform
at a level that is “functional in society”; about competency tests discrim-
inating against blacks and other minorities; about large numbers of stu-
dents who will be so discouraged by failing the tests that they will drop
out of high school; about remedial programs that will lead to resegrega-
tion within the school or to other forms of tracking: and about all those
above-average students who will be lulled into complacency by low min-
imum standards. None of these statements has much factual basis, yet
all certainly deserve our attention. In my review. I have not ever found
any evidence or thoughtful discussion on the central question of whether
or not minimum competency testing would have any impact on what
many writers have long thought to be the two primary. aithough obviously
not the only. social functions of secondary education. These are prepara-
tion for work and college.

As described by Martin Trow, a major transformation of American
secondary education occurred during the 1950s and 60s. bringing into
sharp focus the dual functions of the comprehensive high school (1961).

Ay
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These were. on the one hand. to prepare youth for useful tasks and
terminal diplomas. and. on the other. to prepare a growing proportion
of students for college. Trow argued that the rise of mass higher education
led directly to an increased emphasis on college preparatory programs
in most secondary schools. while retaining the general and vocational
tracks for the less academically motivated. terminal students.

In light of these two broad functions of schooling. what I consider in
this paper is the correlation between success on minimum competency
tests. like reading and math. and success in life. as measured by access to
jobs and access to college. The connections between this performance
and the primary functions of secondary education have not been closely
examined. and they need to be.

Can we just assume. for instance. that the main reason so many young
people. especially blacks. cannot find decent jobs is because they grad-
uate from high school without being able to read or to compute? Or take
another example. Can we assume that sending the bottom 10 or 20 per-
cent®f all 12th-graders on these tests into the world without a diploma
would have no effect on college enrollments or on the life-success chances
of these students? Questions of this kind. 1 believe. are important to have
answered and. as I will show, the answers are not self-evident.

The public’s expectations of education are largely pragmatic. Above
all. parents want schools to prepare their children to become responsible
and productive adults. a role which ig still largely defined in terms of
work and not necessarily good citizenship, not promoting personal develop-
ment. and certainly not athletics. even though the latter continues to
dominate the world of adolescents. I am not saying that citizenship. per-
sonal development. and athletics are not valued by adults. Rather. I am
saying that the main measure of success in life for most people is
pecuniary. that a technologically oriented society places a heavy premium
on the possession of certain kinds of intellectual competence. and that at
least some of the relevant skills presumably are learned in school. The
competency-based education movement is partly the response of a public
who believe that their children are being short-changed in such traditional
subjects as reading. writing. apd math. and that these skills are strongly
related to success in the world of work.

If these basic skills are the most important outcomes of elementary and
secondary education, as many would claim, then what is the actual con-
nection between achieving them and getting a well-paying job or going to
college” If a student completed twelve years of schooling with a certificate
of attendance instead of a diploma. would it really matter? Are the basic
skills that many minimum competency tests measure all that important
today. or is it the diploma itself that counts?
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The Data

The data for this report come from the National Longitudinal Study
(NLS) of the high school class of 1972. The NLS is the first in a program
of longitudinal studies sponsored by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES). The first baseyear survey was conducted by Educa-
tional Testing Service (ETS) in spring of 1972. with over 1.000 participating
schools and data collected on about 18.000 graduating seniors. Followup
surveys of these students were conducted by the Research Triangle In-
stitute (RTI in fall *973. 1974. and 1976, with response rates averaging
well over 90 percent.

The sample is representative of all public and private high schools in
the nation. but is accompanied by an oversampling of schools composed
of low socioeconomic and minority students. Thus. the 1972 NLS is the
first large-scale data from which national estimates can be dgrived for
trends among different racial groups in their transition from school to
work or to college.

Before turning to the results. I will describe the NLS test battery. Of
the six subtests that were administered in the baseyear survey. I believe
three measure the same kinds of basic skills that generally are included
in most minimum competency tests— that is. mathematics. reading com-
prehension. and vocabulary.

The 25-item math test was judged not to be speeded: it was of "middle
difficulty” according to the ETS staff that constructed the tests. and it
had an estimated reliability of .87. Most of the items involved computa-
tions. but did not tap algebraic. geometric. or other higher-level skills.
Of equal relevance here is that some of the items in the math test dealt
with applied skills. such as the use of monetary figures. temperature
reading. and measuring in feet and inches. In other words. while not de-
signed for the purpose. the math test no doubt included items that would
likely be found in many minimum competency tests at grade 12.

The NLS reading and vocabulary tests were somewhat less reliable
(estimated reliabilities of .80 and .78. respectively). Partly for this reason.
and the fact that they measure similar abilities. I have combined their
standard scores in computing the deciles to be reported here. The 15
minute reading test consisted of 5 short passages and a total of 15 items.
It too was judged by ETS not to be speeded and was of “middle difficulty™
for 12th-graders. The 5-minute vocabulary test also contained 15 items
and was judged not to be speeded. but was “somewhat difficult™ for the
group even though ETS claims that the items in this test were purposely
selected to avoid academic or collegiate bias. *

Intable 1. decile distributions on the math and combined verbal tests are
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Table 1. Racial Distribution of NLS Test Scores

Math Test Reading Tests*
Deciles** Whites Blacks Whites Blacks
(N=12301) (N=1952) (N=12301) (N=1952)

1 5.8% 28.9% 54% 29.3%
2 7.5 20.9 74 216
3 8.7 149 88 o
4 97 1A 98 10.7
5 103 Y0 10.4 7.6
(3 1.0 53 11.0 66
7 114 46 114 44
8 11.6 2.6 119 23
9 18 1.7 12.0 1.6
10 121 1.0 12.0 13

Totals 100.1% 99 8% 100.0% 100.0%

*Combined scoles on reading comprehension and word analogy tests.
**Deciles are computed from the total NLS baseyear sample. which includes other
racial-ethnic minorities not listed here.

presented separately for blacks and whites. Consistent with past studies. as
well as with earlier reports from Florida and other states that have begun
using minimum competency tests. most blacks fall into the lower three dec-
iles on both exams. It therefore is easy to understand why the issue of com-
petency testing has become so highly politicized along racial lines in some
states. and why it is important to examine just what kind of iripact. if any.
these programs could have for different racial groups.

The Results

The first group 1 wish to consider is those who do not go to college
immediately after high school. Can we find any evidence to support the
common assumption that the reason some high school graduates cannot
find a job that pays a decent wage is because our schools have failed to
provide them with such essential skills for aault life as being able to read
and to compute” To examine this Guestion. we look first at uncmploy-
ment rates for the NLS sample several months after graduation (in October
1972). then at hours worked per week by those who found jobs. and finally
at what those who were working full-time were earning. Students who
were enrolled in college in October 1972 have been deleted from this part
of the analysis in order to make the results more interpretable.

The overall unemployment rate. as shown in table 2. was over three
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Table 2. Unemployment Rates by Decile on the NLS Math
and Verbal Tests

Percent Unemployed®

Math Test Reading Tests

Deciles Whites Blacks Whites Blacks
1 11% (440) ** I6% (309) 13% (437) 34% (351)
2 104% (612) 27% (226) 9% (575) 28% (212)
3 10% (648) 30% (135) 10% (649) 23% (127)
4 10% (708) 27% (103) 8% (674) 33% (80)
5 B% (6b2) 21% (68) 10% (665) 25% (52)
6 to 10*** 9% (2269) 16% (69) 9% 12329) 22% (88)

Totals 9% (5339) 29% (910) 9% (5339) 29% (910)

*All respondents who were “looking for work™ as of the first week of October
1972. expressed as a proportion of those who were deternuned to be in the
labar force and not enrolled in college.

**Figures 1in parentheses are the numbers of persons in each decile upon which the
percentages are hased.

***Hecause of the small size of the sample for blacks. the upper five deciles have
bheen combined here and also in the next two tables

times higher for blacks than for whites, 29 versus 9 percent. a finding that
is generally consistent with recent Department of Labor reports on youth
unemployment. Is the high unemployment rate among blacks related to
the fact that these young people. even though they have completed 12
years of schooling, do so poorly on basic skills competency tesis? Only
partly. As shown in the table. a large gap between blacks and whites
exists at all levels of competency. although it diminishes somewhat at the
upper levels. For example. among blacks and whites who scored in the
lowest decile in math. the ratio is about 3 to 1. whereas it diops to about
2to | in the higher deciles.

More important. the relationships between employment and math and
reading ability are negligible for whites but are moderately positive for
blacks. There was only a 2 percentage point difference in unemployment
for whites who fell in the lowest decile on math and those who scored in
the upper half of the distribution. However, for blacks. the difference
was much more marked. with 36 percent of those in the lowest decile
unemployed compared with 16 percent unemployment for those in the
upper half of the distribution on the math test. It appears. then. for some
unknown reason. that the basic skills being measured here are important
for black high school graduates but not for whites when it comes to find-
ing a job. While these racial differences are interesting. do not overlook
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the more surprising finding that for the majority of the population. if you
are a high school graduate and white. your tested reading and computa-
tion competency has almost no effect on your employability.

The critics among you. of course. will rightly want to know more about
these respondents. Since most young people who do not go to college or
get married actually do find work after high school. you may feel that
making a good living is more important than being employed within a
few months of high school graduation. Before examining wages, though.
let us look at hours worked. As it turns out, one out of four seniors who
found jobs and were not going to college were employed only part-time
(defined as working less than 35 hours per week). Given this rather high
rate of part-time employment among the NLS respondents. the amount of
time worked could be as important an economic indication as any other.
in the first year after high school. Is it related to basic skills com-
petency? Table 3 shows no consistent pattern between test scores and
part-time employment. As a whole, students in the lower deciles were
no more likely than those in the upper deciles on the math and reading
tests to be working part-time.

Table 4 is based on average weekly wuges for persons employed full-
time. Again the results show that ability to read or to cumpute. as
measured on the NLS tests, mdakes no difference at all. About one-half

Table 3. Part-Time Employment by Decile on the NLS Math
and Verbal Tests

Percent Working under 35 Hours per Week®

Math Test Reading Tests

Deciles Whites Blacks Whites Blacks
1 27% (319) ** 29% (16b) 22% (294) 22% (203)
2 22% (453) 26% (141) 26% (423) 29% {122)
3 23% (487 25%487) 20% (483) 28% (95)
4 24% (519) 27% (64) 26% (520) 10% {46)
5 25% (529) 18% (45) 23% (518) 23% (3
6to 10 0% (1781) 4% (56) 29% (1850) 15% (62)

Totals 26% (4088) 27% (5%9) 26% (J088) 27% (559)

*All respondents working under 35 hours per week as of Octobor 1972. expressed
as a proportion of those who held jobs (excluding students enrolled in college)

ssfigures in parentheses represent the numbers of persons i e h decile upon
which the percentages are based.
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Table 4. Wage Rates by Decile on the NLS Math and Verbal Tests

Percent Earning 100 Dollars or Less per Week®*

Math Test Reading Tests

Deciles Whites Blacks Whites Blacks
1 49% (181) ** 52% (87) 46% (188) 49% (123)
2 19% (272) 51% (81) 47% (24 3: 50% 168)
] 8% (306) 37% (46) 45% (316) 34% (41)
4 47% (309) 55% (38) 50% (309) 41% (23)
5 Yo (327) 56% (25) 6% (311 59% (17)
bto 10 47% (1001) 12% (25) 48% (1029) 47% (30)

Totals 47% (2396 48% (302) 47% (2 396) 48% (302)

*Wages as of October 1972 for all persons working 35 hours or more per week and
not enrolled in college
“*Figures in parentheses represent the numbers of persons in each decile upon
which the percentages are based.

of both whites and blacks who held full-time jobs were earning $100 or
less per week. Moreover. those in the lower deciles on math and reading
were no worse off than those in the upper deciles. The results are essen-
tially the same for blacks and whites.

In summary. if a student does not go to college. what he or she scores
on a basic skills competency test in math or reading simply does not
appear to matter economically. At least one student in ten can figure on
being unemployed for some period after high school. with the chances of
unemployment being much greater for blacks. If the graduate finds work.
he or she has a one-in-four chance of working only part-time. and if work-
ing full-time a one-in-two chance of earning $100 or less per week. Being
able to read or to compute well will help you find a job. but only if you
are black. and it will not helr .- -u to earn more money, whether you are
white or black.

These were the conditions for new high school graduates in 1972 and
they did not change much in the next four years. Using data from the
third NLS followup survey. Peng and Jaffe recently compared the progress
of all students who never went to college and who were in the upper and
lower ability quartiles. based on essentially the same standardized test
scores used here (1978). As of October 1976. 4.5 percent of those in the
upper quartile and 6.8 percent of those in the lower quartile were un-
employed and looking for work. In terms of number of hours worked,
the average was 41.5 hours per week in October 1976 for persons in the
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highest test score quartile and 41.6 per week for those in the lowest
quartile. Finally. persons in the highest test score quartile earned $175
on the average per week. while those in the lowest quartile earned $173
per week. The relationship between test scores and economic success Or
failure (or. more precisely. the almost total lack of such a relationship)
has remained unchanged for the class of 1972 with the passage of four
years.

If such basic skills as math and reading do not count for much in the
world of work for recent high school graduates. perhaps they do in another
way. through higher education. After all. the best jobs. and ultimately
the highest wages. are associated with having a college degree. Certainly
who goes to college is related to some minimum competency in the basic
skills. Assuming this to be true, what then would be the impact on cuirent
rates of college attendance if a substantial number of students failed to
pass the tests and. as a result. did not receive a high school diploma?
And. would the effects be the same for whites and minorities? The answers
depend on several things. In particular. they depend on the relationship
between college attendance and the kinds of skills being measured by
such tests. and on the distribution of test scores according to race. For
example. if high school students who would be predicted to fail a minimum
competency test in reading or math were not planning to go. or were not
being admitted to college anyway. there would be little need for concern.
Let us see if this is the case.

Table 5 shows the rates of college attendance for the NLS sample
separately for blacks and whites who fall into each decile on the math and
verbal tests. College attendance. incidentally. is defined here in terms of
all persons who enrolled in an academic program in college at any time
within 4% years after high school. First. it is obvious by looking down the
columns of the table that there is a very strong and almost perfect mono-
tonic relationship between test scores and who goes to college. This
is not surprising. In other analyses of the NLS data. it also has been dis-
covered that the scores are more predictive of who goes to college than
were any other background or school-related variable we have examined.
with the exception of a student’s stated plans as a senior (Thomas,
Alexander, and Eckland. 1979). Farticularly interesting is the fact that a
composite measure of the NLS test scores correlates more highly with
college attendance (.45) than does rank in class (.37). Since colleges
uniformly give far more attention to high school grades than to standard-
ized tests in their admissions processes it is not clear why the tests take on
such importance. One possible explanation is that. due to grade inflation
and social promotion. students rely more heavily on their own (or the
tests’) assessment of their ability to do college work than on their school

149



132 Consequences for Schools, Courts, Society

Table 5. Rates of College Attendance by Decile on the NLS
Math and Verbal Tests

Percent Who Went to College*
Math Test

Reading Tests

Deciles Whites Blacks Whites Blacks
1 14% (551)** 312% (459) 15% (512) 27% (455)
2 22% (755) 35% (316} 23% (739) 40% (331)
3 29% (889) 49% (236) 30% (9 49% (225)
4 35% (1018) 8% (174) 6% (1022) 57% (174)
5 42% (1071) 63% (134) 45% (1108) 60% (117)
6 51% (1170) 72% (82) 54% (1185) 75% (104)
7 62% (1234) 88% (80) 60% (1208) 79% {76)

B to 10*** 79% (3957) ()% (89) 77% (3371) 85% (88)

Totals 54% (10645) 8% (1570) 54% 10645)  48% (1570)

*Detinext as any enrollment at any time within 4

vears (by October 1976) after

high school.

**Figures (n parentheses are the number of students upon which the percentages
are based The numbers are restricted to students who participated in the 1972
basevear survey and responded to the first three followups.

***Because of the small size of the sample for blacks, the 8th, 9th, and 10th dv( iles
have been combined.

grades when deciding whether or not to continue their education after
high school. Another possibility is that we are dealing with a form of
pluralistic ignorance. That is. students may believe that colleges give
substantially more weight than they actually do to standardized tests. and
then act accordingly. In any case. the acquisition of basic skills in math
and reading, as measured by the NLS tests. is an exceedingly important
determinant of who goes to college. as demonstrated in table 5. This is
true for both blacks and whites.

In the case of whites. the college-going rates for those in the bottom
deciles are so low that removing them from the pool of students normally
eligible for college would have little effect on total enroliments. For
example. if the standards used for failing persons on a minimum compe-
tency test in math were set at a level whereby 10 percent of all students
failed. the percentage of whites attending college would remain virtually
unchanged. (The drop would be less than 1 percent from the current
rate of 54 percent.) Even raising the standard another full decile would
not have much impact. It would effectively lower the overall rate of
college attendance for whites from 54 to 52 percent, as shown in table 6.

The consequences for blacks. however. would be markedly different.
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Table 6. Current and Projected Rates of College Aitendance, by Race

Percent Who Go to College

Ditference
Whites Blacks between Groups

Current Rate 54% 48% 6©%
If no students in the

lowest decile in math

went to college 54% 8% 16%
if no students in the

lowest decile in reading

skills went to college 54% % 14%
If no students in the

lowest two deciles in

math went to college 52% 31% 21%
if no students in the

lowest two deciles in

reading went to college 52% 31% 21%

both because about half of all blacks in the 12th-grade score in the lowest
two deciles on these tests. and because the rates of college attendance
for blacks at this level are much higher than they are for whites. Consider
the bottom decile on the math test. Three out of ten blacks score at this
level. yet 32 percent of these students go to college. In contrast. only 14
percent of the whites who score in the bottom decile go to college and
proportionately tew whites fall into this decile. Thus. if the bottom line
on minimum competency tests were set at a level whereby only 10 percent
of all students failed. the results could still be disastrous for blacks. The
predicted drop in the college attendance rate, based on the findings for
the math test alone. would be 10 percenta;e points (from the current 48
percent rate to 38 percent). Looking at the results in another way. a 10
percent failure rate in math would increase the black-white differential
in college attendance from the present 6 percentage points to 16 per-
centage points.

Discussion

In conclusion. then. although minimum competency tests of basic
skills in math and reading apparently have little effect on the employment
or wages of students entering the labor force after high school. they do
have a strong bearing on who goes to college and. thus. on the long-run
socioeconomic attainment process. Such ominous results as the possibil-
ity of lowering the college attendance of blacks by 10 to 15 percentage
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points would occur only if the cutoff points on the tests were uniformly
applied (no double standards). the tests actually were used as a basis for
awarding a high school diploma (as many are proposing). and eligibility
for college actually required obtaining a diploma. Any one of these
conditions. of course. could be circumvented. For instance. colleges
could alter their admissions requirements in the name of affirmative
action. and some doubtlessly would.

More than likely. however. most states probably will find mechanisms
by which to pass all but a very small minority of their students. perhaps
all but 2, 3. or 4 percent. As some districts are finding. one way to do this
is to remove from the pool of students who are required to take the ex-
aminations those who are certified as “mentally handicapped.” Depend-
ing on how liberally this is defined. \his exemption could resolve part of
the problem for certain groups. Another solution is to maintain “reason-
able” standards of competency and invest a good deal of effort in seeing
that students meet them. This. of course. is the central objective of com-
petency-based education. but it remains to be achieved.

What 1 find difficult to comprehend. particularly in light of our igno-
rance about the relationship between academic skills and adult life (and
thus the validity of the tests). is the political process by which standards
of minimum competency are to be traded off against whatever is a polit-
ically tolerable number of failing students. if standards are set much above
the 8th-grade level. Almost everyone seems to admit that the passing
scores on criterion-referenced tests in high school are currently being set
quite arbitrarily. This means that each state or school district, whichever
is setting the standards. is at liberty to control the consequences by ulti-
mately turning to some norm-referenced standard. If the standard is set
such that 5 percent of whites and 30 percent of blacks fail. which is what
could easily happen. there will be real trouble holding the minimum line.
In all probability. the standards will be lowered or by-passed. even if they
already are considered by the test experts to be at a “minimum compe-
tency” level. What school administrators may find particularly trouble-
some is following the political need to set standards for high school gradua-
tion at the elementary school level. in order to avoid failing too many
students. and then being criticized for imposing such low educational
standards for a diploma.

One last point. The sociodemographic stakes ultimately will depend
on how faithfully diplomas are denied to persons who fail the tests. As the
results from the NLS show. the consequences could be especially severe
for minority students. since failing the test could mean not going to college
for many of them. On the other hand. for whites who did not go to col-
lege. we found no relationship between test performance and either
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unemployment or wage rates. Does this mean that being denied a diploma
has no effect on employment? Not necessarily. One of Bachman's central
findings after following a national sample of high school students through
adolescence and into adulthood a few years ago (1978) was that. although
wages did not show a clear association with having received a high school
diploma. the school dropouts had much higher rates of unemployment.
It appears that the high school diploma mainly serves a credentialing
function in American society. a certificate to hold a job or to go to col-
lege. It hurts not to have one.

If an individual also obtains the basic skills and competencies that the
diploma was thought to verify. so much the better, but only if he or she is
college bound. Otherwise it appears to matter very little just how one
obtains a diploma. including obtaining one by social promotion. The only
important thing is to get it. or most employers will not hire you.

Will minimum competency testing give more meaning to the high
school diploma in the future? Perhaps. In one sense, the diploma already
has too much meaning, in that employers use it indiscriminately as a
screening device. They erronecusly assume that it is telling them some-
thing important about the competence of its holder. when it probably is
not. It is unfortunate that the results do not come out on the side of human
capital theory of economics. in support of structural-functionalism in soci-
ology. and on the side of those of us who still believe in the meritocracy.
However. they do not. and 1 find this more disturbing than any of the
present battles over mirimum competency testing. The tests will come
because we do rot know how else to defend what we are doing in educa-
tion. and perhaps they are a good thing.

References

Bachman. J. G. Adolescence to Adulthood. Ann Arbor. Mich.: Institute for Social
Research. 1978,

Peng. S. and Jaffe. J. “A Study of Highly Able Students Who Did Not Go to Col-
lege.” Technical Report. Research Triangle Institute. September 1978,

Thomas. G. E.. Alexander. K. L.. and Eckland. B. K. “Access to Higher Educa-
tion: The Importance of Race. Sex. Social Class. and Academic Credentials.”
School Review 87 (February 1979). pp. 133-56.

Trow. M. “The Second Transformation of American Secondary Education.”
International Journal of Comparative Sociology 2 (19611, pp. 144-66.




136 Consequences for Schools, Courts, Soclety

Reactions to Bruce Eckland’s Paper:
“Sociodemographic Implications of
Minimum Competency Testing”

Robert W Heath

Reactions to papers on controversial issues are inevitably shaped by
one’s frame of reference and context. With the hope that it will aid in
understanding my reactions to Professor Eckland’s paper. I will preface
these comments with an indication of the perspectives that influence my
response.

For nearly a year now. I have been directing a needs-assessment study
of adult education in the state of California. This study is very much
a part of the competency-testing movement analyzed in this volume.
Because this study addresses adult competency. however. it imposes some
unique considerations. First. competency must be viewed in more than
academic terms: being a competent adult involves considerably more
than the exercise of reading and mathematical skills. Once attention is
directed to the concept of adult functional competency. implications for
the school-age popuiation become apparent. If competencies essential
to functioning in society can be identified. should these competencies not
be addressed by the schools?

Another consideration imposed when studying the educational needs
of adults is that of the autonomy of the learner. Unlike children. adults
cannot be compelled to attend school nor to study subject matter not of
their own choosing. To attract adult students. the school (or other agency)
must offer an educational opportunity that meets a need that is recognized
and acknowledged by the potential student. Once attention is directed to
the concept of the educational needs of adults. the implications for ele-
mentary and secondary education follow. Could it be that many of our
educational failures (particularly with children of low-income and ethnic
minority families) can be traced to a mismatch between curriculum and
students’ needs? 1 believe the data presented by Professor Eckland
demonstrate just that.

A second frame of reference for my reactions has been formed by
working on a series of curriculum evaluation projects in the state of Hawaii
during the past three years. These projects. dealing with multicultural,
bilingual. English. and consumer education curricula. have demanded
a cross-cultural approach. In a state with no ethnic majority and an
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extremely large population of recent immigrants from Folynesia, Micro-
nesia. and Asia. cultural differences simply cannot be ignored. Though
the children of Hawaii are being educated for participation in American
society. the educational system cannot assume that the school-age popula-
tion has a predominately white, middle-class. Western background.

As various cultural groups encounter this public education system.
it becomes dramatically evident that these cultural diiferences result
in very different educational needs. The elementary-grade bilingual
education program in Hawaii seems to be a success with Korean children
and. simultaneously, a failure with Samoan children. Though different
ethnic or socioeconomic groups may demonstrate the same level of per-
formance (especially on achievement tests) on a particular competency.
it does not follow that they have the same educational needs.

My reactions to Professor Eckland's paper are influenced then by
these two perspectives: the concept of functional competency in contrast
with academic minimum competency. and the cultural and subcultural
determinations of educational needs.

These reactions will focus first on two premises of the study. and then
on three major findings. In his opening paragraph. Eckland identifies a
generzlly accepted premise that schools have two primary social functions,
“preparation for work and college.” A case is made for this premise
largely on the basis of “the public's expectations.” A second premise,
in the discussion of results, is that the “essential skills for adult life™ are
“being able to réad and to compute.” I will argue that “preparation for
work and college” is an inadequate conception of the social function of
schooling and that reading and computation are not the essential skills
of adult life.

The findings that seem most important to me are:

(1) As shown in table 2. roughly the same employment gap between
blacks and whites exists at all levels of competency. The percent un-
employed is about three times as large for blacks as for whites at all deciles
of the NLS test scores.

(2) *If you are a high school graduate and white, your tested reading and
computation competency has almost no effect on your employability.”
The data in table 2 show no relationship between test scores and unemploy-
ment rates.

(3) “Being able to read or to compute well . . . will not help you to earn
more money, whether you are white or black.” The data in table 4 show no
relationship between test scores and “Percent Earning 100 Dollars or
Less per Week.”

These results seem to me to controvert the two premises specified and
to have profound implications for minimum competency testing. Reading
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ar.d math. as tested, cannot be the “essential skills for adult life” if attain-
meni of these skills is unrelated to employment. earnings, and reluction
of the disndvantage of minority status. To set minimum competency
standards ir terms of such achievement measures is to perpetuate and
probably magnify the problems resulting from this faliacy.

It may be useful to distinguish between academic minimum compe-
tencies and functional competencies. Academic minimum competencies
are those required by an educational institution for the award of a diploma,
a degree. or promotion in grade level. The particular skills and the per-
formance levels required are detezmined laigely by tradition, convention.
or "norms.” Academic minimum competencies are required by educa-
tional institutions witk. little evidence that these *mpetencies have utility
outside those institutions. That is. these competencies are largely
ritualistic. To identify them as such does not imply that such ritualistic
competencies are unimportant. Our culture. like all others, must have
its social rituals to insure social cohesion and cultural continuity.

A competency. at . particular level of performance. is functional
when it meets a need of a person with particular characteristics (gender,
age. ethnic group) in a particular set ot circumstances. The competencies
needed to function as an adult (or a child) in any society mzay be assigned
to two categories: wulilitarian and ritualistic. Utilitarian competencies
include. for example. those needed to obtain goods and services. to use
the communication and transportation systems. to maintain health and
safety. to function interpersonally. and to participate in the legal and polit-
ical processes. Ritualistic competencies include, for example. those needed
to obtain diplomas and degrees. to participate in the common ceremonies
and holidays. to demonstrate socially tolerable morality and “good taste.”
and to recognize the common standards of beauty and excellence that
contribute to social cohesion. The data presented by Eckland may suggest
that the existing curricula and corresponding measures of achievement
are out of balance for most of the population. with too much emphasis
c¢a ritualistic learning and too little on utilitarian competencies.

A competency is an attribute (for example. a skill, information. or
attitude) of an individual that may serve to meet one or more needs of
that person. Thus a person may have competencics that are not exercised
(and thus are not functional) because they do not meet an existing need.
While a single competency may meet more than one need, several com-
petencies may be required to meet another need. Moreover. a single
competency may be manifested by a number of”corresponding per-
formance indicators.

A competency may be exercised at various performance levels. De-
pending on the need to be served. different performance levels of a given
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competency may be functional for different people. and even for the same
person under different circumstances. For example. an Olympic swimming
competitor and a recreational swimmer exercise different performance
levels of the same competency.

As defified. a competency is functional only when it meets a need of
an indiy.id_gial. Need is the most critical concept. and the most difficult
to defing.«in this context.

The : g crepancy model” is the one most frequently encountered in
the comeﬁorary educational literature on needs assessment. Scriven
and Roth {1978) have discussed this model.

In reviewing the literature of needs assessment. it became obvious that the term
“need’ was usually being defined (implicitly if not explicitly} as the discrepancy
between a target state and an actual or present state regardless of whether the topic
under discussion was an entity. institution. or cther system. .

More generally. this definition has commonly been taken to justify the identifica-
tion of wants assessments with needs assessments. But children who need dental
care rarely want it. patients who want laetrile rarely need it. Needs assessments
are not at all the same as market surveys; both determine objective conditions.
but wanting is a condition that people are by definition aware of. while in the case
of needing. they may not. Thus a definition which refers to goals etc. is too bound
to what people are conscious of to be satisfactory. Humans needed vitamin C long
before they knew it.

As Scriven and Roth (1978) point out. the discrepancy model of needs
assessment is laden with conceptual and piactical weaknesses. Clearly
one can recognize the need for food. safety. or education without an
explicit statement of an ideal state. Yet. to determine the difference
between what is and what should be requires knowledge of a target. goal.
or ideal state.

In the context of identifying functional competencies “needed” by
adults. this “discrepancy” formulation seems unsatisfactory. Some ques-
tions left unanswered are: (1) How i it to be determined when a person
kneeds a particular competency. and ~ho is to make this determination?
(2) If a “want" is of sufficient intensity. does it become a “need™? (3)
Can one “need” a competency without knowing it”? (4) Since many “treat-
ments” may be available to meet a particular need. how is the “best”
treatment to be selected? (5) Is it not possible that needs (especially for
competencies) can be met without any contrived treatment. for example.
by maturation?

It seems evident that it is both possible and useful to assess the per-
formance level of individuals on criteria that may be presumed to cor-
respond to competencies that are functional to large numbers of people.
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That is. it is possible to assess. with considerable rigor. performance
deficits on a broad range of competencies on representative samples
of specified populations. In fact. considerable research effort in the past
few years and our own current project involve just such endeavors.

The work of Paulo Freire (1970) and of his critics (Stanley. 1972} and
followers has done much to broaden our understanding of educational
needs. This literature suggests that the identification and the understand-
ing of a need for a competency are accomplished with greatest validity
through a dialogue.

Dialogue is not the prescription of “higher-order” (that is. institutional
or societal) needs to the individual. Yet much curriculum is obviously
designed to meet the needs. not of the individual being educated. but of
the society and the institutions surrounding the individual.

In authentic dialogue. a power relationship is inherent. That is. the
individual has the power: (1) to disbelieve. ignore. or reject the educator’s
statement of a need or performance deficit; (2) to reject the educator’s
identification of educational “treatments™: and (3) to reject the educator’s
estimate of the client’s context. values. and status. The educator has
power associated with the possession of information on: (1) the status
of performance deficits: (2) the educational treatments possible: and (3)
the possible costs, side effects. availability, and immediacy of treatments.

It is possible to assess. for an individual or a group. the level of per-
formance on one or more indicators representative of a particular com-
petency. Determination of a performance deficit does not. however.
establish the existence of an educational need. nor does it automatically
suggest a particular educational treatment.

Assuming that a performance deficit has been determined. and that
authentic dialogue has been initiated. the educator and the client (student)
enter into an exchange of information. To identify a need for some educa-
tional treatment. the client must be aware of a deficit, must come to
perceive the deficit as undesirable. and must think it possible to reduce
the deficit. No one, however well-intentioned. can determine for indi-
viduals their educational self-interest. The educator can. however, pro-
vide the client with information regarding the available treatments cor-
responding to various performance deficits. The educator may also pro-
vide information about the costs. side effects. immediacy of effect, and
convenience of available educational treatments. These considerations
lead to a decision by the client: (1) to raise the performance level to one
of competency. and (2) to accomplish this through the use of a particular
treatment.

Only when the client has made this decision can it be said that a need
for a particular educational treatment exists. Under these conditions. a
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need may be said to be both objective and subjective. That is. the assess-
ment of performance deficits is objective. and the behcf of relevance to
the individual’s self-interest is subjective.

Functional competency involves more thun the mechanistic applica-
tion of isolated skills to meet biologic needs. Functional competency
implies a perception of “reality.” This act of perception involves both
objective (reading. computing) and subjective (belief. attitude!} behavior.
Individuals who are functionally competent in a particular respect do not
perceive themselves to be powerless or helpless in that respect. Rather.
they have the power (competency) to “.ansform their own reality in that
respect. They know themselves to be inherently capable of changing them-
selves and of contributing to changes in their own social. economic.
environment. especially as they acquire specific competerncies tnat meet
authentic needs.

Functional competency makes the mdw;dual resistant to “cultural
imperialism.” —that is. to the internalization of stergotypes of oneself
that are “oppressive™ (limiting or constraining). Such stereotypes include

n “old” person. a woman. a redneck. a Chicano. an educator. a black.
and a poor or lower-class person. Those who increase their functional
competencies become correspondingly less “oppressed™ and less “op-
pressive.” Rather. they become more “conscious™ or “literate.”

This conception of functional competency does not imply a static or
utopian social order. Instead. it views competency-based education as
individual liberation that is irrelevant to theories of political or economic
organization. Because of the uniqueness and variety of every individual,
no person will ever perfectly “fit” society. “The diversity of individuals
and the continuously changing self and changing society preclude any
final state of functicnal competency. Therefore, there can be no universal
or final operational definition of functionai competency. However. the
process of striving for functional competency can be made increasingly
nonoppressive aid humane.
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Minimuql’ Competency, No Competency,
or Scaled Certification?

Ellis B. Page

One can see very strong arguments on both sides of the debate about
minimum competency testings (MCT). On the one hand. there is a grow-
ing despair about the granting of diplomas to students who, often enough.
do not possess skills even appropriate to high school. let alone suitable
for the twelfth grade. On the other hand. there is a mounting concern
about the strange line which will be used for any cut-score: a line essen-
tially arbitrary and virtually impossible to defend. I will argue that there
is a third way. termed “scaled certification.” which permits us to escape
both of these disturbing and dangerous horns of our dilemma. But first
let us examine some of the interesting and provocative data which Eck-
land (1978) provides elsewhere it this volume. Seldom has there been a
time in education when we were more in need of good data to guide our
footsteps! And we shall see just how Eckland’s data. and his interpreta-
tion of them. fit into the current debate about MCT. or into any advocacy
for a third alternative. such as scaled certification.

Let us extract certain summary statements made about these data.
For convenience we shall number these: (1) “. . . if you are a high school
graduate and white. your tested reading and computation competency
has almost no effect on your employability.” (2) “Table 3 shows no con-
sistent pattern between test scores and part-time employment.” (3) ™. . . if
a student does not go to college. what he or she scores on a basic skills
competency test . . . simply does not appear to matter economically.” (4)
“ ... a composite measure of the NLS test scores correlates more highly
with college attendance (.45) than does rank in class (.37).” (5) “It appears
that the high school diploma mainly serves a credentialing function in
American society. a certificate to hold a job or to go to college.” (6) "It
is unfortunate that the results do not come out . . . on the side of those of
us who still believe in the meritocracy.”

Nevertheless. I find that I am one of those who. despite Eckland’s
valuable data. do “still believe in the meritocracy.” and also in these
competency tests as showing something about important social abilities.
Is there any evidence on our side?

First. consider a 1947 set of data on the men who took the Army Gen-
eral Classification Test. with occupations ordered by median scores on
1Q tests. These are seen in figure 1. which is a classic graph IStewart.
1947 adapted in Stanley & Hopkins. 1972, p. 351). If these occupations
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are stripped of their scores and ranked for “status™ or “prestige.” we
know that they will fall in a very similar order (Herrnstein. 1973). And
study of the occupations suggests something mc-e: the correlation of
these test scores with starus will be higher than with income. (That is.
plumbers will often earn as much as teachers. but will have lower scores.
and lower prestige.) Indeed. in a study by Olneck (1977). the correlation
of “Test Score” with “Initial Occupation™ (classified by social status)
was 445, whereas it was only 359 with "Earnings.” Nonetheless. Olneck’s
data yielded a residual correlation of test scores with earnings. after
partialing out the effects of education. of .183. In at least one large study.
then. it is nor evident that scores (via education) served only a “credential-
ing function.” Olneck's findings are more concordant with our traditional
views that intelligence is valuable in the world of work. and that there will
be at least some remuneration for that extra value.

How may we explain the apparent discordance of the NLS results
reported by Eckland and the results cited above? There are a number of
artifacts in the particular data set he selected. which should probably be
acknowledged. In the first place. these test scores themselves were not
known to anyone. and therefore could not be used in college selection.
Thus. NLS scores served no “credentialing function.” The math test. for
example. would serve only as an indicator of some hackground ability
(in math or in general aptitude and achievement): selection to college
would be more related to such background ability than would employ-
ability or income. Let us greatly simplify the selection. and suppose that.
in some group of high-schoolers. just the rop half of the students (classi-
fied by true ability) went to college. and that the others looked for work.
Now let us imagine the effects of this selection on the measured math
score. with its inevitable errors. Such a situation is pictured in figure 2.

In figure 2. we graphically observe some phenomena which are often
neglected. In the noncollege group. the strong. steep slant of the bivariate
distribution of “true overall ability” and NLS math test score. expected
for the total high school group. will no longer be so apparent. To the
contrary. the slope of the regression line will be much smaller than that
of the total group's line. Now. if we think of the economic advantage being
accorded to rrue ability (and it will surely not be influenced by the secret
NLS score). then we would not expect the apparently high-ability students
in the noncollege group to do unusually well. This should not wipe out
their advantage altogether. but it should lessen it to a considerable ex-
tent. In short. the high-decile noncollege test scores simply do not reflect
the same true ability as in the general population. but indicate instead.
something considerably lower. The net effect of this recognition is to
weaken Eckland’s conclusions that your competency to read or to compute
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Figure 2. Why Math Scores Are Farther from True Ability
among the Noncollege Sample
Here we make the simplifying assumption that the top one-half of the
seniors (in true ability) are selected for college, and the others seek em-
ployment. Then we see, among the lower group, a lower regression, and a
greater deviation (especially at high measured levels) from the true ability
levels of the larger population.

has almost no effect on your employability and that competency simply
does not particularly matter economically. It is not. after all. the true
“competency” we are seeing in this group. but an artificially elevared
estimate of it.

Similar artifacts exist for the data reported by race. The data from
Eckland's table 1 show slightly more than one standard deviation differ-
ence on math and on verbal tests between the blacks and whites sampled.
If we take “total overall scholastic ability” to be some composite of
measures correlated with these test scores. then the comparisons of his
tables 2. 3. and 4 are seen to be curiously biased. A suggestion of this
bias is shown here in figure J.

The conclusion from figure 3 is this. When Eckland “controls™ for
measured math decile or verbal decile in racial comparisons. he is not.
in fact. adequately controlling for overall school ability (as might be
measured in SATs and various achievement tests). To the extent that
performance on the job would reflect overall ability. one would expect
continued racial differences. (This would be easily demonstrated by
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Figure 3. Differential Bias of Observed Test Scores
Each population regresses toward its own overall school ability. Thererore,
given an observed test score X on one of the NLS measures, we may pre-
dict a disparity Dx on the overall ability. for any observed score X. This
disparity will be greater at the extremes of the distribution than at the place
shown.

looking at the regressions of verbal on math tests for the two groups. or
the regress'ons of math on verba. tests.) The bias would be still more ap-
parent afte: removing from these two groups the college-bound half of
the students.

There are still other problems with the NLS data Eckland analyzes,
which would make his conclusions of uncertain comparability with the
findings of others. One may question whether. even five years out of high
school we have a suitablc esiimate of eventual earnings. Qlneck’s timing
may be sounder, since his criterion is a year of earnings during the subjects’
maturity, after long-range career patterns were better established. Further-
more there .s more to occupational status than simply the wage earned.
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And the data do not allow for certain expectable confoundings of  x.
I would like to believe. then. that the NLS data do not adequately dispr ve
a theory of at least partial meritocracy. with test score related to ultimate
job status and sccial influence. even for those who do not continue to
college. No doubt many researchers will be eage. to study forthcoming
data from these same NLS subjects. on their longer-range occupational
accomplishments. It will be most interesting to see whether. as these
become more and more notable in variation. the results. apart from school-
ing. will be more in line with those of Olneck and others. and more con-
cordant with the rough occupational hierarchy shown here in figure 1.

But let us speculate with Eckland about the effects of minimum com-
petency testing. On this point. too. his data are worth our serious con-
sideration. From his table 1. it is obvious that any “respectable” cutoff
score will result in a demal of diplomas to many more blacks than whites.
Itis further obvious that. if MCT scores are to have continued validity.
we had better take them as they are. and not build in racial adjustments
(such as Jane Mercer has frequently advocated). But when we use such
cutoff scores. their net effect will be to produce an untenable political
situation in which. as Eckland predicts. huge numbers of black college
students like those presently enrolled would not be eligible for admis-
sion: they would never have “graduated™ from high school. I don't foresee
a happy future for those school districts or those states that are using
MCT cutoffs. without some racial adjustments for the awarding of high
school diplomas.

But consider such adjustments. If blacks are awarded high school
diplomas with a lower cutoff score than that used for whites. successful
legal actions by white students and their parents would surely result. under
the charge of reverse discrimination. The uliimate result. in such case.
would again be a short and unhappy life for the MCT program.

