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INTRODUCTION

Educational testing has increasinél&\cpme under public andlﬁtofessional

scrutiny. One only has:to look at’ emergiﬁg social developments such as
3 ) ‘
"truth in testing" legislation, recently passed in New York and now being

considered by other- state legislatures and the U.S. Congress. A National

Consdrtium on Testing comprising more than three dozen national educa-

«

tional organizations has also recently been established to review

- 2

standardized. testing in detail.. The American Psychological Association
(APA), the American Edutational Research Association‘(AERA), and the
National Council on‘Measurement in Education (NdﬁE} have announced another
'joint committee to revise their "technical standards on testing"; this
represents their third revision in the last two decades (Haney, i978).

-

Such developments have led one test developer to conclude that "the going

is. getting'tougher for educational testers" (Boston Globe, 1978).

-

In part, .increased public ‘and professional awareness ‘can be explained

.by the widespread use of these-tests in the -last two decades. The sale of

standard tests had grown fivefold since the early sixties (Association of

American'Publishers, 1980), and now amounts to an annual sum of over 200

million dellars (Kohm, 1975). This boom is due mainly to the growing

use of tests by local and state educat ional agencies:' At thé local
‘-
© v o

level, there is evidence that tests ‘are commonly used to gauge the suc--

»

cess‘qf individual schools and the performance of'teachers (National

‘ ) @
School Boards Association, 1977), 3%5391{ as to identify and manage -

- . . [} L
individual student differences in the school and classroom (Levine, 1976).
. / - , -

/

-

)A
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Other studies report an enormous increase in state-spoqsored testing, °
‘. -

~

both for determining school districts' advancement (Kemble, 1976) and
for setting minimum competency standards for graduation (Haney & Madaus,
AN "~ 1978). One s;uhy‘in California reported that 55 percent of the .schools

made curriculum changes as a result of a recent statewide testing program.

A

AT .
Others have pointed to the increase in testing at the state and local levels
» ' ' o ’ ’ 9
. to meet- federally mandated or federally supported assessment activities

(3

-~ * . ‘
(Clasby, 1973). It has even been suggested that standardized tests are
. po& so thoroughly ingrained imAmerican schools that "it is a sign.of
\} * N
. backwardness not to have test scores+in the school regords of children"
. . - ¢

(McClelland, 1973). . : s

One mainstream of concern about educational testing focuses on test

makers——-private testing firms. vThis concern stems from a recognition

that private testing firms, unlike other private organizations in education,
. ) N
are unregulated through formal governance arrangements. That is, they are
® . N a i

held accountable‘néither to £hose elected ner to their representatives
(Cohen, 1979). There is some gruth)in this view. Most other private

‘and quasi—private_d}ganigétions~—fof example, professional assoéiations

(1ike the American Féderat;on of teachers or the National Association of -
\ . - ’ v

' : Elementary'SchoolvPrincipals) and public interest groups (like the
‘Children's Defense Fund and the National Association for the Advancement

of Colored Peoéle)——éke held accountable in their lobbying efforts by

! electéd officials or tﬂéir represerntatives at the federal,-state, and

t
s, -

local levels. . This is evident in accounts of such formal public decision--
making processes ‘as the U,S. Congressional legislation of categorical

- . 50

.
. >
.
.

. ' -
N .

. . .

- .
. .
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-~ N . .

programs (Bailey.,1965; Thomas, 1975), state legislative setting of school

—wurriculum (Marconnit, 1968} Bowles; 1966), and local school board hiring

policies {Gilbert, 1966). These organizatfons are also held accountable.by

judges (appointed representatives’of public officials) in their tourt.ae;

cisions on matters such as school finanée reform, edueation of the handicapped.

2

4

. . / ,
and desegregation.. While -views differ about the extent to which these

Pl

progcesses act to hold private and quasi-private organizations accountable
A} hd N .

v

to the public,* private testing firms are not accountable through any

!
v

fotmal means to elected officials "or their appointees=-though this does

not necessarily .mean that they are not accountable to the publich
: <

&
One school of political-economic theory suggests that the public as

3
-

consumers can hold private £1rms accouﬁjaple through the workings of . the
3

marketplace (Friehman, 1962; Dahl, 195 By deciding what tests to buy--

b

and not to bﬁy—consumers~can be seen, as exercising their political

preferenges, just as others may exercise theirs by voting in elections.

»

Like elected public officials, private enterprise competes to meet public

needs and demands. If it failsoto meet those néeds-and demands, consumers _

will not buy its products and it will suffer from'a lack of public‘fupport.

*

According tq this view, then, school districts acting as consumers can

w ¢

-

* For example; one school of political theory ,argues. ‘that private and
quasi-private organizations are self- appointed public representatives
who have the advantage of competing with mores diffuse constituencies of
_elected officials and thereby can exercise a disproportigaate influence
over public decision making (see Madison,’ 1961; Bendix & Lipset, 1967;
McConnel, -1967; Kariel, 196I). Conversely, pluralistic political theory
argues that these private influences are part of the democratic process,
as evidenced by the conflicts and compromises preceding consensus in
_public decision making (see -Dahl, 1953, Truman, 1951; Lindblom, 1977)

:‘ ld
N .

'

<

-



hold privage testing firms accountable through the marketplece.
Nebertheless, concern about the accountaBility of private testing

firms persists. Some ‘argue that because these firms are monopolistic

.

and lack competition, they show little daring in the product they offer

their consumers (Kohn; 1977). 1In this view, they are portrayed as public

. Y] - -

utilities but without puolic control. A related concern is that private
testing firms offer their consumers a uniform‘product that provides little
opportunity for real or significant choice (Hoffman, 19623 Levine, 1976)--

perhaps as one might see major &ar manufacturers’ such as Geﬁeral Motors,
- -
Ford, and Chrysler, but without dnternational competition. Others

K v
suggest that private testing firms have enough influénce with government

officials that few efforts are made to regulate or monitor their activi-
ties (Karier; 1972, Kiersh, 1979). This view fresembles charges made

3

against the food industry despite the existence of a Federal Food and

.

Drug AdministratiOn (Hunter, 1972) Others still feel that private’

testing firms' interest in profit has eclipsed their responsibility for

o

ensuring that their customers know how to use their products correctly

[}

(Oles, 1977)--perhaps ‘like a toy manufacturer who sells a gun that can

3

harm-children if it is improperly loaded. A further charge is that pri-
'

. * v

vate testing firms sell their product utder false pretenses--claiming that

their test can provide igformation that it. cannot. For example, there is

some question whether educational achievement tests do in fact measure

|

achievement or are simply another measure of ability (Levine, 1976).
While the list of concerns about private testing firms' lack of

public accountability is iong, there hes been little formal study of the

/

-

-~




issues they raise. An important issue that cuts across many of\thése ) y
P >, . ) - b

concerns is the extent to which private testing firms are in fact held

accountable through the workings of the marketplace. Do consumers influ-
. ‘ ' +* 4 ‘.
C ence and control the tests produced by these firms, or do the latter

txetrcise 'sovereign control over the tests they produce and sell? What -

attention has been paid to this question has been focused on admissions

. testing for colleges and professional schools and on the main provider

of such'tests, Edpcational Testiné Service (ETSS(e.g., Nairn, 1980;

b - -

' National Education Association, 1977; Strenio, 1980). ' Considerably less,

»

attention has been given to this issue at the elementary and secondary .

° N .

., -school level; yet mast of the nation's 17,000 (circa) school districts

*

.

are reported to buy stapdardized norm-referenced educational achievement ,

ltests from private testing firms (National Schodl Board Association
s v . < . .
""standardized Testing" Research Report, 1977). The extent to which, ,
/ ( ‘ —~% ~
sghool districts as test consumers influence private testing firms is .

particularly important to examine, because elected school officials or -

those reporting to them are invested--through statute or tradition--with
. authority over education. -Shguld they lack influence as copsumers, this_

7’ .

might indicate a weakening of local control and democratic reSponsibility

* and ap undde and unaccountable exercise of power by private testing firms.

° ¢

K ' ¢
‘This essay focuses on the role of school districts in the marketplace.

. It will assume that school districts are ratidnal consumers--that they will

~

buy the test that meets their needs and wants, much as drivers buy parts

>

for their car--with a specific need and purpose in mind. Thua,‘througb

the kinds Of tests they buy, they will influepce what private testing

.

« -
firms produce. But this assumption will also be examined, since to the .

extent that consumers do not know what they want and need, their influence



' i . 7 p ’ . - ,
l [ * -L:_.' / < a
i in the marketplace may bé limited. For gxample, school ‘districts might

/
buy tests as consumers buy girl scout cookies-—with a sense of fulfilling

~

a social and cultural obligation and with little/attention to the product

~

as such. In t this case,‘their influenae on pri ate‘testing firms is likely

v

to be limited. . To explore the,role of loc schooi districts as consumers,

“  then, this essay will examine'how~and/on/;hat basis local school districts

. .

select and buy standardized norm-referenced educational achievement tests. .~
»

.

’

Answering that'question-will have some important implications for assessing
' /

.

the effectiveness of the marketplace as a means of local school éistrict ) ,

—

control andliﬁfiuence over the{tests‘they buy. The essey will cofclude

_with a discussion of the marketplece versos’formal‘governance artangements
. _ _ . ! < - T
’ for meeting local school district,testing needs. :

te - \ .

HOW TESTS ARE BOUGHT

¢ How local school districts buy tests is an importént question to

— .

answer because it illuminates their behavipr as consumers. Tn particular,- _.

»
n [ A

it provides\a way to assess whether they buy what p:ivate testing firms
persuade or tell them to buy. Lindblom (1977) calls this "circularity"

' i the hgrﬁetplace, because the needs and wants of consumers are determined
. L "' « ¢ . *. ° ’ .
by those seiling the product. A classic example of circularity in the

;

b marketplace is that of the door-to-door ‘salesman selYing a ‘housewife a

. brush she does not need: her decision to delect and buy a brush 1is besed' -
- A . . . v .. + -
less on her own need than that of the seller. Similarly, if local school .

districts tend'to,buy what they afe told to buy, they can be assumed to

NN

be less than rational consumers and to have little influence in the

.
>

marketplace--just as could be expected in the case of the housewifen

- ® ‘

A

’ ’




- N -
In order to,assess\the extent to~which private testing firms may
>
enJoy this position in the' marketplace, several preliminary quescions

» about the behavior of school districts as consumers need to be answered .

These include why a scHool district selects a test in the first place, and

.
-~ * y

what the relationship is between school districts and-private testing firms

, in the selection process. The follow{ng sections answer these questions by
. - P N .
- . describing why and when a test is selected and who is involved-in the
° . ’ ¢
selection processs ’

Why and When aiﬂest'is Selected

¥
.

