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Uses of Data to Improve Instruction in Local

School Districts: Prablems and Possibilities

. L4

S )
The existence ofttest or evaluation data whicpkreVEals students'

achievement in particular subject ar skill areas does not, inevitably, -

- lead to beneficial changes in classroom instruction and concomitant
~ .

increéses*in student learning. We have found that without competent and
sustaingdﬁattegtiqn by district management t; communicatioﬁ"andq%uéport-
ing services, the use by princiba]g and teaghers of such data remains .
problematic. We believe that the naturally occurring characteristics of
school orﬁjnization and classroom instruction impedé such use.

In fhi§~5aper, we acknoh]éage that research on testing’and evalu-
ation has made gFeat advances in the past 15 years; and that other'

research on school and school district organization has .contributed to

* -

the fi;]d's understanding‘of how these institutions operate. We argue

¥

‘that researchers must now build on these twin strands. We report on our

work which is an investigation ¢of how some school districts do, in prac-

. tice, ‘construct and maintain the needed 1inks between th&ir evaluation

and testing activities on the one hand, and their curpicular-dnd instruc-

tional activities on the other.

4y
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Introduction - & e .
——‘—T— A

S1nce its 1ncept1on in 1972, the National Institute of Education
(NIE) has supported research re]ated to educational eva]uat1on Some of

this research has centributed to our understanding of the ways in which
£ .o
evaluation and tesing data can improve educational practice in American

schools. From the research has emerged an 1mpo&tant observation: the .

transformation of eva]uat1on and testing resu]ts into ‘improved school .

‘o )

and classroom activities does not occur automatically. Instead, such

~

transformation appears to be a complex process influenced by many factors,

<

inc]ud%ﬁyxghd specific individuals who 4re exnected to take actijon and

a

the organizationg] settings within which they work.
Two large grouﬁs of individuals dre po;gnt{él users of test%ng and
. “ ..
evaluation findings. One such group is po]ic§ makers, extefn;] to a g
school aisiricé who work within fed;ral and state legislatures or
agencies. Evaluatgrs expect that large-scale evaluations of federal or,
stgterfunded eduzational programs can give policy makers at these levels
sound information on whichwto base changes in-local grncram requ1rements,
or to)augment or cancel thesé programs. A secong user group includes
individuals internal to a school district: for éxamp]e, board members, ‘
administrators, and classroom teachers. EvaJuators expect that data o
co]1ecteJ about students can be of direct interest to within-district '
administrators and teacheré who are responsié]e for fine-tuning their
own curriculum and inst;uctional programs. r ‘o |

At first glance, it would seem.that the findings from any given

£4 .
program evaluatien could be equally useful to both groups of people,

|
|

i



- -
-

each of whom could make needed policy or program modifications at their

-

>

own level of authority. éuch appegrs not to be Fhe case. Studies by

Kennedy (1980), Alkinlet al. (1979), David (1978), Patton (1978), and .
. Weiss (1972), have f;und tha; the users' own interests and organizational
setting; ififluence the recepti;n they give ta evaluation findings. A

major implication of kheEe.studies is that evaluators or test giverg who

expect their findings to be utilized either by distantfolicy makers or -.
. ) ?
by local educaggrs must attend in advance to the specific interests of

<

these individuals and to the constraints of their organizational settings.

The Center for the Stdﬂy of Evaluation (CSE)f’for the past five .

Cl

years, has been conducting research on evaluation and testing as it
N : © ‘ 'S .
~occurs within school districts. Our intention in this paper is to

-

"describe school dist%icts and the individuals who work=-there so as to

4

better understanq,why and how the findings {rom evaluation and testing
activities are or are not lipked to instructional decision-making at the

school district. First, jwe will provide background information on the-

growth of evaluation and testing; then we will make some observations on

how the characteristics of school districts as organizations generally -

oo

| hamper the use of forms and evaluation. We will then describe our

2

research strategy which investigates "heroic" school districts wha are,

. . in.fact, using data for instfuctional decision makiﬁb, offer one example
b < .
of such a district and then present several elements which seem neces-
sary in order, for school disiricts to 1ink evaluation and testing data

" with instruction. ‘ \ .