Or consider another plan. such as that being worked out in Connecticut.
where students may be “identified" some years before their 12th grade as
being belo® acceptable standards. and where there will be programs
aimed at their remediation. For reasons apparent in our figure 3. such
programs will appear to have greater success with whites (as measured on
post-testsi than with blacks. This will lead many to believe that the pro-
grams themselves have racial bias. though much of such apparent bias
will be purely a statistical artifact caused by the regression from the qual-
ifying tests to diffeient racial means. For such programs. too. one may
predict a short and unhappy life. especially if the schools follow through
with the threatened cutoff scores by refusing to award diplomas. Ard if
they do not. then the system will ‘continue to award “meaningless”
diplonas. assuring no one of any competence. minimum or otherwise.
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Scaled Certification

As argued elsewhere (Page. 1978). 1 believe that by far the preferred
solution to the problem of MCT will come from “scaled certification.™
Under such a plan. conventional awarding of diplomas (certificates of
attendance and program completion) to all departing seniors would be
continued. On such diplomas. there would appear a profile of scores from
a short test battery. together with a total score. These would be expressed
in T-scores. with an interpretation in percentiles on established state or
national norms. Such tests would be repeatable for students dissatisfied
with their scores. in much the same way that students today repeat the
SAT or ACT tests for college admission, or repeat the GRE tests for
admission to graduate school. And the test scores could be sur = arized
over time.

As a program for discussion. [ would propose tests much like the cur-
rent ACT. with four scores: English. math. social studies. and natural
sciences. A total score might be based on a weighting according to judg-
ment (see the work on the bentee in Page. 1972, 1974; and Page &
Breen. 1974a. 1974b). In designing the instruments, in norming them.
in controlling for security. reliability. and velidity. and in retesting. |
would recommend following fairly closely the very successful practices
of the ACT and the College Entrance Examination Board.

If such a program were instituted. it might have some interesting bear-
ing on the NLS data shown by Eckland. For ¢ne thing. if such a profile
of scores were available to employers. there might be a much more dis-
criminating selection of teenagers for work. and a better fit of worker to
the work. Particularly. abler black graduates might be hired more often
than at present. exactly because the potential employer would have in-
creased confidence that such applicants were not in the bottom deciles
of national ability. The point is this: The racial data from tables 2 and 3
do not reflect any employer knowledge of the test scores shown. There-
fore. they probably had little basis for choosing the abler graduates.
except for surface impressions. in which social class and race might play
an unfairly heavy role. Good test scores might provide. in other words.
some degree of “emancipation” for applicants otherwise unfairly stig-
matized by race. This is a speculation which. at the least. deserves some
further study.

Proper use of scaled certification. then. might help in the maintenance
or reestablishment of that meritocracy which most of us. inciuding
Eckland and myself. would like to foster.
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PART 1l

Implications of
Minimum Competency Testing for
Students and Teachers

As a number of writers have commented. the current minimum com-
petency testing movement tends to shift the responsibility for attaining
competence from society at large to the individual student. A number of
papers in this section examine the implications of that shift for the psycho-
logical well-being. educational development. and survival of students.
But prior to that examination. classroom teachers. another group central
to the process of competency testing. is the focus of a paper by Jack
Bardon and Clyde Robinette entitled Minirnum Competency Testing of
Pupils: Psvchological Implications for Teachers. It is ironic that earlier
discussions of minimum competency testing have frequently ignored both
students and teachers. despite their clear position at the “center of the
action.”

Bardon and Robinette state that to understand the consequences of
testing pupils we need to examine what has been said about teachers. why
there has been a lack of attention paid to teachers. and the mechanistic
‘model of education underlying the reasons for this lack of attention to
teachers and teaching. They point out that taking the teacher for granted.
as though instruction and curriculum exist apart from their implementa-
tion through teaching. is a bit like assuming an automobile can drive
without a driver. Legislation on minimum competency testing seemingly
views the teacher as a means to an end. ignoring the reality of schooling
and how the process of teaching and learning takes place.

On the benefit side. Bardon and Robinette suggest that teachers may
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experience some positive results from competency testing. The testing
may enhance student motivation and direct attention to remedial efforts.
Counterbalancing (or perhaps. overbalancing) these possible positive
aspects. are the negative ones. These include teachers' loss of curricular
freedom. economic penalties due to increased emphasis on remediation
and the expense of testing itself, and decreased attention to students who
are above minimum competency levels. These authors also examine un-
resolved issues. such as the specter of creating another category of special
education. Although they conclude that minimum competency testing is
here to stay. “at least for a while,” they make a number of recommenda-
tions on ways its adverse effects can be minimized. They emphasize that
the needs of teachers and their morale cannot be ignored as if they do not
exist.

Including a major emphasis on teacher needs and rqorale is consonant
with the emphasis in the second paper. Minimum Competency Testing:
Psychological Implications for Students. by Theodore H. Blau. Blau
found, in a review of available literature, that there is almost no reference
to the student and the student’s needs. In his analysis. minimum com-
petency testing is a classic case of “blaming the victim.” Under the guise
of “helping” the victim. it is necessary to examine the victim carefully,
scientifically, and so on. and to find a solution to the dilemma within the
victim. This concentration ignores and avoids the basic social causes of
the problems being addressed. Blau has examined over 2.000 school
children in the past twenty-five years. many of whom were not “doing well”
in school. Recently he has asked students about Florida's minimum com-
petency testing program in one of the few studies which has examined
student perceptions of minimum competency testing. Blau states that the
greatest problem in working with students was to convince them that the
tests could be used for them rather than against them in some way. He has
much to say to those who will be working with minimum competency
testing programs. and he concludes with a series of recommendations to
improve cugrent student evaluation schemes. He bases these recommenda-
tions upon a view of the student as protagonist.

The needs of a special group of students. those who are handicapped
and are subject to Public Law 94-142. the Education of All Handicapped
Children Act. are examined in the remaining four papers in this section.
Kathleen S. Fenton. in her paper. Comperency Testing and the Handh-
capped: Some Legal Concerns for School Administrators. draws attention
to the individualized education program (IEP) which is required for
each handicapped child under Public Law 94-142., Administrators will
have to be concerned with the extent to which IEP goals reflect the
regular education program. and with the relationship between the IEP and
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the child's eligibility or preparation for any minimum competency tecting
program. Due process. under Public Law 94-142, requires notice of pend-
ing action. informed consent. opportunity for resolution of conflicts
through informal means. and the right to formal appeal in an impartial
hearing. When test results are used to certify individuals for graduation.
administrators and legislators need to be aware of these legal require-
ments for the education of handicapped children.

Similar issues are explored in more depth in the paper by Mary M.
Kennedy. Test Scores and Individual Rights. Kennedy examines three
issues: the first is whether education is a right of the individual. to be
exercised at her or his discretion, or whether society is responsible for
assuring individual accomplishments: if society is responsible. the second
issue is what competencies could be universally required: and the third.
the issue of the extent to which society can reasonably assume responsibil-
ity for assuring that all individuals acquire these competencies. The special
case of the handicapped student brings forcefully into view the problem
of defining minimum competencies and the different contexts within which
individuals function after schooling.

Louis C. Danielson. in his paper. Educational Goals and Competency
Testing for the Handicapped. explores the diversity of environments in
which minimum competencies may be required. A retarded adult's survival
in a halfway house may be an appropriate level of functional competence
for that person. Competency testers need to demonstrate a relationship
between test pertormance and post-school functioning. The needs of
handicapped children and adults have been largely ignored to date in the
definition uf minimum competency testing programs. Patricia A. Mor-
rissey, in her paper. Adaptive Testing: How and When Should Hundi-
capped Students be Accommodated in Competency Testing Programs?
does begin a discussion of possible areas of accommodation and suggests
tentative guidelines for accommodation. Her paper will be valuable to
those who are concerned with developing and administering minimum
compelency testing programs. especially where there is an attempt to
work with the handicapped.

In Part 1V, a number of case studies of mininum competency testing
programs are presented. Although the writers in Part 111 have tried to
draw our attention and concern to the major participants in minimum
competency testing programs. it is of interest to note that the case descrip-
tions in Part IV by and large are not concerned with teachers and students.
and they particularly ignore special groups of students.
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7 Minimum Competency Testing
of Pupils: Psychological
Implications for Teachers

Jack 1. Bardon
Clyde L. Robinette

Introduction

The available literature on minimum competency testing of pupils
is notable for what it does not say about teachers. Teachers appear to be
shadow figures in all the hoopla, diatribe. genuine concern. and enthusiasm
generated by this new national educational pastime. We could identify
no single source in the literature on minimum competency testing that
centers its attention on teachers or teaching. To understand the psycho-
logical consequenccs on teachers of testing pupils. we need to examine
v-hat little has been said about teachers. why there has been a lack of
attention paid to teachers. and the mechanistic model of education under-
lying the reasons. .

When reference has been made to teachers or to teaching, it has tended
most often to be negative. Minimum competency testing of pupils has
been cited. for example. as a means to persuade those teachers to do
better ho fail to teach basic skills or who are unproductive in other ways
(Reilly. 1978; Wise. 1978). The problems lower-grade teachers create for
teachers in the higher grades when they fail to teach basic skills have been
mentioned (National Academy of Education, 1978). Some believe that
teachers and other educaiors. left to their own devices. will simply try
to protect themselves and will do little about improving pupil competency
(Hentoff. 1978). And. it has been said that teachers resent the minimum
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competency testing movement because they want people to believe that
students cannot learn. as justification for their poor teaching (Clark.
1978).

In all fairness. some camments were found that could be construed to
be mildly positive toward teachers. indicating awareness that teachers
are not entirely to blame for pupil failure to learn. When new demands
are made on teachers. it has been said that more training and professional
development should be provided (National Academy of Education. 1978).
Time to prepare has been pointed out as desirable. so that teachers can
learn to teach somewhat differently to reflect new course objectives
(McClung. 1978}. The importance of adding instructional resources to
get the job done has been duly noted (Chall. 1978).

How does it happen that such a curious lack of attention to teachers
should occur? Taking the teacher for granted. as though instruction and
curriculum exist apart from their implementation through teaching. is
like assuming an automobile can drive without a driver. Furthermore.
believing that training or professional development per se will make the
teacher teach better is also naive. as inservice education is also teaching.
and the nature of its activities and how it is provided are critical to the
success of its offerings and intentions (Hauserman. 1978).

Much of the rhetoric associated with minimum competency testing
appears to be punitive toward teachers who have not taught well .nd
toward pupils who have not learned. We believe that teachers have heen
both implicated and ignored partly because those outside the public
schools who have promoted minimum competency testing do not trust
teachers or their judgment (National Academy of Education. 1978) and
see the movement as a way of forcing teachers to do what they will not do
on their own. Teachers are to be made to teach. It is assumed that they
can if only they will try. The reform movement was not created by educa-
tors. but rather was an attempt on a broad front t) force teachers to be
better teachers—to change by mandate what did not occur in the ordinary
course of events (Chall. 1978; Pipho. 1978).

Pupils who have not learned include at least two varieties: those who
will not learn and those who have not been taught properly. Teachers.
while not often mentioned directly. are by implication treated as one of
the central causes and contributors to both these pupil conditions.

For many persons the minimum competency testing movement is an
emotional one. based on deep convictions about the nature of teaching,.
or based on frustration with the educatiénal system for not guard: 2
against incompetency in its graduates. For the lay public. the institution
of education tends. often. to be made more personal by interpreting
“education™ as “teacher.” In other words. the teachers’ culpability and
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responsibility to do better are so deeply ingrained in the logic and “psycho-
logic” of the reform movement. that those who write or speak about
reform feel no necessity to point out the obvious.

For those educators, other professionals. and technical specialists
with special concerns in carrying out the legislative mandates on compe-
tency testing. the teacher is not often central. Some are deeply involved
in the many problems of measurement. Others are analyzing the broad
and far-reaching implications of the movement for social and educational
policy.

In so far as we have been able to identify a model in the existing lit-
erature, the model for minimum competency testing is primarily a mech-
anistic one: a form of input-output production. Tests are devised. They
are administered. Those who fail arc forewarned. Better teaching and
remediation may be demanded. Retesting is done. Ultimately. the pupil
passes or fails. The burden of failure is on the student in some instances.
or on the teacher in others. or maybe both. When it is on the pupil. it is
a form cf “blaming the victim” (American Friends Service Committee,
1978). When it is on the teacher, it is a form of blamirg the machinery.
The model seemingly views the teacher as a manipulable mechanical
device that can be repaired if need be. as a means to an end. But it ignores
the reality of schooling and minimizes how. in fact. teaching and learning
take place (Good. Biddle & Brophy. 1975: Good & Brophy. 1973: Jackson,
1968), We need next to inquire about the responses of teachers to the
minimum competency movement to date.

Teacher Reactions

States vary so greatly in their approach:s to minimum competency
testing that generalities about teacher reactions and the effects of pro-
grams on teachers are difficult to make (Pipho. 1978) Competency stan-
dards offer potential benefits to teachers. and they present problems. The
extent to which teachers will be glad the movement has happened or sorry
they ever heard of it will depend on a number of factors. These include:
the particular approach taken in their respective states: pupil results and
public reaction to these results, especially after the programs have teen
in effect for a reasonable p. iod of time: auid the extent to which legisla-
tion and the public offer suj port to the schools for programs. with support
translated to mean some form of material assistance as well as other indica-
tions that t.achers’ morale, esteem. and psychological well-being are
receiving consideration.

Surprisingly little reaction from teachers to the competency testing
movement has been forthcoming. at least formally. through writing and
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public pronouncement. It is suspected that teachers have not engaged the
issue because: (1) competency testing has happened already in their
states. and they have survived (Educational Testing Service. 1978): (2)
it has not yet happened in their states. and they are unsure of specifics
and of how competency testing will impinge on their teaching: (3) they do
not see themselves as the bad teachers who will be implicated: (4) in their
collective wisdom. they assume that what Seymour Sarason has reminded
us—that the more things seem to change the more they really stay the
same — holds for minimum competency testing also (Sarason. 1971): that
is. if nothing is done. nothing much will happen: (5) they are still caught
up in the implementation of P.L. 94-142. The Education of the Handi-
capped Act (Public Law 94-142. 1977), and are too busy figuring out what
that law means for the.n to worry too much about the next educational
reform.

What liitle could be located in the literature about teacher reaction
suggests that competency testing is threatening to some because it adds
to their already poor image (Utz et al.. 1974). Some others are concerned
because it may create additional work without relief from assignments
already undertaken (Thompson. 1974: Wood. 1978). High school teachers
are concerned that they were not trained to teach basic subjects (Huff.
1977). Some teachers view competency testing as a back door to a state
or nationally imposed curriculumeor as a step toward evaluation of teachers
(National Education Association. 1978).

So far. we have tried to make the case that the teacher is impurtant
to the success of minimum competency testing programs. but ihat the
teacher has been viewed as an intervening variable in an “input-through-
put-output™ mechanical model. Any serious attempt to ensure levels of
minimum competency that are acceptable to the public as worthy of a
high school diploma requires attention to teacher attitudes. behaviors,
rewards. and expectations. If minimum competency comes to mean
minimal —so much so that the public regards it as inadequate —the teacher
will not matter, nor will the movement. All will recognize that nothing
has cnanged in public education. But if stanZzrds are set high enongh so
that “any pupils must strive to reach the minimum level. and if the com-
petencies involved are both basic and intricate. clearly requiring exposure
to instruction and instructional support. teachers will matter —matter more
in fact. than anything else. It is important. therefore. to define what some
of the positive and negative aspects of minimum competency testing may
be for teachers. in order to identity unresolved issues and to make useful
recommendations about teachers’ involvement with minimum competency
testing of pupils.
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Positive Aspects of Minimum Competency Testing for Teachers

For teachers. one possible positive consequence of minimum com-
petency testing may be that some of the stress tl.cy experience because
of pressures beyond their control will be aileviated. Relief of stress could
occur in several ways.

There is evidence to suggest that anticipation of an event may be
more stress-pioducing {anxiety-producing) than the event itself. that is.
that there is a disposition to be anxious—to respond strongly to critical
cues of threat (Keavney & Sinclair. 1975: Kourilsky. McNeil & Flannigan.
1974: Phillips. 1968). Although there undoubtedly are some disgruntled
teachers in those systems and states that have already adopted competency
testing. no discernible. let alone major teacher upheaval. is yet apparent
in systems such as Denver. which has been administering competency
measures for about 16 years. or in Omaha’s Westside Community Schsol
District. which has been long enough in the business to have graduated
at least two competency-based senior classes (Educational Testing Service.
1978).

So far. much of the concern about competency testing has taken place
prior to the time it has been put into operation. The same phenomenon.
with notable exceptions. of more stress during anticipation than during
occurrence and operation. may b2 seen in communities in which school
busing or mainstreaming of special education pupils have been mandated.
The early reactions to proposals for accountability in the public schools
also followed this pattern (Cooper. 1972 Pratte. 1972). This paper itself
is an example of anticipated concern for the effects of the competency
testing movement on teachers. The consideration of possible con-
sequences. in the absence of firm data abcut actual consequences, arouses
thoughtful concern in some and anxiety in others. Within several years.
many of the issues raised at the conference on which this publication is
based will not be issues at all. Reality is sometimes a salutary substitute
for anticipation, even when reality is not all pleasant. At least one knows
with what one is dealing.

Tension. stress. anxiety. or whatever it is called. may also be reduced
when one perceives that a situation is under control and that the rules
and consequences of behavior are clearly understood. Se! sman's (1975
concept of learned helplessness suggests what may happen if one cannot
control external stimuli at all. and the work of Janis and Mann (1976)
on conflict, choice. and commitment supports the con«lusion that people
suffer when they cannot control their own behavier. For example. teachers
did not create the system that has come 1o be known as social promotion
or automatic promotion. but it greatly influences what happens in their
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classrooms. In our experience. when teachers are able to participate in
individual decisions about which pupils should head or stay back
in grade (when pupil achievement is below expect®t level). the issue of
social promotion is hardly an issue at all. at least for the teachers. When
teachers have no choice in the matter but must accept pupils or pass along
pupils who are not ready. in their opinion. for higher-level work. many
teachers experience loss of control and diminished enthusiasm for teach-
ing. As Gary Hart (1978). the educator-legislator responsible for drafting
California’s pupil proficiency law commented. "1 have found that without
standards and the accountability provided by a sanction students become
contemptuous. teachers become demoralized. and schools increasingly
lose credibility with taxpayers™ (p. 594). It is possible that when com-
petency testing is clearly related to classroom objectives and goals and
when the relationship between the two are understood by teachers. pupils.
and parents. realistic expectations about pupil performance can be
established for individual pupils. thereby eliminating at least one source
of pressure currently experienced by teachers (Fremer. 1978: Good &
Brophy. 1973).

There are still other ways in which teachers may benefit from com-
petency testing. Such testing may arouse student motivation or increase
efforts to learn in order to receive a diploma. even if only to learn the
minimal amount necessary to pass the tests. If so. some teachers with
some children will have solved critical classroom problems. those of
identifying and having available reinforcers that will serve to keep pupils
manageable and attentive in the classroom. The problems of manage-
ment and of sustaining the attention of some borderline pupils—those
who have little interest in school a1d little respect for adult authority —is
a serious matter t0 many te. s. especially in junior and senior high
schools. It has been anticipated by some (American Friends Service Com-
mittee. 1978 Gentry. 1976) that competency testing will lead to increased
pupil responsibility for learning. It is at least conceivable that more pupils
will find reasons. not now present. to better use their time in school. there-
by improving the lot of the teacher who is overburdened with pupils who
heretofore have resisted involvement in their own education.

There has been criticism that competency testing can too easily lead
to teaching “to thr test™ or “beating the test™ (National Academy of Educa-
tion. 1978: Reilly. 1978). However. for those who have been graduating
from high school without basic knowledge or skills. whatever the various
states may determine them to be. is teaching to the test really so bad?
Within a competency-based educational approach. if one considers the
test to be a measure of expected outcomes and behavioral objectives
built into a curriculum concerned with life skills (Spady & Mitchell. 1977).
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it is appropriate to teach to the test. Should a student fail a test but pass it
later, after further instruction. the testing program can provide a feed-
back or self-monitoring mechanism that has in other contexts been shown
to be useful (Nelson. 1977). For these purposes. teaching “to the test”
has potential for becoming a useful way to improve learning effectiveness.
The teacher can be one of the bencficiaries if pupil improvement is per-
ceived partly as an ind‘zation of teacher effectiveness as well as pupil
outcome.

There are two other indirect benefits that may. accrue to teachers
from the minimum competency movement. The growing recognition that
competency testing requires explicit attention to remedial efforts (Good
& Brophy. 1973: Keefe & Geo.giades. 1978: Pipho. 1978) improves the
chances that remedial teaching positions will be created in the schools.
In these days of diminishing school enrollments and lack of opportunity
for teacher employment, any possibility of new positions is a welcome one.

Finally, proponents of competency testing have argued (Teaching
Fads, 1978) that improved standards in the public schools may bring the
schools in line with the public mood. as demonstrated by the greater pres-
tige and significance given to the high school diploma. Teachers can only
benefit if their activities are viewed more positively by the general public.

Negative Aspects of Minimum Competency Testing for Teachers

Unfortunately. the opumistic view of the effe~ts of minimum com-
petency testing must be counterbalanced by consideration of the harm
the movement can do to teachers and to teaching. Any optimism is pred-
icated on the assumptions that criterion scores that make educational
sense can be established: and that competency testing will not be abused
through gross misunderstanding. used for unrelated purposes. or for un-
wanted social and political side effects. The Committee on Testing and
Basic Skills of the National Academy of Education in its report to the
United States Assistant Secretary for Education (1978) was not optimistic
about the future of competency testing. Nor are some of the national
leaders in educational measurement (Glass, 1978; Jaeger. 1978). although
others are more sanguine (Fremer. 1978).

The critical problems are the arbitrariness of any cutoff scores used
to determine what constitutes minimum competency: the relationship
of the subject matter of the tests to what is taught in schools: and the
possibility that the use of standardized paper-and-pencil tests may be
inimical to the life-skill competencies some states are attempting to
measure (Nathan & Jennings. 1978).

All three of these problems affect teachers. If. in fact. test content
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and cutoff scores are arbitrary and educationally meaningless. there is
a danger that their use will move teachers further i the direction of be-
coming educational bureaucrats. in the dictionary meaning of the term:
“An official who follows and insists on an inflexible routine. proper forms.
and rules” (Webster's, 1966. p. 194). When tests that are pseudostandards
become the focus of teaching: when teachers are t:ld accountable for
teaching content that pupils can use to pass such tests: and when some or
much of the content of the tests is not relaicd to other aspects of the cur-
riculum or must substitute for already existing parts of course content.
then the tendency is increased for teachers to become persons who “sign-
off” their pupils or carry out busywork. With much of the school cur-
riculum already determined by legislation reflecting community values
and variable public pressures. teaching tends to become cluttered and
busy Less and less time is being spent on more and more. From a teacher's
point of view. the personal danger— translated into a serious educationgl
problem for pupils—is that loss of curricular freedom reinforces the
tendency for teaching to be less a profession and more a craft: that is.
the carrying out of assigned tasks created by others in a routine and pre-
scribed manner (Harris. 1975). Minimum competency testing will not
create these conditions; they already exist. But it could further the demise
of teaching as both a profession and an art.

If one accepts the pessimistic predictions about the benefits of mini-
mum competency testing. teachers may be in a most awkward and difficult
position. Should the movemeni fail and further public disillusionment
occur. it can be predicted that teachers. perhaps more than others. will
be held accountable for its failure. despite our lack of clear understanding
of the relationship between teacher behavior and pupil achievement (Good
& Brophy. 1973: Witkin. 1973) and despite our lack of precise understand-
ing of how much of the variance in pupil achievement can be attribured
to socioeconomic status. home conditions. or schooling (Shea. 1976).
It would be tragic if the reputations of the vast majority of teachers.
who are adequate to excellent teachers. are further tainted when. in
truth. they are being used in large part as tools to carry out a policy
created by public demand. legislated by state law. developed by measure-
ment specialists. and administered by state departments of education
and '-cal educational administrators.

It -1ay seem odd that we are arguing that failure of the competency
testing movement. sk .1ld it happen. cannot be attributed to any great
extent to teachers. yet its success. should it prove to be seen as successful.
should be attributed in significant measure to teacher behavior. Should
the system fail. it will have failed before it reaches the classroom. The
impact of regulations. test content. cutoff scores. procedures. funding.
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and nonschool variables. among other factors. will greatly influenc2 the
success of this system. Yet if the competency testing movement succ.eds.
it will do so because it will have become dependent on how it is carried
out in the classroom (Thompson, 1974).

Another related factor that may result in negative consequences for
teachers is an economic one. Minimum competency testing is expensive.
It will increase the bill for public education (Anderson. 1975: Keefe
& Georgiades. 1978: Wood. 1978). If it is to be done properly. teachers
will need additional human resources and educational materials. It is
immoral. if not illegal. for state legislatures to pass laws that require
funding and then fail to appropriate sufficient funds to carry out the laws
(Bennett & Bardon. 1975; National Center for Law and the Handicapped.
1978). If competency testing results in a heavier workload for teachers
and increased pressure to produce. without additional support. we can
expect negative reaction from teachers and increased militancy about
teacher rights. roles. responsibilities. and salaries.

Itis slso « fallacy to think that minimum competency testing will some-
how inspire pcor teachers to be better ones. We know of no evidence to
support the suposition that poor teaching is improved by the imposition
of external standards. Perhaps sloppy or uninspircd teachers will be more
careful to mind iheir manners. but it is our belief that poor teachers—
harmful teachers—are best eliminated by training programs. by careful
recruitment. and by promotion and retention policies. Cosmetic changes
are not necessaril, real changes. No matter what else happens. it is our
strongly held view that poor teachers will remain poor teachers.

Still another potential problem is the converse of what was stated
previously about the positive aspects of teaching “to the test.™ Concen-
trating as we are on those pupils who do not meet some standard of mini-
mum competence. we may sometimes forget that most pupils .ot only
raeet such standards but exceed them. The problem of minimum becoming
maximum is a serious one (Keefe & Georgiades. 1978: National Academy
of Education. 1978: Reilly. 1978). Some teac hers under pressure to teach
“to the test” may be inclined to pay less attention to those who can ben-
efit irom still higher standards.

Finally. we have already seen that the pupil competency testing move-
ment is leading to the teacher competency testing movement (Pipho.
1978). The evaluation of teaching competency will likely include evalua-
tion of pupil performance as one measure of teaching effectiveness
(McClung. 1978: New Jersey State Department of Education. 1978). Unless
pupil rate of learning. background faciors influencing pupil performance.
sex. community standards and conditions. and the host of other factors
that may influence pupil learning (besides teacher performance) are
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considered. we will have included a criterion in judging teacher perform-
ance that is at least as arbitrary as some say are the cutoff scores in pupil
competency testing. What evidence we have suggests that teacher effec-
tiveness and student performance do not interact in a systematic way
(Good & Beckerman, 1978). What is good teaching for one student may
be poor teaching for another (Hunt. 1975: Witkin. 1973). Consistency in
teaching is still another variable. Most teachers are not consistently ef-
fective or ineffective even with pupils of similar attributes and attitudes
(Sherman et al.. 1976). Arbitrary inclusion of pupil performance in the
evaluation of teachers is not likely to induce many teachers to be better
teachers.

Unresolved Issues

It is sad but true that the public. legislators. and many educators have
come to regard minimum competency testing in simple cause-and-effect
terms. You pass or you do not pass. If you do poorly at first. remedial
help will solve the problem. If you do not pass. it is either willful or the
result of poor teaching. If teachers know they will be held accountable.
they will “shape up.” Perhaps it shall never be possible to convince those
who hold such clear views about what is correct and who is responsible.
that schooling does not work the way they think it does. As Arthur Wise
(1978) has poirted out. the theory of education underlying the develop-
ment of minimum competency policy makes assumptions about child.
teacher. and learning that may not be warranted by our current state of
knowledge. Children are not infinitely pliable. We do not know why some
children fail to learn. and we do not know how to teach all children. We
are by no means certain what a good teacher is. except that the multiple
variables that determine even so direct a definition of teaching as the
production of academic results is extraordinarily complex and interactive
(Hunt. 1975: Good. Biddle & Brophy. 1975). ‘

Moreover.teachers do not respond to legislation and orders to do better
by becoming better teachers. There is some evidence to suggest that
mandates to action may well produce increased defensiveness and en-
trenchment of formerly held positions (Fillos. 1978). The conditions for
the development of what has been termed “evaluation resistance™ are
similar to the ways that teachzrs have been treated so far in many pro-
grams of minimum competency testing (Fillos. 1978). Loss of freedom or
threat of its loss often leads to valuing even more that which is threatened.
as psychological reactance theory and research indicate (Brehm. 1966).
When teachers believe they are losing organizational control of their own
classrooms: believe they are taken for granted when their pupils succeed
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but punished when their pupils fail: and believe they are under pressure
to produce but are not offered material. personnel. and moral support
to get the job done—then we have no reason to expect improved teaching.
much less adequate teaching.

As we well know. innovation in education has a way of being absorbed
by the system so that changes appear to take place for awhile: yet nothing
much happens (Rand Corporation, 1978; Sarason. 1971; Wood, 1978).
Some of the signs of this “easy way out™ have begun to appear. Com-
mercial kits designed to teach the test appear to be in demand (Student
aid. 1978). For high school teachers unfamiliar with basic skills (Taylor.
1978) the use of ready-made materials about which one does not have to
think is attractive. But they do not address the problem of low achieve-
ment levels in schools. They help teachers get through the problem with-
ont dealing with it by offering them easy-to-use packaged programs that
provide substitutes for teacher time. attention. concern. and involve-
ment in the nroblems faced by low-achieving pupils.

We may begin ic see some changes in grading practices as teachers
at all grade levels at which competency testing is used receive feedback
of pupil results. It is to be expected that teachers will seek congruence
between test scores and classroom grades. Where effort and ability have
been used as bases for grading. especially in the lower grades. as ways to
reflect different aspects of classroom performance. these may give way to
academic perforinance only. But attribution theory and research suggest
that emphasis on effort and ability as promoters of success and emphasis
on lack of effort as cause for failure may stimulate the academic per-
formance of pupils (Bar-Tal. 1978). Grades have served many purposes.
among which has been reporting on academic competence. We have not
struggled all these years to develop multipurpose grading systems without
cause. The use of academic performance on tests as the sole hasis for grad-
ing may thus prove to be less helpful than it would seem.

Another issue to be faced is the specter of creating another category
of special education. As special needs of children were identified and as
laws provided funding to help meet educational needs. categorization
proliferated (Reynolds & Birch. 1977). It is conceivable that pupils who
fail competency tests will be separated out ior special educational pro-
gramming. as a convenient way to solve problems of spreading individual
differences and instructional time in regu!ar classes and as a way to con-
centrate teaching efforts on the specific tasks at hand. Let us remember
that Public Law 94-142 was a reaction to the abuses of labeling and
segregation. among other things. in the public schools. If teachers are
told they can get rid of problem children by sending them to remedial
classes — special classes— they will do so. However. if they know that they
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must continue to work with these children but have resources available.
many of the stigmata uatil recently associated with special education
may be avoided in remedial programs for failing or borderline pupils.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Mi:nimum competency testing is here to stay. at least for a while. W=
have pointed out that it holds prospects of positive change for teachers,
that it has negati ‘e aspects. and that it raises issues and problems that are
unresolved. In fact. it is hardly a unitary educational practice or concept.
It is an idea implemented idicsyncratically in the various states. It is
intended to help correct a problem of standards that badly needs correct-
ing. It is also a superficial approach to the improvement of teaching and
of pupil learning. but it is a popular approach and its failure at this point
will help no one. So. all should be done to make it work.

Teachers. we have said. are absolutely critical elements in its opera-
tion. Unless teacher reactions and needs are considered. minimum com-
petency testing cannot accomplish its intended purposes. Therefore, we
propose a number of not-very-startling recommendations in the hope that
someone somewhcre will pay attention t« them. We applaud those states
that have already given serious consideration to at least some of these
recommendations in framing competency testing programs.

McClung (1978) has made suggestions to help states and schoois avoid
legal problems associated with competency programs. Interestingly
encugh. most of his good suggestions are among those we also want to
make to help ensure that teachers can assist with the upgrading of stan-
dards in the schools and can teach those whose levels of competency can
be raised. The recommendations we make are also in keeping with the
spirit, if not the precise: points, of the National Education Associaiion
Resolution 78-54 on Mandated Standards for Educational Programs
(National Education Association. 1978).

First. develop competency objectives that are obtainable through
regular instruction without massive overhaul of educational programs in
the schools.

Second. insist on continuity between instruction and assessment ob-
jectives. Teachers must know what is expected of them.

Third. sermit time for the reorgarization of the curriculum. Do not ask
teachers suddenly to change instructional approaches or add new material
without time and thought given to how that can best be done.

Fourth. supply schools with materials, additional staff, and time during
the school day cr on scme other acceptable basis to think through the
planning of how competency objectives can best be achieved and how
program changes and responsibilities can best be managed.

183



Psychologicz! Implications for Teachers 167

Fifth. perhaps most important of all. do not ignore teacher needs and
morale as though they do not exist. Teacher involvement in creating the
educational program to match competency requirements is essential.
We do not mean superficial involvement. such as informing by bulletins
and memos. We mean involvement in those decisions that determine how
teachers will actually teach in their classrooms. At this time we know
enough. from so many sources and areas of endeavor. about the im-
portance of involvement for motivation. morale and the implementation
of change. that it should not be necessary to mention this: but it is neces-
sary.

More general recommendations may also be in ordei:

Sixth. follow the principles of parsimony and gradualness. if at all pos-
sibie (Nance. 1977; Popham, 1978). The more complex. overpowering.
different. and refined the system, the less likely it is to be used. Tele-
vision has been accepted in the classroom when other educational innova-
tions have not— perhaps because it is already known to teacher and pupil.
requires only the click of a button. and offers the teacher a tool to use
rather than another problem to solve. If multiple copies of forms. long
computer printouts, difficult-to-interpret results, and elaborate reporting
systems become part of the way minimum competency testing feedback
and remediation efforts work. we predict the system will collapse under
its own weight.

Seventh. do not be satisfied with single-system or token solutions to
inservice education of teachers. For instance. feedback to teachers about
pupil results is not sufficient to affect teacher behavior very much. even
when the teacher is able to make changes. Neither is didactic instruction
in measurement theory and terminology. Nor is inservice training on rules
and regulations. the luw. and teacher responsibility. Niedermeyer's (1977)
study of the factors influencing the outcome of an inservice training
program on teacher supervision is instructive in that it tells us that feed-
back or instructional strategies alone are not as efficient as the combina-
tion.

Eighth. to whateve: extent possible. review and revise the use of teacher
time in schouis. As has been pointed out elsewhere. an inordinate amount
of teacher time is spent in activities others can handle as well if not better
{Goodlad & Klein. 1974).

Ninth. be clear about who is responsible tor what. In the report
Improving Educational Achievement. the National Academy of Education
Cominittee on Testing and Basic Skills (1978) stated that. “"The schooi
district. or preferably. the school should be held responsible for what and
how well students learn. It is that administrzave level which should be
held responsible for producing changes in educational achievement. It
is important to hold responsible thosc who actually have the power to do
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something™ (p. 19). Therefore. the teacher should be held responsible
for that which the teacher can contrcl: not that which the state. school
board. or school administration has mandated regardless of its efficacy in
the classroom. Teachers who are 1old what they are to teach. what results
are to be achieved. and how they are to teach are hardly free agents in
the teaching-learning interaction. The tighter the constraints. the less
we can hold teachers responsible for results.

Minimum competency testing is policy. It involves broad and far-
reaching views of what education should be. It involves technology and
administration. But ultimately. minimum competency testing imposes
conditions of learning on pupils and psvchological burdens on teachers
who must do something about all this in the classroom. This paper has
tried to indicate at least some of the psychological implications of the
competency movement for teachers and to point toward ways of increas-
ing the chances that the movement will not become another passing in-
novation that adds to the public cynicism about the effectiveness of Ameri-
can pubfic education.
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8 Minimum Competency Testing:
Psychological Implications for
Students

Theodore H. Blau

Introduction

In thc available literature concerning minimum competency testing
there are rare references to the student (Buros. 1977: Competency test
rapped. 1978: Ryan. 1971: Society for the Psychology Study of Social
Issues. 1964: Student apathy. 1978). The i cus seems to be on the process
of developing another series of testing programs. and not on the indi-
viduals who are the “product™ of the educational system. Certainly the
issue of minimum competency testing is of great import to el:cted offi-
cials (Cabinet changes literacy test's name. 1978: Pipho. 1978: Literacy
test hearings, 1978: New Dallas teachers fail. 1978). Some writers have
even suggested that the entire issue reflects various ills and evils of modern
society (Albee. 1978: Professer. 1978: Rickover et al.. 1978).

Tezachers. their unions, and 2ducational administrators have generally
taken a defensive view of the entire minimum competency movement
(Adult performance level. 1975: Chicago school crackdown. 1978: Fisher.
1978; National Academy of Education. 1978; Miller. 1978: Pipho. 1978).
On the other hiind. some reports suggest that many parents of school-
aged children are upsct about the effects of minimum competency testing
on their children (Blue ribbon panel fires salvos. 1978: Literacy test scoring
called fairer. 1978: McCormack. 1978: The high illiteracy. 1978: The
taught lesson. 1978). And there have been occasional efforts. primarily
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by psychologists and educational researchers. to view the issue in a dis-
passionate manner (Cronbach. 1975: Gadway and Wilson, 1975; Glass.
1977). There are serious questions as to the criterion-validity of most
tests. and there have been studied efforts to provide guidelines for the
utilization of test instruments (American Psychological Association.
1974: Socicty for the Psychological Study of Social Issues. 1964: Wright
and Isenstein. 1976). But there have been few efforts, even of limited per-
spective. to assess the situation realistically (Harris and Associates. 1970:
Harris and Associates, 1971; Miller, 1978; Rosenthal. 1970).

The issue. in its intensity. may spawn a new kind of professional in-
dustry—“prepping” for the minimum competency tests (Student aid
coming. 1978; Thompson, 1978). More fundamentally. there is no agree-
ment as to the meaning of “minimum competency” (Miller, 1978). Data
suggesting that students are learning less than ever before have been
labeled by some researchers as deceptive (Fisher. 1978). We know that
when scholars and researchers are caught up in public issues. composuie,
clanty. and judgment may suffer (Cronbach. i975). One scholar has even
suggested that any effort to determine minimum competency in relation
to an absolute standard would tend to be capricious and authoritarian
{Glass. 1977).

Why the Furor?

Anger. resentment, vitupeiation, and the othur strong affects are usaally
products of threat or fear. There is considerable experimental evidence
which i: generally accepted to support this (Ryan, 1971: Society for the
Psychological Study of Social Issues, 1964). As the concern for quality
in public education developed sufficiently. legislation requiring minimum
competency examinations for public school students resulted: rationale
and justification of these procedures followed. together with angry opposi-
tion. The current proponents of minimum competency testing suggest
the following: (1) the high school diploma is of questionable value since
social promotions begin at the first grade and continue onward through
all twelve grades: (2) the level of attainment by high school graduates is
decclerating constantly: (3) students lack motivation and they require
something to make them more concerned about school: (4) teachers are
not as competent as they ought to be; and (5) the fabric of intellectual
society is deteriorating, and the school system is helping to hide this by
continuing to process students without concerr about the pursuit of
excellence.

Counterpositions by educators. administrators. and other behavioral
specialists and scientists who oppose minimum competency assessment
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include: (1) test instruments used in minimum competency evaluations
are of limited validity; (2) aside from technical considerations. tests are
not a very fair way of assessing educational progress: (3) testing is anti-
liberal and antiprogress: (4) tests label children and it is generally agreed
that children should not be labeled: and (5) the use of minimum com-
petency tests will force the schools to develop programs to “teach the
test.”

And so we have very large numbers . people who insist that we improve
the quality of educaticn. Part of this group says that we must not be un-
fair—to the teachers. to the school system. and (very occasionally) to
the students. A growing number of !-gislators and political aspirants have
hc pped onto the banawagon and insist that we must not upset the voters
(uniess perhaps. there can be political profit made from the distress).

The Composition of *he Opposing Camps

ltis difficult (o identify the main groups to which leaders of the var™ us
camps belong. Those who favor minimum competency testing inctude
educational researchers. parents. military officials. psycholcgists. employ-
ers. officials in universities. back-to-hasics advocates. and legislators.
The reasons they give range from one form or another of a desire to
frighten (read “motivate™ the students, to weli-substan.iated arguments
about using high quality testing instruments as diagnostic tools to improve
teaching methods and curricula.

The opponents to minimum competency testing make a series of cogent
and powerful arguments. These arguments include the concept that such
tests are unfair to minority groups. that tests are insufficiently valid and
reliable. that the procedures will establish the pursuit o1 mediocrity. that
the schools will be forced to “teacl. the test” instead of appropriate cur-
ricular content, that cireating will he encouraged. that children will be
labelced. and in general that the schools will pursue mediocrity av @ more
rapid rate. The proponents of t'uts position include members of the samne
professions and general groupings uvi parents. legislators. psychologists.
educators, and so on. Both sides of the issue are backed by members of
the same groups: this suggests that the issue is extremely complex.

Where Is the Student?

As was noted in thc introduction. the available literature reveals almost
no reference to the student and the student’s needs. While there is con-
siderable implication that the cause of the whole furo: is the rapidly
de eriorating competence of the student. the furor seems a classic case

150



Psychological Laplications for Students 175

of “blaming the victim." Ryan (1971) points ot that blaming the victim
is an ideological process which occurs with a set of ideas and concepts
derived from systematically motivated but unintended distortions of
reality. In order to justify (e status quo. it is necessary to find a viciin
of social problems who is identified as in some way disadvantaged. un-
helped. or needful. Once such a victim is “discovered.” a “cause” emerges
with proponents who point out that the poor victim ¢ not be expected
to do very well because of political conditions. economic conditions.
cultural conditions, and any one of a variety of clever and articulate
descriptions of the poo- status of the individual who does not “make it.”
The educational system has been fertile gronnd for the discovery and
blaming of victims.

In the issue of minimum competency testing. the student is again the
“victim.” Under the guise of “helping™ the victim. it is necessary to ex-
amine the victim carefully. scientifically. objectively, mathematically.
and so forth. The purpose is to confine the solution of the dilemma to
manipulations of the victim. By concentrating all effort on the victim. it
is possible to displace. ignore. and ultimately avoid the basic social causes
of the problems being addressed. The most important subtle effect of
this ideological process is that when one concentrates on the victim, one
can avoid passing judgments on onc’s own adequacies. To concentrate on
the inadequac’  f our students in the school system is to sanctimoniously
imply a “not guilty” verdict for ourselves. Genuine and pragmatic concern
for the welfare of our students might better be demonst- atec' by carefully
designed evaluation plans to answer questions about the relationship of
schooling to quality of life and to personal success five. ten. and twenty-
five years after graduation.