- Teachers, principals, administrators, and school board members com-

.,

.' , . monly agree that theit school district enters the market for standardized

norm-referenced tests mainly for one reason: to inform their cgmmunity on °
"how ‘their schooladistrict and schools are doing compared to the larger
population" (Interview with Director-of Public Services, 12/13/79), p. 1).

School officials typically regard the provision 05 such information as a -

-

necessary part of their accountability to the local taxpayer. And even

though there are school districts that wéuld rather not subscribe ga such

. -

a means of accountability, thsy recognize that there is little choice. 4s

T

the director of research in one'school.district explafhed if he did not

« - v

do the testing "the community would™be suSpigious ‘because other school B

Histricts do it" (Interview, 12/18/79 p.,l).& C o . .

g
.

o 3

\ : ‘ -
- Several additional reasons encourageé a scheol district to select
L 1 v d . . . . )

. standardized norm-referenced tests: ?or'example, some school officials -
v ' ) - . . N
see them as a helpful administrative tool . say. for Comparing student ‘and ’

(-

staff performancelin different schools and classrooms., Others may see
: - ’ 2

' -

them as a way tod assist in theﬁimprovement‘of instruction, -
. R " .’ ‘ . /




For whatever reason ot combination of reasons school districts

might Re in-the marker for a standardized\norm-referenced test, they .

- e

-typically change tests anywhere from'every three to every ten years

'The decision to change tests is usually prompted by teachers' and admin—

P4

— T istrators'gdissatisfaction with the te§ﬁ in cursént use, -“Nat atypically, *

‘« ™~

- aTg\hoolvofficial in one district explained that the superintendent had

N
. -set up a cémmittee to select a new test because teachers had done "a lot -
» . M - . . N
of grumbling and complaining about the test" (Interview with Research -
£ Coordinator, 2/1/80,. p. 1). Such complaints may stem from the fact that '

the test”used has fallen behind changes in thé curriculum (Interview
- ' ' .. .
ll

. < with. Assistant Superintendent for Instruction, 5/23/80, 3 4), is "too B

~

.(¢ long" (Interview with Director of Special Serv1ces, 2/5/80, p. 1), or is

‘- ; ~‘ not helpful to instructionV (Interview with teacher,_l/3l/80, p. 3).

v

' Despite‘dissatisfaction with a test in use, however, a new test is.
)
normally selected only if someéone influential in the district presses for v \

iik For example, a superintendgnt or head’ of the testing program may think
e that there is "a better test on the market" (Interview with Director of
) I\" , . b.
Pupil Services and Special EducatiOn, /23/80, P. 2)——that is, that a new' ,.°

L
test seems to address one or several complaints prevalent in the school . -~

. 4[ r
. A .

- &
district. .On some occasions, a new test may be selected becauae it is

)

reputed to he easier and promises to make a schdol district lookg‘gtter

-

. .id the eyes bf the community. For example, a superintendent in @ small

" rural school diserict explained that he h d decided on a new test mainly
< 2

& AR ‘because his colleagues in another school district had told him that their

% . ., e

’
"scores had gone up" (Interview, 12~ 1%1191/5//3) There was no evidence'

across_schpol districts that this test uniformly produced that result;

. . . . S~ «




" referenced test they had previouély‘selected.

’

some school districts using it found'that their scores dropped. But 7

Py « ¥ &

d
- schoo& officials tried to select whichever test they thought would reflect

.

favorably on their schooi distnict. g e .

Choosing the standardized.test t&be used by the school district- is
not always easy. The view that a change should be made iis- rarely shared
', . L
by everyone in the district and is usually balanced against other yeasond

s . .
‘

for keeping the old test. These include the advantage of retaining the

uniform and longitudinal data base provided by “long-term use of the same

test. For exampie, a guidance counselor spoke of hi§ frustration when the

{

board.failed ‘v approve his proposal to changé tests because a board member

did 5t want to lose the accumulated years of "baseline data' (Interview,
4 ‘ .

" 5/19/80, p. 1). Another common reason/for not changing testsf%as given byJ

& . ‘.~
a director of research. Though aware that-the test.in use was “out of

v

' N ~ ° Lt
date,T he was reluctant to change, because "the new scores might go down,"

N :

‘ and this might bring the wrath of the school board and community upon him

_and the diﬁ%rict (Interview, 2/5/80 P. 2)- Another director of research .

.

.was so concerned that the test scores in his district might drop if he .

changed ,tests that he piloted the new test before presenting his -seleétion -

.
< .- N - . * -

to the school board (Interview, 2/6/80 P. 3). Thus’sqhooi districts de-
cide to select a new test only if there are strong reasons for doing S0}

they are more often inclined to keep using the standardized norm-

Who Is Involved in the Selection Process

Once the decision has been made to select a new test, most school

" districts set up a committee of representatdves of test users. These

- -

"committees usually;gomprise_teachers, pringeipals, ‘central administration,

¢

and counselors., Génerally a single person is in charge and guides the

4 e . ) '_4
: N .,
N - g, ?
b K

Vom




7 N .

-

ve

selection’ process, because he-or she is knowledgeable abzut testing-$'

or af least is considered sq. In large and medium-size tropolitan -

«school districts; this’person is commonly ‘the director or a‘pember of

an evaluation and fesearch unit. In sfaller and rural=d£€tricts that
have no evaluation and testing staff, the person choseﬁggight hold a

.position in the ‘area of Title I pupil services, ebunseling, curriculum . .

’ ﬁevelobment, or special education, \ . { "
* Whatever the formal"role’of the gergon responsible.for selecting a.
J\ , Y\ . -

test, he or she enjoys a wide;degree;of influence and discretionary poﬁer.
For example, a prineioal who sag onwthe selection committee of his laxge
city school district explained'that he had relatively 1{ttle control ovef

selection because‘"there is‘%nly one persen trained in the”field here,

LAY
¢

and it's hard for. anyone to compete w* that knowledge. He added-that

the committee had been.set up'onﬁy because 'thé administration is committed
~
to pgrticipatory managemengw but it 4s not a democratic system when it comes

v

to testing . . . there is only one person who makes the decision and that 'S
our.local expert“ (Interview,12/9/80, p. 3). Those in charge of the

.o e ,
selectioh proéeds, acknowledged their "local.expert" status. As one such

.

pers commented, "Although I consulted with others informallye I pretty
4 .
Y 4
much ‘made the decision" (Interviéew with General Supervisor, 3/13/80 P 5)

- But dlthough there was one recognized or designated leader in tle gelection

. »

Y e s
process, those ‘in charge usually convassedythe opinions and congerns of

X others in the district, either through the -committée or by less formal
. ‘I .
means. As the head of an evaluation unit in a city school district ex-

-

plained, 'ZEhe districtwide committeé? will say I made the dedisior, and

LN »




"\": ‘ R : . ' N

T w
» [ > . -

L R 2 .
J T did, but I was also sensitive to them even if they did not know it"

)
.

(Interview, 3/18/80, p. 2). - : : o .

. A

: -’ Those guiding the 'selection process tended to insulate the,sélectipn

decision from the influence of private testing firms. ' For example,.one’

’ . director of research who was in charge of test selection explained: "Al-

« N ..,’ . ' ‘

. £ . though I talked with sales people from private testing firms quite frequently
« LI 4 » 3 A .

before"we decided to bu&'a test . . o my-deéiéion had much’ more to do with

. - ~

my own review of thée material and ¢omparisoms to other tests on the market"

. - < '
.

y = . . (Interyiew, 2/6/80), p. 6). In other cdseg, the person in qharée was care- ,
‘! hed ) ¥
ful to-.limit contact between testing firm representatives and those involved

- *

_ in selection. .Rather than having representatives make presentations, for

examgle, firms were-usually asked ''to send .. . . their. materials for review

. >

and to énswer . 0. questioné" (Interview with Director of Pupil Services,
12/12/79, g..13).' This was due to a concern, particularly prevalent in

. *  spaller and more rural school districts, that'testing firm representatives
L - il . ’

’ might sell theﬁ other than what they wanted. Private testing firms, on the

¢ P t

@ other hand, were quite willjng--some more than others--to send representa-

tr

3 <

N -
N L]

Thg‘possible undue. inf luence of private testing firms is generally

tives to make formal presentations to local school districts.
1

- o

. . . » - hd
of less concern to those in more metropolitan school districts, often

’

~ because they haverth%}r own personnel knowledgeable in.testing. Thuss it

is more comnvenient for these districts to invite testing firm représehta—
> . tives to make formal presentations. But even here, the invitation to make

) *a sales'presentatiod is usually extended ‘only after the test has been

. U

AJ >
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. : o -
reviewed'by the person in charge, and less thoroughly by others invelved
in the selection, And for-the most: part those who' select a test for dis-

trict use‘do.not regard private testing firm presentations as strongly t

influencing -the decision. éather, these firms' representatives were seen -

- as sif¥ly answering the questions and responding to the concerns of those

involved. A§ a member of one selection committee ‘explained, the presenta- .

tions just "provided us with information and peinted out the good features

-

of the tests that helped us make a good decision.'. She added that ae the
presentations were ell "outst%gﬂing:" it was hard to say Zhat they "had

much influence" on the decision (Interview with Assistant Superintendent,
5/23/80, p. 3. One sevéral-time participant in the local test selection v
procéss summarited this familiar process well-when he said' "Nhile most

school dietricts are ostensibly at the mercy of private‘tescing firms,

they do their best to fipd out what they want to.know befere hand." Be-

causé of this, he continued, the rele of most private testing firm repre-

sentatives is usually 'reactive' rather than one of hard sell (Interview

&

with Director of Research and Evaluation, 2/6/80, p. 6).* -

* The .allocation of resources in the lea&ing private testing,}irms suggests
that they agree; the sales budget is considerably lower than that spent
on test development. Even in the firm with the largest sales staff, ‘
the: ratio between sales cost and development cost is 1l:4.° Thus these
firms apparently attribute their ability to sell tests more to the
reputation of the product than to salesmanship, There is wide variation,
however, in the relative importance the major firms attribute to sales-
manship. One tompany, for example, has a national staff of approximately

60, while another maintains a staff of five. . . .
£ Pl L .
{ g B Y
& o 2 ) -
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The cohsensug among those inVolven;in district test selection, then,
2 ~ i %
is that, they make their own decisions and buy what ‘they need, rather than

« » 1]
what the testing firms want to sell them. Private testing firm representa-
tives have little effect on those deciaions bécause they are éiven little,

if any, part in the selection process. More often than not,'they arelasked
’ -

,~ to make presentations to the school board or a group,of teachers 0nly after

3

" their test has been selected. Several school district personnel who take

w

» N \ .

part in local selectiOn have commented that the influence of private testing

- 1

°firm represEntatives pales in comparison with that of 3 textbook salesman. .