The last 15 years havé seen the growth of what might be called a

________

t

t
1]

, Background o ;
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fqr this deve]opmeﬁt had been planted decades ago when psychological,
iéle]]igénce, and aptitude tests to=§§reen éndosort individua1; were

- first deve1ébed'by the mi1i%ary and industry. School distriqté subse~

“ quently foi1owed suit. Many large school diséricts‘deve1oped test ) >
Bureahs‘which regularly collected and 9isseminated?district-wide test -

»

results. . , ’ .
. . ‘
These somewhat dormant testing seedlings experienced an enormous

growth spurt‘qu change’ of dirdction when Congrefs passed the Elementary

and Secoﬁdary Education Act in 1965. This Act required diétrictskto.

prov{de testiﬁé and eva]uation;datg to government agepcies a; a condi-

‘tion for continuing funding. éubsequenf federal and stat; legislation

carried similar program evaluation conditions. This reporting require- .

~

ment‘shifteé the focus of-’testing frpm that of assessjng individual
stlident achieVémenp to assessing the achievement of groups of student;
in a-funded program. Instead of a counsellor Tooking at an inpivfdué]'s '
test score to assign that qtudent to a special educational status, a.
funding abency would review the collectivity of scores to certify,
’ modffy, or p]iminaté an educational program. In short3 large-scale ;
testing of students had béqome ;ne £001 for generating data Qith which
policy make;s could identify, discourage, or further develop promising
educational .programs and practices. i
The large-scalg infusion of‘federaj funds into educational evalu-
ation since 1965 has had many additional reverberations. One imeorﬁantv
side effect of these funds is the flowering of what might be called a
testing and eva]uationA"es?aﬁ]ishment“. Elements of this evaluation

Mestabiishment” extend to school districts and include: unjts within

federal and state governments devoted to program evaluation and testing;
b ‘ * EJ

« X3RCW/G 7




_ . |
university faculty and students engaged in courses and degree sequences
in testing and evaluation; profess1ona] socjeties w1th)n edutation such _
as Division H of AERA, and across social action fields such as ‘the
Evaluation Reseafch Society; a federally-funded Center for theQStudy of
Evaluation. Inside EChool d%stricts, tnz educational evaluation "estab-
li;hment" usually consists of those testing and evaluation personnel who
fgce the task of carrying out required evaluation and testing efforts.

Centralized eva]uat]ontun1ts in, school d1str1cts have recent]y emerged,

often composed of already employed gu1dance testing, and counseling

personnel. Within the ‘1last 10 years, over 400 qistricts have organized -

.their testing and evaluation capabi]ities into Pesearch- development,

and "evaluation’ (RD&E),units which vary in size from one part-time person
to dozens of profess1ona1 emp]oyees (Lyon et-al., 1978).

At f1rst,0academ1c members of the evaluation establishment outside

»

of the school districts largely concentrated their attention on the
logic &nd methodology of large-scale evaluations. A prime 5gsumption

unon which many operated, even though that assumption was not always

3 o

made explicit, was that federal and state policy, makers were to be the

2 . R . i
prime consumers of their evaluation information; schnol district evalu-

-

ators were expectéd to collect the data meticulously and accurately gnd

:file reports. Explorations: of the utilization of such data at the

policy level (Boruch, 1980; Weiss, 1977) has made it increasingly clear
that evaluation and testing reports as they are presently constituted

do not have uniform and consistent influence on policy makers. Some
= 14

reports influence some policy makers upder some circumstances. At other

times, the reports are dséd selectively to provide corroborating levi-
< / N

dence for policy makers to justify decisLons that they had already

X3REW/G
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made on some other basis. And ifi still other instances, reports are

-

ignored. . -

!

n

Concurrent w1th’th1s exam1nat1on of eva]uat1on utv11zat1on by
academics is interest by w1th1n-d1str1ct eva]uatorq on the ut111zat1on'

pf test1ng and eva]uat1on information \Ho11ey, 1979). As a re§u1t, we

have begun to explore whether evaluation and testing originating as a

means of satisfying the eVa]uation and ¢JEting concerns of external
4
legislators and adm1n1strators, can a]so serve asya basis for sys%emat1c

- ay
and comprehensive local school district decisionmaking.