There is a minimum competency testine program currently operating
in the state of Florida. It began in the mid-sixties. and included such highly
desirable concepts as behavioral objectives. pupil progression plans.
accountability, comprchensive planning. formative and summative evalua-
tion. and criterion-referenced testing. The law was labeled “The Anti
social-Promotion Rill." The system requires tests of basic skills to be
administered in the 3rd. 5t1. 8th, and 1ith grad=s to “identify student
needs” and to find out how various school districts are doing at meeting
standards. In order to move on to the next level in school. a student will
have to master specific objectives. The Functional Literacy Test. now
called a student assessment test {Cabinet changes literacy test’s name.
1978). is administered to high school juniors and seniors. Areas measured
are reading. writing. an. arithmetic. Severai opportunities for passing the
test are provided. The test has been the source of enormous controversy
in Florida (Blue ribbon panel fires salvos. 1978: Leepson. 1978).
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Where is the student in all this? During the past twenty-five years,
while in fuli-time independent psychological practice in Tampa. Florida.
I have had the opportunit to examine over two thousand school children.
Most of them were not “doing well” i:1 school. A small number were out-
standing students. In each case. the parents or guardians. and frequently
the teachers. were con :erned ahout the student and sought professional
psychological help. Each student was given a full Wechsler Intelligence
scale for Children. as well as a more informal intelligence scale such as
the Pecabody. A series of neuropsychological tests were administered to
each child. Every student took :n appropriate form of the Metropolitan
Achievement Tests or the Stanford Achievement Tests. A reading survey
such as the Gates-MacGinitie or the SRA Reading Survey was given to
each student. A series of objective and projective tests of personality
wer: administered. The parents were alvrays interviewed. as was the
student. Teachers and principals were consulted where appropriate. In
each case. a very complete interpretation of results was give.: the parents.
with children of thirtzen or fourteen years and older present at this inter-
pretation. During the past ten years, a tape recording of the interpretation
session was given the family. to review. share with teachers. and so forth
Follow-up interviews » evaluate progress were scheduled with a'most all
families. These detailed assessments represent an cxtensive psychological
study of school-aged children. In the course of these eval.ations, there
was an opportunity to share with students, parents and educators a con-
siderable raiige and depth of views ahout education. These empirical
observations included 2 series of direct questions to thirty-five recently-
examined students ahout Florida's minimum competency testing program.
If indeed the students are the victims. it would seem that we need to talk
with the victims.

Thirty of the thirty-five students interviewed in depth were relatively
distressed and disdainful about the whole testing business. They saw it
as another burden developed by adults to make their progress through
school moie difiicult. In most cases wnere the psychological assessment
procedures were conducted as noted above, the greatest problem in
+ orking with {he students was to convince them that the tests would be
used for them rather than against them. As they were given immediate
feedback about their performance we observed almost universally that
the students became friendlier and more enthusiasiic. curious, and active
participants. Students seemed consistently “fed up™ with adults—their
parents. the teachers. administrators. and politicians. They felt that they
had no part in any sort of needs-assessment to find out whether schocl
would be of any value to them. The majority of students, including the
very bright ones, simply do not care.
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The students who failed the minimal competency test saw this result
as another antagonistic "put down” from a society that does not like them
very well. A number of bright students who will be admitted to college
with advanced standing had almost identical views. except that they saw
the tests as just another “piece of nonsense™ that wastes time during high
school and keeps them from productive learning. The poor students saw
the tests as an additional barrier to success and esteem and not a help.
while the good students saw them as a barrier to using their time effec-
tively. Most students seemed to see the school system. their parents.
politicians. and educational administrators as antagonists. Many stu-
dents learn to manipulate the system. Not studying or performing is a way
of fighting back or asserting oneself against authority figures. A “slave
mentality™ is created whereby students commit small sabotages to subvert
a hostile system. These views are supported by a brief report of students’
attitudes about these matters (Student Apathy. 1978). which was the only
study of student attitudes found.

What Is Needed?

Educational institutions. government agencies. and politicians are
geared up to implement minimum competency testing with only the data
and experience we now have. Creative changes are not likely to be
instituted. We all know how unwelcome new educational. research. or
evaluation schemes tend to be. In order to make possible a reasoned.
sensible. scientific. and humane approach. it would be necessary to declare
a moratorium on penalties and pejoratives. This in itself may be impossible.
in view of the historical tendency for educational institutions to maintain
the status quo. If indeed it were possible. one way of potentially solving
the current conflictive issues regarding minimum competency in favor of
students might include the following procedures.

First. a proper needs assessment should be undertaken. This would
have to include a broad-spectrum matrix of concerns. We have a lot of
data about the concerns of legislators. school teachers. educational unions,
educational administrators. and educational researchers. Competency
involves more than preparing to meet the needs of industry and the bu-
reaucracy (Albee. 1978). Particular attention will have to be given to the
long-range goals of students. of their parents. and of the community in
which the students intend to live. One would seek common factors and
meaningful variance in these expectancies. The data would be most
valuable in initial design plans for appropriate competency tests.

iiven an adequate and agreed-upon needs assessment. the second
step would be to develop a series of measures. Some may already be
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available. which could be reasonably associated with the goals developed
by all interested parties. Long-range goals reflecting a variety of dimen-
sions. variously described as “humanism.” “quality of life.” and "success.”
should be considered for significant periods of time past the student’s
educational experience. with the expectancy that test items can be de-
veloped to measure steps toward such goals.

Third. as the result of a broad-range standardization and validation
experiment. it may be possible to identify academic content likely or
unlikely to move the student toward a variety of goals. It would be im-
portant to design evaluation plans which clearly demonstrate the degree
of confidence to be placed in how this curricular content is measured.
and it would be desirable to establish fail-safe mechanisms to ensure that
these measurement systems operate in 2 manner humane and helpful
for the swudents and to society.

With continued emphasis on the student. the fourth step should
include efforts to help the educational system present curricular content
that is associated with long-range goals in a flexible marner. allowing for
a broad range of individual differences. attainment lags. track crossings.
and exchanges. Certainly such ideas are not new. but associating them with
a respectable picture of student needs would be a considerable change in
tactics.

Fifth. in order to ensure the continued viability of any system. it would
be necessary to build an evaluation scheme which will allow formative
and summative data to be available on an immediate (for the student).
middle-range (for the teacher and the administrator). and long-range (for
the politician. the administrator. and the curriculum builder) basis. The
evaluation would determine the degree to which content and methods
are helping students attain the previously determined. long-range goals.
This information will perhaps be most useful in identifying the degree of
success with which an individual student is attaining his or her goals. The
importance of immediately and personally usable information cannot be
overemphasized (Cronbach. 1975). It is of equal importance that the
content of the curricula be attuned to meaningful long-range educational
and survival goals (Buros. 1977).

The Student as Protagonist —A Psychological Model

As long as parents. iegislators. teachers. and administrators see stu-
dents as “problems.” the student will serve as the blamed victim. and
the antagonist role will be played by most parties. As a result. everyone
will lose. Reversing this trend may mean opposing the status quo and may
well be impossible. However. a psychological model of the student as
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protagonist is possible. and making such a model operational requires
five conditions.

First. it requires an involvement of students in all decisions. including
decisions about minimum competency testing. at all levels. but not in a
merely token manner. Second. there must be some effort made to create
or improve unstructured dialogue among all parties from the beginning to
the end of schooling. Third. and critical to all of these steps. would be
the establishment of feedback loops that place primary emphasis on com-
munication between students at higher levels and students at lower levels.
The enormously valuable information that can be passed from an 1ith
grader to a 9th grader. from a 7th grader to a 4th grader. and so forth.
has never been carefully explored. One might pay particular attention to
a concept about adolescents often voiced by the late Abraham Maslow.
He frequently pointed out. in informal discussions. that if we could only
harness the full-grown intellect. the idealism. and the energy of our age
12-18 population. we could accomplish great and humanistic goals. Fourth.
some effort must be made to develop a system to give students some gen-
uine control of their own education. This would mean their input to
school boards. and their participation in curriculum committees and com-
mittees on hiring practices. credentialing efforts. budgeting. discipline.
and evaluation. The fifth condition requires a study of how student leaders
emerge. Sometimes selected by the authority figures in a school. and some-
times representing their fellow students. student leadership should be
studied to develop ways and means to ensure that student leaders repre-
sent their fellow students. Student leaders should be responsive to long-
range goals rather than the approbation of parents. teachers. and ad-
ministrators.

This generalized. simplified psychological model is so idealistic that one
might be tempted. with due apologies to both Thoreau and Skinner. to
call it “Walden 111.” Nevertheless. concern for improving the quality of
life should not be immediacely denigrated because of practical matters.
It is also an oversimplification to be pragmatic or hard-headed. Too often
a shallow pragmatism prevails. and the human venture suffers accordingly.

An Epilogue

It seems apparent after one reads current literature on minimum com-
petency testing that tests themselves are neither good nor bad. Certainly
tests are used in ways that can be very good or very bad for students.
Tests are currently not as well validated with respect to curriculum objec-
tives as they should be. The proper application of test instruments. how-
ever, lags far behind technological development and the state of the art
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of instrumentation. Tests of any sort ought to be demonstrably useful in
helping students achieve a higher quality of life and an improved pursuit
of competence. The use of tests to label children and justify administra-
tive decisions is deplorable. It is unlikely that we are going to see any
major change in either the controversy about minimum competency
testing or the educational conditions being questioned until we develop
some ways to value. respect. trust. and better utilize the growing children
who become the “outcome” of the system under consideration.
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9 Competency Testing and the

Handicapped: Some Legal
Concerns for School
Administrators

Kathleen S. Fenton

Competency testing programs potentially involve a morass of legal
concerns with regard to the rights of handicapped students. Although
local practices are a matter of local prerogative. the Supreme Court has
made it clear thai the behavior of educators must conform to fundamental
constitutional safeguards and cannot conflict with basic constitutional
rights.

Two constitutional rights set forth in the Fourteenth Amendment
have special relevance for school administrators contemplating how they
will deal with handicapped students in their competency testing programs.
The first right is the guarantee of equal protection of the law. construed
as equal opportunity when applied to education: the second right is to due
process when state action may adversely affect an individual. Both
these provisions have been embodied in Public Law 94-142. th= Education
of All Handicapped Children Act. and are elaborated on by ihis legisla-
tion and its regulations.

The purpose of this article is to raise questions concerning the applica-
tion of these rights to the handicapped in the implementation of com-
petency testing programs. These provisions require serious consideration.
To facilitate discussion of the questions. the background of each provi-
sion will be presented. followed by an examination of the implications

This paper was prepared by Kathleen S. Fenton in her private capacity and the opinions
herein should not be taken to represent the official position of the Bureau of Education for
the Handicapped. U.8. Office of Education.
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for the special education population and for school administrative
practices.

Equal Dpportunity

The thrust of the major. recent court decisions on the right of the
handicapped to an education makes it clear that regardless of the nature
or severity of handicap. the state educational authority is responsible for
providing each child with an equal opportunity to receive an appropriate
education according to her or his capacity. An appropriate education ias
been defined as instruction geared to a child's particular needs and aspira-
tions (National Advisory Commitiee on the Handicapped. 1977). This
right is derived from an application of the Fourteenth Amcndment provi-
sion that forbids the state to deny any citizen the equal protection of the
laws. And it is implemented through the Public Law 94-142 requirement
of an individualized educational program (IEP) for each handicapped
child. Public Law 94-142 defines the IEP as “a written statement . . . de-
veloped in any meeting by a representative of the local education agency
who shall be qualified to provide or supervise the provision of . . . instruc-
tion. the teacher. the parent or guardian . . . and when appropriate the
child. . . .” (Section 602 [19])

While Public Law 94-142 defines the 1EP as a document. or a plan for
the child's special education and related services. the IEP can be viewed
as a comprehensive system for instructional service which includes plan-
ning. inplementation. and periodic review and revision (Morrissey &
Safer, 1977). The 1EP also serves as a record of the education received.
including the goals and objectives addressed. and the means by which the
child’s attainment of the goals were assessed.

The IEP is to include:

.

(a) A statement of the present level of educational performance of such child:
(b) A statement of annual goals. including short term instructional objectives: t¢)
A statement of the specific special education and related services to be provided
to the child. and the extent to which the child will be able to participate in regular
education programs: (d} The projected dates for initiation of set vices and the antici-
pated duration of the services: and (e} Appropriate objective criteria and evalua-
tion procedures and schedules for determining. on at least an annual basis. whether
the short term obijectives are being achieved. (45 CFR. 42 Federal Register. 1977,
p. 42491)

Thus. the 1EP is a documented plan which employs a competency-

based curriculum approach—on an individval ved basis rather than with
a standard set of goals. Since objectives for a child’s program are to be
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determined by the IEP planning team. several questions arise for admin-
istrative practices air.d the provision of equal opportunity for the child.

First. must the IEP goals and objectives reflect those of the regular
educational program in so far as possible” The burden will probably be
on the planning team to show cause for deleting goals and objectives
known to be in the competency testing program. In the auxence of an
explicit rule. this interpretation fullows the argument developed by Kotin
(1978) which employs an extension of the principle underlying the least
restrictive alternative. This principle suggests that the child’s IEP should
be comparable to “he regular educational program unless there is a clear
reason for other goals. Kotin cites the precedent established by sec. 88.34
of the regulations implementing sec. 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973
which places the persuasion burden on the school in a dispute of the least
restrictive environment (LRE). Moreover. he presents related guidelines
issued by the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped (BEH) for states
implementing LRE. These guidelines underscore the school's responsibil-
ity: “The burden of proof as to the appropriateness of any proposed place-
ment, as to why more normalized placements could not adequately and
appropriately serve the child's educational needs . . . will be upon the
local agency” (Bureau of Education. 1974. p. 17). And finally. Kotin cites
the fact hat all recent court decisions bearing on the issue place the
burden of proof on the school.!

Second. will schools have to develop a means to demonstrate that
the child actually received the instructional program outlined in the 1EP
with regard to the competencies addressed in the testing program? The
BEH has held that the 1EP is not a contract binding on the implementing
agency (the school). whereby educators can be made accountable for
attainment of the goals and objectives listed. Nonetheless. it is clear
that Congress intended for the 1EP provision to bring an element of ac-
countability into special education programming through the mandz-ed
annual planning and review process. At the very least. parents will be
able to bring informal pressures on the school to show that the child’s
program was carried out. To meet these pressures. schools may be com-
pelled to menitor the delivery and effectiveness of the prescribed services.
But ultimately. formal pressure may be applied by parents through appeals
and the judicial system if they see that instruction consistently fails to be
delivered or fails to fulfill the goals of the IEP. If this situation arises.
schools with self-monitoring procedures in place will avoid having such
procedures imposed by judicial mandate.

The third question also concerns monitoring needs. Will the school
need to ensure that instructional omission does not occur for mainstreamed
children who participate in “pull-out”™ programs but who intend to
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partici, «.2 in the regular competency testing program? L. C. Danielson
(this vc'ume) discusses the need to ensure content validity between the
tests and the child's IEP. Thus the school has the obligation to develop
or modify the curriculum so that it coincides with the district's chosen
competencies. Students participating in pull-out programs dictate yet
another administrative need: deliberate tracking as t¢ when specific com-
petencies are taught. Oregon provides an illustration of meeting this need.

The State Board of Education in Oregon requires local educational
agencies to develop written course statements for the curricula in grades
9-12. Each course statement has to include, among other objcctives. any
required minimum competencies assigned to that course for purposes
of verification. A benefit of such an approach is that instructiorai plan-
ning is more systematic and overall competency performance can be
traced to particular staff and program areas. On the other hand. the time
spent in record keeping and verification are of course an additional cost
to the district.

It is apparent from this discussion that when conipetency testing pro-
grams are viewed in the light of the equal opportunity provision for the
students involved. additional administrative procedures are required.

Due Process

In addition to establishing the right of every child to be educated accord-
ing to the child's needs. the courts have determined that a child is en-
titled to the protection of due process whenever there may be a change in
her or his educational status or program. This due process provision has
its origins in the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution: “nor shall
any state deprive any person of life. liberty. or property without due
process of izw.” In applying this clause to education. the court held that
the schooi is a proper agent cf the state and that citizens (in this case. the
handicapped child) must be protected from arbitrary anc capricious action
by the state (the school) whenever the consequences may jeopardize the
child’s life. liberty, or property.

The consequences of special education. both positive and negative.
have been well documented (O'Neill, 1977). And the courts have found
these consequences to be life-altering in nature. Thus. a working legal
definition for the adequacy of any procedures adopted by schools in
educational decision making is: when faced with a decision or potential
decision affecting the educational environment, the individual has the
opportunity to be heard as well as the right to impartial resolution of
conflicting positions.

Public Law 94-142 requires that the development and review of a

20;
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handicapped child's IEP be governed by due process procedures patterned
after the judicial model. This model emphasizes the following elements:
notice of pending action: informed consent: and the opportunity for
resolution of conflicts through informal means and the right to formal
appeal and an impartial hearing.

Thus. the duestions pertaining to due process in any competency
program address these elements. First. what provisions does the school
make for informing parents and the child. when appropriate. that the
contents of the IEP will determine the child's eligibility or preparation
for the competency testing program? Furthermore. does the school make
available to the parents (and the child) a list of the competencies included
in the testing program so parents can judge the relationship between the
program and their child’'s IEP? And third. are parents advised about the
implications for their child’s future educational opportunities and em-
ployment prospects if the IEP does not address the district’s competencies?
In 1972, by the Consent Decreg¢ in Pennsyivania Association for Retarded
Children (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. due process protec-
tion was extended to special education students. The decree stated that
it is the right of the child and parents to be involved as interested parties
in determining the evaluation. program. and placement of a child suspected
of being educationally handicapped.

Prior to this dircctive. many educational agencies made efforts to
inform parents of action taken involving their child’s education and to
secure parental support. However. informed consent was not insured.
Moreover. provisions for active parental involvement and involve-
ment of the child. where appropriate. were not found in general prac-
tice.

Explorato.y research conducted by the BEH showed that existing
provisions for consent generally consisted of a broad statement of intent
with little specificity provided (Hoff et al.. in press). Explanations in
more detail were frequently delivered orally and by several different
staff members. These practices result in vague parental understanding and
inhibit the parents’ ability to act prudently in behalf of their child.

Does the school have policies or procedures to promote informal
resolution of conflicts when parents and schools disagree on which com-
petencies are appropriate for a special education student? Is there a
mechanism whereoy parents or the child can appeal and receive an im-
partial hearing i lative to participation in the competency testing?

The regulations for Public Law 94-142 (part 121a.226) now mandate a
partnership between the parents of the child in question and the school
whenever the status or program of a child may be altered. Parental con-
sent is required and parents are to be advised of their right to appeal and
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an impartial hearing. Furthermore. Public Law 94-142 states that each
meeting conducted for the purpose of developing. reviewing. and revis-
ing a handicapped child's individualized educational program should
include one or both of the child's parents as participants and. where ap-
propriate. the child under consideration. Thus. another question is: What
are criteria for determining the appropriateness of including the child
in the planning and for determining the appropriate degree of involve-
ment if any?

Several additional questions s’.ould also be considered in conjunction
with the policies regarding the role of the child. Does a parent or guardian
have the right to waive a child's right to the opportunity to learn the
material to be included in the competency tests? By wiiat age and for
what handicapping conditions should the child be given the opportunity
to elect certain competency goals despite the parents’ preferences”? These
issues liave been left entirely to the discretion of locai prerogative. But
states and districts must realize their obligation to make these determina-
tions on an individual basis. Otherwise situations will arise where districts
face the prospects of having procedures defined through hitigation.

Conclusion

The preceding discussion makes it c.ear that schools encounter a
Pandora’s box of individual rights when the results of competency testing
determine an individual's educational status. The final question that
follows is whether this use of competency testing i the best way to make
schools accountable for preparing students to function in today's society.

The need to address the potential consequences of competency test-
ing programs for the individual is eliminated if competency testing focuses
on the system rather than the individual. That is. if schools or districts
are used as the unit of analysis for test scores. the system’s success at
imparting minimum competencie¢s to the students can be assessed. This
is how standardized testing programs and the resulting achievement
scores are frequently. albeit inappropriately. used tcday. Recall how the
public report of declining test scores overall has given rise to the back-to-
basics movement. The standardized tests. however. zre not designed to
assess minimum competencies but rather to discriminate levels of mastery.
Moreover. they are not generally coordinated with the curriculum of a
given school or district. so content validity is a serious problem. On the
other hand. competency testing programs should be designed to coordin-
ate the curriculum and criterion-referenced tests. based on state and
local competency goals.

Assuming that standard test-development procedurcs are used to insure
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validity. competency testing could more accurately provide the public
and educators alike with the accountability information they seck. But
these accountability needs can and should be satisfied without a cost to
individual students.

The “individual rights” problems rest with the application of the test
results, not the testing program itself. Results are appropriately applied
to the individual when used prescriptively during the development and
review of a student’s IEP. The legal restrictions governing the use of com-
petency test scores in this manner are found in the protection-in-evaluation-
procedures provision of Public Law 94-142. This provision requires that
test information be considered along with other equally valid information
about a student’s needs and performance level. But little is gained and
major problems arise when the test results are used to certify an individual
for graduation.

Note

1.See LeBanks v. Spears. 60 F.R.D. 135 (E.D. La 19730: Mills v. Board of Edu-
cation of D.C.. 348 F. Supp. 866 (D.D.C. 1972V In re Downey. 72 Misc. 2d772,
3 N.Y.S. 2d 687 (1972
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10 Test Scorez and Individuai
Rights

Mary M. Kennedy

When Florida initiated its statewide minimum competency test. 43
percent of the Duval County juniors flunked math and 14 percent failed
reading and grammar. Accerding to Glass (1978). if a student fails Florida's
test three t* ves. he or she will receive a certificate of attendance rather
than a diploma. This policy raises several questions. For example. is the
state now responsible for correcting these test failures or are the individual
students? Apparently. the State of Florida plans to assume some responsi-
bility since the state legislature has appropriated funds for remedial pro-
grams. But how capable is a state of providing competencies to individuals?
Are there any such competencies that can be guaranteed to all individuals?

Before considering the feasibility of state-assumed responsibility.
however. some determination must be made regarding whether educa-
tion itself is to be considered a right of the individual to be exercised at
his or her discretion or whether instead society is responsible for assuring
individual accomplishments. 1f we assume education is a right. we must
realize that the right to an ¢ducation is not like the constitutionally guar-
anteed rights such as freedom of speech or religious preference. Constitu-
tional rights are unique in several respects. For -:xample. they can be used
and reused. That is. one can exercise one's right to free speech as often
as one chooses and never exhaust the supply of this right (Okun. 1975
Not so for education: it must be exercised or acquired at specific times

The opinions expressed in this paper are solely those of the author. and should not be con-
strued to represent those of the U.S. Office of Education.
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and places and it must be acquired sequentiuiiy. Cu stitutional rights are
also in infinite supply. unlike entities such as property or money whose
supply can be exnausted. They, therefore, are free from the distributional
constraints that arise with finite resources. They are universally avail-
able aind equally available to any who wish to use them. and thus they
can be guaranteed. If education is a right. it differs from constitutional
rights in three important respects. First, educaticn is supported with finite
public resources. Though free to the individual. education is not free to
society. And that means distributive decisions regarding social resources
must be madec—decisions which need not be made for rights such as free
speech. This creates a dilemma: unlike other rights. the establishment of
1 universal right to education must necessarily include » method of distrib-
uting resources.

The second major difference between education and other rights is
that the right to education cannot be exercised freely at any time or place.
Rather. it inust be acquired or obtained hierarchically. in a place and in
a sequence prescribed by society: one must complete the requirements
for one grade before one can attend the next. The use of minimum com-
petency testing further structures the way in which an individual can
exercise the right to education. By requiring passage of a minimum com-
petency test before grade advancement or receipt of diploma. the test
constrains individual rights of access to later educational opportunities.

Third. one canrot easily determine when an individual's right to educa-
tion has been exercised or when it has been denied. though one can easily
determine whether an individual was allowed to vote. for example. or to
speak freely. But because of the structure of education and because
it must be provided by society as well as “used” by the individual, there
is considerable ambiguity over whether the right to education has in fact
been granted. At one time. it was assumed that evidence of equal access
to education constituted sufficient evidence that rights to education had
been granted. But even more stringent criteria have been applied recently.
Levine and Bane (1975). for example, argued that in Brown v. the Board
of Education (1953). the concern was not merely for equality of opportun-
ity. but instead it was for effective equality. That is. the evidence of equal
rights to education must be found in the outcomes of education rather than
simply in the provision of education. This point of view can also be found
in at least one social scientist's attempt to measure equal opportunity,
where the measure of equality has in fact been a measure of equality of
educational outcomes. or at least equality of outcomes across major
segments of our population (Coleman ¢t al.. 1966: Coleman, 1969: see
also Mosteller and Moynihan. 1972).

But extending the measurement of equality to include the outcomes
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of education means tha. >ducation as a right now has a considerably dif-
fercnt status than constitutional rights. To redefine freedom of speech
to mean effective free speech. for example. would mean that someone
must listen to every individual's speech. Clearly no guarantee of effective
free speech is possible. Equal opportunity for free speech. however. can
be guaranteed by requirements such as equal time on public broadcasts.

How is the minimum competency testing movement related to the con-
cept of effective equality? Wise (1978) described a court case in New Jersey
which was originally "concerned with the equalization of educational
expenditures. but in a bizarre turn of events resulted in a ruling to institute
minimum competency testing” (p. 597). The turn of events is not so bizarre
when viewed in the context of effective equality (equality of educational
outcomes): the court apparently felt that the testing program would be
more likely to promote equality of outcomes than would a change in the
distribution of resources. If this is the court’s view. then the use of mini-
mum competency testing programs may be a necessary part of providing
those educational rights that have been described here. These tests could
become a measure of the extent to which society has provided equal
outcomes of education. Thus. although Pipho (1978) has argued that the
testing program places the burden of passing on the individual. the argu-
ment for effective equality suggests that it is society which must assure
that an effective education has been acquired.

One characteristic of constitutional rights, however. which has been
retained in the notion of equal outcomes of education. is that of universal-
ity. The concepts of equality of opportunity and of effective equality
both imply that the right is universal. No group can be excluded. But can
a set of competencies be defined that are universally requisite? Such a
set must be defined if society is to assume responsibility for assuring
educational outcomes.

Itis one thing to give examples of how skills can be used in one’s every-
day life. and quite another to say that all individuals must have these
skills in order to function in our society. The latter statement implies
that the particular competencies that are required are known to be uni-
versally necessary for participation in society. Possession of these com-
petencies gives the individual the right to pass from school to society.

But our society is complex and it is difficult to imagine competencies
that are indeed universally requisite. For example. accountants can be
hirea to take care of individual finances. mechanics to maintain individual
properties. and calculators purchased to balance checkbooks. Certainly
not all individuals could afford to purchase all such services. but the fact
that they are available means that individuals have the flexibility to choose
which competencies they prefer to exercise for themselves and which they
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prefer to purchase. A complex society such as ours offers individuals a
variety of means by which to function in the society.

Coupled with the diversity of ways of functioning is an equal diversity
of individual strengths and weaknesses. This is best seen by considering
handicapped individuals. For the individual who is visually impaired, the
society provides Braille texts, seeing-eye dogs. dictaphones and reading
machines. For the individual who is severely retarded, the society provides
sheltered workshops in which the individual is capable of earning her or
his own money and contributing to society as well. Thus, for those indi-
viduals who lack certain competencies. compensatory means of func-
tioning are available. The diversity of our society permits diversity in
the way individuals function. making it difficult to define a single set of
competencies that are necessary to all members of society.

If the siandards accompanying minimum competency tests are to be-
come part of graduation requirements, other problems must also be
resolved. Kirp (1969) interpreted recent court cases as expanding the
protections of the Fourteenth Amendment to encompass those rights
essential to the individual's “satisfactory life process.” Does possession
of a diploma influence the individual's satisfactory life process? It certi-
fies that a student has completed those academic exercises that the school
feels should be completed. regardless of whether the school employs
competency tests as part of its requirement for graduation. Certification
increases the graduate’s access to employment and higher education. And
educational credentials may be more important to an individual's future
econemic success than academic performance is (Jencks, et al.. 1972).
But credentials may influence other aspects of social status. For example.
Weisskopf (1975) has argued that an important aspect of equality stems
from feeling that one is a member of a community. To the extent that
denial of certification denies one economic opportunities or a sense of
membership in the community. then. it has influenced the individual's
satisfactory life process. If one were to follow this line of reasoning. one
could argue that any school which denies a diploma without providing
the individual with due process may be violating the individual's rights.

If the Fourteenth Amendment protections encompass educational
credentials. then schools must establish due process procedures before
they can deny credentials to any individual. And if 2 minimum competency
test were used as the basis for deniai. the validity of the test would surely
be questioned during the proceedings. The problems of determining which
competencies are universally needed may become an issue in these pro-
ceedings. Ultimately. the courts may have to determine not only the extent
of social responsibility for assuring educational outcomes. but also the
extent of social responsibility for deferring credentials.
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The difficulty of defining a set of universally needed minimum com-
petencies has been recognized by others (for example. Glass. 1978; Haney
and Madaus. 1978). but the fact of that difficulty does not mean that
schools should use no standards for passing students from grade to grade
or for graduating students. Nor does it necessarily mean that standards
should be not be uniformly applied to all students. In fact. those mini-
mum competency tests currently in use have apparently been developed
judgmentally with criterion scores based on estimates of the proportion
of students expected to pass the test. Thus the criterion is not entirely
arbitrary for it is based on an estimate of the political feasibility of apply-
ing such standards. But this approach is not without its own set of prob-
lems. Brickell {1978) found that school teachers and principals felt they
could only afford politically to deny graduation to around 3 percent of
their students. Yet to guarantee that 97 percent of the students would
pass. they estimated they could only require first or second grade-level
competencies! Such a level of performance is sufficiently low to make the
test lack utility as a vehicle for assuring effective equality: it would be
designed to match the lowest levels of current student performance rather
than to define a meaningful standard of performance. Thus the dilemma:
higher standards of performance may result in denial of credentials to
many more students than is politically feasible. whereas lower standards
of performance may me.n that the standards lack utility as a means of
measuring effective equality of educational outcomes. How. then. can
society assure effective educational equality?

Perhaps an analysis of the different reasons why students might fail a
minimum competency test could be used to identify some students for
whom society cannot take responsibility. There are a variety of reasons
why children may not demonstrate the competencies required for gradua-
tion. They may be overanxious while taking the test: they may lack the
motivation to perform well; or they may in fact lack those competencies
precisely because the school failed to provide them with an appropriate
education. Or they may not have been endowed with the ability needed
to acquire these competencies. Of these several reasons. only the last one
is truly outside the power of the school to change: it is these students
for whom the school could argue that it cannot assure minimum com-
petencies. Unfortunately. these students cannot be reliably identified in
advance. Our knowledge of the relationship between education and the
development of human skills is insufficient to determine which cases of
test failure are caused by natural limitations and which by other reasons.
Thus. the school cannot accurately identify those students for whom it
cannot assume responsibility. In fact. our knowledge is so limited that
schoois can neither anticipate failure upon seeing evidence of one of these
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wroblems. nor accurately diagnose the cause of a failure once it does
occur, so that it can be remediated. This lack of specific technology
leaves the school in a difficult position: it {or the state) may be requiring
competencies for graduation which it is not capable of providing to all
students: yet it may not be able to distinguish those students for whom it
can provide the skills from those for whom it cannot.

If we assume, nevertheless. that the school (and not the student) is
responsible for assuring that these competencies are acquired. then what
alternatives are available to a school which takes its responsibility
seriously? It could impose a universal curriculum specifically to impart
those competencies that are to be tested. (By universal. I mean that all
children. including the handicapped and the gifted. would be provided
the same curriculum.) Or the school could test students prior to gradua-
tion and put those who fail into such a specified curriculum. Under this
second strategy. the same curriculum becomes a remediation curriculum
rather than a universal curriculum. Or finally. it may determine a priori
that certain segments of the student population are no: a part of the
school's responsibility and. by that decision. neither require the test nor
provide the curriculum to those siudents.

Each of these alternatives has its own problems. If the school chooses
the first, it unnecessarily imposes a curriculum on many students who do
not need it. Though our common sense tells us such an approach is un-
necessary. our sense of justice may tell us this is the most fair way to
proceed, for it is the only solution that assures equal opportunities for
graduation. One might argue that the second course also provides equal
graduation rights since students are given a second chance to take the
test and are offered a remedial course as well. But this approach may not
assure equality. since some students might be so adversely affected by the
negative results of their first test that they would give up and leave school
without a diploma. If this happens. should the school take responsibility
for these students' incomplete education? After all. it was the school's
test imposed without the aid of curricular assistance that motivated the
students to leave. McClung (1978) has argued that a fair test is one that is
based on the school’s curriculum, and although this second approach
uses a test that is based on the school's curriculum. the students would
not have been exposed to the curriculum at the time of assessment.

The scnool’s third alternative amounts essentially to placing parameters
on its responsibilities. If the technologies were available to precisely define
that population for whom the school could not possibly instiil certain
competencies. the third approach would provide a reasonable solution
to at least part of the problem of responsibility. Unfortunately. no
error-free methodology exists. Thus. the third approach may lead to
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inappropriate and unjust denial of educational credentials to some stu-
dents. Furthermore. the errors of prediction could occur in either direction
so that while some capable students may be denied an opportunity, other
less capable students may be placed in a curriculum designed to provide
competencies which these students are not capable of acquiring. In these
latter situations. the students would also be denied access to those special
courses which would provide competencies they were capable of acquir-
ing and may need. so that they would neither receive certification nor re-
ceive competencies they could use.

Furthermore. the competency assessment procedures themselves could
also be discriminatory. Discrimination in assessment could occur in a
number of ways and each could have different effects on the individual
students involved. First. certain students {such as the handicapped) may
be excused from taking the test. Second. certain children may take dif-
ferent tests than others do. Or third. all children may take the same test
but the minimum criterion required of some chilaren may be different
than it is for others.

Consider the first alternative. If the notion behind a competency test-
ing program is that the responsible school must be sure it has provided
competencies to all its students. then exemptions make little sense.
K lingstedt (1972) argues that a fundamental assumption behind the use
of performance assessments for certification is that the competencies
are universally required. If the exemption means that the competencies
are not really needed by all citizens, then how can they be required of.
any? If it means that the school has denied its responsibility for some
students. how can this be justified? We considered earlier the possibility
that there are some students for whom the school cannot assume respon-
sibility: however, a priori exemption implies not that the school has
attempted to teach competencies to these students but rather that the
school has abrogated responsibility for an arbitrarily specified group of
students. And in so doing. the school has defined a class of students.
usually handicapped students, who will be denied access to educational
credentials that other students will receive. Such a practice not only vio-
lates one's sense of justice: it now also violates the law for most schools.
since section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 states that “no other-
wise qualified handicapped individual . . . shall. solely by reason of his
handicap. be excluded from the participation in, be denied benefits of,
or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving
federal financial assistance.”

The second alternative is to test a:l students but to vary the tests. There
are a variety of ways in which differential testing could be done. A school
could. for example. require entirely different sets of competencies for
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different groups of students. Some students would be required to demon-
strate skill in bathing. grooming. and dressing. while other students would
have to demonstrate skill in reading. calculating. and writing. Or a school
could require the same set of competencies for all students, but allow
different students to demonstrate those competencies in different ways.
Some might read Braille. while others would read printed material. This
latter approach is in keeping with the regulations for both section 504
of the Rehabilitaiion Act and Public Law 94-142, the Education of All
Handicapped Children Act. Both of these provisions require testing
accommodations for handicapped individuals. But what about the former
approach? Can different competencies be required of different students?
Allowing different competency requirements for different students calls
into question the assumption that there is a set of universally needed
minimum competencies and thus requires redefining the purpose of the
entire testing program, since it no longer is used as a means of assuring
universal equality of outcomes.

The third alternative is to use one t2st but require different criterion
scores for different students. This alternative presents the same philo-
sophical problems as the use of different tests. It challenges the assumption
that there are universal competencies that are needed. The procedure
may be more stigmatizing. as well, since it makes explicit the school’s
assumption that some students are not capable of meeting standards
which other students must meet. A variation of this procedure. proposed
by Page (1978), is to offer “scaled certification.™ in which the student’s
score becomes a part of her or his high school graduation credentials.
While this approach may solve the dilemma of defining a universal cutoff
score. it still begs the issue of assuring some sort of standard for graduates
and does not assist schools in the.. goal of assuring equality of outcomes.

These three methods of separating students are all fundamentally
discriminatory. But whether the discrimination is considered a violation
of individual rights or whether it is considered sound educational practice
depends on how the discrimination is made. We expect teachers to dis-
criminate among their students each day as they provide instruction.
We assume that these discriminations enable the teacher to make each
student’s work challenging and interesting. Yet if we were to discover that
teachers made distinctions among broad classes of students —for example,
distinctions based on race. religion. or sex—we would be distressed.
Whether the discrimination is considcred a violation of rights depends
on whether it is a valid and relevant iistinction.

These same concerns hold for educational administrators, who are
also capable of discriminating among students by either relevant or ir-
relevant factors. But relevance is difficult to deteri.iine when handicapped
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students are involved. since the range of handicapping conditions and
their influence on children’s educability is great. Some conditions in-
fluence thinking or learning. some influence sensing (hearing or seeing).
and others influence movement. And the influences range from mild to
severe. Clearly many of these conditions must influence a student’s edu-
cational needs and influence the set of competencies the student is capable
of acquiring while in school. In that sense. discriminations between these
students and nonhandicapped students are educationally relevant distinc-
tions. But a class distinction. that is. distinguishing the class of handi-
capped students for purposes of differential assessment and graduation,
could be viewed as a violation of individual rights. Such a distinction
ignores the variation in . -mpetencies wi.hin the class and may arbitrarily
deny access to educational credentials to all members of that class of
individuals.

The original dilemma remains. How can society. recognizing the varia-
tion among students as well as variation in society. reasonably satisfy
its responsibility to assure universality of minimum competencies? Varia-
tion per se does not suggest that schools should not be concerned about
the competencies their graduates have. Howe (1978) has contrasted the
goals of educational equity and educational excellence. suggesting that
the former is an egalitarian goal while the latter is an elitist goal. The
more we emphasize one, the less we can emphasize the other. Since
recent emphasis has been on the former. perhaps the testing of minimum
competencies represents an attempt to move toward the latter again. Such
an attempt may be appropriate. for according to Haney and Madaus
(1978), the last thirty-five years of education have seen a growth in second-
ary school attendance from less than half of the population to roughly
90 percent of the population. Such a change in population certainly has
implications for how education should occur. as well as for defining the
value of educational credentials. The school. then. is faced with the
multiple goals of maximizing competencies. equalizing competencies. and
assuring that its certification decisions do not violate the rights of indi-
vidual students.

Many educators see the use of minimum competency tests as a means of
resolving this dilemma, since the tests provide the school with objective
evidence that all graduates do in fact possess the minimum competencies.
But the tests fail for three important reasons. First. these tests cannot
accommodate legitimate variations among individual aspirations and
abilities. Second. where these variations may lead t@ test failures. the
extent of individual versus school responsibilities for failure has not been
clearly defined. Third. tests for minimum competencies seem to be based
on the assumption that education is an entity that can be “given" to
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individuals by society. In fact. education is a process: it occurs over time
through the interaction betwecn the individual and the educator.

The assumption behind the use of competency tests is that educational
outcomes can be guaranteed. But since education is an interactive process.
such guarantees inay not be possible. In fact, it is even difficult to ascribe
failures to either the educator or the individual, since their interaction is
so complex. What is needed is a set of performance standards for society
that can (a) assure that society is providing every opportunity to all indi-
viduals. yet (b) recognize that different individuals will graduate with
different competencies. and (c) assure that individuals are not penalized
for society's failures to meet its own standards.

There are competency test performance standards that can meet these
criteria. One. suggested by Brickell (1978). involves setting standards
for schools rather than for individuals. For example. a school might set
a goal of passing 80 petcent of its students. The following year, it may
raise its goal to 85 percent. The advantage of this approach is that it estab-
lishes more clearly the school's responsibility and does not penalize stu-
dents when the schogl! fails to meet its goal. Brickell is unclear. however.
as to what the school's responsibilities would be toward those students who
fail the test. A second alternative is to reinforce the traditional criteria
for graduation: an acceptable grade-point average. This alternative pro-
vides for a reasonable sharing of iesponsibility between the school and
the individual student. Since the grade-point average accumulates. the
student is at all times cognizant of his or ner status and the school and
student can work together to remedy inadequacies. In effect, this ap-
proach defines effective equality more realistically: it is not entirely a
societal responsibility but is instead a shared responsibility.

A third option has been legislated for use with handicapped pupils—
the establishment of ir lividualized educational programs. These programs
tailor educational goals to each student’s unique educational needs. The
goals are developed jointly by the school ard the family. The schocl can
thereby accommodate individual variation and still demonstrate that it
is fulfilling its responsibilities to all students. Variation is not used to
justify societal neglect. This approach redefines equality to mean an
equality of opportunity such that each child receives the educational
services needed to reach his or her maximum potential.

There are several advantages to these three approaches to graduation
criteria: each protects individual rights to educational certification;
each provides society with objective evidence of its efforts to provide edu-
cational opportunities to all students: and each accomplishes these two
objectives without the unnecessary and unrealistic requirement of uni-
versality of educational outcomes. One reason why these anproaches
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accomplish these diverse purposes is that they all recognize the inter-
active nature of the educational process and establish “working agree-
ments” between the student and the school early in the student’s educa-
tion. Thu- both parties are at all times aware of each party's obligations
and expectations.
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1 Educational Goals and
Competency Testing for the
Handicapped

Louis C. Danielson

In our diverse social environment, "minimum competency” does »ot
have the same meaning for all people. For example. a retarded adult’s
survival in a halfway house may be an appropriate level of functional
competency. The notion of minimum competency implies that there are
basic skills and/or competencies which are necessary for any person to
possess in order to function. But the term “to function™ needs clarification.
and schools must grapple with the fact that competencies are not absolute
but are relative to the environment of the individual. Our society has
long recognized that it contains many acceptable environments (sub-
cultures). Should the testing domains follow from a child’s educational
goals. or shculd a child's educational goals reflect the testing domains”
How does each approach affect the utility of the testing programs for the
schools and society? How does each approach affect the educational op-
portunities of students who need programs which differ from the regular
curriculum?