A general superyisor in. charge of both curriculum and testing in one dis-
\

ﬁrict explained for example, that--in contrast to selecting a test--she

bad seen "a géod'textbook go by the wayside because the sales representa-

LN

tive made a bad presentation,\or a text . . ; selected because somebpdy

was very sophisticated and smooth: in his presentatlon" (Interview, 3/13/80,

.w, % . N

p. 6). ‘ o . ’

“

am

If there is little evidente so far of circularity ;:\the marketplace,

) r~ C .
it may nevertheless be occurring in subtler ways than through direct in-

-

fluence. Galbraith (1971), Fromm (1955), and others have argued that ,

. . *, . ' ©“
® . )

most private selling in this. country is the result of sellers' shaping

‘of consumersdesires thxcugh mass communication_{e.g., through advertising).

> -

And pri3ate testing firms do advertise, often through professional
journals and flyers sent by mail. It would be difficult to show that

these influences affect local_declsion making; but neither can it be

- ghown that they are ineffective, or that circularity is clearly not at

wark in school districts' .decisions to buy tests--though school officials

e

~

N

<
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are probably not consciously aware of it.* Thus our tentative conclusion

is what the av;ilable evidence suggests: little circularity is occurring’

in the educational testing mgrketﬁlace, and school districts iargely make

their own decisions about the selection of a test. s ‘

ow . )’ - . - ) 2 s >y e
But this still tells us little about the blsis for their selection
or their rationality as consumers. This remains an importadt quedion

because, to the extent that they are rational consumers basing their

influential and powerful in the marketplace. The next section of the

essay therefore *focuses on the criteria by which school districgs Selﬁft

‘
.

e ) :
‘ : x

.THE BASIS OF‘SEfEC;&bN‘

a. test.

-

o
A

The basis upoh which a school district-selects a standardized norm-

~

referenced achievement test depends in part on that district's needs"

. / . . . - ™~
and circumstances. However, since district officials are commonly intez;_;;
. : B

P’ choice on théir needs and preferences, school districts can be seen as
. ested in ‘selecting a test that will enable their scﬁooi boards and com-

munities to cqppére their disfrict's studept achievemént with that of
qthers'a?ross Ehe nation, they.initialiy select a number oé candidate =~ -

{ e éests fhét seem likely'to'servé that purpose--that is,s;on the basis-of ,

l;‘ : °_ technical quality; For examplé; the director of research in one school

: disé;ict explained th%t what wentrinto his choice 69 candidate tesfs was\

their "tech;icallquality." _Similarly% an assistant superintendeé% of

instruction said that cj} district's former director of research had

b

determine what weight,if ‘any, it should be given in this analysis.

N

';~ ' * This suggests that if circularity is occurring, it is impossible to

~—y-
-
® (

T
—-
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shortened the committee's list of possible tests "simply on the basis of
technical considerations" (Interview with Administrative Assistant to .
the Superintendent of Instruction, 5/23/80, p. 3). \
»

. The number of tests that are initially considered ranges from two

to eight. Typically, the same four or five tests, provided by the leading

'major testing firms, are regarded as-the technicall& better tests, and

REESLNR T

are therefore more seriously considered.* These’ four or five are usually

considered to be of better teehnical quality im two ways, not mutuyally
7 .

exclusive-their reputation, agd certain methods empldyed for their con=-
struction.

Many school officials, especially in smaller and rural school dis-
tricts, simply rely on the reputation of tests and their use by neighboring

and metropolitan distrlcts. For example, a director of curriculum in .

‘¢harge of the local test selection effort was askeo how he knew that the

N
- . ¢

three tests initially considered for adoption were.technically reliable.
He explained that they had been Wstatigtically checked" by others.. He '
added that, for him, selecting a test--at’least initielly-séas like
"buying a car--you ask other people whose qpinion y:u respect and then
you 'form an Opinion of what is a.good car" (Interview, 12/13/79, p. 4)

In this case, he relied on some local experts in surrounding school dis-

tricts to form his opinion of a technically sound test._' /

~

* These tests include the California Test of Basic Skills, the California
Achievement Test, the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, the Metropolitan
"Achievement Test, and the Stanford Achievement Test, and are published
by four testing firms: CTB/McGraw-Hill; The Riverside Publishing
Company, a subsidiary of Houghton Mifflin; the Psychological Corpora-

~ tion, a subsidiary of ‘Harcourt Brace Jovanovich; and Science Research’
Asgociates, a subsidiary of IBM. ' .
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Those in charge of the sele;tion process in more metropolitan school
districts typically relied less on reputation and presumed quality. Asked
how they selected candidate.tests, they pointed mainly to the norming

b ; .

« N\
characteristics of the leading handful of tests. These included how a

.
test had been nationally normed--that is, whether there was evidence that

the norming sample of students has been carefully chosen to represent the

[}

composition of the national population according to such variables as

. 3 .
location, race, sex, and socioeconomic level; and how the content of the

test was determ}ned--that is, whether there was evidence that the test

i 1

content was drawn from dn extensive review of cu
Eountry s0 5; to simulate a national curriculug as accurately as possible,
A director of research convéyed thi; whe; he said that he checked whether
tests he considered had "nofming practices that were at least sound and
[;é;§7 going to provide a reasonablg curriculum base' of compariggn"

(Interview, 2/6/80, p. 4).. Sometimes other const

»

of test selection made sure that a test had been not only properly normed,
but adequately "field tested,”" so that he knew it would work (Interview,
%2/13/79, PP. 8, 9). But the preponderance of attention is usually given

Typically,'the norming practices of the leading four-or five tests

Y

to their norming practices.

are checked without reference to published professional reviews of the

tests. A director of curriculum who was in charge of local test selection,

when asked wbether his committee paid attention to such revie&s, responded,’

s

"The:hell with consumer reports." He added that in his district it was a

.

matter- of finding out ﬁhat other people thought was goad XInterview;

-

[

o

rricula used across the

ruction features are

. taken into account. For example, an assistant éupéZintendéht in charge

i

’




.
W
s

L4 I

*

! . 12/13/79, p. 4). This rather common attitude aside, outside pro-

\

fessional reviews generally regard the same tests'as indeed the better

" ‘\\—_’/,sonstructed .(Buros, 1972; Center-for the Study of Evaluation, 1975).

< -

If this consensus may make the choice of candidates easy, however,
L

it makes the choice among them difficult. Most school officials see the .

leading eests as technically similar and are unable to make any significant

« k]
distinction among them. As one program evaluator put it, because "all

» . . N
the tests were pretty much the same as far as standardization was con-

cerned,” “thiere was little to recommend one over amother (Interview, .
. 2/4/80, p. 2). *Ahgther local official explained that "all these instru-

ments  are about the same; they are all widely normed, and tfy}ng to make *
e

&

any determination of differences would have been a oain in the ass" -

(Interview with Director of Pupil Servioes, 12/12/29, p. 2).
1. . .' * » -3 ‘ -
Because tWese tests are technically rather similar, local school
. . X

officials' problems with them are often the same. One comhon complaint

is that the test content of the leading tests does not match the local

' - ’ N ¢ . & s -
. curriculum; and that the tests -therefore go not measure¢ what is taught.

- one readiné‘consultant, fgr exagple, found that because‘of the lack of ‘ .
fit between the local curriculum®and that used by standardized tests,
"if ,try to place a child according to . . . achievemeut test:scores
" with the materials /used/ for that grade level, the- child wouldlhave ) e
ots of problems" (Interview, 5/28/80, P 2). Similarly, an English o |
teacher explained that the teachers .in his school are "basically R |
- opposed to testiné because it measures whatithey don't think they are iiw
teaching" (Interview, 1/31/80, P 3) o, . - |

Another frequent complaint is that these tests produce inconsystent

' N 3 -

resfilts across grade levels. For example,'a program evaluator had >

‘x'_. + 21
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serious reservations about/using only one test because students seemed

to score substantially lower with it.at higher grades (Interview, l/3l/80

p. 2). Pointing to the same problem{\cue\\irector of testing in another

district explained that using a newex version of a test, students in-the

third, seventh, and eighth grades scored on average two to three grade

-

'). equivalents higher than with the old version. Meannhile, students if

the other grades scored near grade level; as they had with the old

3 <

"

version (Interview, 9/23/80,‘p.‘é).

» f ’
.Qften, these tests are_also-regarded'as not relevant to the general

Se

level of achievement in the districtg .Students in a’given school dis-
f

ttict, for example might uniformly score off the bottop or, ¢he top of

the test. A local school official in a district where most students

F -

typically scored at the bottom of the test called the test simply jn

"experience in frustration" for the,students, while teeling teachers :
4 ] "~ A 't.\ .

little about individual student achievement levels (interview with

Research Department member, 2/1/80} p.IS) In another school di%tridt,

. 3.

here most students typically sco;f in the ninetieth percentile, the
director of testing complained of the same probiem—-nameiy, that the

test gives little indication of individual differences in student

s

achievement (Interview with Director\ofikesearch and Testing, 2/5/80, N
. o . ] .

p. 2). . . %’

g

The technical basis for these complaintsvis, for the most part,

£

documented. in the professioﬁal literatureion’testing. For example, it

is often pointed out that standardized norm-referenced tests inadequately

» .

reflect curricular .content and the objectives of schools and school dis-

’ ) . ¢ §° o
tricts around the country (Madaus, 1980 ; see also Porter, 19803

.a . . - 3
.

o .
/1 " ) '
. .
, ’
. LY
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Averch et al., 1972; Stake, 1972). Furthermore, critics charge tﬁat

there is usually little ¢orrelation between standardized achievemenht

+ test resuli; and measures more directly reiatea to ‘instruction (Stadolsky,

L]
-

19723 Madaus & Rippey, 1966).

a
N\

~ . The literature also- points out that g!cause standardized achieve-

ment tests are constructed to differentiate maximally among individual ¢
* students, their accuracy in testing group performance and performance

* across groups- is reduced (Carver, 1975; Porter & McDanielQ, 1974). , This
: : ’ . v v ) f
might account for?d;ssatisfattion with inconsistent comparisons of..stfi-

* S

dents in different grades. It is also argued that because standardized
ayy, ’ . .

ve tests need to establish a normal test distribution!’theyVcannot reliably ‘ .
megsure achievement at the éxtremes‘of the distribution (Tyler, 1975)--

which hélps explain why officials in schools with mostly high or low
-, k .

achievers often complain that the tests provide 1little information on

achievement differences. . . T

Since thegleading and better-constructed tests share some of these

Y ' shortcomings, loéal school districts cannot‘gasily choose among them 0;.
2 the basis Jf fheir norming practices, The most common problem that . -
. . :
' locgl\school officials do try to address is that of the fit between a
_ test and:thgir curriculum. ‘But this is Yifficult to do in a SOunék
x and sygtematic'way-at least with a limited amount of time and money. <

- P
/ | | S .
As one local test expert explained, you simply "could not pick a test

R . based on the curriculum . . . it has to be done on a trial and error

,f basis‘. . . there is just not enough time And energy.for‘somqone to

. go through and do this in any sort of comprehen§ive>way" (Interview _

Y

o with Direc®or of Pupil Services and Special Education, 5/23/80, p.’5)..