9Jhe Center for the Study of Evaluation éCSE), established by.the
same°lg§5 Act which attached evajuationfrequirements to féderal]y-funded .
prog;amﬁ, in its gar]y days worked qn the dgve]opment of c;nceptua1 [ .

frameworks and technical sotutions to.prob]eﬁs-bf evaluation. However,

1n recent years, in parallel- with the interg;t of the field, research

. -9 4

projects have been startég whith are concerned with evaluation uti]iz}:
tion both Qt the schébﬂ'site:prggram administrator: Yevél {Alkin et é].,
1979; Dai]]ak, 1980), and at the sﬁhog]-district central office organ-

izational level (Lyon et al., 1978). From these paﬁé]]ef studies- of how (
evaluators re]axe to clients and of how research, deve]opment ahd

evaluation units handle their activities, 1t has become c]ear to us that
[

* although the pofentia] does exist, local utilization of evaluation and

testing does not occur routinely as a naturail consequence of éonducting

an evaluation or administering a testing program. A special combination
of envirgnmenta1 circumstances, competent and daté-oriented peop]é, and

intentional prganizational arrangeﬁeﬁ%s seem to be required to 1link data
collectign with réporting, dissemination, and support services so as to

support instruétiona] decisionmaking and classroom activities.

3

X3RCW/G ' '
9



v . - T . 4

/Q What are the,é@aracter%stics of thgﬁenyftonqegt, peop]e,gand organ= - y ‘
jzational arrangemkhts that‘result}in ute of evaluation_gr te;ting data 5 |
. g_“ }or instructiona]4}mproveﬁent? ‘One year ago, our CSE project, dfficiafly <~
t1t1ed "Eva}uation DES1gn An 0rgan1i?t1ona1 Study," was funded by NIE |
to Took for and study districts that were purposefully using f1nd1ngs
from externally mandated testing or eva]uat1on efforts in a way ‘that
inf]uehéed their instructional decisionmaking. Hence, the informal
titHe“of our project*-"Linkiné,Tgsting and Evaluation yith Instruction."
" From the beginning, we kneﬁ from the literature and our own regearch \
and experience in school districts that distr%ct-forged¢organizati?nal
) iinks between testing, EVa1Uation,/and instruction, are not ommonplace. Lo
A number of reasons for this nohlinkage have been offered refﬁted to
. factors such as the characteristics of mandated tests and eva]ugtions,
. the role or training of evaluators, teéhnica] problems with analysis,
the timeliness of the reporting cycle. We, ourselves, specu]qted that
§bm3 of the characteristics of gchools as organizations, might also
explain-the limited use that schoo]'distrjcts make of test and

i . i
: -evaluation data. - !

-

School District Characteristics which Might Inhibit Data Use

Loose coupling. This term reyers to the degree to which the various

units of any organization are coordinated with and'dependent upon one -

another., For example, how likely is it that a decisjon made by top.
managem;nt will be implemented at the lower operational levels? Is the
coordination among levels tight or loose? Typically, withih school .
districts, the agministrative arrangements 1inkingapoard members and

i central administrator with.classroom 1nstructiona} activities is very

loose. District-level policy decisions re]ating to.instruction may not .

X3RCW/G - S
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. be rout1ne1y ﬁmp]emeptéd in the c]assroom (Good]ad & K1e1n 1970 Meyer,

1977). The pol1cy makef} 1ntent~may be misuu?erstood changed or - L

N

. 1gnored by c]assroom_teachers Thus for example, d19tr1ct ‘administrators

* -

who want to increase teachers' rout1ne and systemat1c use of tesb1ng .rf;

. ’ ordinary steps to effect such behavior chqnges. . o ' -

-

Teacher isolation. Another reason why(déstrict policy-level deci- . ‘.