To fully understand the relationship of educational goals to a com-
petency testing progran.. it makes sense to evaluate a competency test
in the same manner as any other achievement test. McClung (1978} pointed
out that schools might be legally bound to demonstrate that tests have
curricular and instructional validity. Curricular validity represents the

This paper was prepared by Louis C. Danielson in his private capacity and the opinions
herein should not be taken to represent the official position of the Bureau of Education for
*he Handicapped. U.S.O.E.
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match between the test and goals. while instructional validity indicates
the match between the test and instruction. If instruction does not pro-
ceed from the goals upon which the test is based. the test may have cur-
ricular validity but lack instructional validity. Whether viewed legally
or ethically. the content validity of these tests cannot be ignored. Com-
petency tests should be based upon educational goals and the instruction
which proceeds from those goals.

If the fundamental significance of educational goals in competency
testing is acknowledged. then a number of critical issues must be raised.
First. is there a common set of goals for all children which would lead :o
the development of one test with one standard? Second. are these goals
stated in a manner that would make it clear to all concerned what the
expectations are? Third. can we construct tests which assess student
mastery of these goals?

I b ve that there are both implicit and explicit goals which apply
generally .0 education and for which a broad census exists. For example.
most people agree that education should enable students to acquire skills
necessary to function in society. The problem. however. is that broad
functional goals do not adequately prescribe or define a domain irom
which test items can be selected. It is when we say that children should
be able to take a square root. balance a checkbook. write a business letter.
or compute income tax that arguments arise.

One such dilemma. concerning goals for the handicapped. is illustrated
in the following hypothetical but realistic activity. Public Law 94-142,
the Education for All Handicapped Children Act. requires that schools
provide Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for each handicapped
child. The act requires that these IEPs be written statements which must
inciude: a statement of the child’s present level of educational perform-
ance: a statement of annual goals. including short-term instructional
objectives: a statement of the specific. special education and related
services to be provided to the child. and of the extent to which the child
will be able to participate in regular educational programs: the projected
dates for initiation of services and the anticipated duration of the services:
and appropriate objective criteria. evaluation procedures. and schedules
for determining. on at least an annual basis. whether the short-term instruc-
tional objectives are being achieved.

The 1EP is developed in a meeting between parents and school person-
nel. The act provides for appeal procedures if the parent does not agree
with the program the school provides. Now suppose that school personnel
and parents agree on an lEP for an educable mentally retarded student
at the secondary school level which contains the following: (1) the student
will receive training in food preparation and actually work on a half-day
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basis at ¢ local restaurant; (2) even though the child’s basic skiils are at
the 4th or 5th-grade level. all agree that it is more productive to help the
child become employable and to supplement this training with skills neces-
sary for independent living.

Also. suppose this child resides in a state which has a basic skills com-
petency test required for graduation. The child’s current level of perform-
ance might not be sufficient to pass the test. Does the school modify the
child’s program? They cannot legally do so without revision of the IEP
and without involving the parent. Suppose they meet with the parent.
What should the parent do? Should the parent agree to a program that is
perhaps less appropriate for the child’s needs so the child can pass the
test? This illustration makes explicit a decision that may be made un-
consciously by educators for many children. both handicapped and non-
handicapped. Haney and Madaus (1978) have also pointed out this poten-
tial of competency testing to determine or at least to affect the curriculum.

This illustration emphasizes the need for predictive validity as well as
for content validity. If tests are designed to assess the long-term goals
of schooling. then the first steps toward achieving predictive validity are
taken. However. this does not absolve competency testers from demon-
strating a relation between test performance and post-school functioning.

In the above example. what if the competency test is not discussed
during the IEP meeting” That is. what if the program for the handicapped
child's unique needs is developed and provided. performance is assessed.
and a decision is made that the child mastered the IEP objectives? Sub-
sequently. suppose that the competency test is given and the child fails.
If the child does not receive a diploma because he or she is judged to be
incompetent. a dilemma is created. The IEP agreement between the
schools and the parent was executed and the objectives were ac-
complished, yet this program may have no relationship with the student’s
performance on the competency test. This situation is not just: perhaps
it is even illegal.

This hypothetical situation shows the need to construct a competency
test which has both predictive and content validity. The task will be dif-
ficult. In fact. the notion of competency testing identified here is usually
referred to as functional competency testing. To establish the predictive
validity of a functional competency test includes defining what it means
to be able to function in society. The difficulty is that society consists
of many environments with very different functional demands. Presumably
the pass-fail nature of competency tests predicts that a student who fails
will be functionally incompetent in society. But society changes. as does
the environment. The physically handicapped have had great difficulty
functioning in many environments. frequently because of architectural
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barriers. With modification of the environment. however. functioning for
many of the physically handicapped is possible. The limited availability
of Braille materials for blind individuals has interfered with their func-
tioning: yet technological developments like the Kurzweil Reading
Machine eliminate the need for Braille. Greater modification of the en-
vironment may be necessary for other handicapped persons. such as the
more severely retarded. Still, by reducing the complexity and the demands
of the environment. functioning is certainly possible. Thus. minimal
functional competency may be person-specific. If this is true. then the use
of a single test or cutoff score is absurd.

Schools should have goals and standards. and they should assess learn-
ing outcomes. However. the appropriate model for assessing the handi-
capped is the IEP. In fact. the appropriate model for all children might
eventually need to be individualization with a mechanism like the IEP.
That is. goals and objectives based on individual needs are stated (keep-
ing in mind the type of environment in which the child might function),
instruction is based on these goals and objectives. and assessment of indi-
vidual learning outcomes is made. Decisions related to student mastery
are made from these assessments.

From our examination of the diverse levels of needs and environments
faced by the handicapped. we see that decisions about individual children
should not be made on the basis of statewide minimum competency tests.
Recognition of and attention to the dilemmas of parents and educators
of handicapped students is essential to any fair and valid statewide mini-
mum competency assessment program.
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12 Adaptive Testing: How and
When Should Handicapped
Students Be Accommodated
in Competency Testing
Programs?

Patricia A. Morrissey

Introduction

In March 1978. 1 had the opportunity to conduct a seminar at the
Educational Testing Service in Princeton. New Jersey. The seminar
focused on recent education and civil rights laws for the handicapped
and the implications of these laws for ETS 1esting programs. Many of
the issues considered at ETS are of equal importance to local or state
agencies when developing competency-based testing programs for decid-
ing grade promotion or graduation from high school. The numerous un-
resolved technical. substantive. resource. sociopolitical. and individual
rights issues associated with competency testing programs (Haney and
Madaus. 1978) become compounded and confounded when an attempt is
made to accommodate the handicapped reasonably and appropriately.
Moreover. little information is available about competency testing pro-
grams and the handicapped. For example. Pipho (1978) has identified
seventeen states which have high school graduation competency require-
ments. Florida has developed elaborate procedures for accommodating
the handicapped. New York is just beginning to develop guidelines for
accommodating the handicapped. Although interest and work in this area

The opinions and recommendations offered hereir shouid not be construed as reflective of
official U.S. Office of Education policy.
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are likely to increase. a compilation of state and local efforts in test ac-
commodation for handicapped students is not available at this time.

It is impractical in this paper to address the full range of issues asso-
ciated with competency testing as it pertains to handicapped students.
However. it is postible to identify areas of accommodation. to suggest
tentative guidelines for accommodation. and to outline strategies for a
comprehensive approach to accommodation in testing.

The remainder of this paper is composed of four sections: (1) a review
of the concept of discrimination and the emergence of laws to protect the
handicapped: (2) a consideration of the testing implications associated
with such legislation: (3) a critique of various forms of test accommoda-
tion: and (4) recommendations for interim and long-range accommoda-
tion strategies. My comments apply primarily to those who must accom-
modate handicapped adolescents with average or better intellectual
ability who have also been classified as deaf. blind. orthopedically im-
paired. or learning disabled. It is beyond the scope of this paper to describe
the characteristics of these several impairments. In brief, these students
often show performance deficits which cause the cbserver to assume
erroncously that such deficits reflect concomitant deficiencies in com-
petency. It is assumed here that although these students may require
special accommodation. test content modifications would not be neces-

sary.

Discrimination and Legislative Initiatives

Discrimination evokes contradictory responses. It may suggest denial
of opportunities. yet its prevention or remediation may suggest excessive.
special privileges. In remedying discrimination through judicial or legis-
lative action. society must recognize and account for both of these at-
titudes. In seeking a reasonable balance. it identifies and sets apart special
groups. This poses problems for individuals in such groups—they are
viewed collectively, and they must accept the special status imposed by
society in order to benefit.

Furthermore. when special attention is focused on a particular group.
intragroup variance is frequently ignored. For example. if special. indi-
vidualized accommodation were suddenly available to all handicapped
students who must pass a competency st in order to graduate. five sub-
groups of handicapped students might be identified: (1) those students
who passed a test before special accommodation was available and do not
wish to be associated with a special status group post hoc: (2) those stu-
dents who failed the test before special accommodation was available
and resent not having had such an opportunity: (3) those students who
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want to take the test but fear that their competence will not be recognized
if they accept special accommodation: (4) those students who take the
test willing to accept the possible backlash associated with special accom-
modation: and (5) those students who misuse special accommodation.

Federal laws which foster responsiveness to handicapped individuals
are now enforceable. Recent legislation, Public Law 94-142, the Educa-
tion of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. and section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 mandate not only that each handicapped
child receive a free appropriate public education. but also that the child
be afforded specific protections when being evaluated.! As of September
1978, these laws apply to all handicapped children between 3 and 18 years.
and by September 1980, they will apply to all handicapped 3 to 21 years.
Also. section 504 mandates nondiscrimination on the basis of handicap in
testing situations throughout a handicapped individual's life.?

These legislative initiatives are very important because they shift the
emphasis from recognizing groups of handicapped persons to assuring
services to the handicapped individual. Their procedural requirements
endorse anticipatory and remedial efforts. and they require that educa-
tional decisions bc made on an individual basis. And finally. these laws
give the handicapped person or his or her representative a direct voice
in judging public efforts to serve the handicapped.

Implications of Recent Legislation and Potential Problems

Section 504 is a pervasive legislative mandate. Whereas Public Law
94-142 emphasizes specific safeguards for handicapped individuals. sec-
tion 504 not only mandates such safeguards but requires that “no other-
wise qualified handicapped individual . . . shall. solely by reason of his
handicap. be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of,
or be subject to discrimination under any program or activity receiving
federal financial assistance.”® The Congressional intent was to assure
equal opportunity for each handicapped individual to obtain the same
result and achieve the same level of success as those designated non-
handicapped. Additionally. different or special accommodation is viewed
as a viable means of meeting this intent.

The general 504 mandate is clarified in terms of specific contexts. one
of which is testing to determine eligibility or placement. Tests used in
these contexts must be valid. That is. they must reflect an individual’s
aptitude or achievement level rather than reflect a student’s impaired
sensory., manual, or speaking skills.

The implications of the section 504 mandate are clear. In a competency
testing program ahandicapped student must be individually accommodated.
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The tests must be valid. The student must have an opportunity to qualify
for promotion or a diploma equal to that of his or her nonhandicapped
counterpart.

These blanket requirements ignore many of the technical problems
associated with competency testing programs. They include the implicit
assumptions that: first, ways exist or can be developed to neutralize or
account for the effects of impairments on performance: and second.
equal opportunity can be assured by determining how much handicapped
individuals are alike rather than different from their normal competitors.
Given the current state of affairs in competency testing, such assumptions
are not valid. Interim guidelines are sorely needed to compensate for
current technical limitations. Such guidelines would help to reduce in-
appropriate use and interpretation of tests. as well as decrease faulty
decision making following testing.

Forms of Accommodation

Accommodation has taken several forms. Handicapped students have
been excused from testing programs. Different criteria have been applied
to the performance of these students. Special procedures have been
developed. And finally, handicapped students have taken tests without
any accommodation. Any one of these four alternatives may be an appro-
priate form of accommodation in a given case. In general. however, some
basic differences can be identified.

Exemption is probably one of the most appealing options because there
are no special resource commitments involved. and charges of discrimina-
tion are unlikely. The individualized education program (IEP) of Public
Law 94-142, particularly the student evaluation component,* may serve
in lieu of a competency test given to nonhandicapped students. But the
exemption option suggests three problems. Will the handicapped student
qualify for the same diploma? 1EPs may be highly variable: will that
result in a reverse discrimination charge —graduating is easier for handi-
capped than nonhandicapped students? Some handicapped students may
not want to be exempted: what is the school’s obligation if they fail?

Anot. er alternative is the application of different criteria to handi-
capped s. :dents: for example, tolerance of lower scores. A second option
would be to give increased weighting to other performance indices such
as grades and teacher ratings. which then could be entered into a com-
petency quotient with test scores. This particular option would put a new
burden on administrative and evaluation personnel to develop. test, and
apply special criteria. But there is, again. the possibility of a reverse dis-
crimination complaint as an aftermath of the Bakke case and of the
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increased interest of the Supreme Court in the rights and protection of
minors., Moreover, for this option to be successfully applied. state educa-
tional agency endorsement and monitoring of local compliance are neces-
sary. The addition of a political element-state oversight of local dis-
tricts—may increase competition among school districts, increase the
need for inservice training, require the development of new forms of
tests. and may eventually change the nature of instruction. Use of multiple
criteria may have a significant impact on schools. and therefore may be
more equitable if applied to all potential graduates.

The third option is perhaps not only the most equitable but the most
challenging form of accommodation. Procedural modifications could
occur in four general areas: environmental adaptations. format modifica-
tions. performance adjustments. or pacing flexibility. Environmental
adaptations would include the location of testing. lighting. height of
chair and/or table. and availability of prosthetic aids. Format modifica:
tions would include spacing. size of print, color. and cuing aids. Perform-
ance adjustments would include access and right to use tape recorders.
typewriters, calculators. and computers and other modes of communi-
cating answers. And finally, flexible pacing would include the option to
vary the length of test taking. for example. one 15-minute break per hour
of test time.

The underlying assumption here is that if a handicapped student is
procedurally accommodated. then his or her performance will more
closely approximate the true score for the student if the student were not
handicapped. This particular option would place many resource demands
on a state or local administrative unit. It would require materials develop-
ment, experimentation, extensive time commitments. and a willingness
to document efforts. To me it is the most equitable procedure. and there-
fore worth the investment.

In any testing program for handicapped students. the last option—no
special accommodation—should be an alternative for those who wish to
be treated as their nonhandicapped peers. Due process procedures.
particularly notification of rights, could be included with this alternative
to reduce misunderstanding.

Recommendations

We need interim and long-term strategies for accommodating handi-
capped students. particularly with the rapid expansion of competency
testing programs. Four interim guidelines seem the most practicable.
First, ask the handicapped individual before deciding on the nature and
extent of accommodation. Second. decide any accommodations on a
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case-by-case basis. Third. do not use a test score as the sole criterion for
deciding promotion or graduation. Fourth. document why and how ac-
commodation occurred for each handicapped student.

If a comprehensive. systematic approach to competency testing is to
emerge. several planning activities are needed: surveys of current practice:
handicapped consumers’ reactions to various forms of accommodation
(questionnaires): review of incidence data to determine the level of effort
and priorities for research and development activities: and dissemination
of information from surveys, questionnaires, and priorities lists.

It is anticipated that systematic inquiry into forms of accommodation
will lead to equal opportunity for the handicapped and fairer treatment
of the nonhandicapped. And. in the long run, consideration of these
accommodation issues may create a more flexible set of procedures for
determining the minimum competencies of all students.

Notes

1. Federal Register. 1977, 42, 163. 121a.530-534: Federal Register. 1971, 42,
250, 121a.540-543.

2. Federal Register. 1977, 42. 86. 84.11-14, 84.35, 84.41-40.

3. The Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 29 U.S.C. 706.

4. Each handicapped child. according to Public Law 94-142. is to have an 1EP
which includes procedures. criteria, and a timetable for evaluating performance
on an annual basis.
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PART tV

Case Studies of
Minimum Competency Testing

This section presents descriptions of the implementation of minimum
competency testing in a variety of settings. First. there are descriptions
of programs in Florida. North Carolina, Oregon. and Virginia. These are
followed by a discussion of present federal activities and by descriptions
of a statewide minimum competency testing program in higher education.
This section concludes with the presentation of two brief reports at the
local school district level. one from the Los Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict and the other from the Portland. Oregon School District. The reader
will find that the major issues examined in Parts I-111 will repeatedly arise
in these case studies. The issues are recurring themes in attempts to under-
stand the pressure for accountability and to impose minimum competency
standards through the medium of tests.

Thomas H. Fisher of the Florida State Department of Education traces
the early events leading up to the adoption in 1977 of accountability laws.
and particularly minimum competency performance standards. The re-
sults of the 1977 testing program are presented. along with an analysis
of the support of legislators and the news media. Fisher also identifies
some of the professional criticisms of the testing program presented in a
report of an independent evaluation panel: The Florida Accountability
Program: An Evaluation of Its Educational Soundness and Implementa-
tion, prepared by a committee under contract with the Florida teaching
profession (NEA) and the National Education Association. Criticisms
of the attempt to actually set standards are to be found in an article by
Gene V. Glass. in a 1978 issue of the Journal of Educational Measurement.
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James J. Gallagher describes the state of North Carolina’s response to
the movement to adopt minimum educational standards. His description
is the only case study that specifically examines policy and practice for
testing exceptional children, and the use of a state testing program in
private schools. North Carolina will award a “Certificate of Accomplish-
ment” instead of a dipioma to students who fail to meet minimum com-
petency standards. This is a controversial stand. as indicated by the specific
rejection of this alternative in a recent decision by the Board of Regents
in the state of New York (New York Times, February 11. 1979). Gallagher
provides a detailed history of the test development and review process
in North Carolina. and he also describes the use of teacher judgments
and a procedure for achieving an advisory-committee consensus to set
standards on statewide minimum competency tests in reading and math-
emr atics.

Statewide graduation requirements in Oregon follow a very different
pattern than the minimum competency testing programs described for
Florida and North Car..ina. Marshall D. Herron describes how the Oregon
system arrived at its present status and some problems that he perceives
in the present situation. He also anticipates the directions in which the
Oregon system may evolve. Oregon diplomas are granted on the basis of
fulfilment of all “credit, competency. and attendance requirements
set by the state and local district.” Local school boards are required to
adopt their own competency statements within six areas prescribed by the
state. Local staff are then expected to develop performance indicators
(appropriate measures which the district will accept as evidence of com-
petency) and record-keeping systems for documentation of competency
attainment. The approach of using local communities to decide what
levels of reading. computing: and other skills are needed by an individual
to function in that community is very different from the state-centralized
programs in Florida, North Carolina. and Virginia. Of particular interest
is Herron's analysis of the role of a particular state superintendent of
education, and the problems in moving from this one individual's vision
of minimum competency and “survival skills” to less sophisticated defini-
tions when performance requirements were actually developed. These
definitional issues reflect the earlier debate between Jenne Britell and
Maxine Greene on the nature of standards of excellence and competence.
Also of interest in the Oregon case history is the continuing commitment
to the concept of local control and the apparent disinclination to move
in the direction of state-level proficiency tests for high school gradua-
tion.

James C. Impara. in his paper. Virginias Approach to Minimum Com-
petency Testing, describes a system which combines the centralized
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approaches in Florida and North Carolina with the local control described
for Oregon. Virginia has a dual set of competency requirements for high
school graduation. one set administered statewide and a second set ad-
ministered by local educational agencies. Impara describes the activities
undertaken to implement the statewide requirements. In this setting,
again, the problem of setting performance standards is well described.
School and community representatives were brought together and asked
to recommend a standard of performance. Apparently. none of the major
procedures for setting standards that are described in the measurement
literature were used in the Virginia program. Impara also provides a use-
ful comparison of the Virginia program with those of other states along a
number of dimensions: whether or not the program is mandated by the
state. the specific purposes of the program, the grade levels of the pro-
gram. and subject areas tested.

Judith Sauls Shoemaker. in her paper. Minimum Competency Testing:
The View from Capitol Hill, provides the reader with another perspec-
tive on the use of tests in the educational system. Recent federal testing
activities range from congressional hearings and pending legislation to
HEW:'s national conference on testing. Although there have been a number
of suggestions for a national test of educational achievement. the HEW-
sponsored conference on testing and basic skills in March 1978 was unan-
imous in recommending that such a test not be developed. There has
been established. however. an Office of Testing. Assessment. and Evalua-
tion within the National Institute of Education. The functions of this office
are to provide information and referral services on achievement testing:
to conduct regional conferences on the uses of educational tests: to assist
in improving the skills of teachers. administrators. and parents in the use
of tests: and to conduct research to improve testing.

Shoemaker describes the two major policies of the federal government
in relation to achievement testing and basic competencies: one. there
should be no national standards of performance or nationally developed
tests: and two. no testing program may be used to deny equal educational
opportunity. In her view, the most important contribution that the federal
government might make to the mirimum competency testing movement is
the four-year. NIE-developed study of the long-term impact of minimum
competency testing, now being conducted by National Evaluation Systems
of Amherst, Massachusetts.

In contrast to the previous emphases on statewide assessment in the
public elementary and secondary schools. the next three papers are con-
cerned with a systemwide assessment of basic skills in higher education
being conducted by the University System of Georgia. This series of
papers is included because there is now a growing trend toward the
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assessment of basic skills, or minimum competencies. in higher education.
The policy decision for an assessment program in higher education was
made in 1969 by the chancellor of the Univarsity System of Georgia.
Haskin R. Pounds describes this action in The Development and Im-
plementation of Policies for Assessing Basic Skills in Higher Education.
This assessment program is to determine if graduates of the state system
of higher education can read and write. The policy was formulated in
response to pressures similar to those giving rise to accountability pro-
grams at the secondary-school level. Policy questions that had to be
answered by faculty committees were similar to those that arose at the
secondary level: Who will be required to take the test and when? Will
there be exemptions? Will passing the test be a graduation requirement?
What will be the procedures for dealing with students failing the test?
What about remediation? What about test content, security. and cutoff
scores”

After a pilot testing program. the university system moved to a program
of local test development and administration. Pounds’s paper will be of
interest to others in higher education who may be considering the develop-
ment or operation of such a program. Additional papers by Susan E.
Ridenour and R. Robert Rentz provide interesting contrasts to the handling
of issues similar to those in elementary and secondary school programs.
Susan E. Ridenour, in Impacts of Proficiency Testing on Higher Educa-
tion, describes the impact of the Georgia Regents’ Testing Program on
curriculum, accessibility (admissions. retention, and graduation). as well
as evaluation (further testing). It is interesting to note, in contrast to any
published reports at the secondary-school level. that the standards in the
Regents’ Testing Program (passing requirements) have been raised as
the program has been implemented in the past several years. In the area
of curriculum. the Regents’ Testing Program has brought about special
remedial programs and more extensive testing for placement in beginning.
basic-skills courses in English and mathematics. As one administrator
aptly noted. “the power to test is indeed the power to determine cur-
riculum” (quoted in Ridenour). Of particular interest to those administer-
ing secondary-level programs. however. may be the use of written essays.
These essays are read and rated by faculty. with an apparently high degree
of consensus and reliability. The procedures and results of the essay
testing suggest that not all assessment programs need provide tests only
in multiple-choice form.

R. Robert Rentz, in his paper. Characteristics of Tests Used in a Mini-
mum Competency Testing Program in Higher Education, analyzes the
reasoning that led to the local development of tests in the Georgia pro-
gram and describes the procedures for establishing cutoff scores. He also
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describes Georgia's testing program. which uses a series of multiple.
equated test forms. and he outlines the cutoff procedure used in the rating
of essay examinations. Georgia's multiple-choice test (the reading test) is
based on Rasch calibrations of items. a procedure similar to that used in
a number of state programs. and also in one of the local programs de-
scribed here. that of the Portland Public Schools.

Walter E. Hathaway describes A School-District-Developed. Rasch-
Based Approach to Minimum Competency Achievement Testing. In his
paper. Hathaway discusses the development of a large-scale item bank
used in Portland. Oregon. as part of the district’s procedures to implement
the state graduation requirements described earlier. The paper includes
the test plans for grades four through eight in the areas of mathematics.
reading. and language usage. It also provides sample reports. which are
prepared for indiviaual teachers. identifying the students needing addi-
tional work on specific goals and showing the distribution of test results
within individual classrooms. The paper presents an optimistic view of
the implementation of the testing program and its use by principals and
teachers. However. there is no specific evidence documenting the impact
of the testing program in the local school district.

Robert Sallander provides a miniature case study. in the Los Angeles
Unified School District. of the procedure for setting a cutoff score of
minimum competence. in his paper. Competency Tests: Decisions for
Educators. Sallander very candidly indicates the trade-off that formally
or informally occurs in setting cutoff scores in many situations. As he
boldly tells the reader. the bottom line was a consideration of how much
the district could afford to spend for the remedial instructional program.
That is. what was the trade-off between the money available for remedia-
ticn and the school district's felt responsibility to provide remediation to
those failing the tests? The arbitrary standard. or cutoff score. is the
result.

As noted above. the papers in this section reflect many of the issues
that were raised in the papers contained in earlier sections. The state-
level case studies show that there is no consensus on the issue of local
versus state control of testing programs, nor on the use of tests to measure
a partial requirement for graduation. nor on the human and technical
problems involved in determining general standards of minimum com-
petency and cutoff scores for specific tests. Nor is the institutional re-
sponsibility to provide remedial education to those falling below cutoff
scores clearly specified in many programs. It is clear that many programs
operate in partial policy vacuums. and their consequences are barely
understood. The dangers and implications of this ignorance are expressed
in many of the other papers in this volume.
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Cases in the States and the
Federal Governmenit

13 The Florida Competency Testing
Program

Thomas H. Fisher

Background

The Florida competency testing program has evolved from thinking
and planning over the last eight to ten years. These efforts began in the
late 1960s when many states begdn moving toward systems management
and educational accountability. Florida was one of the first states in this
movement.

One of the first steps in Florida was the establishment of a research
and development program in 1969 to facilitate the positive changes de-
sired by the 1968 legislature (House of Representatives. 1976). This
program was for activities wiich were “action research" oriented, and it
later supported the initial development of the state assessment tests.

A second major step forward was accomplished in 1970 with the publica-
tion of Goals for Education in [lorida (Department of Education. n.d.).
This small booklet. typical of those produced in other states. set forth ten
broad areas of intended accomplishment for Florica students and for the
educational system itself. Significantly. one process goal in the booklet is
that “teaching/learning strategies shall be directed toward achievement
of the goals and objectives for student development established for the
state system™ (p. 10). And the following appears in the area of student
learning: “All students shall acquire, to the extent of their individual
physical. mentsl and emotional capacities. a mastery of the basic skills
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required in obtaining and expressing ideas through the effective use of
words, numbers. and other cymbols” (p. 6).

By March 1971 the Department of Education (DOE) had developed
and printed a Pian for Educational Assessment in Florida (DOE. 1971},
This booklet outlined an ambitious plan for product and process assess-
ments and for analyses of educational costs. Importantly. the emphasis
was on objective-referenced tests even at this early date. The plan did
not stress individual student data. however. but instead proposed matrix-
sampling procedures (DOE, 1971, pp. 7. 14-16).

The legislature enacted the 1971 Educational Accountability Act as
its first formal attempt to define what it wanted done to make the schools
more accountable. The act was brief and incorporated elements of the
DOE plan for assessment. However. the original act merely called for
testing students. which was a much more limited approach than was
envisioned by the department (House of Representatives. 1976. pp. 19-20).

The Department of Education moved ahead. in January 1972, to intro-
duce an assessment program based on sampling students at the second and
fourth grades and assessing skills related to reading. This sampling ap-
proach was followed in 1973 and 1974 (although grades 3. 6. and 9 were
also tested). and the tests included reading. writing. and math. Science
was also tested in 1974 at grades 6 and 9 (House of Representatives. 1976,
pp. 32-33).

The 1974 legislature altered the 1971 accountability act and specif-
ically included an implementation schedule for the student tests. It man-
dated that all students in grades 3 and 6 would be tested in the three
R’s by 1974-73. and all students in grades 3 through 6 would be tested by
1975-76. No areas other than reading. writing. and arithmetic were to be
tested until this was accomplished (DOE. 1974, p. 15). Thus. the legislature
placed a priority on census testing in the basic skills. This effectively
settled the question of what to test: there was no further argument about
what was or was not important.

During the winter of 1975-76. the House Education Committee staff
prepared an extensive review of the Department of Education’s imple-
mentation of cducational accountability. The report was comprehensive
and critical. and it concluded that confusion had resulted from differences
between what the legislature wanted and what the department provided.
Secondly. it reported that accountability had not yet been implemented
effectively in Florida (House of Representatives, 1976. pp. vii-xv).

The Florida legislature addressed this report and its recommendations
during its spring 1976 session. The House of Representatives emphasized
its desires for statewide data at both the elementary and secondary levels.
The Senate. however. was interested in guaranteeing that each student
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would be at least minimally competent in the basic skills prior to promo-
tion and graduation.

The compromise package. passed unanimously. provided for both
interests. The 1976 Educational Accountability Act clarified several
different legislative interests in things as diverse as pupil testing. imple-
mentation of a management information system. district comprehensive
planning. and pupil progression plans. It sought to draw together and
consolidate several elements of accountability appearing in other laws.

The assessment program was given a clear mandate to test at grades
3. 5, 8. and 11 in reading. writing. and arithmetic. Other subject areas
could be tested as appropriate. The tests were to measure minimum
performance standards adopted by the State Board of Educatinon. Public
reporting was guaranteed through reports by the Commission of Educa-
tion and by reports of test results to local school authorities and citizens
(DOE. 1976b. pp. 11-16).

Section 232.245 F.S. specified that each local school district would
prepare = pupil progression plan by July 1977. Such plans were to address
whether or not students had met both state and local standards. Further-
more. districts were to clearly articulate their high school graduation
requirements. The specific wording was:

Beginning with the 1978-79 school year. each district school board shall establish
standards for graduation from its secondary schools. Such standards shail include.
but not be limited tc. mastery of the basic skills and satisfactory performance in
functional literacy as determined by the State Board of Education. and the comple-
tion of the minimum number of credits required by the district school board. Each
district shall develop procedures for remediation of those students who are unable
to meet such standards. Based on these standards each district shall provide for
the awarding of certificates of attendance and may provide for differentiated
diplomas to correspond with the varying achievement levels or competencies of
its secondary students. (DOE. 1976b. p. 74)

The Department of Education interpreted its responsibilities to be
the implementation of new assessment tests at four grade levels. all of
which would measure new performance standards. Secondly. a test of
functional literacy would be developed as part of the assessment program
at grade eleven. The department moved immediately to discharge its
responsibilities.

Development of Minimum Performance Standards (Objectives)

As previously stated. the Florida approach to educational accountabil-
ity from the very start emphasized the articulation and measurement of
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specific student objectives. The first attempt to accomplish this was in
late 1971 as the department contracted with certain state universities
and local school districts to identify catalogs of objectives. These objec-
tives were reviewed and revised as necessary by statewide committees and
department curriculum consultants (DOE. 1976a. p. 3).

The objectives addressed many subject areas and were quite volumi-
nous. Perhaps because of their volume and their highly specific nature,
the objectives apparently never were used extensively either by local
school districts or by the DOE.

For the first educational assessment to be conducted in 1972, the de-
partment contracted with the Center for the Study of Evaluation, Uni-
versity of California at Los Angeles (CSE). to identify certain objectives
for grades two and four. Again, there was extensive involvement of local
district teachers and curriculum consultants in the process of reviewing
and setting priorities (DOE. 1976a. pp. 3-4).

From this point until the school year 197576 the statewide assessment
used objectives which were based on the CSE set but were revised yearly.
As time passed. there was considerable unhappiness with the specificity
of the objectives. It was generally believed that they were too explicit
to be of much help to teachers. During the winter of 1975, an effort was
made to correct this situation. A consolidated set of minimum objectives
was developed by consultants in the Department of Education and sent
to each school district for review and revision. These objectives included
two lavels of specificity with the broadest category labeled “milestone™
objectives. For example:

Milestone Objective: The student will add and subtract fractions.
Grade Level Objectives i8th): 1. The student will add two proper fractions having
unlike denominators.
2. The student will add two mixed numbers having
whole number components less than 10.

These objectives were adopted by the State Board of Education in May
1976 and formed the basis of the 1976-77 statewide assessment (DOE,
1976¢).

In June 1976 the new Educational Accountability Act went into effect.
This statute contained the following language:

229.565(1) The State Board of Education shall approve minimum student perform-
ance standards in the various program categories and chronological grade levels.
expecially in reading. ‘vriting, and mathematics which the Commissioner of Educa-
tion determines shall best indicate the status of the state system of public educa-
tion. . . . |and]
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229.57(2) (a) Establish, with the approval of the State Board. minimum per-
formance standards related to the goals for education contained in the state’s plan
including, but not limited to. basic skills in reading. writing. and mathematics.
The minimum performance standards shall be approved by April 1 in each year
they are established for a period of no less than 3 nor more than 5 years. (DOE.
1976b, pp. 14-15)

Throughout the discussions which led to passage of this law, it was under-
stood that a “minimum performance standard” was the same as a perform-
ance objective. The three to five year adoption period was desirable as a
means of promoting some stability in the assessment program. This was
an important consideration. as the assessment tests had been modifisd
yearly to meet the constantly changing objectives and demands placed
upon the program.

Because the 1976-77 minimum objectives had been accepted across
Florida after their appearance on the statewide assessment tests. the new
minimum performance standards were based upon them. Curriculum
specialists from the Department of Education organized task forces of
local district educators and lay persons to assist in reviewing the mini-
mum objectives and revising them into performance standards.

All Florida districts were invited to form committees to review the
proposed standards, and 46 of 67 did so. Additionally. three spe~i-1 panels
consisting of teachers. principals. and lay citizens were created to review
the standards. As a result of this process. some standards were revised.
deleted, or added. They were adopted by the State Board of Education in
April 1977 for a period of three years (DOE. 1976c¢. p. ii).

Most of the performance standards are subdivided into more discrete
skills. In some cases. a standard will stand by itself. An example of a stan-
dard and its associated subskills is:

Grade 8 Mathematics Standard M
The student will multiply and divide decimals.
Skill 23: Multiply a whole number and a number having no more than two
decimal places.
Skill 24: Multiply two decimal fractions. both named in tenths or hundredths.
Skill 25: Divide a decimal fraction named in tenths or hundredths by multiples
of 10 less than 100. (DOE, 1976¢. p. 21)

As will be seen in later sections of this paper. this organizational pattern
had implications for the testing strategies to be designed.

The 1976 legislature did not attempt to define functional liicracy as it
was mentioned in 232.245 F.S. However. the State Board of Education
adopted a definition of literacy in April 1977 when it approved the first
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set of minimum student performance standards: “For purposes of the
1977 Educational Assessment Program. functional literacy is defined as
the application of the basic skills to problems of an everyday nature”
(DOE. 1976c. p. iv). The essential element of the literacy test would be the
application of basic skills. It should be made clear at this point that there
is no evidence that the legislature intended anything further by its use of
the term “functional literacy.” Hence, the test can quite simply be regarded
as an exit competency test comprised of application problems. No under-
lying psychological trait is necessarily implied.

In responding to this mandate for a functional literacy test. the depart-
ment referred to the grade eleven minimal objectives adopted by the State
Board of Education in May 1976, since these were, at that time. the only
set of official objectives. From this set. department staff selected those
which had a practical orientation (such as reading highway and city maps)
or which could be adapted through the use of practical test problems
(such as identifying an unstated opinion). This set of thirteen math and
eleven communications objectives formed the basis for the functional
literacy test.

Development of the Assessment Tests

The entire emphasis of the accountability program in Florida since the
earliest days had been on the articulation of performance standards
(objectives) and on determining the attainment of the standards. In the
1976 accountability act. the following language was not unexpected:
“The Commissioner shall: (a) Establish . . . minimum performance stan-
dards . . . (b) Develop and administer in the public schools a uniform.
statewide program of assessment to determine. periodically. educational
status and progress. aud the degree of achievement of approved minimum
performance standards™ (DOE. 1976b, p. 15). This languate specifically
implies that the statewide assessment tests should be designed along a
criterion-referenced approach rather than a norm-referenced one.

This is not to say that the state assessment tests are not capable of
producing normative information. Indeed. each year the program rou-
tinely calculates student, school. and district percentiles and uses these
distributions in various ways. However, the emphusis is not on the norms
as such. In fact. to further minimize use of normative data at the student
level, the 1978 program did not offer percentiles even as an optional
service.

The law itself does not specify whether the assessment program will
be a census-ievel test. In the discussions following issuance of the House
Education Committee staff report mentioned previously. there clearly was
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considerable sentiment in support of a statewide sampling program.
This position was advocated by one or two of the larger local school
districts which had a considerable investment in commercial norm-refer-
enced test programs and did not want the bother. or competition. of a
census-level state test. The counterargument was that school-level data
were essential for certain requirements of the law and that sampling was
not particularly efficient in producing school-level data. It seemed just as
efficient to census test instead of using sampling to produce school-level
data. The latter argument won the day. and sufficient funds were pro-
vided for a census-level testing effort.

Because the 1976 statute and its predeceﬂféors all specified the adoption
of minimum performance standards for Florida schools. the DOE had to
develop its own test items or obtain them through a lease agreement,
assuming usable items could be found. The department had access to items
used in previous assessments. but necessary new items were sought in two
ways: searches of available item banks. and creation of items especially
for the Florida standards.

Through a contract with Fiorida State University a massive search of
available items was undertaken. The search team requested access to items
from other states. large cities. and commercial item banks. Over twenty
thousand items were screened. but only two usable items were found.
(One of them had to be modified.)

The chief problems encountered in the search were (1) mismatches
between the items and the intent of the minimum standards. (2) lack of
any data on the quality of the items, and (3) mismatches between the items
and the Florida test specifications. (Incidentally. it was quite disturbing
to see how many items were in use for which there were no item statistics
available.) Additionally. it was apparent that leasing items would be ex-
pensive and would also lead to problems. as test review panels would want
to make revisions in the items in any event. Any normative data obtained
with leased items would thus become of little use without further equating.

Therefore. the department decided to obtain its items for basic skills
tests through contracts with state universities. The university teams would
produce a test item, pilot test it. revise it if necessary. and provide camera-
ready artwork. The cost varied from project to project but generally it
was possible to obtain draft items for $30 each and field-tested items for
$120 each.

When the 1976 accountability act was passed. many legislators and
department officials thought that a single competency test would be
developed and administered late in the senior year. Upon further reflec-
tion. they decided to make the test part of the eleventh-grade assessment.
thus providing time for additional instruction and retesting of students who
failed.
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The Student Assessment Section of the DOE contracted with two state
universities to produce the eleventh-grade test questions. many of which
were to be “functional” (problems of application). These projects met
with oglited success because the item writers had difficulty creating
ppplication problems.

P it was determined that the best course of action would be to
Bits for grade eleven— —one measurmb the basic skills and one

Bitems the department had. plus others which
writers.

By February 1977, %lems were ready. and they were field-tested in
March with a small nuff®er of students in five counties. No attempt was
made to draw a sample adequate to predict the exact statewide perform-
ance level, because its purpose was only to gain data for further revisions
of the items. The final version of the test was ready by May 1977. It con-
sisted of 117 items of which about a dozen were nationally normed items
from the Adult Proficiency Level Test marketed by the American College
Testing Company.

It is important to note that the department did not claim that the func-
tional literacy test would be capable of determining whether a person who
passed would be assured of employment, high wages. a college education.
or a happy married life. It was all too obvious that some people would
function in our society who could not pass the test. Instead. the depart-
ment’s position was that the test would be a high school test of competency
to apply certain basic skills. No attempt was made to measure an under-
lying psychological trait known as “functional literacy.” On the other
hand. if such a construct could be revealed in the future, it would be an
added bonus.

Because the emphasis of the 1976 accountability law was on mastery
of selected performance standards, the assessment tests were criterion-
referenced, as has been mentioned. To indicate mastery of a selected basic
skill the department established the criteria in table 1. The number of
items per skill varied. but most had five items each. As one might expect,
vocabulary and spelling skills had the most items.

Much has been written about the development of criterion-referenced
tests. but the literature is still fluid, showing great diversity of opinion
about what approaches to take in developing cut-scores, creating test
items. determining test reliability. and so forth. The department staff con-
sidered the current literature and made the best decisions it could. given
the state of the art.

To determine cut-scores. the department established two classifications:
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Table 1. Number of Items and Minimum Number Required for Mastery

Number of items Minimum Number of
to Measure a Skill Correct Answers
2 2
3 3
4 3
5 4
(o} 5
7 5
8 6
9 7
10 T
11 8
12 9
13 10
14 10
15 11
16 12

mastery and nonmastery. Item specifications had been developed for
each minimum performance skiil, and items were generated according to
these rules, although the system was not so sophisticated as to permit
computer generation of item sets.

The department realized that decisions about mastery of a skill based
on four, five, or six items would be imperfect. although nonmastery status
could be more easily defended (Visco. 1977). For this reason. local districts
were told to review the test results carefully. In some cases. more recent
data may indicate mastery (or nonmastery) of a skill. controverting the
classification provided by the test results.

More importantly, the law requires student mastery of minimum stan-
dards, not skills. Therefore. in many cases the number of items available
to determine mastery of a standard was comfortably large. since two or
three subskills may have been measured.

In the case of the literacy test at grade eleven, only two minimuni
standards were included—for math and communications. The former
had 59 items while the latter had 58. A student passed the test if he or she
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correctly answered 70 percent of the items in each test and mastered at
least half of the subskills on each test. (The second half of this criterion
was removed by the State Board of Education on August 15, 1978. When
the 1977 data were reprocessed. less than 400 students out of 120.000
had their status altered. 400 more passed the minimum standards.)

Much has been said about the “arbitrariness™ of the scoring system
used in Florida (Glass. 1978). However, the department does not believe
that its decisions were based on whim. but that they were carefully
reasoned. Ultimately. any scoring decisions are judgmental: no matter
how much data are available. someone still has to make the final deci-
sions. This does not make them arbitrary.