-
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Not atypically, when comparisons were attempted they often turned up.

Q : ’
"very little difference" among tests (Intervigw with ‘Assistant Super-

> “
«

intendent, 5/23/80, p. 2). And professional reviews of these tests, even .

- »

if they Yere conducted,»wohld not offer much hélp, Since they axe concerned

with the broader aspeCts of test construétfd{ rather than the patrticulari-

ties of school distr1ct curricula. ' -

School districts, then, are rarely entirely pleased—with—the»leading

and technically superior tests nor do they find it easy to select among
them on the basis of theiranorming practice. ‘One might thus argue that
. - <
-~ ( school districts are limited in their choige and their influenice in the

—_— — A

‘/, marketplace because they cannot buy exactly what they want. Yet school!

~ LI

districts continue to buy these tests becayse district officials belieWe‘

that they are baSically sound and provide the best avéilable nationally

.

a

J
comparative information on student achievement. On th}i basis, one might

argue that school districts do have some choice in the ﬁarketplace and

.

have been able to influence private testing'firms through)| thase choices.’

If‘that'were not so, one would expect little attention to pe paid.to .

-

the technical reputation of tests or to the use of certain\norming

practicesa&n their construction; one would expect any test tlaiming to

be standardized and normrreferenceiJFo be considered on a pam with the

: \

leading four ‘or five. ‘ |

~ * B ' .
Although the norming practices employed by the leading tests are >
« ,8imilar, this does not ‘mean that their tests are all the same} There
* .
is ev{dence that the teiis.differ in their ability’to meet other school:

\ L
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district needs; and it is on this basis, unrelatediﬁo norming methods,

-
.

J that majer testing firms compete with one another. An experienced hand *

in local test selection efforts summed this up well when he said,

\
b 3 . R

. "Since there is such little différence in the norming p

. N ’ N ~ hnd A}

large marfufacturers of tests, it's the other stuff that becomes important"

racticeg with the

3 (Inter&%gw with Di;ector éf Research énd EQaIgétioﬁ:'é/6/89, P. 6)n~'And
- gﬂ. on this "ozhe:h bésés, consumers see Lge'major privgfé testing -firps -as ~ )
“y 5, quite different ;nd ngpetitfve. \ i ) .i,. 2 /7us .
éelection Consider;tiOng\Unréléted to\Nbrming'yethdds‘ —\ _ ’ . :
PR .- ; 2 e T e ~

. ‘ghong'the considerafions unrelated ‘to norming methods are a test's
5 - . ) - ‘ .
abtlity.to cover a wide range of student achievement and its ability

to provide informati¥®n that is seen as helpful to instruction. Other*

’ - e
3

test attributes include thevlength of administration and the.éppearance

of tﬁé test. The supporting services provided by the test publisher, such
) T
& > H
as promptness in scoring and returning test results and the ability to —

~ 7
. provide needed technical assistance, may also be considered. Several of

these attributes may enter into a Qisfrict's selection decision; one or
: two of them may stand gut‘bedause of a particular concern or bias of the
* £l .

ﬁocaL test 9xpért. ‘But local test selectipn dec%gions may well:ralso

4 £ .

. repxeéent,\formally or informally,-a composite of various %?nsidefations
s » . ' 7 '_. - N
Jwithin a single school district. .o ! .

4 : I
!

Interestingly, one of the traditional criteria for consumef purchasing,

.

;the;gost of the produdt, rareiy has much influence in the selection decision.
fﬁ. ’ . .
" In part, this can be explained by the relatively uniform costs of the tests -

¢ . . .

2}
L




put out by_t#e major publishers, ‘as well as by the relatively small pey-

- centage of school diat%ict budgets that is spent on testing'ﬁrogramsl »
8

v .i)‘- .

. However, it is not uncommon for g.@oéal school districty having.made a , ~

~ .. decision to buy & certain tess, t0'negotiéte for a lower price. Co

< _— What follows is a discussion of some prominent considerations that. -

v

. may,enter into the local sélection decision--certain attributes of a . .

»
3 * .

test, and se%vices provided by test .publishers.
3 ¢ < %

- .
. ¢

. Test Attributes . 4 . ’ S .

s s .

3 ‘ ° .
IS . . As pointed out earlier, the leading four or five tests share common
. »

~ > pnorming methods and this makes it difficult for school district consumers
- to select betweer them.' Those selecting'tests for school districts

though often select that test which has been more recently normed. This

- .

is desirable since it prbmiseé to»grovidétcomparisons of student achieve-

®

ment with the most current national levels of achievement. Typically,

Vo oaea
4

this is a concern of-the local teést expert, usually an evaluator or member

of the research department. Depending on his influence agﬂ the.prominence

°© .

- . i, .
of other local staff concerns, this may .be the major reason why g’kertain .

- fest is gelected. “In one school district, the curriculum coordinator
"&‘ - v
recalled that of the two tests they were considering, "one of them had

)
)

.  older norms," and was therefore'cqnsidered "no good" by the rése;?cp de-
partment (Interjied, 1/31/80, p. 2). ‘Similarly, a math éonSultanb in the \
department of curriculum reported that the committee selected Eﬁé\;est
‘ they did mainly "because it represented the newest norm version of tests
- . aGailab%e" (Interview, 2/1/80, p. 1). If one of the leadihgitests was '
. - . . .

v L

CTa
)
»
N
o
»




recently renormed, it might thus: be more favorably considered.in a
district seeking a new test. This was illustrated by a member of a
“ . 9+ - . .

research department in a metrOpolitanfschool district who explained‘why'

L

his test selection committee. chose a particular test: '"ghe other major

hd -

manufacturers were just getting ready to put their new tests on the -

. o1 .
market, but this one had already been renormed and was in operation--

so we went with it." (Interview, 2/1/80, p.2 ). Because private testing
firms recognize this, they compete to put_newly normed and updated tests
. - v N —

on the market. This cannot be done too frequently, however, because the
develobment and construction of a standardized norm-reférenced test is?

estimated t6’take approximately four years (Interview with Director of

Research at CTB/McGraw-Hill, 2/7[80, p. 3).° - . .
ie * .
B-When during the school year a test was empirically.normed may also

be an important' consideration to the local test expert. This is because

-

the.selection of a fest normed -at the time or times of the year when

local testing occurs promises to provide more accurate cpmparisons with

;o

national norms., As one local test expert, a director of special serviCes,

.

recalled of his tenure on the test selection committee, a test was ehosen
/ [

that had "two . . .*. norming dates, and this compared . fa'vora'bl)g with most -
other standardized tests,’ which only had one norming time." This was.

.

' seen as desirable since ‘it gave the school district greater'flexibility
4 ‘ .
in deciding when to test, without having'; £o sacrifice any accuracy in

o - e, .

test res?lts by testing at a B}me different from that at which the

’ .

/
national norms weregdeteriined (Interview, 2/5/80, p._l) Typically,

this consideration was important in larger school districts with evaluation

’ N
it
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. .

and testing specialists whq/dere interested in mﬂximizing the accuracyeof
districé test resulté& In échool districts without a test specialiét,,thg

. N .
norming of tests.was accorded little importance and rarely entered %pto : .

°

v

selection decisioms. - - ' ' ’ ' .
. . .
Another attractive test attribute is the ability of a single subtest
: ’ R # L
‘ of a K-12 battery of achievement tests to measure a;%oss two ox three .

v

@

. grade levels. -This allows students greater opportunity to be tesged at

> their level of achievement rather than sigB;y~at their gradé-placement,. "\,
'and is especially valuable‘where Q;student'é achievemént level is several ©
. .

grades higher or lower than those of his or her cohort in the same gradé. ) v R

o

For example, a program evaluator explained that one reason for selecting
one of two leading tests was that it had "multi-level testing." This was

a particularly imﬁortantuconsideration'fBr his school district because the

v

students generally scored below grade level and "they'got crazy results

when they had to test them only on .one grade level.” By crazy he meant
Tow

- E'S

that most stu@ehts scored uniformly at the bottom. (Interview, 1/31/80, p.l).
L iy - y
3ﬂ'The multi-level gpapability of a test were particularly attfactive

B ) . . .
touéam;pistrators and teachers. Administrators liked it because it simpli-

fied the testlj‘Pinistrationf one test could be given for several grade ° .

0 .

leveld: Teachers often liked it because it allowed their "less advanced
students to answer questions at a lower grade level, and theréfore not to

. feel overwhelmed égd frustrated by the test.

. , -
' Y |

' One of the leadiﬁg.tests may also be selected because of other |

. attrjbutes, such as ability to aid in ‘classroom instruction. A test

L e + ¢ —————

v . . * .
may, for‘ngmple; allow the scoring of groupg:of-students in terms of

‘maéfery of certain skills. Thus ﬁhe.direqtor of test selection in one
- .o ‘ “
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v

= W
. .
.. .

- .' district sought a test that "teachers would use''; otherwise, there was

. e 1o purpose in testing.. With this in mind, he explained, one of the reasons

L ] ("

he gselected the test he did was? teachers' response to 4 survey he conducted.

e

The teéchers liked a particular test because it had "a profile breakdown-- '

that is, it related cexrtain items to the instructional objectives identi-

¥~
R 1 .

fied." According to him, the profile breakdown would enable teachers to
. M : " . L J A ¢

see how a class performed on the test according to various skill objectives

and so help them identify what areas to¥stress in their. teaching (Interview
« . &

with Director of Research and Evdluation, 2/6/80, p. 2). A related feature

°

. that some considered impqQrtant in promoting instructional use was:-a test's

®

. . ability to providé specific diagnostic and prescfiptive information. For

-

exaﬁﬁle, an .instructional specialist;in réading.explaiﬁed that shé and s

&he teachers on the seléction committee wanted a test offering the type‘

ho* .

of feédback provided by the mini-tests at the back of some reading series-=

luf

) - on areas in which the students wele weak, and on what part of the test they
‘could practice to improve. The committee therefore selected the standardized
EN N
norm-referenced test that provided the most detai}ed data on individual

»

student performance, in the hope that it would be useful fér "remedial"
Y RN

7~ . : .-
instruction (Interview, 3/13/80, p. 2). The test selected in this case

4

pfoyided reference5 to several major textbooks that corresponded to the |
. . : |

- °

. . . .
areas of*weaknessfindicated by the test results:s And in some districts,

<

3 .
administrators~=both principals and central office staff--hoped that .dsing
. jitest capable of improving instruction would result in students’' scores -

= o going up-~and ;th_E@Ehschool’sgaffrthen would look good in the eyes of

-

the community. Teachers, however, were typically more interested in

v
1

* the .usefulness of test results for classroom instruction. * -
. - . . v .
’ * ’ Ve

B . - - s
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¥
Administrators and teachers were also generally attracted to

another test attribute: the provision of student achievement scores in
comparison to-'an "ability" or "anticipated" score (the latter being based

]

on_an intelligence test contained within the achievement test). This

©

score 1is uéually seen .as potentially useful in teachers' instructional

endeavors. One principal called i?‘a "helpful tool" to teachers, which.

could'serve as a "validity check" to determine whether a-student was

.
doing what he or she was capable of (Iaterview, 5/14/80, p. 2). Simi-

rk"

larly, a teacher expladned that he and his colleagues on the testing
committee were attracted to the "aﬁticipated score" because it enabled
te;chers to "really get down apd~he1§ the student" (Interview, 12/18/59,
P. &). Until recentLi this feature was offered by only one of the major -
private testing firms; and bgcause it can be an aid to instruction, it
was influentiai in a Iarée number of school district selection decisionms.
, Other considerations that may enter into local selection include the
time required to admindster a test, or even its appearance. Of these,
test length was the p&st frequently mentioned. For example, as a member
“™of one selection CPmﬁittee'explained,‘most of the teachers wanted a test

similar to but shorter than the ‘one they w&re using (Interview with -

'Director\of Special Services, 2/5/80, p. 1). Similarly, one reason why e

-

o -

a principal pushed for the test eventually adopted wag that it could "
/\ )

"get in and get out and did not take long for kids to do" (Interview

with Pringipal, 5/14/80, p. 1). Moreover, particularxy in the lower

AY

‘grades, teachers "did-not want to have their kids sit for so many hours

taking lzhe tes£7“ (Interview with Research Coordinator, 2/1/80, p. 2).
* ¢




' ' Lo .
As these examples indicate, the general feeling was that the shorter the

’

test, the betteg. Typically, this was seep as important by teachers and
- principals Whofoften felt that testing took theteaway from providing more // i

{
direct instrucﬁional services. ’ _ !

A
The appearance of a test was sometimes mentioned by teachers as a

dbnsiderationiin selection. An assiStaQi\juperintendent of instruction .
_said that one“of the subjects discussed im their committee,’ composed of

teachers, was the format of the test and whether it was "in red, blue, or

¢

- .
green." She added that this sounded rather simplistic, but "was important

o

because it was difficult, for example, to read certain tests which wexe

_printed in red . . . on white paper" (Interview, 5/23/80, pp. 22-23).
. . .
A member of another test selection committee explained that one of the

“"hot issues" that emerged was the size of the primt. He commented that

it was "funny" that this should "1;h§7 up playing a role in the.decision,”

A
et
4

that that it was apparently one of the reasons tgachers did not like the

8

old test (Interview with Administrative "Assistant, 5/23/80, p. 5). In

o

smaller and more rural school districts, often without professional testing
and evaluation staff, such test attributes as a short time of administration

and an easy-to-read format pldyed.an important role in the sgigég;on

&ecisioﬁ--dsually made by principals and E;achers. ) -
¢

—~

J
Another consideration in the ®election decision, generally less -

. Service by Test Publishers ’ . .

-

\\important.than those discussed above, is the kind and quality of services

) : 0 ~ :
that the major testing firms provide with theitr tests. One Such service,

.

susually o? more interest to administrators and evaluators than to teachers,

0

4

o A




..i; test manufacturers' prompt féturn of tesp.scorés to school districts.
For éxamgle, a‘d£réctor of curriculum, ﬂho'had sat on several test selection
committees, called the "quick turn;around time for a testd a common cencern
(Interview, 27/4/80, p. 2), beéause it allowed the placement of students at
the beginning of tHé school yiar, or the checking of their achievement at
its end. Thus, when.a new test was ‘selected the testgng firm that coul
demonstrate a pogéntially short turn—aropnd time usually held a competi-
tive advantéée. In districts thaé scored their own test or made sgoring

N * .

. arrangéments independently of the test publisher, of course, this considera-

N

tion did not enter into selection decisions.

A

District personnel also commonly mentioned the avéilability of technical
assistance or "consultant sgrviées" {;om private testing firms as a considera-
tion., For example, thg director of testing in a large city_School district

"wanted to find a teéting firm whose representatjve he could call "and have.
him come do&n to help*g@ put in a ;e;'order'for next year or help me sort
oUt some ﬁroblgms.wifh the testing programs." He added that he was simply
looking for a testing firm Fhat followed good business practice--"not ‘to
sell and run" (interview, 12/18/79, pp. 8-9).- In g;me other school dis-

tricts, the évailabilitywof technical assistance for such mftters as test

[N

interpretation, workshops for teachers, and presentatigns to the board alse

could infpuence test seléction, though commonly it was secondary to other

consideratiéns. ' . ' T
The range of consideration gﬁn which school districts ultimately
select among the leading four or five tésts is thus quite wide,.and variescf‘

. \
greatly across and wWithin school districts. .Even within a single school

L3
.

district, different people involved in selection.decisions may agree on "

A |




a given test for different reasons. For example, in one school district

. l central administrators and Tifle I personnel were interested in a test
primarily because its.publisher promised to. scbre and return it promp‘ly;
and princ;pals and teacheps gended toward the same test becaugé\it was
shosp and easy to adminisEer.‘ In this example, fhe test was selected Y

because it combined features that were attragtive to the different staff”
» . '

involved in selection. In other cases, those involved in a selection

decision shared a primary interest in certain test attributes and selected

a test on that basis. For example, a school district with a strong-commit-:

. « )
ment to using test results for improving instructié? was particularly

.

attracted to.that norm~referenced test which they béﬁiﬁved provided the

.}

best breakdown,of student achievement according to s ecific skills.

Through this process of sorting and weighing th? various features-

. and capabilities the leading tests prévide, districts| thus settle on the

. N - X
‘teét that comes closest to meeting their usually fragmented needs and

N 2

*  wants. Examination of that process made it clear.that the leading private

testing Firms provide different options and services fo meet those needs

¢ -

and wants. Typically, those that offer the more attr%ctive'options and

services enjoy the business of more school distritts.| Indeed, a review

of the past tests of -these firms shows that they have been khanged in
. numerous ways so as to make théem more appealing and #ore responsive to

, - . !
consumers' needs. Efforts have been made to ensure that the tests are-

.

relevant to and useful for instruction, * One private testing firm in

- N . ‘
re ‘particuiér has added several new features to its _tests, and has been -
; - ’ ,
successful in capturing the lion's share of the market.

However well tﬁey may meet the internal reduirdments of school dig-

trists, the purchasing of- tests from private testing firms {s also

Q ) ) b »
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influenced by state and federal requifements. The nature and extent of

‘that infldence is discussed below.

State and Federal TestihgﬁReggiréments . - ¢

Clearly, the stronger influence on local test selection is ‘that of .

s

state's testing requirements that mandate th~use of a particular norm-

‘\&‘. ,‘6‘(\ .

L »
referenced test for certain grades.* This influence is strong because

g ey . . H

) { . v e ]
local sghopl districts, with few eXceptiomns, use the same test for local
testing in other grades. "As an assistant superintendent explained, his

district decfded to select a particular test for grades K~12 "basically"

-

because "the ‘state had selected a test" and mandated its use in grades by
8, and 11 (Inferview, 3/14/80, p. 1). Similarly, a district director of

testing,said that the state mandate of a norm-referenced achievement test
. . ~ . . . y |
. was the determining factor in their decision: since "we were using it to
/
. meet the state mandate already, it seemed the natural thing to stick

¥

with {t" (Interview, 2/4/80, p. 1).

A state-mandated test is influential for several reasons. One is

*

that the test results ate often used by the public, if not\the state, as
‘ a way of evaluating local school districts. Thus, it makes sense for a
schgg% district to use the same test as the state, so’'that any curritular

or Instructional weaknesses can be identified and addressed.' A second

* States may also be influential in local selection decisions by providing
a 1list of .approved tests, as ig the case in New York and Wisconsin.
Typically, this list includes the same tests that are ordinarily con-
sidered to be of superior technical quality by local school districtsey
Though no districts in states with such lists were visited in this
study, it is likely that their selection is based also on the considera-
tions discussed in this essay.

Yo
¢
a"
b,




.'1.

reason is tRat local school officials, especially in smaller districts,

are open to the influence of the gtate since it diminishes their respomnsi-

The major private testing firms are aware of

bility for selecting a test

thi§ and consequently thefe is much competitiOn among them for state

selection of’ their testsy/ Winning a state nomihation greatly increases

the likelihood that schbol districts in that state'will select the same

- o

test for their testing programs.

? B
In mandating a certain test, however, the state may be “responding in

*

Y

part to local preference. For example,. an associate director of testing
. o .

who was in charge of the state's test selection said that they had chosen

*

a particular test because "this test and,QZSting firm was familiar to local

school distriéts and had already done a very good job" (Interview, 3/10/80,

v

p. 2).. State officials also are inflqenced by local offidials who sit on
the state selection committee, and, who more often than not aré drawn from

a large city or citles and are knewledgeable and politically powerful.
VE
Thus school districts have considerable influence on test choice At the

A

state level.
Federal evaluation requirements,‘especially for Title I, can also

enter into school districts' test selection. But typically, because no

-

one test is mandated by the federal government, that influence is indirect.

'
[

SchooL districts may decide to select for Iocal testing programs the same

: testgigat is used for evaluating federal programs such as Title I. This
enables them to use a single test for their,major testing needs rather
than having to test students'enrolled in Title I with a different test

than that used for other students.: For example, in one such school system

+ .
’ ? L

v/
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a member of the test selection-committee,_asked,abOut their basis for

s

selection, replied: "The Title;I peopls seemed to. have some rather firm

’ - ' P

R A t -
) ideas about what they needed,". and added, "They had certain constraints

'

we had to operate under" (Interview with Codrdinator of Curriculum K-12,
4 .

<
”~

3/31/80, p.'1). « The constraints -imposed by testing for Title I programs

often include an effort to match the norming_dates of tests and thosé& of

N

s

school districts, For example, an assistant director ‘of evaluation in a
: .- - ¢ N
large school district pushed' for one test, which was eventually adopted,

>

because "t had dual norming dhtes and'was easier to fit into ffitle f7
guidelines which required test;ng within three weeks of the norming date"

(Interview, 2/14/80, p. 1. Similarly, a member of a‘test selection -com-

mittee in a large city school district explained that they had previously

J!@

i r~
therefore could be used for Title I pre~ and post-testing" (Interview .