In this case of the eleventh-grade literacy test. the scoring system was
first developed around the basic skills test. The criteria shown in table 1
represent a compromise between test length (and probable student fatigue
and boredom) and accuracy of student classification to mastery or non-
mastery status. The required number of correct responses provides a
comfortable level of confidence. according to Millman's (1972) data on
misclassifications. 1t represents a passing score which is considered reason-
able by Florida school districts (verified by a department survey), and it
is consistent with the system used for all the basic skills tests.

Not satisfied with these factors only. the Department of Education
contracted with Florida State University to do a study of the construct
validity of the literacy test. Literacy test data were gathered from adults
of varying educational levels. Also. a cloze reading test was administered
as an independent reading measure The study reached the following
conclusions, in part:

A substantial correlation was found between the communication total score on the
Literacy Test and the irdependent measure of reading ability. The concurrent
validity is about as high as can ordinarily be expected between two different in-
struments designed to measure the same thing. This is strong support for the
statistical validity of the Lizeracy Test communications score. . . . We also found
that the proportion passing the mathematics standard and the communications
standard increased markedly from the group functioning at a low level in society . ..
to the group functioning at a high level. . . . This is strong statistical support for
the validity of ihe mathematics and commun-cations scores. They are behaving
precisely as one would expect them to if they were measuring a construct that
reasonably could be required for high school graduation. . . . (Hills and King.
1978, pp. 13-44)

Given these statistics. the Department of Education is satisfied with
the system at present. However, changes will inevitably come as more
information is gathered and more experience is gained.
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Results of the 1977 Statewide Assessment

The results of the 1977 statewide assessment in functional literacy
received much more attention than did the basic skills results. “Florida
Flunks."” heralded Time magazine in an article which suggested that
students were migrating en masse from Florida to Georgia to avoid the
test (Florida Flunks., 1977). This was not true.

When the first test results were received for Duval County (Jackson-
ville) the results in the literacy test showed large percentages of failure
in mathematics but very low failure rates in communications. This trend
continued and when the statewide results were available, 36 percent of
the students had failed math and 8 percent had failed communications.

Within the basic skills areas. the test results showed some variation
across the grade levels. The minimum student performance standards
are supposed to be achieved by all students. so one could theoretically
consider anything less than 100 percent mastery as deficient. For now.
it might be argued that 80 percent of the students should master at least
three-fourths of the standards. Table 2 reveals the extent of student
deficiencies under the latter ctiterion.

The test results were also summarized across each individual skill for
each'of the four grade levels. The achievement rates demonstrate accept-
ably high performance in some areas and dismal performance in others.
Table 3 illustrates a few skills as examples of both good and bad per-
formance.

The literacy test scores revealed a pronounced trend of higher failure
rates among minorities. The most serious problem was among black stu-
dents. According to the final figures. 77 percent of the black students
failed the math literacy test compared with 24 percent of the whites. In
the communications area 26 percent of the blacks failed compared with 3
percent of the whites. The performance across the individual skills on the
two tests varied somewhat. but there was a consistent difference in per-
formance between the two groups. {The same trends were seen in the basic
skills tests at all grade levels.)

Table 2. Percentage of Students in Four Grade Levels Mastering at Lcast
Three-Fourths of the Minimum Standards in the Basic Skills Areas

Grade Level Math Reading Writing
3 77 73 47
5 60 69 74
8 48 54 71
1 56 76 18
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Table 3. Percentage of Achievement for Selected-Skills, Grade 8

Skill Mastery Rate
ldentify equivalent proper fractions 57%
Add three 4-digit numbers 95%
identify a word’s literal definition 43%
Find specific information in a selection 83%
identify the plural forms of nouns 63%
Complete simple forms 94%

These results sparked charges of racial bias in the tests, but the de-
partment believes these charges are unwarranted. The test developmc it
activities included reviews of the items for potential bias, and bivariate
scatterplots comparing black and white student data generally showed a
consistent difference across the entire test. The department’s official
position was that the test results should be dealt with in a positive manner,
not dismissed as the product of a faulty test.

Exceptional ecucation students have generally been exempted from
the assessment tests. They are not expected to meet the standards de-
signed for regular students. However. since a standard diploma can be
received only by passing the literacy test. some students have chosen to
take it. The results demonstrated a large failure rate among such students.

Reactions to the Program

Often, a testing program within a local school district or a state rolls
merrily along year after year without having any substantial impact. Data
are collected. summary statistics are displayed (sometimes publicly),
but little change actually takes place in individual schools and classrooms.
This has not happened with Florida’s minimum competency testing pro-
gram. however.

Without trying to be exhaustive, several reasons may be cited. First,
a traditional norm-referenced test may be used to generate impressive
data with means. standard deviations. grade-equivalent scores. and student
percentiles. Yet because there is no particular instructional linkage to
the test. or the linkage is ill-defined. specific educational deficiencies
cannot be easily discerned.

Second. testing programs designed on a sampling basis may have little
impact because everyone has a potential “cop-out™: the results are not
specific. Releasing test data for individual schools and districts removes
such anonymity. It is somewhat like the old story about hitting a mule
with a two-by-four “just to get his attention.”
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Third. and most telling. is the fact that in Florida graduation is now
tied directly to the state test results. There is no way for students or local
educators to avoid this fact; the testing program stands between the
student and graduation.

Under such circumstances. reactions to the program cannot help but
be varied. The program affects newspaper editors. students. parents.
Department of Education officials. teachers. and legislators differently.
Their reactions are molded by their philosophies and perceptions of the
way schools should be. It is likely, therefore. that people will get different
impressions of what is happening in Florida: the impressions will depend
on who speaks to whom.

Legislative Reactions

Ultimately. legislative reactions boil down to support—either it is there
or it is not. Such support waxes and wanes for political reasons as much
as for educational reasons.

In Michigan. where accountability found strong advocates during the
early 1970s. legislative support is now reported to be less certain. On the
surface. the decline of support appears to be an overall disenchantment
with testing —but things may not be as they seem. For example. the Michi-
gan Education Association (MEA) is a strong teacher association in a
union-oriented state. The MEA has substantial influence on the State
Board of Education and in the Legislature. Since the MEA opposes the
state testing program. it is understandable that the Department of Educa-
tion would have to struggle to keep its testing effort alive.

But in Florida. different circumstances prevail. The state is not very
pro-union. there are a great number of retirees in the state. and the two
prominent teacher organizations are locked in a struggle for dominance.
Furthermore. the commissioner of education is elected. and the State
Board of Edur -t:>n is composed of the heads of each of six governmental
agencies, each an elected official in his or her own right.

Such a system means that the voice of the people is very strong and is
reflected in the decisions of the legislators. As public disenchantment with
the schools rose during the early and mid-1970s (as did enrollment in
private schools in Florida). the legislature tightened its educational ac-
countability programs. It also doubled (compared to 1974-75) the funding
of the Student Assessment Section to about $1.3 million in 1978-79. Clearly.
the legislature, reflecting the wishes of the people. wanted information
about school achievement. and it wanted expeditious improvements.

The legislature also responded to the needs identified by the test results
in 197677 with a State Compensatory Education Program funded at $10
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million. The 1978 legislature raised the amount to $26.5 million and also
overwhelmingly voted down several attempts to delay implementation of
the graduation requirements previously mentioned. While the legislative
posture may change in the future as public opinion shifts. the legislature
to date can easily command an “A™ grade for its support.

Support of the News Media

The news media in Florida played an influential role in building support
for the 1976 Educational Accountability Act and continuad to support
the testing requirements as they were being implemented. This strong
support was documented elsewhere (Fisher. 1978) and will not be re-
peated here.

The interest of the news media was intense during the period in which
the tests were given and the results were being rcturned. "The test” was
definitely the hottest educational news story of the year. Its controversial
aspects were natural ingredients for such stories. but at the same time the
news stories contributed greatly to public awareness of the program and
created much public discussion of the issues.

The reporters’ appetites had been whetted by their first-hand knowledge
about the test, as thirty-seven of them had taken it earlier in the year.
Further. they had been surprised when carly predictions of a 30 percent
failure rate had been made. based on field tests conducted by the depart-
mert.

Reporters from one end of the state to the other w.ited anxiously for
the first test results. One team of reporters even went so far as to trace
a shipment of missing test results and volunteer to go get them for the
district officials. (One shipment of results ended up in the storeroom of
an Italian restaurant.)

Even after the large failure rates became known. the support of the
newspaper and of radio and television stations was solid across the state.
One editorial occurring during the peak of public discussion about the
test results concluded:

It may be arbitrary to insist that Florida students should be taught to read. write
and do arithmetic before we hand them a diploma and send them on their way.
But any other educational goal would be equally arbitrary. and we don’t think
this one is unreasonable. Maybe the tests could be improved upon. bur they
shouldn’t be abandoned or relaxed to the point that they have no real meaning.
(*Why Dilute Tests?" 1978. no page)

Only one major newspaper in the state took a conservative stance re-
garding the literacy test—the St. Petersburg Times. The editorials primarily
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expressed concern over the large failure rate of minority students. Even
so. the following editorial appeared in June 1978.

We still have some serious qualms about the way these tests are designed and
administered. We are dubious also about the prospect that so many youngsters
will be turned out of our schools with nothing to show for the effort but a certifi-
cate that says they attended.

But we don't think anybody doubts that functional literacy is a minimum educa-
tional goal. attainment of which can be reasonably demanded of high school
graduates with any expectation of getting along well in the world. Far better to
pass the test. kids, than to quibble. ("Back.” 1978. no page)

As is typically the case. sooner or later some errors and half-truths
appeared in print. One reporter made at least four telephone calls in the
course of developing a story (one call to this writer all the way to Denver.
Colorado). When the story appeared it was incorrect and had to be cor-
rected through other wire-service stories. On other occasions. staff mem-
bers of the Department of Education conveyed incorrect information
resulting in stories which had to be corrected. But, in the vast majority
of cases. the support of the press and other media was excellent and the
stories were accurate.

Public Opinion

Public opinion supported the preliminary steps toward educational
accountability in the late 1960s. and the support continues unabated in
Florida. Every parent seems to have a personal story about the schools.
which in some way aroused frustration. Perhaps there was a teacher of
poor quality. a lack of supplies. an arbitrary discipline rule. and so on.
In Florida. people wanted a tighter educational ship. and the testing pro-
gram was a response to these desires.

When the news media began to focus national attention on Florida’s
competency test. letters started to pour into the Department of Education.
They were uniformly supportive., and some examples are shown below.

From Florida:

I hope you can send me a copy of the Literacy Test so I can take it in my house
just to see if I'm slipping or just holding my own.
Thank you.
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From Louisiana:

I am very interested in obtaining a sample copy of your Functional Literacy Test.
The paper stated it was top secret. but we have four sons ages 16-22 and would
like to have them take the test. . . .

From Ohio:

I would like to commend you for your action taken recently regarding your deci-
sion on testing in order for graduation before they receive their diploma. . . .
Congratulations.

From New York:

Kudos to the person or persons who devised and are implementing the Functional
Literacy Test. It sounds great! Hope it starts a nationwide trend.
Best wishes.

While one can create a particular image by partially selecting from such
letters. no attempt to do so was made for this paper. The truth is that
few if any negative letters came to the Student Assessment Section office
during the fall of 1977 as the literacy test was being administered and
scores were being reported. Later. several letters were received in which
the writers were concerned about the exceptional education students—
particularly the Specific Learning Disability students. Stil’ later. some
letters were received from citizens concerned about the large failure rate
among minorities.

A further indication of public support in Florida came from a public
opinion survey conducted by Gannett Press. Approximately one thousand
registered voters werc asked whether they supported the graduation tests
for high school students. Some 88 percent responded affirmatively. in-
cluding 74 percent of the minority-group voters. The survey did not ask
whether the respondents approved of the present Department of Educa-
tion plans and procedures (“Voters.” 1978).

Professional Criticism

Generally. the two professional organizations for teachers in the state
were not happy about passage of the 1976 Educational Accountability
Act. But the unions’ political impact was only moderate during the legis-
lative session.

Since that time. the FEA-United. an affiliate of the American Federa-
tion of Teachers. has adopted a policy requesting a delay in implementation
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of the graduation requirements. The Florida Teaching Profession. af-
filiated with the National Education Association (FTP-NEA). prefers
that the whole program be dissolved or at least changed to a state-level
sampling program.

The FTP-NEA financed an “evaluation™ of the accountability program
in Florida during early 1978 (“Expert Panel.” 1978). The five-person com-
mittee was chaired by Dr. Ralph Tyler and the final report was issued at
the NEA Convention in Texas in July 1978 (Tyler et al.. 1978).

As vith the House-Rivers-Stufflebeam study of the Michigan account-
ability system (1974). the NEA seems to have initiated the Florida study
as a means of blasting achievement tests and state accountability systems
in general. The Florida report was entirely predictable in its conclusions.

The Department of Education officially blasted right back. calling the
report “unconvircing. intentionally contradictory and intellectually
weak"” (Turlington. 1978). The newspapers in the state supported this
opinion with editorial statements such as:

It is natural to wonder how there could be so much ignorance displayed by a
group associated with education as the National Education Association showed
in its criticism of Florida's functional literacy test. The answer is. of course. the
NEA is less of an educational group than it is a labor union . . . It is probable that
NEA officials could pass the test with no trouble. But they could do with a little
remedial work in social studies and logic. ("NEA M interprets.” 1978, no page)

At this point. the FTP-NEA study seems to have had negligible impact in
Florida. but perhaps it was really intended for use elsewhere.

Other professional reactions have been directed toward the general
question of whether competency programs should exist at all. Two prom-
inent statements along this line are those issued by the National Council
of Teachers of English and by the Committee on Testing of the National
Academy of Sciences (Suhor. 1978: National Academy of Education,
1978). Both organizations were opposed to competency programs. In the
National Academy report. the conclusion was reached that such programs
are “unworkable.” These reports have not deterred Floridians yet. but.
unfortunately. they do reflect the schism between citizens and educators
on this important issue.

Legal Challenges

McClung (1978) has written about the legal bases for challenging
competency-based testing programs. His paper presents a broad overview
of attack points but does not give a full appreciation of what will happen
when such legal actions are threatened.

245



234 Case Studies

In Florida. the first exploratory legal challenge was brought in February
1978. The president of the Dade County National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People sought an injunction against the Depart-
ment of Education to force its test-development meetings into the public
arena. Florida government operates “in the sunshine.” and plaintiffs
demanded that these meetings between staff and technical advisers be
opened to the public.

The judge refused the injunction on the basis that he had insufficient
evidence to show that the department was acting improperly. The legis-
lature later passed an act making it clear that the testing program was not
included under the sunshine law. thus negating this avenue of attack (DOE.
1978, pp. 40-41).

A second challenge was brought by a citizen of Florida who claimed
that the scoring procedures had been improperly adopted. Essentially,
Florida has an Administrative Procedures Act {APA) which seeks to pro-
tect citizens from the “phantom legislature”—bureaucrats who adopt
procedures without proper public input. The APA specifies steps to be
taken to adopt “rules” which have the weight of law. This challenge sought
to nullify the test scoring system on the basis that the department did not
request approval of the State Board of Education before its use. The hear-
ing officer ruled in favor of the plaintiff. and the department responded by
appealing the ruling and approaching the state board for approval of the
scoring system.

The State Board of Education was asked to adopt the scor:  pro-
cedures on August 15. 1978. which it did after a lengthy public debate
(some nine hours long). However. the same plaintiff again challenged
the rule. This time the complaint was against the substance of the rule
itself. The case was heard in September 1978, and the hearing officer
later ruled in favor of the Department of Education.

From a test director’s perspective. these cold. brief description. do
not do justice to the drama of such legal challenges. Three thoughts
immediately come to mind and may be useful to others facing the same
situations.

First, attorneys speak their own language. and it is not easily under-
stood by the untrained observer. Conversely. attorneys do not understand
testing talk at all and cannot easily provide a good defense by themselves.
The implication is that if you get sued. get very good lawyers and try very
hard to communicate.

Second, our society today seems to be highly litigious as a way of
solving problems. It is, therefore. highly likely that your competency
program will be challenged and you, personally. may be included as a
defendant. If this happens. try to keep in mind that no personal affront is
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necessarily intended. despite intense arguments in court which may in-
dicate otherwise.

Third. the legal process permits various formal ways to reveal the
“truth.” One such device is. obviously. testimony and cross-examination.
Another way is through discovery questions by which plaintiffs can gather
information and data related to the legal issues. These questions are often
difficult to answer either because of their breadth or because there may be
no records on which to base an answer. One question to which Florida
Department of Education staff had to respond was: “Identify any and all
scholarly publications relating to setting minimum test scores that were
used in the preparation or promulgation of the proposed rule or the
mastery criteria contained therein™ (Brady et al. v. Turlington). Such
questions may seem like harrassment. but they must be answered. If the
sheriff comes knocking on the door with such discovery papers. every-
thing else must be dropped. It does not matter in the least whether a speech
is being planned or a budget must be completed. The discovery question
must be answered first.

The legal picture in Florida is not clear at this time. but it is anticipated
that further actions will be taken by both sides. It probably wili take two
or three years for legal actions to run their course.

Impact on Education in Florida

The long-term impact of the competency testing program on education
is unknown. So far, however. the testing program has had a very direct
impact in terms of public discussion of the purpose and goals of educa-
tion. "The test™ has been the foremost educational news story of the year.
and public interest shows no sign of weakening. The constant barrage of
information has led to television and radio talk shows and many meetings
of school authorities and parents. The 1978 election reflected the topic:
several gubernatorial candidates made speeches on competency testing
and at least one made testing of students and teachers a major platform
plank.

On August 15. 1978, the State Board of Education addressed the adop-
tion of scoring criteria for the state tests. In Florida. the Cabinet sits as the
State Board of Education. and it is therefore extremely rare for the board
to have prolonged and substantive debate on any issue. In this case. how-
ever. the board listened to almost nine hours of debate from citizens and
professional educators. It was probably the longest period of time devoted
to an educational issue in the last decade (or more). Clearly. such debate
can only strengthen the public schools in the long run.

At the local school level, the impact of the test has been dramatic.
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Testimony is heard time and time again to the effect that the students
are working better now than in years previously. Discipline problems in
classrooms are reported to be decreasing. and students are more willing
to sit still and learn.

Testimony presented to the State Board of Education on August 15
by a highly placed official of the Hillsboroug. County (Tampa) schools
revealed that their standardized test scores have increased dramatically
over the last two to three vears. Similar resuits are reported in Pinellas
(St. Petersburg) and Dade (Miami) Counties (Pinellas, 1978; Grade School.
1978). Of course. there are many reasons why sti‘dent performance could
increase, but it appears that the increased att~ntion to educational account-
ability given by teachers. administrators, and parents is showing signs of
paying off for the students.

Most importantly, students who otherwise would have received a high
school diploma without having minimium reading and math skills are now
being given additional instruction. In some cases. students are being guided
into secondary-level reading courses or are being required to take a second
or third math course designed to bring their skills up to par. The general
feeling is that students’ achievements in these areas are going to increase
as was intended by the 1976 legislature.

Summary

The Florida competency testing program is a natural outgrowth of the
general educational accountability programs begun by legislators in the
early 1970s. The 1976 Educational Accountability Act strengthened
previous statutes and consolidated them into a single comprehensive act.
The most visible parts of the act are those related to the specification of
minimum student performance standards and the assessment of those
standards for pupil promotion and graduation.

The Department of Education developed minimum standards and test-
ing instruments for grades three, five, eight. and eleven. The tests are
criterion-referenced and indicate student mastery of each of the various
standards. At grade eleven, two tests are administered —a basic skills test
and a test of functional literacy. For purposes of the 1976 act. literacy is
defined as the application of the basic skills to practical problems. No
particular claim is made that the test covers “life skills.” All of the stan-
dards and tests were developed under the control of the Department of
Education and with the wide involvement of Florida educators.

The results of the first administration of these new tests in October
1977 indicated a mixture of strengths and weaknesses. The literacy test
results were the most highly publicized. They showed a 36 percent failure
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rate in mathematics and an 8 percent failure rate in communications.
Minority students suffered a higher failure rate than white students.

The competency tests enjoy widespread support among Floridians:
yet concerns are being expressed from several quarters about potential
bias in the tests. the rights of exceptional education studunts. and the
impact of the tests on the schools generally. Several legal skirmishes have
already taken place. but the issues have not been definitely determined
as yet. The legislature has strongly supported the program and has pro-
vided substantial amounts of money for an extensive remedial education
effert.

The overall impact of the competency program in Florida has not yet
been determined, although early i..Jications are positive. Time will tell
whether Florida's bold steps will contribute toward greater educational
opportunitics for all students or something quite the opposite.
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14 Setting Educational Standards
for Minimum Competency:
A Case Study

James J. Gallagher

The public demand for some type of minimal educational standards
has been one of the dominant forces impacting American education in
the past few years. There has been legislative action in the majority of
states, and no state has been unaffected by the movement (Pipho, 1977).

The source of this movement has been, clearly. public reaction to a
variety of depressing news reports about the status and operation of
public education. A recent summary of this “news” can give the flavor of
the problem.

Scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) have fallen from a mean of 473 on
the verbal section in 1965 to a mean of 434 in 1975; and from a mean of 496 on the
mathematics section in 1965 to a mean of 472 in 1975.

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in 1975 reported a
decline in science knowledge among American students between 1969 and 1973
equivalent to a half-year loss in learning.

Twenty-three million Americans are functionally illiterate. according to a study
sponsored by the U.S. Office of Education.

Comparative surveys of writing skills in 1970 and 1974 show 13- and 17-year-old
youth to be using a more limited vocabulary and writing in a shorter. more “primer-
like" style in 1974 than in 1970.

The American College Testing (ACT) program also has reported a decline in
the average scores of students applying for college admission.

The preparation of this manuscript was substantially aided by the work of Ms. Ann Rams:
botham.
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The Association of American Publishers revised its textbook study guide for
college freshmen in 1975, adjusting the reading level down to the ninth grade.

College officials. business firms, and public agencies are dismayed at the inabil-
ity of younger persons t. express themselves clearly in writing. (Clark and Thom-
son, 1976)

The purpose of this paper is to provide a case study of how one state
responded to the movement to adopt minimum educational standards.
The history of decisions on the development and implementation of a
minimum comr 3tency testing program is also provided.

Legislation

In June 1977, the North Carolina General Assembly showed its deep
interest and concern with the academic progress of Nr¢th Carolina stu-
dents by passing two laws. H.B. 204—the High School Graduation and
Competency Program—and H.B. 205—the Annual Testing Program.

The basic purposes of this legislation were. to assure that high school
graduates possess skills and knowledge necessary to function as members
of society; to provide a means of identifying strengths and weaknesses in
the educational process; and to establish additional means for making the
educational system accountable to the public for results.

The following points reflect the essence of the competency testing
legislation: (1) all eleventh-grade students were expected to iake tests
that would satisfy minimum competency requirements for graduation: (2)
a trial testing of all eleventh-grade students was to be conducted in spring
1978; (3) full-scale testing was to begin in fall 1978 for all eleventh-grade
students: (4) students who fail to pass any of the tests can retake the parts
of the tests the, faiied. Any student can have as many as ten chances to
. pass the test: (5) the local schools are required to provide remediation to
assist students who reveal less than minimum competency: (6) the legisla-
tion also called for the establishment of a Competency Test Commission
to aid in carrying out the purposes of this bill.

There are a number of basic questions which must be answere in any
statewide competency testing program: What competencies « . to be
measured, how are they to be ‘measured, and what constitutes minimum
competency? This case study outlines the steps taken by the Competency
Test Commission, the State Board of Education, and the Department of
Public Instruction in their efforts to address and resolve these issues.
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What Competency Areas Should Be Addressed?

The commission invited comments and suggestions on the fields to
be tested from a wide variety of persons. including experts from other
communities and states that were more experienced in the development
and operation of competency testing programs. As a result of this advice
and discussion. the commission recommended that. for the trial phase and
the school year beginning fall 1978, the competencies to be tested be lim-
ited to reading and mathematics, viewed as obvious academic survival
skills and as fundamental to minimum educational attainment. The cur-
rent focus of testing is upon the “functional” application of basic math
and reading skills—that is. the ability to apply these skills to practical
situations.

What Minimum Competency Objectives Shouid Be Measured?

The commission wished to ensure that the test instruments recom-
mended for adoption would closely reflect educational objectives pursued
in North Carolina schools. Thus, all local education agencies (LEAs)
in North Carolina were sent a list of over 250 minimum competency ob-
jectives and were asked to arrange this extensive list of math and reading
objectives in order of priority. Groups of math and reading teachers. who
had previously rated and recommended instruments for the trial testing.
were asked to cluster and compare the objectives rated by the LEAs with
each of the field trial instruments. These clusters were used to determine
how well the recommended tests reflected the curriculum objectives
deemed most desirable. Major objectives in reading and mathematics
identified by North Carolina school personnel are listed in table 1.

Who Should Take the fests?

Exceptional Children

Many exceptional children in North Carolina have now been returned
to regular classes. The goal for these students is full participation in regular
school programs, to the degree possible. In keeping with this goal. the
State Board of Education has adopted guidelines which state that all
exceptional children. excluding the trainably retarded or severely retarded.
shall take the tests. Testing modifications will be developed where needed.
and parents may apply for exemption to their local school board for their
exceptional child on the grounds that the test might be harmful. Exemption
would not mean the granting of a regular diploma.
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Table 1. North Carolina Minimum Comnetency Objectives as Judged by
North Carolina School Personnel

Reading

1. To demonstrate word knowledge and to use contextual clues and abbrevia-
tions to determine word meaning

2. To follow written directions accurately
3. To select the main idea and related details from various passages
4. To classify information
5. To draw inferences from various materials
6. To draw conclusions
7. 1o compare and contrast various reading materials
8. To organize information
9 To locate and apply information

10. To interpret maps, charts, and pictures

Mathematics

1. To compute using whole numbers
. To compute using fractions
.To compute using decimals
To compute using percents
. To solve problems involving money matters
. To solve problems involving measurement
- To use geometric ideas in solving evervday problems
. To interpret and use maps. graphs, charts, and tables
. To apply knowledge of probability and statistics to everyday ituations
10 To estimate answers to problems

N D SR

O

The Division of Exceptional Children has provided alternative pro-
cedures for testing handicapped students. including a Braille version of
the tests for blind children. a large-print version of the tests for the partially
sighted. specially signed directions for the deaf. and tape cassette instruc-
tions for those needing special help.

Private School Participation

The issue of private school involvement in the testing program has
aroused some contrcversy. During the spring 1979 legislative session.
the North Carolina General Assembly passed a law exempting students in
private schools from the requirement to take the competency tests.

What Happens to Students Who Do Not Pass?

Students who fail to meet minimum competency standards as measured
by the tests. but who meet other graduation standards. will be provided
with a certificate instead of a diploma.
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Each local educational agency is expected to provide a remedial pro-
gram in basic skills for those who do not pass. Even after the student’s
class has graduated. he or she may return and take remedial programs and
continue to take the competency test until age 21. If the student passes
the competency test. he or she can replace the certificate with a standard
diploma.

Spring 1978 Field Study

The General Assembly proposed a spring 1978 trial period that would
require all eleventh-graders to take sample tests. thus allowing educators
involved in the competency testing program to gain necessary technical
information to help shape and choose the final instruments and pro-
cedures. This field test provided North Carolina with an opportunity
unique among the fifty states to try out various techniques and methods
before beginning the testing on a regular basis.

The commissioners reviewed more than 15 instruments in the two areas
of reading and math. They asked all major test publishers to complete an
extensive questionnaire and to testify in person before the commission.
After receiving the counsel of math and reading teachers and consultants
who also examined the tests, the commission chose three instruments
in each subject area for administration in the spring 1978 trial testing.
The tests used in reading were CTB/McGraw-Hill's SHARP, the reading
test from Educational Testing Service's Basic Skills Assessment Program
(BSAP), and a test developed by the American College Testing Program
(ACT). In mathematics. the tests used were CTB's TOPICS, the Everyday
Skills Test (EVDS) published by Educational Testing Service, and an
ACT mathematics competency test.

The criteria used in selecting the tests were that they or their pub-
lishers show: an emphasis on functional application of basic skills: a match
with the educational objectives of North Carolina’s schools: a minimum
competency emphasis; a commitment to further test development: atten-
tion to elimination of cultural bias: adequate technical information: and
ease of test administration.

The strategy recommended and adopted for the field study was devel-
oped in consultation with a Technical Advisory Committee. composed
of research and measurement specialists appointed by the commission.
The plan for pilot testing required tnat all eleventh-grade students in the
state be divided into three groups: First. a reading group (approximately
36.000 students. or half of those being tested) took three reading com-
petency tests plus the ninth-grade reading comprehension achievement
test from the California Test Battery previously chosen for use in the
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Annual Test Program. Second. a math group t(approximately 36,000
students) took three math competency tests along with the ninth-grade
arithmetic computation test from the California Test Battery. Third.
a mixed group (approximately 6,000 students) took one reading com-
petency test (SHARP) and one math competency test (TOPICS) to allow
estimation of the number of dual failures.

School districts which had one to three high schools were randomly
selected to receive either the reading tests or the math tests. Large dis-
tricts {those with four or more high schools) administered the math pack-
age in half the schools and the reading package in the other schools. North
Carolina has a total of 145 school districts.

The Results of the Spring 1978 Field Trial

Analyses of the spring field trial data resulted in the selection of the
SHARP (reading) and TOPICS (math) tests published by CTB/McGraw-
Hill for use in the fall of 1978. The results displayed here illustrate the
comparative performance of students on all of 1he field trial instruments,
as well as more detailed information concerning student performance on
SHARP and TOPICS.

Reading

The performance of over 36,000 North Carolina eleventh-graders on
the three reading competency tests and the ninth-grade norm-referenced
reading achievement test is depicted in figure 1. Reference points of 50.
60, 65, and 70 percent of items correct are used to illustrate passing rates
associated with several possible cutoff scores. As was indicated by the
high intercorrelations among the tests (.85- .92), similar skill and ability
dimensions appeared to be tapped by all of the reading competency tests.
It is clear that many North Carolina students performed very well on the
tests and found them to be rather limited tests of their reading knowledge.

The performance of various types of students on the SHARP reading
test and the TOPICS math test is shown in table 2. These data indicate
the percent of students who answered less than 50. 60, 65, and 70 percent
of the items correctly. Thus, the percent of students who would fail at
each of those four reference points, and therefore require remediation,
is shown. Results for the total group tested are shown. as are results for
subgroups defined by sex, ethnic background. and level of parental educa-
tion. As table 2 indicates, trends found in earlier statewide assessment
programs are reflected in the results of North Carolina's competency
testing: females performed better than males in reading; minority students
scored significantly lower than did white students: and students’ perform-
ance increased dramatically as parental level oi education increased.
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Table 2. Percent of Students Answering Correctly on SHARP (Reading)
and TOPICS (Math) Test Items

Spring Tria,

ata

Scores on SHARP (Reading)

Less Than

Less Than

Less Than

Less Than

50'% Correct  60% Correct  65% Correct 70% Carrect

Croup N (60 items) (72 items) (78 items) {84 items)
Total 36,143 4.7 9.2 127 18.0
Males 17.463 6.6 12.2 16.5 223
Females 18.309 27 6.3 9 138
American Indian 367 8.7 17.7 25.6 3143
Black 9,874 1.7 223 295 402
White 25,286 18 39 5.9 9.0
Parents’ Education:
Eighth or less 2,486 17.4 29.4 374 485
812 ¢.894 85 16.1 220 30.4
H.S. Craduate 12,928 27 6.2 9.0 138
Boeyond H S 8.501 10 22 13 54
Scores on TOPICS (Math)
Less Than Less Than  Less Than  Less Than
50% Correct  60% Correct 65% Correct 70% Correct
Group N (H0items)  (ABitems)  (52items)  (5hitems)
Total 36,356 217 35.3 143.0 51.4
Males 17.756 22.5 5.6 429 50.9
Females 18.113 206 348 429 51.7
American Indian 314 35.4 55.7 65.0 75.8
Black 10,133 497 69.8 779 84.6
White 25.170 10.2 1.1 286 377
Parents’ Education:
Fighth or less 2.456 542 715 78.5 84 4
812 7.458 35.3 53.2 62.7 711
H. S. Graduate 13,364 16.8 30.7 390 48 4
Beyond H S 8.363 6.5 138 19.7 27 6
Mathematics

The performance of students on the mathematics tests produced pat-
terns similar to those found in the area of reading. but overall performance.
in terms of percent of items correct, was much lower. Comparative re-
sults on the three competency tests and the norm referenced achievement
test in mathematics are illustrated in figure 2. The results are somewhat
more varied across tests than those found in reading. Differences might
be due. in part, to content differences among the tests themselves: for
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example. both computation items and word problems are included in the
Evervday Skills test. while the CAT involved only computation. and the
TOPICS and ACT tests consisted only of word problems.

A number of factors must be considered in analyzing the performance
of students in mathematics. Overall the mathematics test items appeared
to be somewhat more difficult than the reading test items: many students
in North Carolina take no mathematics after the ninth grade: and students
were required to read and comprehend the problems, as well as do the
necessary mathematical operations.

Problems dealing with percentages. fractions, and the interpretation
of graphs and figures appeared to be particularly difficult for North
Carolina students. One encouraging note is that all of these skills seem
quite teachable.

Performance on the TOPICS is illustrated in table 2. These data indicate
the percentage of students responding correctly to less than 30, 60. 635.
and 70 percent of test items. The consequences of selecting each of these
reference points as a cutoff score can be seen in results given for the total
group tested. as well as for subgroupings by sex. race and parental educa-
tional level. The performance level of males and females was found to be
much closer than was true for the reading tests. As in reading. the per-
formance of minority students and of students whose parents’ educational
level was low. was substantially below the performance of white and
economically more advantaged students.

Attempts to Eliminate Cultural Bias

A major concern of the commission has been to ensure that the tests
recommended are as free of cultural bias as possible. For the spring trial,
the commission chose tests which demonstrated some attention to that
issue. In addition. the commission appointed a Cultural Bias Committee.
As part of its work. this committee met with a consultant who had de-
veloped a subjective procedure to analyze test items for potential bias.
All items on each test administered during the field trial were reviewed
by the committee. and those items considered to be potentially biased were
noted. In all statistical analyses. particular attention was paid to those
items identified as possibly biased to determine whether the differential
performance of various subgroups confirmed subjective analyses.

In detailed analyses of student performances on the individual items
of the tests. the percentage of students passing each item was reviewed,
as well as the point biserial correlation. which allows comparison of an
individual item against the total test score to see if the item behaves as
expected. Also. the performance of the highest-scoring 25 percent of
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students was compared with that of the lowest-scoring 25 perc‘:ent. for
each item on the test. Items that exhibited “bias" (that is. items that showed
marked deviation from subgroup differences on total test scores. either
in their subgroup “p” values or in their point biserial correlations) were
modified or eliminated. The total number of items modified or removed
for all reasons (to match state educational objectives or to reduce cultural
bias) exceeded 40 percent on reading and 50 percent on math.

Setting Minimum Educational Standards

The establishment of minimum standards—that is. cutoff scores on
SHARP and TOPICS—represented the last major task of the commis-
sion’s first year. Many observers felt that this was a unique task and re-
sponsibility: they were unaware that educators have been deeply involved
in similar processes since education began.

Although rarely discussed in public. the problem of setting educational
standards has always been present. As Popham (1978) says:

There's no doubt that the enactment of minimum competency programs has forced
into the open a problem about which educators have fretted over since prehistoric
teachers of saber-toothed tiger trapping were faced with a pass-fail decision. Al
though educators have perennially been obliged to decide when a student “passed
a test” or “passed a course." this obligation was discharged in private behind closed
classroom (or cave) doors. (p. 4)

Generally speaking. educational standards have been established
through a consensus of experienced persons in each special field of en-
deavor. As attested by a number of measurement experts (Conaway.
1977: Jaeger. 1976: Shepard. 1976). the establishment of a standard of
minimum competency must eventually be a matter of human judgment.

Composite human judgment by experienced individuals forms the basis
for practically all decision making in our society. Decisions. unvalidated
by statistical or research evidence. are made every day in education;
and few people suggest these should be stopped. For example. candidates
for music schools are denied admittance. or accepted. based upon the
judgments of two or three expert musicians who evaluate the students’
playing: in Ph.D. oral examinations a candidate’s entry into a profession
is determined by the composite judgment of four or five professors:
coaches routinely select students to participate on teams. based upon
their estimate of a demonstrated level of skill: each teacher judges the
competence of his or her students and determines whether a child should
pass or fail a class.
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Studen:s h-e always been assessed at each step in their progress
through school. The recent withholding of reasonable. negative judgment
(manifested as social promotion) may be at the heart of the current public
demand for a competency testing program.

The Competency Test Commissioners feit that they could best invoke
the standard of informned human judgment by collecting as much relevant
information and data as possible. Four specific studies were conducted
for this purpose and are described briefly below.

Comparison of Competency Test and Norm-Referenced Test Results

Reading comprehension and mathematics subtests from the ninth-grade
California Achievement Tests were administered during the spring 1978
trial testing period. These tests were also given as part of the Annual Test-
ing Program to all ninth-graders in North Carolina. Figure 3 provides
grade-equivalent scores on the reading comprehension and arithmetic
computation subtests of the CAT that correspond to given percentages
of items correct on SHARP and TOPICS. Equipercentile equating was
used to establish percentile-rank correspondences. and the ninth-grade
CAT norms were used to convert CAT percentile ranks to grade-equiva-
lent scores. For this reason, care should be exercised in making too literal
an interpretation of the grade-equivalent scores. The important informa-
tion here involves the relative difficulties of the mathematics and reading
competency tests.

On the SHARP reading test. a score of 70 percent correct falls just
below an 8.0 grade-equivalent score on the CAT reading comprehension
subtest. and a score of 65 percent correct on the SHARP corresponds to
a CAT grade-equivalent score between 6.5 and 7. The percentage of
students scoring only 30 percent correct on SHARP was similar to the
percentage of students with a grade-equivalent score of 5.0 on the CAT
subtest; this level is close to the chance score on the norm-referenced
achievement test.

The TOPICS math test showed a different pattern. The same percent-
age of students who answered 70 percent of the items correctly on the
TOPICS test received a grade-equivalent score of 10.5 on the CAT arith-
metic computation subtest. Scores of 65 percent and 60 percent correct
on the TOPICS test corresponded to grade-equivalent scores in ti.z 9.0
to 9.5 range on the CAT -ubtest. Even at the 50 percent correct level on
TOPICS, the corresponding grade-equivalent score was 8.0 on the norm-
referenced CAT test.

There appears to be a marked difference in the level of difticulty of
the two competency tests when measured against the benchmark of
California Achievement Test grade-equivalent scores. These results
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confirm the importance of establishing some comparable level of dif-
ficulty before one can set rational cutoff scores (Glass, 1977).

Teacher Judgment of Minimally Competent Students

A second study was conducted by Department of Public Instruction
staff to aid iin the establishment of cutoff scores on the competency tests.
In this study. twenty schools across the state of North Carolina were
randomly selected for use in identifying students who were marginally
competent: that is, students who would have the ability to barely pass the
competency test (Zieky and Livingston, 1976). Principals, teachers. and
counselors in these schools were asked to identify five to eight students
in their school whom they felt to be minimally competent. and similarly
to identify students they felt to be incompetent. These judgments were
then compared to the actual scores obtained by the students on the SHARP
and TOPICS tests in the spring 1978 trial testing.

The results of that comparison may be seen in figure 4. In both mathe-
matics and reading, students identified as “marginally competent™ scored
higher. on the average. than did students who were labeled as incom-
petent. although the difference between the two groups is more clearly
seen in mathematics than in reading. Similar statistics were also calculated
for the other competency tests used in the spring 1978 trial. and all showed
a similar pattern. In each case. the students labeled "minimaliy compe-
tent” did better. on the average. than did those who were termed “in-
competent.”

On the SHARP reading test. the average percentage of items answered
correctly by marginally competent students was around 67: the'.e students
scored an average of 51 percent correct on the TOPICS math test. suggest-
ing a sharp difference in the difficulty levels of the two tests. Students
judged to be incompetent scored an average of 65 percent correct on the
SHARP test and 43 percent correct on the TOPICS test. These results
are consistent with the establishment of different minimal performance
standards (cutoff scores) on the math and reading tests.

Teacher Judgment on Cutoff Scores

The commission, in its previous discussions. had thought it important
that the judgment of competent professionals be piven a prominent place
in the establishment of cutoff scores. Accordingly, a procedure was estab-
lished by which groups of teachers who were specialists in the areas of
reading or mathematics came together to provide their best judgments
on what represented a minimum competency cutoff score on the North
Carolina SHARP reading test and the North Carolina TOPICS mathe-
matics test (Jaeger, 1978). A total of 45 reading and mathematics teachers
completed the procedures that follow.
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Each teacher completed one of the competency tests with instructions
to try to see the test through the eyes of a student whom they would judge
to be competent, but not superior.

The teachers were then asked to make a judgment on an appropriate
cutoff score for the particular instrument they completed. When aggre-
gated across teachers. these data provided and represented the first
judgment. shown in figure 5 as “1." As can be seen. there we.e striking
differences in the percentage of items correct that were assumed to be
appropriate for the reading test and the math test. Teachers' initial judg-
ment for the reading test was that an appropriate cutoff score should be
placed at 76 percent correct. whereas their initial judgment for <4e math
test was that a proper cutoff score would be at 67 percent coriect.

The teachers were then provided with information on the relative
performance of North Carolina eleventh-graders on *i.. :wo competency
tests and on the norm-referenced achievement tests administered in the
spring trial testing. They also were told the proportion of students in the
spring testing that answered at least 50, 55. 60. and 70 percent of the items
correctly on each competency test.

On the basis of that information and further discussion. the teachers
were asked to provide a second judgment on appropriate cutoff scores.
One of on was 1o sustain their initial judgment. As can be seen in figure
3. the teachers’ composite judgment for the reading test, given additional
information (II). hardly changed at all. The additiona! information that
the teachers received on the difficulty of th= math test tended to influence
their composite judgment: they now placed their reccxnmendation on a
cutoff score at 62 percent correct (11).