\ . v selected a test partly because, it "was(normed'in the fall and spying and’

e

- with Research Coordinator, 2/1780, p. 2). ‘And an evaluator for special

projects, including Title I, WAnted to make sure that the test selected

. q
>
- t

by his committee had a "diagnostic component," s0 that the program people
could use the results for providing-remedial instruction (Interview with

Coordinator of Special Projects 2/6/80, p. 2)A}

Ve

In those cases, then,,where school district teSting was merged with

- %
. \

testing for Title I, the partfcular needs of Title I test1ng played a part |
¢,

in the selection of a test for local programs. Private test!ng firms, -

aware that a test meeting TitIe I requirements may also-be used for local

. - .. < -
' .testing programs, thus compéte.quitelintensively for the Title I market. »”
. e ¢ oo » - o
- : *
- N . . e
N , -
- ‘ 3 6 , . g
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While federal--especially Title I--and state testing ‘requirements
can be influential %g;}oéal test selection, school districts control the

extent of that influence. Even state selection of mandated norm-
‘ i

referenced tests is based partly on previous local selections and on poli-

tical factors. Furthermors, school districth nedd not uge the state

;

, Veandated test for their own testing if they consider, it inappropriate. \
Similarly, the influence of Title I testing requirements is limited Eo
local districts' selection of tests for Title I evaluation, unless dis-

tricts decide to use the same test for their own testing. And even then,

»

‘4

dist;ict personnel can select that test which best megts some combination
of their Title I-and district testing needs. Thus school districts, while
influenced directly and indirectly by s‘ate and federal requirements, are -

@

still able to exercise their preference as consumers in the marketplace.

THE INFLUENCE OF- SCHOOL.DISTRICTS AS CONSUMERS °
. This account of how and on what basis local .school districts go

ébout selecting educational achievement teéfs suggests several observar
tions about thei£ influence as consumers. On the one hand, school dis-
tricts can and‘ﬂo e;ercise choic; in the marketplace, and so are able to
inﬁlgen;} the tests proddced by private testing firms. Their power'as
consumers is shown by the fact thag.these ﬁirms provide technically
well-constructed tests-—at ‘least as far as ceétain norming practices

and procedures are concerned--that enable them to compare the achievement

of-the;r‘dwn students with that of thg‘larger national population. And

even though this selection criterion has éeemingly limited the number of

.

testing firms to a handful that share a virtual monopoly over the norming
) A}

. M .
¢ - A9
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of such tests, there is much evidence that districts sel:&t amon; thed
leading tests‘on su;; grounds as their aﬁfiity to improve clas%room ik;
structé@ﬁ, to simplify the administratign of testing,’ and t; mee?jstate
or fedéral’EEEtingvréquirements, to mention a few. That such c@&ices

érg offered indicates that school district needs iﬁfiuénce lh% ?&nds of

testsy produced. Otherwise, one would expect tests to différ'vq}y little

from one another, and districts to take any test at random, Agving no

—— )

v

basis for selecting one over another. Similarly, one would not expect

.

private testing firms to compete with one another at all.

On Rhe other hand, this account suggests tpat while school districts

L

enjoy a good deal Bf cpoice and iQE}uepce in'de;eFmining somé aspects Bf
.the‘tests they buy, they are limited in their infl;ence over and Satis-
.fac:E;n with the way tests are normed. They cannot know hqw accurate ‘
the informatioﬁ is that tests provide on comparative studeét and local

-

school achievement, or whether it does, in fact, meet their needs. For

example, they cannot systematically determine whether and to what extent

-~~~

the tests Egbelopediby the major private testing firms take into account

what they are teaching their students.in their schools and classrooms. .

3
——

Indeed; there is some evidence that most local school practitioners,
& ’

especially teachers,, think that these tests bear little relation to what
is ta&ght in their (if?srooms; at best, they see the tests as broadly
and vaguely related (Kennedy, Apling, & Neuman, 1980). Similarly, school

districts are unable to know or determine to what extent norming samples
. v

of "these tests are, representative of students in their district. The

»



.

student population of most districts rarely matches that of a stratified =
N ' A . N\ . ’ .

“random sample of the national student population used by private testing

. £
firms. Neverthelees, the achievemeng of their students is compared  to
< A I

that of the sample population. With respect to test consf:ruction, then,
P 4

]
€

school distriets' influence over private testing firms is limited. b

LS
-
,

This discussion thus far has dealt with the choices school districts

<

* s
have and, their ability to influence private testing firms by exercising

those choices. A4nd it has pointed out thaf, to the extent that they can~-

not'gxercise choice,

i

their ability to have testing f{rms produce what .-

they waﬁt, and to,hold them accountablé, is limitedt
!

.

It _has been assumed ‘throughout that school districts are rational

consumers who know what they want and express their preferences through

choices in the marketplace. But perhaps'sghool districts are less than

’

rational consumers. Fo£\§a{igus reasons, districts may be unclear or

inconsistent about what they want. They want, for example, to compare
' © .

local students' educational achievement to that of students nationwide--

o

. ) L]
and yet want a test that will reflect the local curriculum and student
. e ¢ /}

population. And‘the two are inherent;y incompatible, since there is -

.
N

no national curriculum or standard student population upon which a test
o . .
can be based.

L

School districts, then, may be shopping for'what does not exist.

N

It s not that they are simply.asking for too unh--apples and oranges

to be put in the same basket--but that they want what cannot -be provided-- -

fire and‘ice in the Same container. It may be in the natufe of, the local

e~

LY . .
€ducaticn enterprise that they ‘are bound to want both--to see what ‘their

1
- . ., .

-
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,9,‘

-

Vg
own students are learning from what is taughg, and to compare this

objectively to what other students are learning and are being “taught.

»

But since school districts have different curricula and are composed of
N ¢ ' .

different student populations, schoal districtg cannot have both. If .

this is indeed the case, school districts could not get what they want

<

from these tests:even‘ifrthej exercised more control in the marketplace.

— -

THE MARKETPLACE AS°JA MEANS OF LOCAL CONTROL

Given the nature of/the local educational entefﬁ%ise and its not
wholly rational wanés,'it ig unclear whether the marketplace can work
better. School districts want a test that can standar@izg what are
eésantially 1oéal-conditioﬁs 8o that an obiective,compari;on of student
achievement can be pr0vide&./(Private tésting firms have resbondea to
this demand; given its irratiomal nature,‘it is difficult to see in
what ways they could be still more responsive. For ex;mple, as ;aid
.earlier, ﬁo educational achievement test -can be Fonstructed tbatrmatches
both the curriculum of any single local school'distiift and the‘turrigula'
used in all other school districts around the couwntry. Private testing
firms®already make an ;ziended effort to take accpunt:of the various
curriéula, texts, and instructional techniques of different school dis-

&

tricts. In fact, evidence of this endeavor in standardiz&d norm-

referenced'achievgment tests is one criterion upon which school dis-

. . -7 40 . .
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. who know they want a test that is relevant to and compatible with their

®
.

. . . ~ S
curriculum can additionally buy critexrion- and objective-referenced tests

from the same or other privaté testiﬁg‘fifhs. ‘indeed, the fact that

school disfricts have expressed- a.need for -this type of test

° ]

- (Rbzczinski, 1977; Ebel, 197%) has contributed to-a rapid increase of
- B : , '
new:testing firms and tests on the market,” = | -

The' marketplace as a means of local control, then, may work insofar

-t
.
. )

as-consumers know what-they want and can thereby

hold private'tééting

‘ 4 . ' '0 )

““ww.._ firms accountable, Where school districts find that their needs and
oy . . P - L4

\

Vénts are not met through the mafketplacegﬁthislméy have less to do
with their bq&ér—;or 1dck of it--as consimers than with the rattonality

\ A4 s

4

+of these.needs. Priva‘p_fesﬁiné firm development and provigion of

'standardized norm-referenced achievemegt_tests ma& simply ,reflect mixed

S
..

o

t L )

-

" or inconsistent mejjﬂges from school*districts.

Private testing, firms operatiné in the marketplace may thus well

r

be the best vehicle fog_maximiziné local tontrol. They play a unique,

p

N . Y . -
‘ if imperfect, role in taking account of local edutaticnal comditions ,
and at, the same time providing'a.neﬁtfql base for assessing national .

‘student ‘achievement. It-is not cQSff that there/ are alternative
v ‘ . N Q‘

. [ 7 Sk .

governance arrangements that could better prov de, this delicate balance.. -

Y
. .

‘But' before assuming such a concldsion, it %§ best to consider some possible.

. .
o e

_arrangements.
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, THE MARKETPLACE VS FORMAL-GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS -

would be based on their own.curriculum and std&gnt population. But there -

. outside expertise. This may be particularly the case with ‘smaller school

; . ° .
in another school district, 1/1/81, p. 3).

can <£?Lelop tbols of assessment&at relatively low cost because of the

v tative base for compariSOns among school distriﬁis and‘thereby minimize ' s

¢ One alternative is fpr 1ocal school boards or, their representatives

s to develop their-own tests. This would have the advantage that the test

~

ware several problems with this. First, distticts would likely ﬁe unable

[

to provide much of a comparative base for assessing their student achieve-
2 =~ . .

-
.

ment vis-a-vis that of 3ther chool districts in the country. In additionm,

they probably lack the technic ability, manpower, and other resources

- - - - -

to provide'a technicdlly ctedible assessment, and may thus re&uire

L3

districts that.do not have the-staff,ior in-house test.development efforts.
Furthermore, test dévelopment by local school boards and their representa-

tives may involve egtendedipolitical debate and conflict with others in

» P ' S
the district over both substantive and methodological issues. This has,

already been a problem with some large school district efforts to develop

their own objective~ and criterion-referenced tests. (Interview with
. - - N 4

. . ’

Director of Research, 1/2/81, pp. 2-4; Interview withlProgram Evaluator

L Current market arrangements avoid many of these problems. P'&vate

3

testing firms, by virtue of their national role, have acceea to a wide
-, , ,

‘variety of $chool districts and students for comparing achievement and .- L

» Al

large.number of consumers. Tﬁey also offeﬂ\an independent and authori- . <.

~ .

3./ 4 s S

. . -

political.and public debate at ' the local level. . 'ﬂ .
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the existing market arrangement is for
4

,Another alternative to

A\ .
states\to,assume more responsibility for developing educational achieve-

ment tests. An advantage of. this approach is that state education
agencies are possibly more in touch with and sensitive to local school

o

district curricula and student popu%ations"than are national.organizaJ

tions like private testing firms. In addition, state agencies are
—— ‘

formally accountabié to elected officials, so that school districts

v - v ~

can lobby for changes in the way'tests are constructed. Furthermore,

many state agencies have the necessary resources for developing such

3

tests. . . .
. . ~ -

>

- A major disadvantagé of this alternative is that state ageﬂcies

would be unlike}y'to,be able to develop a standard test that can provide

B . a

~much of a national comparison. ‘MpEg likely, each state would be inclined

-

&

to develop its own state test, rather than national achievement ts,
ag has alreédy been”doné, for example, in California and Texas (Ebel,
1974; Pipho, 1978). Additionally, éhese tests are likely to be geared

primarily to ﬁeeting state needs--such as accountability-érather than

those_ of local school districts. There is already evidence of this

v

occurring in California and Texas school districps‘ reactions to the

state-developed tests; they typically buy” standardized nornérefeienéed

.

tests as well, to better meet local needs. For example, as one program

évaluétor'in‘an affluent TeXxas échool district explained, in addition

to administering the state mandated test, he also bought a’standardized J°

v

¢ A%
norm-referenced test for his district because "the state assessment

program was nof very helpful in comparing 1;@ﬁ7 students to those in

e -
. - .
» . -




L the rest of the nation." He added that after all,; students in his .
- * district would be competing against the national population for the
_—\xest of their lives 80 why compare them only to students in' Texas now?

(Inte;view with Progrdm Evaluator, 1/31/80, p. 1). An evaluator 4n

c 9 .another state with its own assessment program reported that while the
stateltest creaged lots of media interest "because districts across

-

lifornia can- compare themselves in reading and math, it is not very
P ] _valuable to teachers." He explained further that, as a result, only ¥
'a few even looked at the scores. His view was that standardized norm- ‘ .

-

referenced tests were much more helpful to teachers because of their
- ¢ ~ '

- analysis of individual students' achievement--or lack of it--in the

. same areas (Interview, 8/19/8l,=p. 2). State-developed tests are

unlikeély to be as useful to local school districts.

v . °

. A related disadvantage of states developing their own tests is - L

that these may be seen:as a threat to local school district control.

. ( Through their testing program, states may be exercising more- control ' /(/

\

over local curricula than local school districts want, * This may lead

s

. to extended and complicated debate between state ard 1ldcal agencies

- ¥

over.issues of’assessmént,‘ In some cases the validity of the state

test‘has_already been challenged in the courts (e.g., Debra-P. v,

Turlington in Florida).: Local school districts are far more receptive

“to tests produced by private testing firmssbecause of théir‘political

- 7 ) . 3 ' . . i
z ‘/ . i

* Madaus ‘'(1979), for example, discusses this as a possible consequence
, of "state minimum competency testing programs. . -
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peutrality“gnf objectivity--despite apparent shortcomings in their

products. N
. Again, there are some telling disadvantages in having state agencies
take a more°aetive role in providing tests than under current. market
r arrangements. One is that state agencies would net be able to provide
much of a national base for comparing student achievement. Another is
that state-developed tests are likely'to be designed to meet states' own
e needs;end would not easily allow for the exercise of greater political
ccntrol1by local school districts. In addition, stgte-developed tests

{
might create another arena for conflict between local and state agencies.

For these reasons, school districts are likely to want to purchase tests

from private testing f1rﬁsﬁnnmnqn——This—appears—eoﬁbesthemease in

~}

those states that have already developed their own tests.

It is difficult, then, to assume' that formally responsible govern- }

ment agencies, at the local or state level, would better serve the needs
A

-

,of school districts for educational assessment than does the marketplace.

‘A further alternative is for the .federal government to develop a test

.

. -
K . for use by local school districts, on either a mandatory or a voluntary

o~

- Mbasis--as has already been proposed in Congressional hearings (Shoe-
| -

maker, 1978). The major advantage of this alternative is that it would

! 9
o

. offer a national base of comparison- for assessing student achievement.
But it suffers from a significant defect--one that became clear‘during .
the course of these hearings. the federal go;ernment s development of

o such.e test might lead'to an undue exercise of control over local

| school districts and be inconsistent with Constitutional delegation

.

&
I3
3
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. problem,

of authority over educagion to the state. This 1is indeed a major .

®

'

~ Another possible role for the federal government, one more con-
% -~ .

sistent with its Constitutiogal role, would be to regulate the develop-

ment of ndtional tests in the marketplace. This might bg'done,las in

other areas (e.g., air travel), through some form of national regulatory

‘ agency ‘(Hobbs, 1975), which would develop ‘standards for tests and

aporove some tests over~others. For exampley it might provide some

check on the curriculum basis and morning samples of the tests designed

' v

by private testing firms. It might also provide consymer reports to

disseminate its findings to the public._ ﬁ{

.

School dIstTtEt‘poittitai—controi—over—such—an—ageney——heweverT'——ﬁ—

‘would likely be problematic. The needs and preferences of. distriets

@& s

would differ andscomﬁete‘hith one another for influence. The agency

.

would thefefore be constrained in responding to any particuldr district
and would likely beoome-a?lightning rod for'many districts' criticisms

and complaints. For political shxvival, then, it might have to confine

~ ..

its regalation of priwate testing firms to techmical issues of test

*

éonstrnction; It would thus probably have no more power’ and represent s
D o 2
school district .interests no better than existing private professional

organizations like the,APA,'or NCME, or AERA, that already issue tech-

4

—
nical standaras for test construction.

¥ . H
* In adJition, a regulatory agency might be open to the -influence of

private testing firms acting in their own behalf. There is considerable

\

- -
> -~ ’
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évidence that this occurs in other areas of government regulation of
private industry (McConnel, 1967; Bauer, 1963). The rpsull might be the

legitimization and ossification of the most powerfnl existing private

+
Al

ointerests in the marketplace, as 'some have claimed has happened under

other federal' agencies (e.g., the Civil Aeronautics Board lﬁector, 1960/

4

the Food and ﬁtug Administration lﬁhnter, 197‘7 and the Federal Com-
v - — - .
municatéon Commission’/Friendly, 1959/).  Thereby, private competition

might be restricted/and its incentive to meet local district testing
needs and preferences reduced. Conversél&, the agency mfight end up
interfering with the activities of private testing firms and hinder

. -

their ability to respond to consumer needs. A common result of such

A}

eeregulatory~ageneies_inwother_ateas,ifor_example*_is_tgagzgate additional

administrative costs for private industry, and in- turn higler consumer -

¢

' costs (Scherer, 1971; Thurow, 1980). . !

.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In summary then; while formal gOVernance arrangements do offet
local school districts more nolitical contre} over .the development or
regulation of tests at the local, the state, or the national 1eV"1,
they also suffer from two major disadvantages compared to the market=- -
place. Onme disadvantage is that the formally constituted role of
-governance of local, state, and federal agencies limits the extent to
which they are legitidkfely responsible for deve10ping national edu-
cational achieyement tests., For example, because states and local

school districts are limited to their geographic areas, it is unlikely *

»

that they could bublicly‘justify the necessary,resources'for the

I
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development of a national test. The federal government does have some

responsibility for education at the national level. But since formal

authority over education resides at the state and local levels, its

-

£
»

>f> national role would be econstrained in either the development or the
- . . . - A
regulation of a national test. In contrast, private testing firms are

not constrained-.by formal political boundaries; their role as defined

<

.

M by the marketplace is national in scope.

0

¢ A second reason why local school districts are unlikely to prefet
- formal governance arrangements is that they would invite political con~
flict over the methodological and substantive isékfs of assessment. |

Local officials, for exanple, may well find themselve$ involved in

« _ assessment issues at the lqcal,'state, and national level--hardly a

welcome addition to the already, overwhelming demaﬁds placed upon éhem.‘

o

Again, thig problem is avoided in the marketplace where private tésting .

.

firms are without formal political means of control or accountability;
; instead, they are dependent upon their consumers'' informal perception

of them as a neutral source of authority.

Lo . ;? Formal government agencies, then, in assuming more control, are ’ T,
1i

( 1 N
ted in the extent to which they can claim formal responsibility .

y

- for de%eldbing a national test of educational acﬁievement; and they

run the risk oflbecoming embroiled.in political coqﬁlicts over the test—

13

development process. Fu;thermore, even if they were able to avoid these-

pitfalls, it is not clear that more control would necessarily lead to
. © ' 4 ’

the dejijépment'of a better test. There are inherent limitations in

the ability of politics to produce the desired technical outcomes in

~
¢ . . Lo -

v .
. ok

. . e
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the case of a national test of'ﬁﬁdtational achievement. For example, -

~the undue.influence of ‘a group of echodl“diStricts over the curriculum

base of a state~developed or hationally,referenced test would likely
compromise the standardization of its comparative hase, ano in turn the
accuracy of its results., Greater political comtrol by school‘districte
may not, in fact, provide them with what they want, There may simplyﬂ
be ah inverse relationship between maximum sohool district control and
technically better tests. '

The limitations of politics for producing désired technical outcdmes

in the area of testing are peérhaps analogous to, although not identical

with, other areas.-of formal government involvement igﬂpublic policy

P .

.areas. For example, while organized local, state, and national. public .

interests may be able to influence the Environmental Protection Agency
C e r

.and ita carfpollution regulations, car manufactdrers may simply be unahle
to produce a more pollution-free engine while providing the public with

a desired level of automptive power. Similarly,.consumer interest’ group
» ‘ '

£ .
hd *

. pressure on the Food and D Administration to take preservatives out,

. . —
of food because of possible harmfu} side effects may work against other'

consumers' preference for long-lasting food. As ip -the case .of testing,

the ability to produce a product that wilfymeet all consumer needs may

d

be,constrained by technical limitationef—despite the opportunity for

«

the political expression of these needs through formal governahce

-

arrangements. Government involvement may simply provide an arena for

v

public-and political debate while contributing little to, if not comr

IS

) promising, the meeting of public needs and wants through the marketplace.

L ]
L




control, seem better able to meét those needs.

¢

o s & \

(‘ -

In conc1u51on, then,nlt appears that the major strength of fOrmal

governance alternatlves %%‘the markeéﬁTZZe--l e., prov1d1ng local,

.

school districts with more poélg}cal control--may actually’militate
& ' ’

. : t .
against the satisfaction of school districts' needs. Jprivate testing

firms, operating through the marketplace without formal éoliticél
P 1] . % ma .

This "is a gurious
Q’W > ¢
conclusion in some ways, since it suggests that the exercif of
LN + P> agid '

[4

schobl districts' political control through some form of formal

governance arrangements is less effective than their exercise of con-

trel and influence through the marketplace.

The marketplace, at least

.

in the case of achlevement.testlng, may prdﬁ1de a degree of public con-

- . trol tgm; formal pub11c declsgon maklng and politics, cannot.
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. METHODOLOGY - - ' ' L
The purpose of this study was to explore whether and to what degree
private testing firms (which publish horm-referenced educational achieve-

ment tests) are held accountable by. local school districts. It was °
. A . . .
: assumed that local.districts' primary means of holding private testing

firms accountable is through their role as consumers in the marketplacé.
With this assumption in mind, the study was designed to gain an under-
standing of how afd on what basis local schools decide to buy norm-

referenced achigvement tests from private testing firms.
iy

* LittledpreVious work exists to guide the study. What related re-

2 :
search is available focuses on particular aspects of the test selection
e

. -
»

process--e.g., teacher involvement (Ward, 1980), or determination of

) the information needs of the test selectors. It also relies excluSively.
4

on survey methods and provides little in~-depth analysis of local test

selection. Furthermote; little, if any, attention has been paid to ﬁg=

loca1 school dlstrlct views of and4re1at10nsh1ps with private testlng
~ * m"
...r* e

" firms in the selection process. A field- based case study method was’
\

" therefore adopted because of its established appw#priateness for pro-

. V1d1ng detailed and encompasSTng views of such uncharted areas ofllnqulry

(Bogdan, 1975 Stake, 1977; G1azer & Strauss, 1973) What follow% is

R

-’ a descrlptlon of the method of this study. It is divided into thﬁee

’

e

Sectlons site selection, conduct of §¥L1d research and recordlng and

t -
N

- I

‘ analysis of data. f

, ) i - .