The teachers were next provided with the results of their own gioup's

Reading (1. 1)
)]
Iy
50 60 70 80 90

Matk () I

i

50 ol) 70 80 90

Figure 5. Teacher judgments on Appropriate Cutoff Scores
(Spring Trial Data)
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judgments and had further discussion about the test and the appropriate
placement of a cutoff score. On the basis of that final discussion. a third
judgment was made. The results sre shown as “I11" on figure 5. On the
reading test. the cutoff score recommended at the third judgment was
identical to that of the first judgment. In all three judgments for the read-
ing test, the composite average of a suggested cutoff score remained at
or around 75 percent correct.

The results of the discussion among math teachers caused their third
and final judgment to be moved up somewhat. from 62 to 64 percent. but
it still remained somewhat below the initial judgyment they had made in
the absence of students' test performance, their peers’ judgments., and the
relationship between scores on TOPICS and the ninth-grade CAT math
subtest.

Omitted Items—Spring Trial

One of the statistical analyses completed with the spring trial data
supported an investigation of the number of items omitted by students
taking the test. Theoretically. on a multiple-choice test with no penalties
for a wrong answer, a student wishing to maximize his or her performance
should answer every item even if (s}he is not sure of the correct answer.

In the area of mathematics. the 80-item TOPICS test was combined
with the 40-item CAT mathematics computation subtest, so as to resemble
the revised math competency test used in the fall of 1978. Based on an
analysis of omissions among the 120 items. it is clear that many students
did not maximize their scores by answering every item: omission of items
had a substantial effect on mathematics competency test scores.

Omissions did not materially affect scores on the SHARP reading
test (table 3). with an average of less than one item omitted out of the
120-item test. In contrast. on the 80-item TOPICS test and the 40-item
CAT. there v-as an average of over two items omitted by white students
and almost eight items omitted by black students. The pattern of omis-
sions clearly indicated that some students had trouble finishing the math
tests. Subsequent liberalization .{ testing time limits and modification of

Table 3. Items Omitted by Race Spring Trial Data

Black White
Reading Mean 69 19
N =(25.286) 0] 360 2.18
Math Mean 772 218
N=24,931 4] 1250 6 41
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test administration instructions (Answer all the test items!) were adopted
for the fall testing.

The Competency Test Commission’s Decision

With the results of the four studies and the total spring trial analyses
available to them. the commission followed a strategy of decision making
patterned after the Jaeger (1978) model used in obtaining teachers’ judg-
ments on appropriate cutoff scores. After extensive discussion of the spring
trial results and their meaning with consultants and advisors. the fourteen
members of the commission went into executive session and determined
preliminary cutoff scores through a secret ballot. The results of that ballot
were then displayed to the commission, and members were urged o g™~ e
further. overnight consideration to their decision.

On the next morning. the commission again went into executive sessior
and followed a similar procedure of discussion and balloting. The results
of the balloting were displayed and discussed further. The outcome of
this procedure was a unanimous recommendation of u cutoff score of 72
percent correct on the reading test (SHARP) and 64 percent correct on
the TOPICS math test.

Where Does the Program Go Next?

The development of a minimum competency testing program is a
dynamic process. and many factors may have changed by the time this
paper is in print. The case study presented above is not meant to suggest
that the process of selecting measures and establishing cutoff scores used
in North Carolina 1epresents the right way. It is intended to encourage
consideration of the kind of decision making that must be undertaken to
develop and conduct such a program. and hopefully it will ©ncourage
more effective and efficient ways to make such decisions.
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15 Graduation Requirements in the
State of Oregon: A Case Study

Marshall D. Herron

Introduction

Demands from a variety of constituencies for accountability in educa-
tion have coalesced into an idea that has spread at what can only be called
an astounding rate. “Competency-based” education is an idea whose time
has come—or so it would seem. Mandates for competency-based require-
ments, including competency (or proficiency) testing, continue to emanate
from state legislatures and boards of education. To the general public,
aroused by charges that schools teach skills and knowledge of little sub-
sequent use. the rhetoric for competency-based education has strong
intrinsic appeal. Who can argue with the proposition that we want our
schools to produce graduates who are competent? And so the demand
increases. to cut through the rhetoric and get on with the task of imple-
menting competency-based education.

Ah, but there’s the rub. First, the term “competency-based education*
has little conceptual clarity. How can you respond to a concept when
those who espouse it cannot even agree on what a “competency” is?
Second. effective systems must have purposes—common goals to which
those who run the system can aspire. But the various proponents of com-
petency-based ‘education come from positions that are not only varied,
but often contradictory. As W. G. Spady notes. “Aside from universal
beliefs in the desirability of school system accountability and student

258
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‘competence.’ the adherents and practitioners of current elementary and
secondary school CBE efforts are marching (or parading) in different
uniforms to different drummers playing different tunes.™ To some. “com-
petency” seems to be equated with mastery of the basic skills of reading.
writing. and computing. To others. “competency™ denotes the ahility to
apply the things students learn in the classroom to life-role situations.
To those who have been involved in an attempt to formulate competency-
related graduation requirements, the issue of conceptual clarity has
assumed critical importance. Without conceptual clarity. the road to
implementation is hazardous indeed.

The first part of this paper describes the Oregon Graduation Require-
ments system as it is now. The second part describes how it got that way.
some problems inherent in the present situation, and some directions in
which the system may evolve.

Minimum Standards for Oregon Schools

In December 1974, the Oregon State Board of Education adopted the
Elementary-Secondary Guide for Oregon Schools. This guide contains
revised minimum standards for the public schools of the state. Although
not directly rooted in legislation. these “administrative rules” have the
effect of law. since the authority and responsibility to set such rules is
delegated to the state board by Oregon Statute 326.051.

The major thrust of the new minimum standards is to establish a system
of goal-based instructional planning and evaluation for all tax-supported
school districts in the state. Notice that the term is goal-based. not com-
petency-based. Oregon does not have a “competency-based educational
system.” The instructional planning standard (OAR 581-22-208) requires
four steps. First. local school boards must adopt a system of local district
goals in support of six recently-established statewide goals.? Local dis-
tricts must establish sets of program goals for each of their instructional
programs (such as language arts. mathematics. or music) which support
the district goals, and they must also establish sets of course goals which
support the program goals. The goals at all levels must be written in terms
of student outcomes. Second. districts are required to assess. periodically.
the extent to which students are attaining the outcomes defined by the
program goals. The third required step in the cycle is a needs identifica-
tion pre . ess by which assessed status and goals are compared. The fourth
part of the cycle is program improvement. which in many cases may
lead to further refinement of goal statements and hence a recycling of the
instructional planning procedures.

One part of the standards (OAR 581-22-231) defines the graduation
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requirements of the system. According to thes: requirements, schools in
Oregon are to grant diplomas on the basis of wlfillment of all “credit,
competency. and attendance requirements set by the state and 'ccal
district.” Competencies in this context are special kinds of goal or cut-
come statements, related specifically to high school graduation. That is,
in addition to traditionally expected time and course credit requirements,
students are now expected to demonstrate competency in certain pre-
scribed areas. The competencies referred to in the standards are defined
in the Appendix.3 The prescribed areas are subject to verification be-
ginning with the graduating class of 1978. They relate to students’ abil-
ities to read, write. speak, listen. analyze. and compute. Seven additional
competency areas are subject to verification beginning “not later than”
the graduating class of 1981.4 School districts must verify the competency
attainment of their students in these areas before they may issue a diploma.

Itis important to point out here that competency verification. based on
the definition in the Appendix. becomes a kind of readiness certification.
Just as schools routinely give readiness tests to determine if entering
primary students are prepared to cope with the demands of the school
curriculum. so competencies are here viewed as a kind of readiness to
cope with the demands of the various life roles defined in the state board
goals (the life roles are: individual. learner. producer, citizen. consumer.
and family member). Local school boards are required to adopt their own
competency statements within each of the prescribed areas. Each local
staff is then expected to develop “performance indicators™ and appropriate
measures which the district is willing to accept as evidence that com-
petency in each area has been attained. They are also expected to develop
record-keeping systems for documentation of competency attainment.

The verification of competency in this system is no small task, since
competency is defined in terms of the application of basic skills. knowl-
edge, or understanding and is tied to the ability to function in some sort
of “life role.” Districts are encouraged to develop measures and perform-
ance standards for each performance indicator, several of which could
relate to a specific competency statement. This simple generic assessment
model is diagrammed in figure 1.

The intent of state requirements is to establish a verification systein in
which policy decisions as to where to set performance minimums are in
the hands of local districts. but in such a way that these decisions must be
negotiated with local communities. This leads to a measurement probles::
establishing applied performance tests that are uniform and consistent
across teachers within a school. from school to school within a district.
and, to a certain extent, from one district to another.

Schools are not accustomed to measurement based on an “applied

0.
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Identity Identity ‘Contirm Develop Scelect fatablish
PERFORMANCL 1A
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attained? * Rating w ale
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Figure 1. Components Necessary for Assessment

performance model." And the establishment of minimum performance
standards is new and difficult to cope with. (In the next section we shall
see how this problem interfered with statewide implementation of the new
graduation requirements.) In spite of these problems. the Oregon Board of
Education took the position that if the high school diploma is to indicate
that its recipient can function effectively in applying basic skills in life-
role-related situations. each local community must derive appropriate
levels of proficiency from those life-role situations. What is “appropriate”
in one context for one community may not be considered appropriate in
other contexts and other communities. Local communities must decide
what levels of reading or computing skills are needed by an individual
to function as a consumer, producer, or citizen in that community. To
what extent are individuals limited in a job or profession by their levels
of proficiency in the basic skills? How important is it that an individual
be able to read a newspaper. write a lctter of application for a job. or
balance a checkbook? How important is con.p :ting i >rest rates on a
time-purchase contract. or locating som~ -reeded infermstion in the local
library? The state board felt that these yuestions ar .St appropriateiy
answered by the local community.

In addition to deciding what levels of proficiency are appropriate within
each competency area. local districts must determine what kinds of per-
formance will be accepted as evidence that a given individual studen:
has attained a specified minimum competency level. Local districts may
alter performance indicators. or they may grant permission to substitute
performance indicators that are appropriate to the unique needs and
abilities of individual students (handicapped students. for example).
Local boards may also grant certificates identifying which specific com-
petencies students have acquired to thcse students who have met some.
but not all. requirements for the diploma. and who choose to end their

270



£

k]

202 Case Studies

formal education. It is also within the authority of local districts to allow
students to take more time (or less time) than usual to complete high school
graduation requirements. This system does not change local prerogatives
as to who does or does not receive a diploma: rather. it exposes the entire
process to much more direct public scrutiny. The concept of local control
is very strong in the state of Oregon.

“Tie foregoing aescription applies to the standards as of October 1978.
The next section describes some of the factors which affected the develop-
ment of the new graduation requirements and explores some of the reasons
why the competency systems implemented by many districts do not yet
meet the intent of the standards. This description involves the interplay
of two somewhat contradictory notions of the nature and function of a
“competency.” While the proponents of each of the two positions con-
tributed significantly to the early momentum of the competency testing
movement. their ideological differences are now pulling in entirely differ-
ent directions. One attempts to change significantly the focus of school-
ing: the other to maintain the status quo. with new labels attached so as to
identify with the competency "band wagon.”

The conflict is between a view of competencies as minimal basic skills
(Spady® calls them “capacities. or enablers™; Brickell® calls them “school
skills.™ and a view of competencies as applications of skills in life-related
contexts (Brickell's “life skills™: Spady's meaning for competency).

Factors Influencing the Graduation Requirements

A number of events and activities of the late 1960s and early 1970s
likely affected the development of new graduation requirements. These
events do not fit into neat causal chains, and several must be viewed as
simultaneous. interactive causes. Speculation regarding the timing and
strength of these influences could be described completely ~nly by former
State Superintendent of @ublic Instruction Dale Parnell—a man whose
role in the formation of the new graduation requirements will be con-
sidered in more detail later in this section.

One of the first events that appears to have had a direct bearing cn the
development of the new requirements was a “needs assessment” con-
ducted by the Oregon Department of Education during the 1968-69 school
year.” The study was conducted in response to an amendment to the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, which requir:d
each state to assess its educational needs before it could receive federal
funds. The study was done in two phases. In the first. 120 in-depth inter-
views were conducted with members of the general public, educators.
students, and high school dropouts concerning their percuptions of the
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needs of education in the state. Twenty-seven major concerns were
identified through this process and were used to develop a questionnaire
for phase two. The phase two questionnaire was completed by much
larger numbers of people representing the same four groups. The intent
was not only to identify needs. but to aetermine how well the four sub-
groups felt the needs were being met.

The needs assessment study was one of the first indicators that a sizable
portion of the people in the state of Oregon.felt that cu.rent student
ne=ds were not being met by the schools. Following are somne of the needs
that emerged from that study that appear to have a direct bearing on
graduation requirements later developed: students need to iearn to com-
municate effectively (number 4): students need to learn accepted health
practices and physical effects of drugs and alcohol (number 5): students
need to learn to become intelligent and economically literate consumers
(number 9): students need to acquire early mastery of fundamental skills
such as reading and arithmetic (number 11): students need to understand
the economics of government financing and taxation (number 15): students
need to learn the practical aspects and responsibilities of marriage and
family living (number 16): students need to develop health and physical
fitness (number 19).

One major result of the . tudy was that the state board decided that no
Titie 111. ESEA funds would be available to programs that did not “set
forth objectives stated in performance terms against which the degree
of attainment of the objectives can be measured. and the progress and
outcomes of the project can be evaluated.™ This was one of the first
state board actions requiring the measurement of learner outcomes.

A second activity which occurred at about the same time was a series
of “Town Hall Meetings" conducted by Superintendent Parnell and some
members of the State Board of Education. Between Nctober 1969 and
January 1970. open meetings were held in fourteen cities. allowing over
2.000 citizens to express their opinions on the state board's proposed
priorities for education within the state. By and large. the concerns ex-
pressed at the Town Hall Meetings were in agreement with the priority
needs which resulted from the needs assessment study. Two new notes of
concern emerged. however. One was the board's expressed intent to audit
educationzl programs as a means of accountability. The other was its
determination to review current high school graduation requirements in
terms of their effectiveness in meeting individual student needs.® Con-
cern for evaluation of the effectiveness of the whole educational system
emerged from these meeiings.

Almost simultaneously with the Town Hall Meetings. another very
influential group was conducting a study. At Parnell's request. a
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subcommittee of the Oregon Association of Secondary School Principals
spent six months examining current high school graduation requirements.
The committee’s final report. submitted in April 1970, supported the idea
of change in the high school curriculum. The report was particularly
critical of heavy reliance placed on the Carnegie Unit of credit. urging
greater flexibility in graduation requirements. Other recommendations
relevant to our present discussion included: minimum standards for
high school graduation should include a passing score on the GED tests
or their equivalent: minimum graduation standards should include 190
semester hours of high school work defined so that both in-class a»3 __:-
of-clas; experiences can be included: the total resources of the community
should be recognized and appropriately used as a proper extension of the
school classroom: the standards of achievement must be variable and
based on more than the identification of cognitive goals; there is a need to
state objectives. to design activities by which objectives may be reached.
and to develop accountability on the part of institutions charged with
these tasks.

A fourth factor. although seldom mentioned among descriptions of the
“steps” leading to Oregon’s new graduation requirements. had a major
impact nonetheless. This factor was legislative activity. At one point.
the state of Oregon almost had a competency program. or a near facsimile.
by legislative mandate. To understand the impact such a move would have
had. one must realize that the Oregon legislature rarely takes a direct
hand in the operation of the public schools. Although education is a
constitutional responsibility of the legislature. it delegates this authority
to the State Board of Education which administers by means of administra-
tive rules. Failure of a local school district to abide by these rules can
result in e loss of state support monies. For the legislature to intrude on
the day-to-day business of running the public schools. it would have to
circumvent its own operating system. In spite of this. in 1972 an Interim
Committee on Education drafted two bills dealing with school goals and
the currici:ium of the public school system. The purpose of senate bill 1.
as drafted. was to “assign and allocate responsibilities for achievement of
educational goals among the State Board of Education. the local school
districts. the community colleges. the State Board of Higher Education.
the state colleges and universities. and the Education Coordinating
Council.” A variety of educational goals were prop _sed in the bill.

Senate bill 2 was more specifically relevant to the development of new
graduation requirements. Its stated purpose was to “define and describe
basic education for elementary and secondary educatior™ and to “allocate
responsibility between the state and local school districts in achieving the
basic education of the student.” Essentially. the bill was an attempt to
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determine how much of students’ basic education the state should pay
for. However. the language of the bill went so far as to list the specific
abilities students should have upon completion of a given educational
program. For example. the bill stated that:

Upon completion of the basic language arts and reading program. students will

have demonstrated

—Ability to read with spccd and comprenension:

—Ability to write legibly. to express thoughts clearly and effectively in writing. to
think analytically. to spell and punctuate accurately. to use appropriate grammar.
and to employ an adequate vocabulary:

—Ability to speak effectively and to listen with comprehension: and

—Knowledye of and ability to use information sources.

A total of twenty-one such statements were listed in the arts and human-
ities. language arts and reading, mathematics. science. citizenship. history.
career opportunities, and health and physical education.

A'though senate bills 1 and 2 were severely criticized by many educa-
tors as being overly prescriptive. and both died in the 1973 legislative
session. they had the effect of accelerating the development of graduation
requirements by the Department of Education and the state board.

Undoubtedly the most important factor of all was Dale Parnell. the
chief architect of the new graduation requirements. Those who worked
with Parnell still speak frequently of his remarkable ability to synthesize
ideas from a variety of sources. It is enlightening to read through his
speeches covering the period from 1968 to 1973, and trace the develop-
mem cf his ideas on the need for reform of high school graduation require-
ments. In these speeches he emphasized relevance t real life. measurable
skills. and accountability. He came to this positio. oy way of his strong
commitment to the concept of career education.

Parneil's most cogent statement on high school graduation require-
ments is g 'n in a September 1972 article on career education entitled
“Survival Education.™® ['bis paper is an apparent expansion of a speech
he gave in April of 1972 aiso entitled “Survival Education.” He raised the
question: “What competencies are required to survive during the last
quarter of this century? Wiat kind of competencies are required to success-
fully cope with life as a citizen, wage earner. consumer and learner?” (p. 5).
His own answer to this question demonstrates that Parnell had in mind
“life skills” or “application-type” competencier fromn the beginning:

... schooling can focus on the real life roles or careers of individuals and the com-
petencies needed to cope with those careers and roles. i3. 5

Successful performance in those roles requires mor< than knowledge. yet for
some educators the main business of education is knowledge dissemination. (p. 6)
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So much of traditional schooling is unrelated to the real world. The questions
are asked. the right answers memorized. but unrelated to life. . . . While Americans
are cal>  for universal education (every student has worth), schooling has given
them the “ell-shaped curve ard a sorting system which says that unless a student
receives an A or B grade in algebra. chemistry. or English. he doesnt amount to
much. (p. 18)

In the April speech he quoted from James Coieman's experience-rich.
information-poor paradigm and called for a school program that was to be
both experience-rich and information-rich. He asked how students could
be prepared to survive in a modern world by schools seeking to develop
college preparatory students:

Students know about George Washington and the Incas of Peru: but do they know
how their city council or school board works? How do you cope with a planning
commission. . . . Fifty years ago when school requirenients were basically estab-
lished. there were no credit cards. Are young people being prepared to cope with
today’s installment buying. contracts. insurance and advertising tactics? (p. 3)

We are trying to equip students with the competencies to enable them to survive
in today's society by basing our schooling methods and requirements on a current
society. In essence. we are trying to pull schooling and life togetier into one ex-
perience. (p. 10}

In a recent Phi Delta Kappa monograph.'* Parncll further clarifies his
intent and the role he played in the development of new graduation re-
quirements:

At its root, competency-based education is an emphasis on results. It calls for
agreed-upon performance indicators that reflect successful functioning in life
roles. . . . There is little direct relationship between the time honored subject
matter disciplines and the competencies required of an individuai to cope with
modern life. . . . Our daily lives do not compartmentalize neatly into math. social
science. English. science. And therein lies one great problem for the modern pubtic
schools. (p. 18)

We . .. continue to insist on meeting the student at the point of subject-matter
need rather than at the point of real-life needs. The schools have not kept in syn-
chrony with the tim'  .ad the real-life needs of a changing society. The needs have
changed. but :he sch. 1ls and the school curriculum have not. (p. 22)

[ The| hotly contested statewide battle to elect a superintendent of public in-
struction in 1968 brought much public attention to matters of education. During
that campaign 1 outlined competency-based proposals. including a revision of the
high school graduation requirements and career edvcation emphasis in the schools.
It was no secret that my election would mean that Oregon schools would move in
the direction of competency-based education. My election. therefore. was inter-
preted to mean that Oregonians expected a modernization of the high school
requirements and movement toward a performance-oriented curriculum. (p. 32)
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Each civiiization has its own artifacts. scrolls. tablets. coins and tools. It is very
instructive to study other cultures. But it would be even more instructive to sur-
round ous students with the artifacts of our own society. These artifacts include
credit cards. bank statements. ballots. rental agreements. checkbook stubs. loan
contracts. Yet it is not only possible for most students to complete their formal
education without ever seeing an installment contract. it is highly probable.
Siouldn't we understand our own artifacts as well as those of the Romans and the
Greeks? (p. 44)

Although Parnell's definition of “competency™ is clear in these statements.
his message did not come across to people in the public schools. This, as
we shall see, was partially an implementation problem. In some respects.
however. school people were misled by his use of the terms *minimal”
and “survival.”

In several places Parnell spoke of Maslow's hierarchy of human needs.
“survival” being primary. But he went on to speak of survival in a society
which is “highly technological. incessantly demanding. increasingly com-
plex, and inexorably changing.” When he accused traditional schooling
of not meeting “surviva!” needs. be seemed to attach a more sophisticated
meaning tc the term than Maslow did. He criticized the schools for giving
the self-actualization need the highest priority “even though survival was
not assured.” But in his use of the term “survival." he related compet. ncy
to complex life roles. How many students can define the skills they are
going to need in the kind of complex society Parnell is talking about?
Surely Parnell's use of “survival need” is not equivalent to Maslow's primal
kind of survival need. Unfortunately. it would appear that in borrowing a
paradigm to mzke his point, Parnell’s terms sidetracked many educators.

Drafting New Graduation Requirements

The first draft of the high school graduation requirements proposal
was presented to the state board at its September 29. 1971, public hearing.
This marked the first time that revision of graduation requirements had
been considered separately from the larger issue of minimum standards
for Oregon schools. The proposed new requiremen were considered
independently in the hope that the normal time bztween consideration of
a change in e standards and implementation of a revision could bz re-
duced. The "oard respond=d by approving a plan calling for the draft
proposal tc be given wide circulation to various organizations throughout
the state.

The propo:ed new requirements were distributed between October
and Decembet 1971 to the Oregon Association of Secondary School
Administrators (OASSA). the Parent-Teachers Associat.on. and muny
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other educational interest groups. Representatives of some of the groups
continued to meet with Department of Education personnel during the
winter months. A new draft was developed from the contributions of these
groups. It -as made public at the OASSA winter conference in January
1972. A third draft. compluted in March 1972, took into consideration the
comments and criticisms voiced at the OASSA conference. This draft
was presented to the public in hearings held in Pendlet'n. ~ os Bay,
Salem. and Klamath Falis i the spring and summer of 1972. T. . :sponse
to the new graduation requirements at these hearings was geacrally sup-
nortive. The Board of Education approved the fourth and final draft of
the proposed revisions in September 1972 and set an implementation date
for no lawer than the graduating class of 1978.

A significant shift in the role of the state in setting competencies can be
seen from the first to the final draft of the new requirements. While the
concept of "minimum survival” level competencies is included in all of
the drafts. the first draft listed specific survival skills that the depaitment
felt students would need. The final draft left decisions on specific com-
petencies to require for graduation to individual local school districts.

Among the 44 competencies included in the first draft. but not present
in the document adopted by the board. were statemen.< to ihe effect that
student must be able to: read a newspaper at a proficiency level: accu-
rately compute the difference in cost per unit between small and large
quantity purchases: describe the procedure for filing a permit to build &
home: accurately balance a checkbook: demonstrate safe driving; and
change an automobile wheel.

'n the final draft. local school oards were asked to 1idopt locally
defin~d minimum survival competencies in the area of “personal develop-
meut” which would ersure that graduating students would be able to:
read. listen. speak. analyze, wri.c; compute using the basic processes;
understand basic scientific and echnological processes: develop and
maintain a healthy mind and body; develop and maintain the role of a
lifelong learner. In the area of “social responsibility.” students were to be
able *o function effectively and responsibly as: citizens of the community.
state, and nation: citizens in interaction with the environment: citizens on
the streets and highways; consumers of goods and services. In the area of
“career development.” students were to be able to function effectively
within a career cluster or within a broad range of occupations.

The finql draft of the requirements. then. presented a very broad out-
line of mandated competency areas for graduating high school students.
Local districts were expected to be more spec’ c in stating locally adopted
minimuia competencies and in determining what would constitute a
“survival level” of education in each of their communities. In this draft,
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districts were also asked to specify “perf -mance indicators™ which tiey
would use as evidence of the attainment of specified competencies.

Gver the course of development of these drafts. two key policy issues
emerged. Altt.ough they were debated. they were never totally resolved.
On the one hand. opponents of the first draft of requirements argued that
the proposal would give the state too much control of the curriculum and
educational programs of local school districts. Districts in Oregon have
traditicnally worked to maintain autonomy.by defining progtams to meet
local needs. On the other hand. opponents of the final draft were primarily
concerned w'th guaranteeing equal educauonal opportunity by imposing
the same mimmum requirements for all of the state's students. They
believed that. by leaving the development of survival-level competencies
to local districts, inequities in educational opportunity would likely result.

Although the issue of local autonomy was resolved in favor of strong
local control. the question of equal educational opportunity contiinues to
be a focus for debate in discussions of graduation requirements.

~

Implementating the Graduation Requirements

Early in the implementation phase. a decision was made to involve
several local districts in the development of guidelines for implementing
the new requirements. Six pilot writing projects were funded in November
of 1972. These local districts were given responsibility for developing
sample minimum competency statements and performance indicators in
the areas of personal development. social responsibility. and career de-
velopment. A task force was formed within the Department of Education
to assist che six pilot projects. The target date for the guidelines was April
30, 1974. Task force members became the project managers. providing
guidance and assistance to each of the pilot groups. These projects re-
sulted in a major conceptual shift in the high school graduation require-
ments.

In May 1973. members of the six pilot projects met with task force
mernbers to synihesize their work. The results were released in four
bocklets. The first dealt with administrative requirements and timelines.
The other three provided samples of program goals. minimum compe-
tencies. and performance indicators in the areas of personal development.
social responsibility. and career education.

Itis in these three booklets. thousands of which were distributed across
the s:ate. that a conceptual turnabout can be seen. It is evident from
these documents that the local districts were totally unprepared to gen-
erate competency statements of the kind suggested by Parnell. The book-
lets’ competency statements did not involve the application of basic
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skills to life-role functions. The notion of survival in a complex society.
as Parnell so frequently expounded it. was largely ignored. Competencies
were described as being equivalent to “course goals * written at a mini-
mum performance level. They were defined as “possession of skills.
knowledge and understandings to the degree they can be demonstrated.”
The orientation of the materials was toward school skills—Spady's
“capacities.” or “enablers.” What emerged from the pilot projects was
a number of sets of expanded behavioral objectives.

Parnell and his staff were fully aware of the implications of this shift
in emphasis. but decided to proceed with planned implementation activ-
ities. They decided to take the districts “where they were™ and try to add
the application-to-life roles dimension as the project was subsequently
expanded and modified. (The temptation may be strong here to “second
guess” these implementation decisions. But the reader should bear in
mind that this project was a first. A nationwide search had located no
models to rely upon for such iarge-scale currictlum modification. An
attempt was being made to bring about significant change within an
entire state educational system in a relatively short period of time! The
fac{ that the new requirements constituted a totally new educational
apprcach meant that many of the answers had to be discovered along the
way. There was simply no way. politically. rhat some courses of action
could be reversed oince they were undertaken.)

The written materials develoned in the pilot projects weve rublished
with the stipulation that they were to be considered “modeis™ that dis-
tricts might use as guides in their own developmental cfforts. In spite of
this. there was a tendency for districts to simply copy and adopt these
lists of competencies with few modifications.

One remaiuing implementation task was to integrate the graduation
requirements with the broader miuimum standards for public schools
that were concurrently under development. This was thought to be the
most reliable way of assuring compliance and also providing technical
assistance to local districts via standardization team visits.'? A task force
from within the department— The Minimum Standards Steering Commit-
tee— was responsible for seeing that the graduation requirements became
an integral part of the overall minimum standards.

The State Board of Education formally adopted the revised minimum
standards in December of 1974. It had considered various drafts of pro-
posed standards at eight official “readings™ prior to adoption. Over the
three years of development. twenty-nine public hearings and workshops
were held throughout the state to obtain responses and suggestions from
school administrators. teachers. board members. and other people in-
terested in education. Draft copies had been distributed widely. for review
by interested individuals and groups.
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The revised standards were field tested in seven school districts during
the 1975-76 school year. Following those field tests. further hearings
throughout the state, and recommendations from an external review com-
mittee of educators. the state board. on June 23. 1976. adopted the stan-
dards. with minor modification. to become effective for the 1976-77 school
year.

In the final version of tre standards (excerpts may be found in Appendix
A). the definition of competency that incorporated application of skills
“assumed to contribute to success in life-rol= functions™ was reinstated.
The State Department of Education was thus left with a particularly awk-
ward dile mma. Nearly all of the “model” competency statements con-
tained in the pilot project reports that had been widel, Zl.icibuted around
the state did not meet the “official” definition contained in the administra-
tive rules published in the minimum standards. Even though the compe-
tency requirements weie not to be imposed prior to the graduating class
of 1978. many districts had begun to develop verification systems hased
upon the “models™ contained in pilot project reports.

Despite numerous workshops, inservice sessions, standardization visits
across the state. and circulation of a 1977 draft document entitled Gradu-
ation Requirements Guidelines. Revised. the dichotomy continues to
plague Oregon educators. Some districts acknowledge that the major
criticism from the consumers of many of our products—business and
industry—is that too many of our graduates cannot apply to new situa-
tions the skills that they presumably have ~cquired in school. These dis-
tricts are attempting to develop competency systems which verify students’
abilities to apply their skills in life-role-related situations. Many other
districts claim that basic skills have not beer adequat:ly mastered to begin
with. They believe that if the basic skills are mastered. students will auto-
matically be able to apply them whenever they are needed. These distric’s
nave implemented systems for verifying masicry of basic skills—some
with district-level testing programs, others through teacher verification of
performance indicators -.uhin the regular course structure.

Implementation Problems at the Local District Level

The verification and certification sv:tems devised by m~st school
districts in Oregon rely on the judgments of classroom teachers. Most
competencies are assigned to specific basic-skills-related courses (such
as English 1. general n.ath. personal finance) for verification. Some districts
utilize a district-level testing program in some areas (such as reading.
writing. comy uating) and teachers’ judgments in others.

In those districts using pilot-project materials as models to generate
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“school sl:ills™ rather than “life skills." the tendency has been to produce
large numbers of outcome statements at a behavioral-objective level of
specificity. This has resulted in a number of nroblems. To begin with. the
large number of outcomes to be certified nccessitated massive and complex
record-keeping systems and significant commitments of time from
teachers. Mony teachers. particularly at the high school level. resent
having to take their time to vei.fy what they consider to be elementary
school skills. They feel that the process focuses attcntion on minimum
performance. to the detriment of the more advanced “high school” material
included in their courses. A related problem is their concern for liability.
What if they certify (1 ersonally sign off on) the competence of a student
who later forgets or otherwise fails to demonstrate continued “com-
petence™?

Many districts used committees of teachers to generate their compe-
tency lists and performance indicators. In the early phases of immplementa-
ilon. these committees tended to set unrealistic performance require-
ments that many students could not reach as the school year progressed.
The problem of providing remediation within the course structure of the
typical high school quickly arose. Should students be tequired to repeat
the first semester of English 1. or should they add unverified competencies
to those to be verified in the second semester? Should school districts
create special competency sessions after school. or perhaps relax their
standards for minimal performance?

As a result of these problems. some districts have imposed competency
requirements and verification procedures in the lower grades. Other dis-
tricts have begun to consolidate competencies into fewer. more general
outcome statements.

Those districts tiat have been working with “life skill* competencies
have encountered problems of a different genre. Record keeping is not
as much of a prollem. since fewer competency statements are involved.
And since the “competencies™ are application oriented. they are not as
often criticized as too elementary for secondary school teachers to deal
with. The major problem for these districts is how to implement a relatively
unfzmiliar measurement a. .ivity--applied performance testing. The dis-
tricts typically provide a variety of sample performance indicators for
teachers to use in verifying competencies. The problem inherent in this
system is to assure that relatively uniform juagments on acceptable
minimum performances are being made by all teachers within a school
and. in the larger districts. by all schools.

Another problem brought into sharper focus by the latter districts
was the wording of competency requirements to be in effect in 1981.
It was difficuli. but not impossible. fox districts to deal with the application
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of skills such as reading. writing. computing. speaking. or listening. But
knowing the “use of scientific and technological processes.” oi being
“an informed citizen in the community. state. and nation™ are outcome
stacements of a different nature. Is there any evidence that simulation
measures are reliable indices of students’ abilities to apply knowledge.
skill, or und:rstanding at a later date? Such outcome statements as these
and others (for example. “be an informed citizen in interaction with
environment,” or “be an informed consumer of goods and services™)
relate to students’ behavior outside the schoo! environment. What author-
ity or capacity do schoois have to monitor students’ behavior outside the
classroom? How can the school certify that a student is able to “be an
informed consumer of goods and services™ if the actual consumption of
goods and services cannot be observed”? Does successful completion ot a
simulati~n activity guarantee that students will in fact “maintain a healthy
mind and body"? What if they later choose not to follow generally accepted
healthful nractices? These questions of course remain unresolved. But
they raise other questions concerning the limitations of the sphere of
authority and accountability of public scnooling.

Another problem that ple gues local districts is evaluating the previous
educationai experience of transfer students. In the past. if a student’s tran-
script showed satisfactory completion of a course in U.S. history. credit
in U.S. history “or the equivalent” was granted. despite the fact that the
content of the courses might have been quite different. Certain assump-
tions were made concerning the likely content of such a course. The wide
variation in the competency verificaticn systems developed in local
districts across the state of Oregon now makes it difficult for schools to
“place” transfer students. even from neighboring school districts. (The
receiving school. for example. may assign a particular competency or set
of competencies to English 1. The transferring student may have already
taken English I at the former high school. but may not have covered
those particular competencies. Since certification is the responsibility of
thc graduating school district. the receiving school has the problem of
verifying the ccmpetency of the transferring student by methods outside
its regular procedures.) The ; “oblem is particularly acute if one school
has competcncies of the “school skills™ variety and the other has com-
petencies of the “life skills™ variety.

Where Will We Go from Here?

When the state board adopted the minimum standards ir 197€, it also
resolved to reexamine their effectiveness every two years. That evalua-
tion is currently under way. It is difficuit to predict what may happen to
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the graduation requirements section of the standards. A legislative interim
committee. hearing mostly from disgruntled teachers in districts utilizing
teacher verification systems for “school skills” competencies. has recom-
mended that the board take a hard look at systems which require massive
record keeping at the secondary level.

Most districts utilizing “life skills" competencies seem satisfied with
the results of their efforts. but are frustrated with the student transfer
problem. In fact. many district administrators who argued vehemently
for retention of local control of competency specifications ar«. now asking
the state board to have the Oregon Department of Education develop a
synthesized list of competencies. to be adopted by every district in the
state. This is not likely to occur.

Cne approach which looks promising would be to encourage local
districts to track and verify “school skills” competencies at elementary
and junior high levels. The tracking of these enabling skills could lead to
the verification of related. higher-level. application-to-life-role compe-
tencies at the high school level. Teachers at each level would then verify
the kinds of skills they view as most apptopriate to their level of instruc-
tion. There would be fewer graduation requirements to verify. hence
simpler record keeping. if the secondary teachers did not have to deal with
behavioral-objective-level statements in the basic skills. And mo~t ele-
mentary and junior high school teachers already view basic-skills develop-
ment as their primary responsibility.

The beginnings of this kind of movement can be found in OAR 581-22-
222 (see Appendix). This rule requires local districts to “insure instruction
in any combination of grades K-8 to provide students with opportunities
to acquire knowledge and skills applicable to minimum competencies
required for graduation.” (From Jim Impara's paper elsewhere in this
volume. it seems that the state of Virginia may be headed in this direction
as well.) However. some local districts are pressuring the board to modify
definitions in the standards so that their existing secondary-level. basic-
skills-proficiency testing programs will satisfy the simpler competency
requirements. If this happens. no significant change will have occurred
in the focus or function of the public schools as a result of the new grad-
uation reguirements.

It is not likely that Oregon will move in the direction of state-level
proficiency tests for high schooi graduation. The state board has com-
mitted itself tc strengthening the concept of local control. It will likely
continue to ask local districts to set their own minimum performance
levels. subject to the scrutiny and approval of their local communities.
The beard has specifically rejected the notion of using state-level cutoff
scores. however impartial this may appear. in determining whether a given
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student may receive a high school diploma. The board's sentiment seems
to be: judgments on the competency of individual students to function in
post-schooling life roles should be kept as close to the classroom level as
possible.

Notes

1. W. G. Spady. "Competency Based Education: A Bandwagon in Search of
a Definition,” Educational Researcher 6. no. 1 January 19771: 9.

2. These six statewide goals are listed under OAR 581-22-201 in the Appendix.

3. Definitions are included under OAR 581-22-200 in the Appendix.

4. For additional competencies to be certified not later than the graduating
class of 1981, sec OAR 581-22-231 and 581-22-236 in the Appendix.

5. Spady. op. cit.. p. 10.

6. H. M. Brickell. “Seven Key Notes on Minimal Competency Testing.” a paper
presented at four regional workshops for the Ecucation Commission of the States
and the National Institute of Education. October 1977.

7. R. B. Clemmer. “Assessing Educational Need: First Step to Accountability.”
Oregon Education 44. no. 16 (May 19701 16.

8. Ibid.

9. M. Wright. Oregonians Speak Qur on Education: A Report on Town Meet-
ings Conducted by the Oregon Board of Education (Salem: Oregon Department of
Education, 1970y,

10. Dale Parnell. "Survival Education.” a paper written on career education
and circulated within the Department of Education in September 1972.

11. Dale Parnell. The Case for Competency-Based Fducarion. (Bloomington:
Phi Delta Kappa Education Foundation. 1978).

12. Any local district found not to be in compliance with requirements con-
tained ir the Oregon administrative rules (the mechanism of the minimum stan-
dards) faces loss of basic school support monies from the state. This is. on the
average. approximately 40 percent of the budget of local districts.

Appendix: Excerpts from the Oregon Minimum Standards
Adopted 23 June 1976

Definitions

Definitions

5§81.22.200 The following definitions apply to Oregon Administrative Rules
581-22-200 through 581-22-300. unless otherwise indicated by context:

{1) “Analyzing": mental processes by which individuals identify interrelation-
ships within an entity and develop ability to make new applications:

(2) “Assessment™: activities designed to secure and organize information de-
scribing student performance in specified subject matter at a given time:

(3) “Board": the State Board of Education:
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(4) "Career Education™ learning experiences enabling students to make
career choices and develop attituues. knowledge and skills needed for the pro-
ducer (occupational) life role and for related aspects of other life roles. It includes
awareness and exploration of work, preparation for occupations and specialization
in a specific occupation:

(5) "Citizenship/Government Education™ study of structures and functions
of government and he human relations skills and understandings necessary for
individuals to work productively with each other:

{b) "Competencyties)™: a statement(s) of desired student performance repre-
senting demonstrable ability to apply knowledge. understanding. and/or skills
assumed to contribute to success in life role functions. (Each statement usually
covers related tasks. contains a performance (action) verb and describes an out-
come from which verifiable standards of achievement may be determined. The
statement may relate to several goals}:

(7) "Computing™ manipulation of math symbols through funduamental
processes of addition. subtraction, multiplication, and division:

(8) "Conditionally Standard School™: a school having failed to meet provisions
of the minimum standards but for which the local board has adopted and submitted
a plan. subsequently approved by the Superintendent. for correcting deficiencies:

{9 “Consumer Education/Economics/Personal Finance™: instructional activ-
ities to help students cope with consumer concerns in our economic system. in-
cludinry money management. credit. purchasing goods and services. and rights and
responsibilities in the marketplace:

(10) "Course Goals™: statements of desired learner outcomes for each course
or unit of study in grades 9 through 12:

(11) "Credit by Examination™: ascertaining student achievement for waiving
course requirements and. if appropriate. granting credit:

(12) "Department™: the Department of Education:

(13) "Diploma™: the document a local unified or union high school district
issues attesting to the holder’s having:

(a) Demonstrated minimum competencies the local board has adopted for
graduation.

tb) Completed requirements for earning the Board's 21 units of credit (OAR
581-22-226) and any additional units of credit the local board specifies.

tc) Completed 12 school years of educational experience. or the equivalent,
as authorized by local board policies adopted in conformance with these rules:

{141 “District Goals™: statements of broad. general learner outcomes a local
district and its community see as desirable consequences of instructior and rele-
vant to attaining Board Goals for Elementary and Secondary Education (OAR
581-22-2011:

{15) "Elementary School™: an organizational unit of any combination of grades
kindergarten through B:

(16) "Goals™ statements of desired learner outcomes at various instructional
levels (district. program. coursel:

(17) “High School™ an organizational unit composed of any combination of
grades 10 through 12 in districts providing a junior high school containing grade 9:
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any combination of grades 9 through 12 organized in a separate unit: grades Y
through 12 housed with grades kindergarten through 12: grades 7 or & through 12 if
Department approved:

{181 “Junior High School™: an organizational secondary school unit composed
of any combination of grades 7. 8. and 9 organized separately from other grades
in the system and Department approved:

(19) “Language Arts/English™: communication disciplines contributing to skills
in reading. writing, speaking and listening:

(20) “Middle School™: an organizational elementary school unit composed of
any combination of grades 5. 6,7 and § organized separately from other elementary
grades in the system and identified as a middle schocl with the Department:

(21} "Minimum Standards™: rules for public elementary and secondary schools
found in Division 22 of the Board’s administrative rules

{22) "Nonstandard School™: a school having failed to meet provisions of the
minimum standards and within ninety days of the Superintendent’s notification
of deficiencies not having submitted a plan of correction or adhered to the plan
of correction the Superintendent received and approved. A nonstandard school
is deficient for purposes of ORS 327.103:

{231 “Performance Indicator”™: an established measure to judge student com-
petency achievement:

(24) “Planned Course Statement™ a course title. a course overview. course
goals and. where appropriate. minimum competencies:

125) "Procedure”: a specified routine method to be followed in complying with
requirements of administrative rules and in implementing board-adopted policies:

{261 “Process™ specified actions which insure validity of the results of a pro-
cedure:

{27) “Program”: a planned series of interdependent activities or services con-
tributing to the attainment of a common goal or set of goals;

(28) "Program Goals™ (Instructional): statements of desired learrner outcomes
for each district instructional program in any combination of grades kindergarten
through 12:

129) "Program Goals™ (Support): outcomes of a program in a school system to
support the entire system or one or more of its components. usually stated in terms
of service to be performed:

(30) “Program Improvement™: using assessment and needs identification in-
formation in making program revisions that reduce needs identified:

{31) "Program Needs ldentification™: development and application of pro-
cedures for specifying and prioritizing differences between actual learner out-
comes and desired outcomes of program instruction sufficient to warrant con-
sidering program revision:

(32) "Reading™ purposeful thinking processes by which an individual inter-
prets written symbols as meaningful words and ideas:

{33) “Required Courses of Study™: instructional programs under OAR 51-22-
218 through OAR 581-22:236 prescribed by ORS 326.051(d). Guides the Depart-
ment develops and issues shall provide further definition of assistance for local
program implementation:
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(34) “'Social Studies/History™: systematic study of societies and their activities.

(3% “Standard School™: a school having met provisions of the minimum stan-
dards.

(36) “Superintendent™: the State Superintendent of Public Instruction:

(37 “Unit ot Credit”™: successful completion of a minimum 130 clock hours
of classroom or equivalent work identified as part of a planned course. Equivalent
work may include independent study., work experience. and rescarch time:

(38) “Writing™: written representation of a language following a systematic
order designed to clarify and express thought.

Goals

Goals for Elementary & Secondary Education
§81-22-201 (1) The Board. in response to the changing needs of Oregon learn-
ers. sets forth six goals for the public schools.

{2) Conceived and endorsed by Oregon citizens. the statewide goals are de-
signed to assure that every student in the elementary and secondary schools shall
have the opportunity to learn to function effectively in six life roles: INDI-
VIDUAL., LEARNER. PRODUCER. CITIZEN. CONSUMER. and FAMILY
MEMBER. Each goal suggests the knowledge. skills. and attitudes needed to func-
tion in these life roles.

(3) The statewide goals shall be implemented through the district. program
and course goals of each local school district. These local goals are set by schowls
and communities together to fulfill a mutual responsibility for the education of
every student. Because most of the knowledge and skills needed to function ef-
fectively in the role of LEARNER are acquired in school. the school has primary
responsibility for helping students achieve this goal.

4} Each school and its community should establish priorities among the goals
to meet local needs. and allocate their resources accordingly. This process should
provide each student with the opportunity to achieve the requirements for gradu-
ation from high school. and as much additional schooling as school and community
resources can provide.

(%) Each individual will have the opportunity to develop to the best of his or
her ability the knowledge. skills. and attitudes necessary to function as a(an):

(a) “Individual™ to develop the skills necessary for achieving fulfillment as
a self-directed person: to acquire the knowledge necessary for achieving and main-
taining physical and mental health and to develop the capacity for coping with
change through an understanding of the arts. humanities. scientific processes. and
the principles involved in making moral and ethical choices:

(b) “Learner’: to develop the basic skills of reading. writing. computing.
spelling. speaking. listening. and problem-solving: and to develop a postiive attitude
toward learning as a lifelong endeavor:

{¢) “Producer™: to learn of the variety of occupations: to learn to appreciate
the dignity and value of work and the mutual responsibilities of employees and em-
ployers: and to learn to identify personal talents and interests. to make appropriate
career choices. and to develop career skills:
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(d) "Citizen™: tolearn to act in a responsible manner: to learn of the rights and
responsibilities of citizens of the community. state. nation. and world: and to learn
to understand. respect and interact with people of different cultures, generations
and races:

(e) “Consumer™; to acquire knowledge and to develop skills in the manage-
ment of personal resources necessary for meeting obligations to self. family. and
society:

tf) “Family Member™: to learn of the rights and resnonsibilities of family
members. and to acquire the skills and knowledge to strengthen and enjoy family
life.

Accreditation

Administration of the Standardization Program

581.22-202 11} The Board develops and issues minimum standa.ds for Oregon
public schools under authority of ORS 326.051. All public schools must comply
with these minimum standards and Board administrative rules. These standards
are not applicable to community colleges defined in ORS 341, except for program
requirements for granting adult high school diplomas.

(2) The Superintendent initiates standardization visits to public elementary
and secondary schools on a regularly scheduled basis and at other times as neces-
sary. A public school desiring an official standardization appraisal at other than
scheduled times shall present a written request to the Superintendent. The school
will be classified after an official standardization visit.

Assignment of Standardization Classification
581.22.204 (1) An official standardization classification is assigned to each
school in a district after Department personnel supervise an on-site appraisal.

{2) Classifications shall be:

{a) Standard school:

tb) Nonstandard school:

(¢} Conditionally standard school.

(3) A local district with one or more nonstandard schools shall be found de-
ficient and classified nonstandard and must submit a plan of correction to the
Superintendent pursuant to ORS 327.1033). The plan of correction shall provide
specific steps to correct each deficiency. a completion date for correcting each
deficiency and the date the local board approved the plan. When the Super-
intendent approves the plan of correction, the classification of the local district
will become conditionally standard.

{4) A conditionally standard classification indicates a temporary status. Failure
of the local district to meet terms of the correction plan shall cause the classifica-
tion of the district to revert to nonstandard. until such time as it adheres to the
plan or it amends and the Superintendent approves the plan.

(5) When a local district classified as conditionally standard has completed its
plan of correction and district officials certify the district is meeting all provisions
of these minimum standards. the Superintendent may change the classification of
the district to standard.
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Waiver Provisions

581-22-206 (1) In administering the standardization program. the Department
shall encourage school districts to develop instructional programs exceeding
minimum standards as weli as carefully planned pilot or experimental programs.
When a special program or independent textbook adoption necessitates d “viation
from the standards. a school district shall submit a description of its proposal and
secure approval prior to implementing the change. Approval. if granted. will be
for a specified time and may be followed by a Department evaluation of the pro-
gram.

(2) When local district officials believe it not feasible to comply with a specific
standard in a school or schools. they may petition the Superintendent for a waiver.

{3) The petition for waiver shall:

{a) Identify the specific standard for which the waiver is requested:

(b} Specify why the district cannot reasonably comply with the standard:

tc) Specify how the district is compensating to provide for the education.
health and/or safety of the children affected:

{d) Identify a maximum time for which the waiver is requested.

{(4) The Superintendent shall recommend to the Board approval of such waivers
and deviations when the local superintendent provides satisfactory written assur-
ance that district reeds and intent of minimum standards are being met. The
Superintendent shall specify the time any approval shall be in effect.

(51 Petitions for waivers and deviations modifying requirements specified in
the “Oregon Revised Statutes™ shail not be approved.

Instructional Planning

Instructional Planning
§81-22-208 Each local district shall adopt and implement a system of instruc-
tional program planning and assessment to provide for:

(1) Sets of goals including:

{a) District goals. adopted by the local board. by 9-1-76,

(b) Program goals contributing to achievement of district goals by 9-1-76,

(¢) Course goals contributing to achievement of prograin goals by 9-1-77;

{2) Assessment in reading. writing and/or computing within three instruc-
tional programs by 9-1-79 and six by 9-1-81 and reporting results to the local com-
munity. Such assessment shall:

ta) Occur after determining if reading. writing and or computing skills must
be developed or applied for students to achieve program goals. and

(b) Use valid measurement procedures:

{3 Needs identification related at least to reading. writing and computing
for programs assessed and setting priorities for addressing such needs by 9-1-R).
This process shali include local board review of needs identified and priorities set:

4) Policies and procedures for making program improvements by 9-1-80 at
least in reading. writing and computing in programs selected for assessment.
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Instructional Program

Educational Program
5§81.22-218 To provide all students opportunity to achieve district-adopted
learner outcomes. requirements for graduation and personal goals through partici-
pation in educational programs relevant to their needs. interests and abilities. each
local district shall by 9-1-79 adopt procedures to:
(1) Identify individuals’ learning strengths and weaknesses:
(2) Provide learning opportunities for students responsive to their needs:
(3) Determine progress students make in their educational prograim:
{4) Maintain student progress records and report the information to parents
and students.

Elementary Instructional Programs

5§81-22-221 Students in local districts having any combination of grades kinder-
garten through eight shail by 9-1-76 receive instruction in language arts. mathe-
matics. science. social studies. health education. physical education. music educa-
tion and art education. Local boards may grant exemptions when required by stu-
dents’ religious or cultural beliefs, or for students with special physical. sensory.
or other handicaps.
Eleme;:(ary Instruction Applicable to Required Competencies

581-22-222 Local districts shall by 9-1-77 establish procedures to insure instruc-
tion in any combination of giades kindergarten through eight to provide students
with opportunities to acquire knowledge and shills applicable to minimum com-
petencies required for graduation adopted for receiving schools.

Graduation Requirements {Class of 1977)

§81-22-224 Each local district enrolling students in grades 9 through 12 shall
offer subjects to enable students to meet the following graduation requirements
for the graduating class of 1977:

(1) Three units (30 semester hours) in language arts/English:

(2) Twe units (20 semester hours) in social studies. The social studies series
requires courses in United States Listory/government and modern problems. or
equivalent Board-approved work:

(3) Two units (20 semester hours) in health education and physical education:

{4) One unit (10 semester hours) in science:

(5) One unit {10 semester hours} in mathematics:

{6) Ten units {100 semester hours) in elective subjects uniess local board policy
prescribes additional work in certain subjects.

Graduation Requirements

§81-22-226 (1) Each local district enrolling students in grades 9 through 12 shall
implement Board-adopted high school graduation requirements beginning with
the graduating class of 1978.
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(2) Credit Requirements ior high school program completion:

(a) Fach:. .. :ntshall earn a minimum 21 units of credit in grades Y through 12:

(b Units of credit shall be earned in the following areas of study:

(A) Language Arts/English—3

(B) Mathematics— |

(C) Social Studies/History— |

(D) Citizenship/Government— 1

(E) Science—1

(F) Health Education—1

(G)Physical Education—1

(H) Consumer Education/Economics, Personal Finance—1

(It Career Education—1

(Jy Electives—10

(c) Local boards may alter the number of units of elective credits:

(d) Local boards may establish additional credit requirements beyond the
minimum number.

(3) Planned course statements shall be written for courses in grades 9 through
11 by 9-1-76 and in grade 12 by 9-1-77 and shall be available 1o students. staff.
parents, local board. and interested citizens.

Diplomas and Certificates of Competency
§81-22-228 (1) The local board shall award a diploma upon fulfillment of all
state and local district credit. competency and attendance requirements.
(2) The local board may grant a certificate identifying acquired minimum com-
petencies to students having met some but not all requirements for the diploma
and having chosen to end their formal school experiences.

Performace Requirements for Program Completion
§81-22-231 (1) Student transcripts shall record demonstration of minimum com-

petencies necessary to:

(a) Read. write. speak. listen:

{b) Analyze:

(c) Compute:

(d) Use basic scientific and technological processes:

(e) Develop and maintain a healthy mind and body:

(f) Be an informed citizen in the community. state. and nation:

(g) Be an informed citizen in interaction with environment:

(h) Be an informed citizen on streets and highways:

(i) Be an informed consumer of goods and services:

(j Function within an occupation or continue education leading to a career.

(2) The local voard shall by 9-1-76 adopt and make available to the community
minimum competencies it is willing to accept as evidence students are equipped
to function in the society in which they live. Students need not develop all com-
petencies within the formal schooling process. Schools shall provide necessary
instruction for those who need it. The local district shali identify performance
indicators used for competency verification.
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(3 The local district may alter performance indicators for competencies or
the local board may declare a policy for granting waivers to substitute competencies
appropriate to unique needs and abilities of individual students.

Attendance

5§81.22-232 (1) Twelve school years. beginning with grade one. of planned educa-
tional experience shall be required. except as local boards adopt policies providing
early or delayed completion of all state and local program. credit and performance
requirements.

(2) Local boards may adopt policies to allow credit by examination or allow
credit for off-campus experiences.

{3) Local boards are encouraged to adopt policies allowing individual program
completion in more or less than twelve school years.

4) In any modification of the attendance requirements for graduation. the
administrator shall consider age and maturity of students. access to alternative
learning experiences. performance levels. desires of parents or guardians. and
local board guidelines.

Developing Appropriate Electives and Additional Ceurse Offerings Beyond State
Minimums

§81.22:234 Local districts are encouraged to develop elective offerings provid-
ing students opportunities to ecarn a minimum ten elective units of high school
credit. As indicated in OAR 581-22-226(2). however. the minimum number of
elective units of credit may be altered if the local district increases the nurmber of
required units of credit. These electives shall be structured in terms of identified
student needs for diverse experiences in vocational. scientific. fine arts. modern
language and humanities education.

Local District Responsibility for Implementation
§81.22-236 Each local dist ict enrolling students in grades 9 through 12 shall

implement the competency component of its graduation requirements as follows:

(1) Establish minimum comperencies and performance indicators beginning
with the graduating class of 1978:

(2) Certify attainment of competencies necessary to read. write, speak. listen,
analyze and compute beginning with the graduating class of 1978:

(3 Certify attainment of all corapetencies beginning not later than with the
graduating class of 1981.
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16 Virginia’s Approach to Minimum
Competency Testing

James C. Impara

This paper describes Virginia's minimum competency testing programs
and the significant events which led ur to and influenced the programs’
development. Virginia's programs are then ¢ mpared to those of other
states.

At this writing 35 states have some form of minimum competency
testing program planned or instituted (Pipho. 1978). Virginia became
an initiate in the minimum competency movement in 1976, when two
actions were begun almost simultaneously: one by the state lcgis-
lature and the second by the Board of Education. The legislative action
was the passage of the Standards of Quality and Objectives for Public
Schools in Virginia 1976-78 (76-78 SOQ). This legislation contained a
standard (standard 1 B) requiring the Board of Education to set minimum
educational objectives in readitg. communication. and mathematics
skills that should be achieved in the primary and intermediate grades.
The 76-78 SOQ also required istandard 7) each local education agency—
called a school division in Virginia—to administer test: primarily to
provide information to classroom teachers on the progress of each child
toward the minimum educational objectives. The tests were to be de-
veloped or approved by the Department of Education. The testing was
scheduled to begin in fall 1978,

I am extremely gratefu! to Drs. Gerald Bracey. Paul Williams. and Claude Sandy for their
willingness to provide factual input and details about Virginia’s programs. Any errors of
fact and all editorial comments are attributable only to the author.
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The second action was the adoption by the Board of Education of a
revised version of the Standards for Accrediting Secondary Schools in
Virginia. Of the two. this action received the most publicity because it
changed the rules under which students would be permitted to graduate
from high school. While retaining a slightly modified set of credit require-
ments (Carnegie type units). the new rules imposed the additional require-
ment that students who were to graduate in 1981 demonstrate. to the satis-
faction of local school officials. attainment of minimum competencies in
four areas: communications. computation. citizenship/social studies. and
postsecondary readiness.

In spite of the obvious diffcrences in these two actions. tnere was
considerable confusion about them at the beginning of the 1976-77 school
year. During the period from November 1976 through June 1977. 1 visited
several school divisions to discuss these new requirements and their im-
plications for schools. Many central office staff and even more teachers
expressed their confusion either directly or through questions about one or
both programs. In order to avoid confusion. each program is discussed
here independently.

Basic Learnirg Skills (BLS) Program

The Basic Learning Skills (BLS) program. as the elementary school
mininium competency program is called. began with the passage of the
76-78 SOQ (Virginia Board of Education. 1976b). In December 1976. the
Department of Education staff began intensive planning for the fall 1978
testing. Even earlier the staff realized the magnitude of the task of as-
sembling or developing objective-referenced tests in reading. communica-
tions (including writing. listening. and speaking). and mathematics for
all students in grades one through six. The task was further complicated
because no set of minimum educational objectives had been approved
by the board as of December 1976. At that time the testing and evaluation
staff consisted of two professionals who operated statewide standardized
testing programs. which were to continue.

From December 1976 to May 1977. the testing and evaluation staff.
other staff of the Department of Education. and several outside consultants
were involved in numerous concurrent activities. Among these activities
were: (1) obtaining additional funding and additional staff: (2) develop-
ing and obtaining board approval of a set of minimum educational objec-
tives appropriate for all students in kindergarten and grades one through
six: (3) appealing to the 1977 legislature to modify the 76-78 SOQ to a more
reasonable level of effort {reducing either the number of grades or subjects
to be tested): and (4) developing plans and alternative strategies for test
acquisition or development. test administration. scoring. and reporting.
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The efforts were all successful to some degree. Several new staff posi-
tions were authorized and a vacant position was filled—director of pro-
gram evaluation and testing (now called director of research. evaluation
and testing). Some additional funding was secured by redirecting exist-
ing "unds. Objectives in each of the tliree curricular areas were developed
and distributed for criticism to all school divisions and prepared for board
approval. The legislature was persuaded to modify the standards: however.
the new modifications were not as favorable to the Department of Educa-
tion as they could have been. The modifications reduced the grades from
one thruugh six to one throuph three—levels where fewer materials were
available and which would require hand scoring. Plans for test develop-
ment and administration were formulated and began moving through the
various review and approval mechanisms.

Increasing Staff

By May 1977, the department had recruited Dr. Gerald Bracey to fill
the vacant director of testing and evaluation position. Two additional
positions were also authorized. and one of the existing positions was up-
graded from assistant supervisor to supervisor. Although this seemed to
increase the number of professional staff from two to five, a reorganiza-
tion of the department assigned additional responsibilities to the director,
whose title was changed to include research in addition to testing and
evaluation. Consequently. only two additional full-time positions were
added. and the four professionals had one ongeing and one new testing
program to administer. (Another new program —the statewiae graduate
requirements test — was added in June 1978 without an increase in staffing.)

Determining BLS Objectives

The substantive activities leading up to the 1977-78 BLS program
began with the development of objectives (Virginia Board of Education,
1977). This activity was assigned to the Division of Curriculum and In-
struction: testing and evaluation staff served in a consulting capacity only.
The Department of Education felt that the objectives should not be written
to comply with testing needs: ruther. instructional concerns should take
precedence. Three committees «.f local educators—one each in reading.
communications. and mathematics—were appoin' ‘d to develop first
drafts of the objectives.

The committees began their work by identifying broad objectives for
end-of-sixth-grade performance. A set of specific minimum objectives
thought to contribute to the attainment of each broad objective was then
developed. and estimates of grade-level appropriateness were assigned to
these minimum objectives. Grade-level appropriateness was defined as
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the highest grade in which a student is expected to have achieved the
obiective. A field review was undertaken to obtain the opiaions of Virginia
educators regarding the appropriateness of the minimum and terminal
objectives and the 2ccuracy of grade-level assignment. Over 20.000 re-
sponses were received (this is a duplicated count. as some local committees
reacted to all three curriculum areas). Some revisions were made. based
on the field review. and the objectives were submitted to and adopted by
the Board of Education in May 1977,

The adopted objectives varied in their degree of specificity within and
across subject areas. For example. one first-grade objective in mathe-
matics required students to subtract a one-place number from a two-place
number less than 20 without regrouping: another first-grade objective
required the student to draw open and closed figures. The read. .., objec-
tives includzd decoding. comprehension, and study skills across a wide
arrav of specificiiy.

Revision Legislation

The revised 76-78 SQQ still required school divisions to use the state-
wide minimum educational objectives in the primary and intermediate
grades (1-6). buy it revised the testing schedule as follows: beginning
1978-79, reading and mathematics objectives. grades 1-3: beginning 1979-
80. reading and mathematics objectives. grade 4: beginning 1980-81.
reading and mathematics objectives. grades 5 and 6. and communications
objectives. grades 1-6 { Virginia Board of Education. 1977).

Developing BLS Tests

National Evaluation Systems. Inc.. won a competitively bid contract
to meet these revised standards. The specifications of the contract required
development of the BLS items. review of the items by Virginia educators.
assembly of the items into one or more test forms. field testing the items.
and item revisicn based on field test results. The time allotted for these
activities was extremely short. The contract period began in early fall
1977. and field testing was scheduled for April 1978.

As a result of this contract there exists a pool of over 900 objective-
referenced test items related to the 83 minimum BLS objectives. These
items were developed cooperatively by the contractor. department staff.
and two review committees composed mostly of local. school-division
personnel. The development process entailed producing prototype items
which were subjected to an extensive field review by school-division and
higher education personnel. These prototypes served as models for item
development. There were initially twelve items f{or each reading and math
minimum objective. and each cojective was keyed to grades one. two. or
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three. The number of items w2 - reduced slightly for some objectives after
the field test.

Approximately 12,000 students participated in the mid-April. 1978
field test. The field test was designed to obtain responses on each of the
996 items from about 400 students at the targeted grade level. A multiple-
matrix sampling approach was used: classrooms represented one dimension
and the 996-item pool. organized by objective, represented the other.
The items were assigned to 129 field-test forms and data were summar-
ized only at state level. because the major intent of the field test was
quality control of items rather than instructional feedback to teachers.
In addition to the data on student performance at the item’s targeted
grade level. grade-lev:l bracketing of each item was accomplished by
testing about 200 students in the next lower grade and also in the next
nigher grade. All tests were administered and scored by teachers who
completed a questionnaire related to the usefulness of the tests and test-
ing procedures. These questionnaires have not yet been analyzed system-
atically. The bracketing of each item, while serving a quality-control
function. also helped to verify the grade-level appropriateness of items
(and by inference the objectives).

Item quality and appropriateness decisions were made on the basis of
both standard item-analysis techniques and latent-trait methodology. Item
difficulties and discrimination indices (point biserial correlation with the
total score per objective) were computed. and. based on estimated total
scores. each item was “Rasch calibrated.” These two strategies were com-
bined to improve the tests’ instructional feedback to teachers.

Instituting the BLS Program

At its annual summer conference for local test directors the depart-
ment presented its plans for the BLS program. The department views
the BLS program as more than just testing. It is an instructional program
which incorporates testing as part of instructional management. Poten-
tially the testing may also serve as a means for reporting to the public the
status of educational attainment in the primary and intermediate grades.

In order to accomplish its major purpose—instructional feedback—
and a possible second purpose—public reporting—two test forms have
been developed at each grade level. There is also a User’s Guide to aid
the teacher in administering. scoring. and interpreting the tests.

There are six versions each of Forms A and B (reading and mathe-
matics by three levels). Each Form A includes four test items for each
objective at the specified level. This form is designed to serve as
either a screening or summative measure with screening as the recom-
mended use. The interpretation of the results recommended in the User's
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Guide (Wiiliams. 1978) relies on a mixture of latent-trait methodology and
judgment. In order to use the results diagnostically. teachers must obtain
a total raw score and a raw score for each specific objective for each
student. The total raw score is converted to a Rasch ability score (on a
scale of 160 to 240). Based on field test data each objective has been
ordered in difficulty within its grade level from 160 to 240. Thus. the
probability that a student has attained mastery of an objective is known.
The teacher then examines a student’s score for each objective to deter-
mine if there are “surprises.,”—for example. has the student failed to
master {answer correctly at least three of four items) an objective below
the ability level. or has the student mastered an objective at a higher abil-
ity level. Strategies for dealing with both false positives and false negatives
are also suggested.

The versions of Form B are quite different from Form A in structure
and use. Form B is a set of booklets. each containing six items. Each
booklet corresponds to one minimum objective. A booklet may be used
to verify & false positive or false negative detected on Form A or with
direct instruction on the objective. Any form or booklet may be used with
individual stndents or groups at the teacher's option.

This testing program is required by the state. but as yet. the decision
to collect and report data publicly has not been made. School divisions
may request permission to substitute their own tests in lieu of the BLS
tests. The criteria for approval of local tests (Campbell and Boyer. 1978)
are not being rigidly applied during the initial year of the program (Sandy.
1978). The criteria include demonstrated correspondence to the BLS
minimum objectives, utility for providing instructional feedback. ard
acceptable psychometric properdes. The Division of Research. Evalua-
tion and Testing has approval authority.

The BLS is being implemented as this is written. The department has
received little feedback beyond the teacher questionnaires obtained
during the field test. Some negative feedback is expected because of the
burden being placed on teachers to score and interpret at least one ad-
ministration of Form A (or an approved alternate) for each student.

School divisions and teachers need not administer Form B. but Form
A or an equivalent rmust be administered at some time during the school
year. School divisions ordered their copies of the two test forms in late
summer 1978. and distribution to the divisions is now completed.

Graduation Requirements Program

In Virginia. as in many states. the general specifications for school
quality are described in standards for accreditation. Among these
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specifications for quality are the requirements students must meet in order
to be graduated from high school. Until 1976. high school graduation
indicated that a student had received a certain number of units of credit
which were based on contact hours. During the years prior to 1976 the
school subjects and number of units of credit in certain subjects varied.
but no other requirements were imposed. In May 1976. the Board of Edu-
cation requested that the department recommend a competency-based
graduation requirements program. Based on the board’s request. a recom-
mendation was made. and in July 1976, Virginia joined those states and
localities which were adopting a demonstration of competency as an addi-
tional graduation requirement (Karlen, 1977). This rather sudden and
dramatic action elicited positive reactions from the press and other media.
but spread anxiety and confusion among many educators. Much of the
anxiety in the educational community was due more to several ambiguities
in the board’s ruling than to the intent of the new requirements.

The 1976 accreditation standards for graduation eligibility are reiter-
ated below:

*In order to graduate from an accredited secondary school and rcceive a high

school diploma in Virginia. students shall earn the number of units of credit pre-

scribed by the Board of Education and be able to demonstrate to the satisfaction
of local school officials attainment of the following minimum competencies:

1. Functional literacy in communicative skills including the ability to read. write.
and speak: (S1C)

2. Computational skills including the ability to work with decimals and percentages
to the extent that they can effectively participate in society as consumers;

3. A basic knowledge and understanding of the history and cultures of the United
States. including concepts and processes of democratic governance and our
economic system:

4. The ability *o pursue higher education in post secondary schools or gain employ-
ment as a result of having gained a job-entry skill.

*Change to become effective July 1. 1978 (Virginia Board of Education. 1976a)

Between July 1976 and January 1977. the board made sev=ral clarifica-
tions. and the department began several technical assistance efforts. The
board clarified the effective date by specifying that these requirements
would apply to the graduating class of 1981. Although not specified. the
means by which competency was to be demonstrated was through testing.
{I have no documentation of this assumption; however Mr. Bradner. Dr.
Bracey. and other department staff. in addition to Mr. Tulloch. a board
member. have indicated in several conversations with me that this was the
assumption.)
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The dep: ment's technical assistance followed two alternate tracks:
first. the formation of committees in each of the four competency areas
to develop sample competencies. performance indicators. and test items.
and the appointment of an external advisory committee to review the
sample materials and to suggest general guidelines to accompany the
sample materials: and second. the funding of a consortium of school
divisions to develop model procedures and materials useful in their divi-
sions. These two efforts were to provide school divisions with alternative
models and materials which could be adopted. modified. or ignored.

Even with these efforts under way. resistance within the educational
community was building. The timelines were short. and the problems of
competency-based graduation loomed large in the eyes of many local
superintendents. Some of the recognized problems were: inconsistency
of c.-mpetency certification across divisions (the board has not yet clari-
fied how transfer of credit is to be accomplished): costs and other dif-
ficulties associated with test development: setting performance stan-
dards: and threats of legal actions if competency certification was viewed
as discriminatory. Neither the department nor the board offered much
direct help in solving these and other specific problems. In mid-1977.
several superintendents began to pressure the state superintendent and
the board to modify the graduation requirements. This movement by the
local superintendents occurred through individual communication and
through the Virginia Association of School Administrators and the Virginia
School Board's Association.

While the department and the board were being pressured by the
superintendents to change the graduation requirements. the legislature
was moving toward requiring competency demonstration as a high school
graduation requirement. In its 1978 session. the legislature had to update
the standards of quality. One of the revisions of the SOQ related to grad-
uation requirements and added fuel to the fire begun earlier by the super-
intendents. The new 78-80 SOQ included the following standard (standard
9Chx

It is the policy of the Commonwealth that the awarding of a high school diploma
shall be based upon achievement. In order to receive a high school diploma from
an accredited secondary school after January !. 1981. students shall earn the num-
ber of units of credit prescribed by the Board of Education and attain minimum
competencies prescribed by the Board of Education. Attainment of such com-
petencies shall be demonstrated by means of a test prescribed by the Board of
Education. {Virginia Board of Education. 1978)

While this legislation was pending. a set of recommiendations was pre-
sented to the board on February 29, 1978, by State Superintendent W. E.
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Campbell (Campbell. 1978). Dr. Campbell recommended that: the board
adopt a statewide program to certify reading. writing. speaking. and
computational skills: commercially produced tests be used having two or
more forms to provide for retesting of a student if necessary: a ninth-grade
diagnostic test. compatible with the graduation test. be used for deter-
mining which individual students need remedial instruction: and con-
siderable thought be given to awarding differentiated diplomas.

These recommendations were distributed to school divisions and
responses were made to Campbell directly and through his Super-
intendent’s Advisory Council (a group of local superintendents). Most
respondents supported the concept of state testing (any other reaction
was doomed politically), but many questions were raised in an attempt
to clarify the recommendations. The minutes from a meeting of a con-
sortium of school divisions included three pages of questions (Impara.
1978). These questions and others (Flanagan. 1978} were sent to members
of the Superintendent’s Advisory Council, Departm..nt of Education staff.
and members of the Board of Education.

In response to the legislation and to the recommendations by Super-
intendent Campbell. the accreditation standards were revised at the March
1978 meeting of the board. The new standards specify:

*In addition to the units of credit specified in these standards, an accredited sciioo
shall require as a condition of graduation that students demonstrate mastery of
minimum competency in the areas of reading and mathematics on tests prescribed
by the Board of Education. Local authorities shall also require evidence. through
performance related assessment tasks as part of the instructional program and/or
through a test if preferred by a locality. that graduates have attained minimum
competencies in the following:

1. Essential citizenship skills, concepts. and knowledge of history aad government

necessary for responsible participation in American society.
2. The skills to qualify for further education or employment.

*Effective no later than with graduating class of 1981 (Virginia Board of Educa-
tion. 1978).

In addition (o revising the accreditation standards, the board approved
several of Campbell's other recommendations. Specifically. the depart-
ment was charged with testing tenth graders in the fall of 1978 using com-
mercially available tests.

These new graduation requirements made Virginia unique among the
states by having a dual set of competency requirements —one set admin-
istered statewide and a second set administered by local agencies. The
remainder of this section will emphasize the activities undertaken to
implement the statewide requirements.
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Selecting Graduation Requirements Tests

To institute the accreditation standards. the department built upon work
it had already done and also upon work by other agencies within the state.
A new committee was formed and verbally instructed to recommend
specific competencies and tests in reading and mathematics. The com-
mittee members. some appointed by Superintendent Campbell and some
selected from each of the seven regions and special interest groups. repre-
sented a variety of affiliations throughout the state: teachers’ organiza-
tions. teachers and central office staff with training and experience in com-
munications and mathematics. and Department of Education specialists
in testing and curriculum. Because time was short the department person-
nel also performed much of the necessary staff work. such as assembling
copies of tests and arranging meeting space. The department also began
preparing for a pilot administration of the selected tests and investigating
means by which performance standards would be established.

One of the first problems (aside from time) the committee faced was
the identification of the competencies to be tested. The department had
formed. as part of its earlier technical assistance. various committees
which developed. either independently or through a consortium. sets of
competencies and performance indicators. The committee obtained copies
of all these materials and compared those developed by school divisions
with those developed as part of the department’s guidelines. Because the
department’s materials seemed to be the most widely distributed and
acceptable statewide. the committee compared the tests it examined
to the department’s set of competencies and performance indicators.

These competencies ranged considerably in their level of specificity.
One reading competency. for example. requires students to be able to
interpret information contained in print. These .mpetencies were opera-
tionally defined by giving examples of specific performance indicators.
One such performance indicator for the above competency was: given a
bank statement. the student will interpret the code for deposit. with-
drawal. interest. charges. and balance. The computational competencies
were usually expressed more specifically than those in reading (for ex-
ample. find a given percent of a number). so fewer performance indicators
were needed for definition.

After examining many tests. the committee selected for reading the
10X Basic Skills Test: Secondary Level (1978). and it selected a modified
version of a mathematics test developed by STS (a test publishing com-
pany) for Virginia Beach public schools. The selec ion of the math test
was due largely to the fact that Virginia Beach had adopted. with minor
modification. the department’s competencies and performance indicators.
Upon selection of these tests. the committee recommended their adoption
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to the board. This recommendation was accepted at the lune 1978 board
meeting.

The committee also recommended that these two tests be used only
for the graduating classes of 1981 and 1982. The bo:rd apprcved these and
other committee recommendations (Campbell. 1978b). Most of the other
recommendations were related to the management of the program—such
as the number of times a student must pass the test. the number of chances
a student should have if unsuccessful. who scores the test. the nature of
reporting results, the mechanics for revision. and that the passing score
should be set using student performance data as input.

Only one recommendation was not approved by the board at the June
meeting—the recommendation that “the comretency testing program be
a one-tiered program: once tu< student has passed the test the student
should not be required to take the test again™ (Campbelil, 1978b). This
recommendation generated substantial debate at the June meeting and
again at the October meeting. at which time it wus finally approved for the
1981 and 1982 graduating classes.

Pilotitsg the Graduation Requirements Test

The selected tests did not fully meet Dr. Campbell’s recommendations
that each test have two or more forms and that they be “off the shelf”
commercial tests. Prior to the adoption of these tests, the department had
determined that STS would be able to produce additional mathematics
items and that a second form of the secondary reading tests was scheduled
for completion in the near future. Because some of the inathematics items
had not previously been administered in the state. although some had been
given to Virginia Beach students, a pilot test was planned prior to the fall
test administration.

The lack of time demanded conducting the pilot test during the sum-
mer of 1978. This was accomplished without some of the problems which
might have been expected because of the nature of the typical summer-
school population. Ninth-grade students in Prince William County. which
operates a year-round school system. participated in the pilot test. There is
no assurance that the Prince William County summer students are com-
parable with students of the regular school year. but they are more typical
of all students than other summer students who attend for either enrich-
ment or remediation.

To accommodate the differences between the Prince William County
students and a statewide population. a latent-trait analysis (Rasch) was
performed on the items, in addition to standard item-analysis techniques.
These analyses resulted in the replacement of some items on the mathe-
matics test. The new items had not been previously used in Virginia or
elsewhere. The final version of the mathematics test contains 99 items.
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The reading test was not piloted even though it had not been admin-
istered previously in Virginia. The origina! 10X test consisted of two
parallel fotns of approximately 30 items each. The advisory committee
felt that while the topical coverage of the test was adequate. it was too
short. so the two forms were combined into a single test of about 60 items.

As a result of using untried mathematics items and combining forms
to construct the reading test. the psychometric properties of both tests
can only be guessed at until data on Virginia students are collected. De-
spite this lack of knowledge. the board has set a performance standard
and has approved making final decisions about a graduation eligibility.
based upon the results of the fall testing of tenth graders. The board took
these steps contrary to the advice of department staff.

Setting Performance Standards

At its October 1978 meeting the board set a minimum performance
standard requiring students to answer correctly 70 percent of the items on
both the mathematics and the reading tests in order to be eligible to grad-
uate. This level was set amid some controversy and in a different manner
than had been approved by the board in its June meeting.

The original plan for establishing cutoff scores for high school gradua-
tion called for a normative/judgmental approach similar to the method
proposed by Jaeger {1978 for use in North Carolina. The tests were to be
administered statewide to all tenth graders during October 1978. The
results of this administration were to be used in the standard-setting
process. This approach met hostility from the press. because it was per-
ceived as a means for artificially minimizing the failure rate by manipu-
lating the cutoff scores (Brown. 1978a). This and other media criticism
had an impact on an already anxious board.

In its September 1978 meeting th : board approved a delay of several
weeks in the planned tenth grade statewide testing and insisted that the
performance standard be set prior to administration of the test. This deci-
sion followed a lengthy discussion between several board members.
particularly the board president. Mr. Henry Tulloch. and department
staff who advocated test administration prior to standard setting. After
the board meeting. the responsibility for setting the standards was assumed
by the assistant superintendent for prcgram development rather than being
assigned to the Division of Research. Evaluation and Testing. as was
expected.

The process selected for setting the performance standard involved
finding several school divisions willing to bring together some of their
personnel and local citizens. These nonrandom. nonrepresentative samples
of individuals tcok the tests and undertook to recommend a standard of
performance.
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‘The recommendations were sent directly to the assistant superintendent
for program development. who presented them to the board at its October
meeting. The data were presented in the form of the number of individuals
whose recomriendation fell within specified intervals. The intervals were
*50 and below. 51-55. 56-60. . . . 81-85, 8 and above™ (Brown. 1978b).
Based on this presentation. the majority of the %) people who participated
(60 educators. 30 noneducators) selected a cutoff score at or below 70
percent. | suspect that had the intervals been displayed differently. such
as 50-54. 55-59 . . . 80-84. the majority would have selected « cutoff score
at or above 70 percent and the board might have set the cutoff score at
75 percent rather than at 70.

Administering the Graduation Competencies Test

As of October 1978. the only test administration has been the pilot
test during the sumuner of 1978. Prior to September 1978, the test was to
be administered to tenth graders as a diagnostic measure (identification
of students needing more instruction in reading and mathematics). A
spring 1979 administration to ninth graders was also planned for the same
purpose (diagnostic) as the fall 1978 administration. As a result of the
board’s October 1978 meeting. the one-tiered recommendation of the ad-
visory committee was adopted for 1981 and 1982 graduates. Hence. stu-
dents who achieve scores of 70 percent or higher will not have to he re-
tested prior to graduation.

When administered. the graduation competency tests will apply to all
students graduating from an accredited school. The ninth and tenth grade
administration will take place in all public schools. Private schools may
participate if they wish. Because some private schools are accredited by
the state, their students who wish to graduate must pass the statewide test
at some point. No determination of how the locally administered require-
ments in citizenship and postsecondary readiness will be accomplished in
private schools has been made.

Because some school divisions moved more rapidly than others to in-
stitute testing programs for graduation. the state has made provisions for
using locally approved tests in lieu of the state’s tests for the 1981 and 1982
graduating classes. The major criteria for approval of local tests are that
they had been administered prior to the state’s tests and that students had
been told that the local tests would be used to decide on the competency-
based component of graduation eligibility.

Locally Administered Graduation Requirements

Many school divisions are continuing their carlier effort< in the two
areas for which thev have primary responsibility. The two consortia are
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still working toward the development of measures in citizenship and social
studies and in postsecondary readiness. Some divisions. however. have
ceased their efforts because it is not clear that testing is requited. The
accreditation standards require “evidence. through performance related
assessment tasks as part of the instructional program and/or through a
test” (Virginia Board e¢f Education. 1978). This statement is sufficiently
open so that some divisions may undertake a curriculum analysis. revise
to assure the inclusion of instruction on the competencies. and use passing
marks in required courses as evidence.

In a conversation with a board member and a legislator. | was informed
that this strategy was not the intent of the legislature when they enacted
standard 9 of 78-80 SOQ. As yet there has been no reconciliation between
the accreditation standard. allowing local discretion. and standard 9.
which requires the use of a test prescribed by the board. The resolution of
this conflict is only one of many conflicts and ambiguities which needs to
be settled before the class of 1981 has graduated.

Comparing Virginia to Other States

The task of comparing minimum competency testing programs is com-
plicated. Many states are still in the planning and development stages.
and several states. like Virginia, Florida. and California. have more than
one type of program. Even states with only one program are not similar.
In an effort to classify planned or extant programs. a framework for com-
parison has been developed. The framework includes a number of dimen-
sions along which minimum competency testing programs may be class-
ified. The framework is described briefly. and then Virginia is compared
to other states along the dimensions of the framework.

The first dimension is whether the program is or is not mandated by
the state. It includes the agency or jurisdiction responsible for setting
standards and for developing or prescribing the instruments for measur-
ing performance. In many states. participation in the minimum com-
petency testing program is required. the standards are set by an agency at
the state level. and the measures are developed or prescribed by a state-
level agency. Florida's functional literacy test is an example of this com-
bination. In other states. participation in the program is required. but only
broad areas of competency are prescribed by a state level agency. while
the specific standards and measures are the responsibility of local agencies.
as in Oregon. Other states Which require participation use a combination
of approaches by setting standards and prescribing measures in certain
competencies. but in other competencies assigning responsibility for
standard setting and measuring to local agencies. as does Virginia. Other
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combinations inc'ude states like Colorado. where participation by local
education agencies is voluntary. but if the option is taken. certain rules
apply.

The second dimension is the category of use. Most extant programs
have been planned around one or more specific purposes: certification
(grade-to-grade promotion or high school graduation): student diagnosis
or placement in instructional activities: or assessment both to report
publicly on the achievement status of students in the state or district and
to assist in broad-based instructional planning. Similar uses have been
combined in the framework: graduation and promotion. because gradua-
tion is a special case of promotion to the next higher grade. and placement
and diagnosis. Although diagnosis is a desired use of the test results. the
nature of the testing activity is often screening or placement rather than
diagnosis and remediation.

At the outset of the minimum competency testing movement sub-
stantial emphasis vzas placed on competencies related to survival or success
in adult roles. Spady's (1977) distinction between competencies (corres-
ponding to life roles) and capacities (corresponding to enablers) on which
the competencies depend was an important concep! in competency-based
education and minimum competency testing. Similar concepts were de-
scribed by Brickell (1978) as life skills. school skills. and basic skills. Many
current programs specify or imply a competency. or life-skills approach
(such as Florida's functional literacy test). while other programs are ex-
pressly directed toward capacities or school or basic skills (such as Vir-
ginia's basic learning skills program). Still other states are not clear about
the nature of their program. and the test may include measures of both
competencies and capacities (such as Maryland's Project Basic). These
differences compose the third dimension of the framework.