; : ~.
1 ,
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“SITE SELECTION

'Y

4 .
-In constructing the sample for,this study, an initial effort

/

© was mad# to select local school districts that were nationally repre-
i

-

sentagive-ef those who,puy norm-referenced achievement tests from
S~ ’ . . ;

private testing firms. Random selection procedures constitute the

..traditional approach to defining any such sample. Under this appéqagﬁq
N ~ 0

»

1

probability theory can the?fbe used to generalize the results obtained

to the universe from which the sample was drawn. However, rindom

7 -

sampling was not appropr{pte in this case, since 'the sample elected
througﬁ this means would likely be considerably larger than could be

accommodated by the resources of the study. Instead, an effort was

made to-select 10€al school districts according to the factors that

may help explain their test selection decisions. Two such factors
were identiﬁied through: preliminary interviews wifﬁ-pepple in the
field?LdigériEt size and state tesiing policies. (Other- factors con:
sideréd included geogr;phic location and per-pupil expend%tﬁres of

-t
.

local school districts; however, as there was little confirmation

.r

( . \ .
that these were important, they were not used in site selection.) A
‘ i ;

third factor that was taken into account was thg"eaSe'of entry and

-

access to school districts. The grounds for the two substantive -

! z -

criteria -are discussed below.
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Selection by State

Several considerations went into the selection of states in

A}

which local sittes were chosen. These considerations stemmed from

> . .

the rgcognition, gained from both the literature apa interviews

. with people in the field, that certain state testing policies may
influence local school districts* selection of tests from private

testing firms. While state t€st selection quicies vgr& considerably
across states, two policies in particular were‘identified,as important

to include in the sample. One of these was state policy mandating, the

use of a commercially published norm-referenced achievement test.’ -

California was selected because of its mandated use of a state- ’

i »

. developed criterion-referenced test. And Massachusetts and Connecticut

. were ,5elected because of the virtual absence of policy requiring a
< «

N |

particular test to be used.* In each state, five local school sites

. yoe s - .
were visited; an extra pilot site was visited in Massachusetts.

- &
L ., - '

3 . .
’ N St
w »r
s . ‘
N ~

—_— « '

= - .

* Massachusetts has recently implemdnted a minimal competency testing
program; but it allows school districts to mse either a state-
developed criterion-referenced test -on a commercially published

norm-referenced achievement test.f . : ’
. [ - . .
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Selection by Size

Twenty-one local school sites were visited for the study. In

_selecting these sites, an effort was made to represent school districts ,

L3 . LN 2

e . - . .
of different size. To that end, three categories of school district

Y

size by student enrollmeng were developed from the seven standard cate-
v . ‘ .

gories uged by, the National Center fotr Educational Statistics: "large

~

school districts," with enrollments of over 25,000; "medium-sized
~ school districts," with enrollments of 4,000 to 24,999; and "small school

. . \
* districts,” with &nrollments of 4,000 or less. Sites in each category

~

were then selected with two considerations in mind. One consideration
. . 7
was to, change sites in proportion to the N.C.E.S. breakdown of local

: school districts hy size. (This meant that 1.2% of the sample should
Ry ' be selected from large districts, lO 3% from medium-sized districts, and
| 89.57% from small districts.__ But this consideration alone seemed
.. 1nadequate, since the literaturel(National Association of Sc¢hool, Boards,
-:« 1977"Center forethe Study of Evaluation, 1978) and preliminary con—

. - versations with people in the field suggested that only a low per-
;" ¢ "centage of small school disggicts bought commercially published norm- °

.
-

referenced achievement tests. Additionally, it was pointed out that
. * { . s
. the selection of such tests by‘a larger schogl district might well
v .
prove to be influential in the selection decisions of smaller districts.

,

.
- \(.’ s

- '_ Therefore, it was defided to tﬁcrease the proporﬂﬂon &f sites selected
° -~
from anong the medium and large districta. Hence 5 sites were .
N/ . *
selected frquamong‘the large discricts--representing 244 (approxi-

mately) of the sample; 7 sites were selected from amoqﬁzthe medium-

1)

sized districts-representing 33.5% (approximately) of the sample;

o ® Y . -

N

<
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and 9 sites were selected from among the $mall districts--répresenting

43.5% (approximately) of the sample.
. ‘«"
CONDUCT OF THE FIELD RESEARCH

.The Field research was conducted in three different settings: state

educational agencies, private ﬁesting firms, and local school systems.‘

~

Eowever, the preponderance of the field work was conducted in local

£y - -

school districts, since the study was primarily concerned with their

. ~

selection of tests.* The field researéh in each of these settings is

discussed below. ’

State Educational Agencies

In each of the states selected for the study, site visits were

first made to state departments of edugation. Relevant state officials
r ‘ ‘ ‘

were interviewed, dnd documents regarding state testing programs (or

. ‘ - . N , N

proposed programs)-and activities were gathered. Suggestions were also

sought regarding appropriateilocal sites to visit. . Ten state department

officials in all were contacted and interviewed

‘ e,

Private Testing;Eirns IR

- °

Representatives bf the major private testing'firms:were ifdterviewed

’ .
t IS

\either personally'%r on_the phone thrqughout-the course of the field

nesearch. Those:interviewéd-WEre selected because of their marketing

background and/or direct contact with local school districts\ Inter-

. . fis¥

views were held primarily as a. check on data gathered from school

district. officials as. wtll as to explore particular 1issues that emerged

~

from visits to School districts, Six—such,interviews_were conducted;




- - ‘ -

whigh typically confirmed what was reported by school district officials.

Documents of a technical and public relations nature were also gathered

from these contacts with private testing firms. ’ A -

Local School Systems o “ e

- o

Tweg’methods were nped to gather'data at the-local schoéi district .

level--inté¥views and document review. .Of these, interviews with
school personnel were the primary means. The format *for interviews was
semi-structgred and open-ended and was guided by a protocol developed

e
?

according to the issues under stdﬂﬁ. Interviews generally ranged from
_45 minutes to an hour, though some were as lohg as an hour and a half,
. < ) , ]

¥

vwhile others took only,one-half hdur. -
Who was intervitwed in each local sphobl system depended upon who -
T *

-

 was involved in test selection or was knowledgeable about it. This varied '

. *

according to the nature and complexity of the test selection process in
v < h -

each system. Enough people were interviewed»in each system to provide a
tlear and'thorough unde;standihg og thatldistrict(s selection process.
Typically, this involyed several.intervjews within each site, with’
:mébbers of the evaluation 3n; testing nepartment, distriot.administrators

-

v
A

- and supervisors (generally in the math and English curriculum areas),:

school principals,’gnidance'eounselors, Title I personnel, and teachers.
- , . . . ..
The total number of interviews -conducted in local sites was 104--

-

‘approximately g%}e interviews’ per site, e

In each site, several documents were reviewed andianalyzed. These

documents primarily comp;ised internal school district memos, usually .
N Vi . .

’

9
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pertaining to the composition of school dfstrict selection committees,

e

ahd minuteS'or summaries of committee meetings. Documents reviewed also

A ™ @ N

included informatdon provided by privaté testing firms to local schoor‘

districts., This information ranged from technical booklets to pubL&c

‘ : v/
relations literature. Where relevant, other docdments, such as the list

! A

- of district curriculum objectives, ‘were also Teviewed. Document review

’ » . W - ® . N -
typically occurred on site so that school personnel\involved‘in’the

selection'process could be identified and interviewed, and-issues

pertinent to local decisions conid be pursued ‘during the yisit,

RECORDING AND ANALYSIS OF DATA
Field Notes - Co ] S

" . AlY interviews and conversations, both formal and-informal, were

recorded in field notes. Notes were taken by hand during interviews

-

' and conversations ,and later dictated for. transqription. They were dis-

S

. r ’ Y
cursive in form and frequently wide-ranging. People were- often guoted

verbatim and the notes Became the researcher's,personal record of what

.was said. An_ interview of one hour produced field notes»which, when

L
'] -

transcribed had an average length of 6 to 8 single-spaced pages. In

@

additfon to“;epordfng interviews,.thérfield researcher dictated summary

notes’ on s’ visits” and 7n0'tes describing program ‘and district context.

e‘ = EEN . .

Close to 400 page9~ field notes were transcribed.
) - “ ) '
Data Analysis y . _ <\-~
] .‘ o . .
After field notes were transcribed, prelimifiaty analyses were conr-

Cn
ducted and recorded in memos, These memos were submitted to the senioy’

consultant toq%hT study for review. New areas of inquiry were snégested,

- - . .

-~



. Y . %

. . 4 ‘
R and different ways of pursuing issues identified earlier were discussed.
- I -

&his provided a basis for further developing and refining of the,inter-
g ;
view protocol used in. the field work. A reiterative process of field work

£

, _and analysis'yas thereby established from the early stages of the study.

Thus by the end of the field work several memos representing progressiye

. analysis of the data collected in the field were available for‘review
o Tﬁese,analyses provided the map for coding the field note data and fpr

5 the final aualysis. One of the significant results of this process/ was -

LY

that, while considerable diversity in school district selection processes

* was recorded, several eommon and general themes emerged whén the data

- t

were analyzed across sites. Thus it was decided toipresent the findings
for the study in, cross-site'format rather than in individual cases. In -
writing the final report, a concerted effort was thus made to select

) ill§strative examples from the sites visited that best illuminated thesew
. - . . A . ~

‘ themes. .. ’ .

Additional Data and- Analysis
K ‘ 4 , . LB

. During the course of the study, it became apparent that anrNIE-funded

research pfoject concurrently being conducted,by Huron on ldcal school'
Adistricts'~use‘oﬁ evaluation and testing infoggatjon was collecting data

relevant to some dethe issues pursued in this study. Toward the end’of
( . the study; an effort was therefore made to tull and review the relevant
‘ ‘ -
ik
‘ data from.the field?notes of that study. This allowed data from 18 addi-
. b 4 : .

tional sites to be included in the final analysis. Where appropriate,

ied

T

illustrative examples from these sites were also usedfin preparation. of

L ' - v .

LT the'ﬁénal report.
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