Grade level represents another dimension of the framework. Even
though the impetus for minimum competency testing was high school
graduation. the implications for elementary and early secondary grades
quickly became apparent. Many states have added. and more recent
initiates have incorporated. minimum competency testing for grades
below 11 or 12. Policies also vary on the inclusion or exclusion of special
education students.

Another dimension includes subject area test~d. Most programs include
reading and mathematics: many programs include other topics such as
citizenship. job entry skills. leisure activities. science. and writing.

How do Virginia's minimum competency testing programs compare
with other states on these dimensions? Each of Virginia's programs is
coripared with other states based partly on personal contacts with states
anu mostly on Pipho's (1978) description of state minimum competency
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testing programs. Some information about other states is missing or await-
ing a decision. These unknowns may be filled in as work is completed on
a recent National Institute for Education procurement to survey the states
with programs.

In comparison to Virginia. none of the other states have legislatively
mandated programs for grades one through three in which the state pro-
vides the test and local districts set the standards. Kentucky's program is
close to Virginia's. but the source of the test (state or local) is not known
and the use of the test is not specified (although a 1977 State Board of
Education program specified the tests were to be used for grade pro-
motion). Only eight other states have minimum competency testing pro-
grams which include one or more of grades one. two. or three.

Comparisons between Virginia's minimum competencies programs
for high school graduation and those of other states indicate that no
state has programs similar to both of Virginia's. Each separate program—
the statewide program and the local certification—has counterparts.
however. Delaware. Florida. Kentucky. Maryland (Project Basic). Nevada.
New York. North C~ lina. Tennessee. and Vermont have programs very
similar to Virginia’s . atewide program. Other states: California (AB
3405), Oregon. and Utah have programs very similar 10 Virginia's local
certification program.

One might well question why Virginia has decided to be so eclectic in
its approach to minimum competency testing. Perhaps the answer lies in
the comments of Mr. Henry Tulloch. president of Virginia's Board of
Education.

In Virginia. we are into competencies K-12. not just in high school. Competency-
based education is part of the Standards of Quality which began in 1968. Standard
9C is the crux of Virginia's high school graduation requirements. Standard 9C was
not recommended by the Board. it was brought in by the legislature presumably
in response to public pressure. The Board had to determine if 9C could be in-
stituted statewide by the state or locally. In 1976. the Board had decided that the
certification of competencies was a local prerogative. that is. tests would be de-
veloped and administered locally. The local superintendents changed their posi-
tion and the Board responded to this pressure and made reading and math a state-
wide effort {Tulloch, 1978).

In these comments one can see that many groups— the legislature. the
board, local superintendents. and others not mentioned —assume leader-
ship in education in Virginia. Some of these groups—the legislature and
board— have the authority to act somewhat independently. and each re-
sponds to different pressure groups. resulting in simultaneous activities.
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Table 1. Other State Programs Compared to Basic Learning Skills Program in Virginia

Grade level Mandate/Standards/Meastire Ue Type ot Competency Subject Areas
Elementary State Local State Diagnosis/ Basic Reading
1-3 Mandate Standards  Measure  Placement School Computing
{legislature) Skalls

Alabama - - - \ - X !
Alzond . . - - - \ X
California {ABb5) - X \ - \ \ x

Colorado - - X - - optional optional
Connectict - - - \ optional x
Delaware - - X x
Florida grade 3 X X X X
Georgia - . x ¢ X X
Idaho - - X - X \

Indiana grade 3 - X ! \ ! reading
Kansas (HB3115) grade 2 x X ? X X
Kentucky (HB579) grade 3 \ \ ! - \ x
Louisiana - X x ! \ \
Q Maine . \ X . X !

EMC Maryland grade 3 3 - . 3 1 ) % reading




Massachusetts - - - - - ? x
Michigan - - - X ¢ x N
Missoun - - - x ! - )
Nebraska - - x optional \ \ \
Nevada - X - X - ! x
New Hampshire - - X ! \ %
New Jersey grade 3 - - X X X %
New Mexico optional . - X optional optional optional
New York - . - \ - x X
North Carolina (HB205) grades 1. 2 x - X ! ! ?
Oregon optional - X X X
Oklahoma grade 3 - ! X ! \ reading
Rhode Island - - ? \ ! - !
South Casolina ‘ ¢ ! ’ ! ! ¢
Tennessee - - X - x optional optional
Utah optional - X - - optional x
Vermont optional - - X - X optional
Washington - X x X optional x \
Wyvoming - . X ! - } X

Legend: - difterent. x same, ¢ unknown or undecided
Data for this table from Pipho (1978) and personal communications. For states with more than one program: only the most comparable
program is shown (as is the legislative reference where known).

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



Table 2. Other State Programs Compared to Statewide High School Graduation Program in Virginia

Grade Level Mandate/Standards/Measure Use Type of Competencies  Subject Areas
Grade 11 or 12 State State State  High School Mixed Reading
Mandate Standards Test Graduation
{Board)
Alabama X X X X ! !
Arizona X X X - X - X
California (AB3408) x x ? X
Colorado x - - - optional optional optional
Connecticut {Early Exit) age 16 - X x optional optional X
Delaware x X X X X - X
Florida X x x x - X
Ceorgia X X x x ¢ ¢ ?
Idaho X X X X optional ! x
Indiana grade 10 X - - - ’ reading
Kansas X - X X ! ? X
Kentucky (Board) x x X X x ! X
Louisiana A - X X ! - X
1 Maine X X X X ¢ ¢
x - x X % X X

T C Maryland (Project Basic)
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Massachusetts X

Michigan grade 10
Missori -
Nebraska -
Nevada X
New Hampshire -
New lersey (A1776) ¢
New Mexico -
New York x
North Carolina X
Oregon optional
Oklahoma X
Rhaode Isiand X
South Carolina !
Tennessee X
Utah X
Vermont X
Washington -
Wyoming ’

L AL S S S 4

O 2" P I )

, > =

X

”

KoK K A e

~

x
A
optional
X

E A . S G 4

~ x x

”

~ X X

e A S 4

’ o o

NN

~ A

~ ~ ” o’

”

LA A S 2 AR VR )

X
reading

X
?

o X M X

Legend - ditferent, x same, ¢ unknown or undecided
Data tor this table trom Pipho (1978) and personal communic ations



Table%. Other State Programs Compared to Local High School Graduation Program in Virginia

Crade Level Mandated/Standards/Measure Use Type of Competencies  Subject Areas
Optional State Local  High School Life Skills Citizenship/
812 Mandate Measures  Graduation Post. Second
{Board)
Alabama x x - x ? ¢
Arizona grades 8 & 12 x X x . -
California (AB3408) X x X X ?
Colorado X X X optional optional optional
Connecticut {Early Exit) age 16 - - optional optional optional
Delaware grade 11 X X X
Florida grade 11 - - x X -
Ceorgia grade 11 x ! ! ?
ldaho x x - optional !
Indiana grade 10 x x - ¢
Kansas grade 11 ! !
Kentucky (HB579) grade 10 - X ? !
1 Louisiana grade 11 - - ? ? .
Y . Maine grade 11 - x ? ?
Maryland grade 11 - 3 1 () X - X

IToxt Provided by ERI



Massachusetts
Michigan
Missouri
Nebraska
Nevada

New Hampshire
New lersey (A1176)
New Mexico
New York

North Carolina
QOregon
Oklahoma
Rhode Island
South Carolina
Tennessee

Utah

Vermont
Washington
Wvoming

X
grade 10
grade 8

grades 9 & 12

!
grade 10
X
grade 11
X
grades 9 & 12

late sec.
2

grades 11 & 12
X
X

?

B T D S S X ” x X X

X X x

X

optional

L " I B 4

x x x

R . S Y S g ~

H

government
X
X
X
!
!
!
X
X

Legend: - different. x same, 2 unknown or undecided

Data for this table from Pipho (1978) and personal communications,
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Summary

Virginia has two minimum competency testing programs, each intended
to meet different goals. The first is the basic learning skills (BLS) program.
It is a legislatively mandated program intended to provide instructional
feedback directly to elementary school teachers. The second is the gradua-
tion requirements program that has two parts. both intended to insure
that high school graduates have accumulated knowledge and skills neces-
sary in their postsecondary experience. One part of the graduation require-
ments program is a statewide test in reading and mathematics. The second
part requires local school officials to obtain evidence of competency in
the broad areas of citizenship and postsecondary readiness.

Basic learning skills were defined in legislation passed initially by the
1976 Legislative Assembly. These skills include reading, communications.
and mathematics. In response to this legislation, BLS objectives were
developed by several subject-area committees appointed by the Depart-
ment of Education. The objectives were distributed statewide to obtain
reviews and reactions from local educators. Upon completion of the
review and reaction process, the modified objectives were adopted by the
Board of Education as required by the 76-78 SOQ. A testing program is
to be phased in over the next several years. It will begin this year ( 1978-79)
in reading and mathematics at the primary grades—grades one through
three. The 197879 tests are constructed from item pools which contain
about twelve items for each of the 83 minimum, or specific. objectives:
thus. the item pool contains almost 1.000 items. These items were pilot
tested in spring 1978 and were Rasch calibrated. In each subject-area two
test forms were constructed. Form A has fewer items per objective and is
intended to be used as either a beginning-of-the-year screening test or a
summary, end-of-year test. Form B is a series of subtests on each of the
minimum objectives and is intended to provide direct feedback te *=achers
on student mastery of each objective.

No performance standard has been set by the state. but, based on field-
test results and through the use of Rasch calibration, teachers may estimate
the extent to which students are working at their ability level. A dual
index of ability based on Rasch technology and standard techniques is
suggested.

Both forms of the test are hand scored by teachers. It has been proposed
that cach year the department will receive from local education agencies
a report on the percentage of students. by grade and age. who have
mastered each objective. These data. if they are collected. may be used
by the Department to report (o the board on :he achievement status of
elementary school students.
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Local education agencies may make a request to substitute tests of their
choice for the department’s BLS test. Some agencies have made such a
request and some requests have been approved on a temporary basis as
of October 1978.

The BLS program is just beginning. and many components will un-
doubtedly change in the future. Given the legislative mandate and the time
frame for development. the program has started well because the staff of
the Division of Research. Evaluation and Testing has worked hard to
produce a well-conceptualized design. This has been accomplished within
constraints which at times yielded less than ideal results— for example.
the objectives were developed with minimum input from testing specialists
and without benefit of any explicit theory of learning or even domain
specification. However, given adequate financial and administrative sup-
port the BLS program can benefit education in Virginia.

The graduation requirements program began in July 1976 with the
adoption, by the Board of Education. of revised accreditation standards
for secondary schools. These standards included the requirement that in
order to graduate from an accredited high school. students must demon-
strate competencies in functional literacy. computation. citizenship/
social studies. and postsecondary readiness. The board initially chose to
follow Oregon's lead and made local school officials responsible for
certifying student competencies in these four areas.

This new mandate aroused confusion and controversy. In March 1978
the graduation requirements portion of the accreditation standards was
modified by the board. The modifications were brought about in part by
pressure from local school superintendents and in part by new legislation
which mandated a test previously prescribed by the board. The changes
resulted in the establishment of statewide testing in reading and mathe-
matics. Retained. however. was local responsibility to certify competencies
in citizenship and post secondary readiness. These graduation require-
ments apply to high school graduates beginning in 1981 (1978-79 tenth
graders).

The intent of the board was to have an early test (ninth or tenth grade)
for identifying students with weaknesses and for implementing a twelfth-
grade test for graduation. The short time span between adopting the re-
quirement and instituting the program did not permit the wide involve-
ment of school personnel in the development of competencies and tests.
A commiitee of educators was empaneled by the department to review
and select competencies, performance indicators, and tests to be used
for at least the first few years of this program. The committee completed
its work in two months and recommended a reading test (10X Basic Skills
Test: Secondary Reading) and a math test (developed by STS for the
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Virginia Beach Public Schools). Both tests matched fairly well a set of
competencies and performance indicators that were developed prior to
the modified standards. as part of the department’s technical assistance
program. The committee also reccommended a one-tiered test: that is. the
same test should be used at both ninth and twelfth grades and students
should only have to pass once.

Because the math test had relatively few items. additional math items
were supplied by STS and were piloted in Prince William County. Vir-
ginia, public schools in summer 1978. A full-scale administration of the
tests to tenth graders had been planned for October 16-20. 1978, but con-
troversy over the schedule and method for setting performance standards
delayed administration until October 31-November 2. The original plan
for setting performance standards would have modified Jaeger's (1978)
proposed method, which incorporates a statewide sample of the public
and of educators who would have had access to both the test and the
results of the October iesting. Although approved by the board in June,
this plan was dropped after being criticized in the press. Standard setting
was instead undertaken in a few selected school divisions. Only those
individuals :nvolved in standard setting took the test. and a performance
standard of 70 percent on each test was approved by the board at its
October 1978 meeting.

Much controversy still surrounds the graduation requirements program.
Some local agencies resent being burdened with the responsibility for
certifying students in citizenship and postsecondary readiness. This re-
sentment is due in part to the fact that these are the most difficult areas
to assess (little help is forthcoming from the department), and in part to
the language of the standard. which is unclear as to how the local school
officials must comply—with a test or through normal classroom activities.

The combination of a state administered Basic Learning Skills program
and a state required. locally administered graduation requirements pro-
gram is unique among the several states in which competency tests are
required for high school graduation. The elementary school BLS program
is different from other states primarily because it extends downward to
include each of the first three grades.

The comprehensiveness of Virginia's comp.tency-based testing pro-
grams, combined with the intent of these programs. could have made
Virginia an exemplary state. In reality. Virginia is exemplary. but in a
negative sense. The various actors—the State Board of Education. the
superintendent of public instruction, the state legislature. local school
superintendents— have too often worked at cross-purposes, and thus the
competency programs (particularly the high school graduation require-
ments) will not, in the near term. achieve their intended. but implicit. goals
of improved delivery of educational services and accountability.
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17 Minimum Competency Testing:
The View from Capitol Hill

Judith Sauls Shoemaker

Political Context

The torces that have led to minimum competency testing at the state
and local levels also operate at the federal level. There seems to be grow-
ing public disenchantment with education in general, especially in the
wake of test score declines and growing costs of schooling. Among the
issues most often cited are: the highly publicized decline in college en-
trance examination scores: declines in performance on items admin-
istered through the National Assessment of Educational Progress: the
rising costs of schooling, and a growing mood of “taxpayer revolt™ asso-
ciated with California’s Proposition 13; complaints by employers and labor
union officials about the lack of entry-level job skills of young employees.
and about the difficulty young employees have in reading job manuals and
in performing simple business arithmetic: the need to provide remedial
coursework for college freshmen in writing and mathematics: the concern
expressed by parents that their children are unprepared for jobs or col-
lege.

At state and local levels, as indicated by other papers in this book and
in this section particularly. the response to the issues cited above has
been to establish minimum competency testing programs. At this writing.
according to the Education Commission of the States (ECS). 37 states
have mandated minimum competency testing programs. The movement

This article was written by the author in her private capacity. The views expressed herein are
those of the author only and do not necessarily represent the position or policy of the National
Institute of Education or the Depariment of Health. Education and Welfare.
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has been so rapid at the state level that within a span of 18 months (April
1976 - November 1977), ECS published seven legislative updates on min-
imum competency testing. A considerable number of local districts have
also instituted such testing programs. some of which are mandated or
otherwise encouraged by state legislation: other districts have authoriza-
tion from local school boards.

Although they vary considerably. all minimum competency testing pro-
grams assess student performaz.ce in relation to desired performance
levels. or minimum performance standards. in specific skili areas. The
skill areas which are assessed also vary widely. but usually include reading.
mathematics. and writing. The consequences of failing to meet desired
levels of performance also vary from program to program. In some pro-
grams. test performance is used to control high school graduation or
promotion from grade to grade. Some programs use test performance to
permit “early exit" from high school. Still other programs prohibit the
use of test results for such purposes and allow their use only to identify
groups of students who should receive special instruction. Most programs
assess student performance periodically. at various checkpoints in their
educational careers. but most often this occurs at the school exit level.
or just before high school graduation.

It should be noted that these programs are dynamic. constantly reassess-
ing their procedures and reevaiaating their impact. Most have just begun.
with enforcement of test-related high school graduation requirements
not scheduled until 1979 or later. To date. we have had only modest
experience with. and little evidence of the effects of. such programs.

However. this lack of evidence has not deterred the public and edu-
cators from debating the merits and faults of competency testing. Propo-
nents see these programs as one way to raise achievement test scores.
They claim that. by requiring every student to pass a competency test.
performance levels (at a certain minimum level) will be guaranteed. Those
in favor of competency testing generally support he associated curricular
emphasis on the basic skills of reading. writing. and mathematics. In addi-
tion. these programs are seen as powerful tools for making the schools
more accountable for the achievement levels of their students. Propo-
nents also claim that these programs have caused administrators, teachers.
and parents to reexamine the goals and objectives of schooling.

Proponents have also welcomed the application of a uniform standard
of performance for all students. Minimum competency testing is seen as
a way to raise the expectations of groups which typically perform at low
levels. and to ensure that these groups receive the instruction they need
to attain desired performance levels.

On the negative side. opponents often remind us that requiring
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“minimum competence” or “legislating literacy” does not really address
the fundamental problems of education. In fact. there is some fear that
the minimums will become the maximum level of performance. resulting
in a general lowering of performance. Legal experts have questioned the
legality of the use of tests to deny graduation. especially if the school
did not teach the areas tested (which may occur if so-called life skills.
like filling out an income tax form, were not taught by the school). or if
there were not multiple opportunities to pass the test.

Technical questions have also been raised concerning the setting of
desired performance levels—a critical factor in establishing these pro-
grams. Many programs employ a judgmental approach. using the opinions
and judgments of many people who know and understand the capabilities
of the students to be tested. However. this approach has been criticized
by measurement experts as being psychometrically or statistically in-
defensible.

The potential impact on minority students and the handicapped has
also been debated. There is some concern that these students may effec-
tively be isolated from many learning opportunities on the basis of their
test scores.

Recent Federal Activities in Testing

During the last year. the federal government has shown increasing
interest in educational testing. There have been a variety of federal activ-
ities in this area. ranging from Congressional hearings and pending legisla-
tion to the Department of Health. Education and Welfare (HEW) National
Conference on Testing.

The beginnings of this increased interest in educational testing occurred
in fall 1977. when Senator Claiborne Pell from Rhode Island held hearings
on possible legislation to establish national standards of educational pro-
ficiency. At that time. Pell received comments on his recommendation
that the federal government establish a voluntary national test of basic
skills in reading. writing, and mathematics. The federal government would
sponsor the development of the tests and would create a panel to establish
national standards of performance for use in local-national comparisons.
Participation in the testing program would be voluntary.

In testimony provided at the hearings. Admiral Hyman Rickover was
quite supportive of Pell's recommendations. but felt that they did not go
far enough. He suggested that such testing should be mandatory nation-
wide. Speaking against Pell's plan were Assistant Secretary for Education
Mary Berry, National Assessment Director Roy Forbes. and National
Institute of Education (NIE) Director Patricia Albjerg Graham. Their
testimony suggested that, although it is technically possible to develop
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and administer a national test. it would not be politic to do so. They
claimed that the setting of national standards would inevitably raise ques-
tions over local control of schools. If all students were expected to reach
national standards of performance. then schools would necessarily have to
teach the skills tested. This process would ultimately lead to the develop-
ment of nationally determined curricula. in direct conflict with local
control of schools.

As a result of the hearings and their largely negative response. Senator
Pell did not introduce any legislation of this topic. concluding that this
was not the time to introduce a national testing program.

Meanwhile. in the U.S. House of Representatives. Representative
Ronald Mottl (Ohio) introduced a series of bills to establish basic stan-
dards of educational proficiency. He initially introduced a bill which
would establish a national commission to identify educational proficiency
standards and would require examination of all students according to such
standards before graduating from high school. thus making high school
graduation contingent upon passing the proficiency exam. However,
Representative Mottl also received negative comments on the idea. and
successive versions of :he bill proposed voluntary state participation with
no national commission to set standards. The last draft of the bill was in-
cluded in the House's fina! version of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act Amendments of 1978 (HR15). It provided for grants to
states to implement their own plans to establish ecducational proficiency
standards and for technical assistance to states to implement such plans.
This section was retained by both the House and Senate conference
committee. and it is now part of the Education Airendments of 1978
(Public Law 95-561). This law will be described in more detail in the third
section of this paper.

Another House bill which received much publicity last year was Repre-
sentative Michael Harrington’s (Massachusetts) Truth in Testing Bill,
which had the following provisions: (1) copies of tests used by any educa-
tion agency and copies of the answers must be made available to any ex-
aminee upon written request after the test is administered: (2) the stan-
dard error of measurement must be reported with each test score: (3)
test takers must be informed of the content of the test. the scoring pro-
cedures to be used, and the accuracy and significance of the test score:
and. (4) no higher education institution may deny admission on the basis
of a test score alone. This bill received many negative reactions, especially
from the test publishing industry. which argued that such action would
make test development prohibitively expensive. Others welcomed the bill
as an assertion of the basic rights of test takers. However, the bill was not
reported out of committee. With Harrington leaving office this term.
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is not likely that this bill will be reintroduced in the next session of
Congress.

Congressional leaders remain interested in some sort of program to
develop national competency standards. Like many state and local leaders,
they see such a program as one way to ensure basic levels of achievement
for our nation’s youth. Speaking at the HEW National Conference on
Testing (described below). Senator S. 1. Hayakawa (California) calied for
a “nationally calibrated thermometer of education achievement.” Stating
that he is generally opposed to federal involvement unless all else fails,
he claimed that in education. “It seems all else has failed.”

Additional activities in educational testing have been conducted by
HEW. In March 1978, HEW sponsored a National Conference on Test-
ing and Basic Skills to determine how tests can be used more effectively
and to obtain recommendations on what should be the federal govern-
ment's role in educational testing. The invitational meeting was attended
by 300 educators. testing experts. government officials, and representa-
tives of parents’ and teachers’ organizations. Based on the recommenda-
tions of the conference. HEW Secretary Joseph Califano agreed to: pro-
vide information and referral services on achievement testing: conduct
regional conferences on the uses of achievement tests: work to improve
the skills of teachers. administrators and parents in the use of tests; and
conduct research to improve testing. Largely in response to these commit-
ments from Secretary Califano. and partly as a result of an internal re-
organization. NIE established an Office of Testing, Assessment and Evalua-
tion in June 1978, which has major responsibility for implementing the
recommendations of the national conference. This office is also re-
sponsible for improving the practice of testing and evaluation through
research. development. and dissemination.

The testing program within the Office of Testing. Assessment and
Evaluation sponsors activities in three areas. Examples of activities for
each area are described below. First. in the area of improving testing
practices, the program sponsors development and dissemination of easily
understood materials on testing, such as "A Parents’ Guide to Testing.”
It also sponsors regional conferences on critical issues in testing. beginning
with eight regional conferences for teachers to be held in spring and
summer. 1979. Second. in the area of studying the role and impact of test-
ing. including a study of the impact of introducing nationwide standard-
ized testing in Ireland. and a study of the effect of minimum competency
testing programs here in the United States. Third. in the area of integrating
testing with the instructional process. the program investigates alternative
forms of testing that capitalize on recent advances in computer tcchnology
and on research in cognitive proczsses. It also examines the instructional
value of content-referenced tests.
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Federal Policies

This sketch of recent federai activities related to educational testing
makes it clear that the federal government is aware of the debate on com-
petency testing and has responded in several different ways. In keeping
with state and local actions. the federal government has considered the
possibility of using tests to ensure that all students attain basic. minimum
levels of achievement. President Jimmy Carter’s greeting to the National
Conference on Achievement Testing. delivered by Secretary Califano.
indicated “there is no greater challenge than the one facing our educa-
tional system —to ensure that all children learn. at the very least. to read.
to write, and to compute. . . . | believe that achievement testing can und
should play an important and constructive role in the educational system.”

The federal government's activities in testing have been shaped by
two overriding policies. First. there shall be no national standards of per-
formance or nationally developed tests. Establishing expected standards
of performance is he responsibility of state and local educational agencies.
Second. every educational program of an education agency that receives
federal funds must ensure equal educational opportunity. Thus. no testing
program may be used to deny equal educational opportunity. These two
policies have had. and will continue to have. an instrumental role in
shaping the federal government's response to minimum competency test-

ing.
No Federal Test

Four events have shaped the fedcral government's position on the de-
velopment of national tests and national standards of performance. The
first event was a major address on educational testing given by Secretary
Califano at the twenty-fifth anniversary of the College Entrance Examina-
tion Board (October 24. 1977). In that presentation. Secretary Califano
carefully outlined what he saw as the appropriate uses of tests: “In short.
basic competency tests. used skillfully and sensitively. are useful and
necessary—they are a limited, but very important tool for charting and
improving the process of education. We need to do more testing and we
need to do better testing.”

Did this mean that he was in favor of a program of national tests or
national standards of academic performance? "Absolutely not.” was the
reply. He went on to say. "I believe that proposals for federal testing
programs. however well-intentioned. are misguided: that even a wholly
voluntary national test or set of standards would be a step in preciscly
the wrong direction.”

Secretary Califano gave four reasons why he opposed *so strongly the
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idea of tests and standards imposed from Washington.” First is the poten-
tial lack of local commitment to a program developed in Washington.
“The tests may end up as little more than a distracting waste of time and
money. rather than part of an enthusiastic effort to spur individual educa-
tional achievement.” Second. no single test is appropriate for every school
in the country. Based on population needs. local priorities for education
vary from city to city. Even within basic academic subjects such as read-
ing and mathematics there are differences of opinion concerning what
should be taught and tested. Third, there are technical questions such as
reliability and validity concerning the appropriate design of competency
tests. Such questions normally arise in any test development process and
would certainly have to be addressed for a national test. Fourth and
“most important” is the issue of local control of education. The develop-
ment of a national test and national standards of performance would be
perceived by state and local educational agencies as the first step toward
federal control of curriculum. If teachers were responsible for making
sure their students passed such a test, then local curricula would reflect
what was to be tested and the result might be a national curriculum. This
result would be contrary to the historical prerogative of local schools to
select and administer their own instructional program.

On this last, “most important” issue, Secretary Califano stated that “in
its most extreme form. national control of curriculum is a form of national
control of ideas. We should be very wary of heading in that direction: the
traditional role of federal support for education has been to encourage
diversity —not rigid uniformity.”

In defining what should e the appropriate federal role in competency
testing, Secretary Califano stated:

1t is one of the chief virtues of our Federal system that we have fifty potential lab-
oratories for innovation in education: fifty different centers for developing ideas
and programs. I believe that every state should have a program for developing and
measuring basic skills that include competency testing: but I think each of the fifty
states— and each of the school districts within those states—should decide how it
can make most effective use of competency testing in its program. The Federal
government should support. but not direct. their efforts.

The second event which helped to consolidate the administration’s
position on national competency tests was the oversight hearings of the
Senate Education Subcommittee on the Quality of Education. chaired by
Senator Claiborne Pell. As indicated earlier. Pell's idea was to establish
a voluntary. standardized national minimum competency test which would
measure performance in reauing. writing. and arithmetic. It would be
federally developed and sponsored. but its use by states would be voluntary.
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Testimony on the idea was heard from Assistant Secretary for Education
Mary Berry. Admiral Hyman Rickover. Educational Testing Service
President William Turnbull. National Assessment Director Roy Forbes.
and NIE Director Patricia Graham.

Rickover. who for years has advocated a national test, argued in favor
of a mandatory national test to measure specific skills for various grade
levels. starting in the early elementary grades and extending through high
school. As he said in his testimony. “Thus a yardstick would be provided
to measure academic performance—a means of assessing achievement
of individual students. effectiveness of teachers. and over-all academic
attainment of schools. . . . For the first time, parents would have a means
to hold teachers and schools accountable for the quality of their work.”

Berry. Forbes. Turnbull, and Graham spoke against the idea of a
national test. mandatory or voluntary. Berry indicated that she shared
Rickover's concern that schools were not providing a good education.
but she noted several problems with using a national test to improve school-
ing. First, there is “no consensus in the country” on what every student
should learn: second. national testing “may run counter to local control
and local agreement™; and third. “Until we're sure of what we're testing.
it's difficult to develop a fair test.” She stressed that the federal role should
be restricted to offering advice and technical assistance to states wanting
to develop minimum competency tests.

The idea of a national compete:.cy test drew guarded reactions from
Turnbull and Forbes. Turnbull noted that most states are in the process
of developing minimum competency tests and. “1f | believed that the states
had no intention of doing the job, 1 might be making arguments for Federal
development of a standardized test.” He added that. if a national test is
sponsored by the federal government. states and school districts might
feel compelled to use it, even if the test were not tailored to state or local
educational agency needs. With state efforts already under way. Turnbull
said that “the principal need at the Federal level is educational leadership
in delineating constructive alternative solutions: models of what can be
done and how. The second need is to do some of the research and develop
some of the techniques that will be needed for effective action. The third
need is the channeling of some funds. new or already appropriated. toward
this set of problems.” Echoing Turnbull. Forbes said that “standards
should essentially be the prerogative of the state and local educational
agencies” and that the appropriate role of the federal government is to
provide technical assistance.

Graham told Senator Pell that while it is “relatively simple . . . to de-
velop traditional, standardized tests which discriminate «umong children
and which provide at least a rough indication of what children have
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learned. it is extremely difficult to envision an effective and equitable
test by which national standards for reading. writing and arithmetic for
various grade levels could be established and administered.” Graham stated
that, since education has been significantly reserved to state and local
educational agencies. the federal government is under “legitimate and
vigorous scrutiny” if it attempts to set a national educational standard.
“While testing is not identical with curriculum, many teachers and admin-
istrators would recognize that testing requirements, particularly if they
are regarded as important, have a profound influence on what is taught
in schools. Thus, a national test might incline use toward an indirectly
determined national curriculum. I believe that, if we wish to change the
assumption that education is principally a local and state matter. we should
address the issue directly. not indirectly through the question of national
tests.™

Graham also told Senator Pell that his objectives could be achieved
best through a “national effort aimed at assuring that we have a variety
of tests appropriate to specific curricula and educational objectives of
parents, communities, states, etc. Most nationally administered tests of
reading and mathematics. for example. are not now closely tied to specific
educational objectives. Cross-referencing of tests would enabie State and
local educational authorities to make appropriate comparisons while
preserving autonomy in choosing goals and educational programs.”

The third event to shape the Federal testing policy was the report of
a special panel of the National Academy of Education. HEW Secretary
Califano and Assistant Secretary for Education Berry asked the academy
panel to respond to a series of policy questions on education. The panel,
composed of Stephen Bailey. Johr B. Carroll. Jeanne Chall, Robert Glaser.
John Goodlad. Diane Ravitch. Lauren Resnick, Ralph Tyler. and Robert
Thorndike, released its report in February 1978. On the general issue of
minimum competency tesdng. the panel reported:

. . . any setting of statewide minimum competency standards for awarding the
high school diploma—however understandable the public clamor which has pro-
duced the current movement and expectation—is basically unworkable, exceeds
the present measurement arts of the teaching profession. and will create more
social problems than it can conceivably solve. . . . However. the Panel is in agree-
ment that a series of standardized tests at the lower grade levels used for diagnos-
ing individual student weaknesses. pinnointing remediation needs. and building
public pressures if school-wide performances in basic skills continue over time to
be consistently low could be positive i-fluences on student learning.

The nanel also responded directly to the question of the development
and administration of “voluntary national tests.” Although the panel
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acknowledged the role of the federal government. in partnership with
state and local agencies. in improving educational opportunity and quality.
the Academy “strongly recommends agains: the creation of ‘national
tests'—mandatory or voluntary.” In explaining its position, the panel
noted, “The logic is clear. Those who make up tests that confer educa-
tional status on individuals determine what is taught in the local classroom.
The Federal government should not be thrust into the position of foster-
ing a national curriculum by inadvertence.” The appropriate role for the
federal government is to “support research designed to improve the qual-
ity of tests and programs to increase public understanding about their
use.”

The panel’s report was distributed at the fourth event influencing fed-
eral testing policy: the National Conference on Testing and the Basic
Skills, held in March 1978, which was described earlier in this paper.
Participants at this conference discussed how state and local educational
agencies could use testing more effectively. the nature of an appropriate
federal role in testing. There was general agreement among participants
that (a) educational accountability is necessary and inevitable. and that
achievement tests are necessary but imperfect tools for any purpose and
(b) testing is not the fundamental issue— the critical issue is establishing
basic. understandable. and attainable goals in such areas as literacy and
basic skills. Additionally, there was overwhelming opposition to a national
test of educational achievement.

Senators Hayakawa and Pell, together with Representative Harring-
ton, shared their views or testing with the participants. When Senator
Pell asked the audience how many would support a national competency
test. only three raised their hands. Pell then admitted that a national test
was an idea whose time had not yet come.

The proceedings of the conference summarized the recommendations
in this manner:

About testing. it was widely agreed among conferees that the minimum competency
movement is a manifestation of an age of consumerism and accountability in the
society at large: that tests are social dynamite and can do irreparable harm as
well as good: that the issue should not be more testing or iess testing but better
testing and better test usage: and. most important. educational goals should set
the agenda for testing. not the other way around.

These four events, then., helped to shape the policy of no national
competency tests. which continues to be a major theme throughout the
NIE program plans for the Office of Testing, Assessment and Evaluation;
for the Assistant Secretary's Office: and for agencies elsewhere in HEW.
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Equity Concerns

The second overriding issue shaping the federal government’s response
to minimum competency testing is a concern for equal educational oppor-
tunity. The federal government has responsibility for ensuring that educa-
tional opportunities are not denied on the basis of sex. race. ethnicity. or
other characteristics: that is. no student should be excluded from an op-
portunity to learn on the basis of group membership.

There are two equity issues related to educational testing. First. there
are concerns about the test items themselves. ldeally. items should be
written to discriminate only between “masters™ and “nonmasters” of the
skill being tested. If the skill tested is to solve a word problem in mathe-
matics using an algebraic equation. then. to the extent that the item also
taps other skills (reading skills. ability to visualize the situation described,
and so on). the item may actually differentiate several groups of students,
such as readers and nonreaders.

Test items have been analyzed for evidence which might favor one sex
of students or one cultural group over another. Persons and situations
represented in test questions are often balanced according to sex and
race. in an attemp: to overcome any possible interference with the per-
formance of one or another group. The structured language used to phrase
test questions can also be unfamiliar to some groups of students. thus
lowering their performance. These cultural and linguistic demands of
tests may unfairly affect student performance: discrimination between
groups on dimensions other than what is supposed to be measured may be
construed as evidence of bias.

The second equity issue is the impact of the testing program on special
populations. such as minorities. special educational students and the handi-
capped. and gifted and talented students. If scores are used to place stu-
dents into remedial programs. and if the tests are racially or sexually
biased. there is a danger that some minority groups may be unfairly over-
represented in remedial programs. Some minority leaders have stated
that these remediation programs may have the effect oi resegregating the
schools. Others have welcomed the application of uniform performance
standards and see the minimum competency testing movement as one way
to obtain special help for the students who need it most. They also see
competency testing as a powerful way to raise expectations concerning
the achievement of minorities.

When test results are used to place students in instructional programs.
there could be several harmful effects. First, a high percentage of certain
groups of students could be termed “remedial.” which is a potentially
pejorative label that carries lowered expectations for achievement. Second.
two separate instructional systems could be created. resulting in resegre-
gation within schools. Two separate curricula would inevitably lead to
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questions concerning equal educational opportunity. Would both systems
be “equal” in terms of educational effectiveness? For handicappe.. stu-
dents. would both qualify as a “least restrictive educational environment.”
as required by Public Law 94-142? Although the gifted and talented prob-
ably wouldn't be placed in remedial programs. there is a danger that
resources. including teacher time, formerly used for accelerated classes
would be diverted to remedial classes. thus denying gifted students an
opportunity to achieve their potential. This may also be true for others
not receiving special help in remedial programs.

The impact of minimum competency testing on equal educational
opportunity is not clear. Each program is different and provides different
consequences for not passing the test. Achieving equal educational oppor-
tunity is also difficult. It is clear that the federal government. which has
major responsibility in this area, is watching the movement closely.

Federal Activities in Minimum Competency Testing

Given these two overriding policy concerns. what activities in mini-
mum competency testing is the federal government sponsoring? Current
federal activities fall into three areas: support for programs: technical
assistance; and, research and evaluation.

Support for Programs

Although the federal government does not currently support or provide
assistance for any minimum competéncy testing program. the new Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education Act Amendments of 1978 (Public
Law 95-561) authorize support for both state and local competency test-
ing programs. The law calls these programs “plans to implement educa-
tional proficiency standards.” The section passed into law was the final
version of Representative Ronald Mottl's legislation. described earlier
in this paper.

The section on “Educational Proficiency Standards™ provides grants
to state. and in some cases local. education agencies to carry out an ap-
proved plan to assist students in achieving levels of educational profi-
ciency. These levels, or standards. are to be established by the education
agency. The plan must have the following four provisions. First, the plan
shall contain a description of the educational proficiency standards. as
defined by the agency. for reading. writing. mathematics, and “any other
subject for which the Commissioner |of Education] may require such
standards.” Second. the plan shall describe the programs designed to
assist students in achieving levels of proficiency compatible with the
standards. Third. the plan may provide for examinations or tests for
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students at specified intervals or grade levels to measure levels of pro-
ficiency. Fourth, the plan shall contain assurances that any student who
fails such an examination shall be offered supplementary instruction.

This section also indicates that “Nothing in this section authorizes
the Commissioner to impose tests on State and local education agencies
and no such agency shall be compelled in any way to apply for funds under
this section.”

Technical Assistance

The section on “Educational Proficiency Standards™ also contains
a section on “Achievement Testing Assistance™ which authorizes the
HEW secretary to assist state and local educational agencies to develop
their capacity to test the achievement of basic skills. This section indicates
that it would support activities such as: dissemination of information on
availability and uses of achievement tests: training in the use of tests and
test results: and. research and evaluation for the improvement of basic
skills. This section also adds a caveat: “Nothing in this section shall author-
ize the Secretary to develop specific tests or test questions.”

As with the first section. it is too early to know how these programs will
be designed and implemented. But the message is clear: the goal is to
improve students’ achievement in reading. writing. and mathematics.
The strategy is to establish desired levels of performance. or performance
standards, and to provide instruction to enable students to meet those
standards. Although testing is not required. it seems to be an integral part
of this strategy. Testing as a means of increasing achievement is further
emphasized in the second section, which provides technical assistance for
achievement testing. Throughout both sections run the policies of "no
national test.” and voluntary state and local participation.

The National Institute of Education is also providing technical assist-
ance in the form of a series of resource booklets which are being de-
veloped as part of a larger study of the impact of minimum competency
testing programs. The booklets will describe the steps used in developing
minimum competency iesting programs, present options for implementa-
tion. and make liberal use of examples from current state and local pro-
grams. Thev will also draw from the best of the measurement art and will
include analyses of issues affecting competency testing. These booklets
will be wideiy disseminated to state and local education agencies by
January 1980. The booklets are being developed by National Evaluation
Systems, Inc.. of Amherst. Massachusetts.
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Research and Evaluation

The National Advisory Council on Women's Education Programs is
supporting a study to analyze various minimum competency tests for
evidence of race and sex bias. This study. being conducted by the Educa-
tional Policy Research Institute. involves a thorough investigation of the
items in the minimum competency tests themselves. plus an analysis of
test results by race and sex. The advisory council has a special interest
in the effects of educational programs on women and on minority racial
groups.

The last activity to be described represents what is potentially the most
important contribution the federal government can make to the minimum
competency testing movement. This activity is a four-year, NIE-developed
study of the long-term impact of minimum competency testing programs.
The study was begun in December 1978. and will involve review and
analysis of the minimum competency testing programs in over 30 states
and numerous local school districts. The study will include an impact
analysis of a sample of these programs. Phase I of the study will last one
year and will focus on four major tasks: (1) description of all state-man-
dated competency testing programs. including a sample of twenty locally
mandated programs: (2) creation of a typology describing the chief features
of these programs: and. (3) production of a series of practical guides for
educators to assist in planning or modifying their own minimum compe-
tency programs. Phase II of the study will explore the impact of minimum
competency testing programs on students. teachers. and curricula.

As indicated in papers in this volume and elsewhere. educators continue
to argue the merits of minimum competency testing programs. Detailed.
reflective information about the impact of minimum competency testing
is currently unavailable. yet educational decision-makers are being charged
with designing or refining minimum competency programs in their states
and local districts. This NIE-directed study of the impact of minimum
competency testing programs was developed in response to the pressing
need for information about the outcomes of such programs and the need
for technical assistance in their implementation.
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A Case in Higher Education

18 Development and Implementation
of Policies for Assessing Basic
Skills in Higher Education

Haskin R. Pounds

introduction

When personnel in an educational institution begin to develop a plan
for assessing basic educational skills, they will discover they are entering
a maze of conflicting philosophies, desires, and ambitions. They can ex-
pect to encounter resistance from faculty. who will charge interference
with academic freedom and faculty rights. They may find resistance from
students, who will charge harassment, discrimination, and double jeopardy.
Administrators will express concerns that the results of assessment may
damage the school’s reputation. The assessment planners may find some
parental support. however. and they are likely to find legislators the most
supportive of all. All of these responses occurred when the University
System of Georgia began developing a plan for assessing basic skills in
its thirty-two state-operated colleges and universities.

It is ironic but true that most impetus for educational change comes
from outside the individual educational institution. This will be especially
true in the establishment of programs for assessing basic skills in higher
education. In Georgia, Chancellor George L. Simpson. Jr.. took a strong
and controversial stand in 1969 when he established the policy of deter-
mining whether graduates of the state system of higher education could
read and write. The product of this policy is generally referred to as the
Regents’ Test. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the problems and
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issues associated with the development and implementation of such
policies for assessing basic skills in higher education.

Policy Development at the College Level

The first and most important step is to have administrative and faculty
leaders recognize the need for a program to assess basic skills. In Georgia.
the need for asses