-

sions re]a;ga-to instruction may‘noﬁ be cqrrigd out in the ETassnoom iJ- LI
. k N . £y
becguse/teachers often work behind cJosed’doors isolated from pne another

‘e
a A .
' : resu]ts w1th1n the1r own cT%ssrooms - may have to. take unusua] and non- .
| and from extbnnalisubervision ConsequentTy, it is difficuylt:for super-- *
visors to 1nf1uence the teachers' da1Ty act1v1t1es (Lort1e,(1975) R ,
L AP . -
D1str1cts_that intend to use .evaluation and testing data to infllence ' ‘

5 ‘ieachef‘decisionmaking will 1ikely have to search for and institutionalize .
ways to overcome teacher isolation. . ‘

o

Permeable boundaries. School districts' orgazational boundaries

w . ~

can and often are breached by externa]‘agenciLs-—witpess external regi- ‘ @
]gtions or mandateslfroﬁ?phe courts or the state and the federal govern; B
ment. Local interést groups can often put pressure on school-district ‘Q \ ;'

dec;sion makers. Sogcietal inf]h?nces such as population shifts, increases . £

in immigration, inf]gtjon, chénging tax ;tructures also affect districts.
School districts, therefore, have to coptinua]]y éﬂjust their actiyﬁties
* sa as:to meet changing and sometimes conflicting dLm;nds.and prioriﬁesE .
‘ (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Given this boundary permeability, likely \ '
| scgool districts will have to give attention to federal, state and 1ocal

commupity interests in and demands for specific types of testing and

evaluation.data.

e —
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Goal ambiguity. In our pluralistic society undergoing rapid social

change, the stated goals of schooling seem to shift rapidly.  Not only

L4

. do tHe goals change; they are often expressed in ambiguous terms.

Ué]ike'ogganizatioys iﬁ the private ;ecFor with a profitability "bottom
line," pub]ic schools must.struggle with the diff%ch]ties of measuri:§
their quccesses*ﬂn "developing requns1b19 citizens, "' creating "safe
drivers," or "students with an appreciation of their historical her1tage i
The students attaanment of these goals is ‘often d1ff1cu1t to chart. In
summary, there is cqqs1derab1e disagreement in out* society about the
prior1t1es ana‘standards for students’ educat1ona! achievements. Factors
such as these often d1m1n1sh the ut1]1tx'of test data as credible measures

»

of’a school district's success in educating children.: However, in

districts where,'for example, a commun%tx consensuys mightahavé been

reached on goals su;h_as achievement, in basic éki]]s, testing data has

higher crédibility. ‘
In view of these generic school distrist organizational character-

istics, i§ seemed‘uqukety to us that most q%striqts would naturally énd

easily iniegrate testing and evaluation data with instructional decision-

making. It did seem plausible that, in some districts, a combination .of

external environmeﬁta] factors combined with the interests and“Skiﬁ]s of

particular 1nd1v1dua1s within the d1str1cts might 1ead to strong admini-‘
. \
strative 11nkagea among test1ng, evaluation, and 1nstruct1on.

’
v

_ Research Strateqy : ' .

1

Our"project began. by looking about for a smali number of districts
that had a reputation for linking evaluation or testing'with instruction.
Using previous CSE research and extensive telephone interviews with

-

co]leagues,in school districts, state departments of education, other

.

’ T
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universities, and research institutions, we identifieck 40 districts that ; -
were though£ to have linked their testing qu eva]u;tion activities with

instructional decisionmdking in some maﬁner. From thesé‘nominees, a

;final sample ofﬂsix districts waslselected. While these districts

cannot .be viewed as representative of a11\sghoo1 districts, they do
\,

” by A
exhibit characteristics that represent the diversity of American school
» & .
—-— .- ... districts, e.g.,. differences in size (e.g., large/small), student demo- \ —
graphics (e.g., affluant/below-average income', racially homogeneous/
racially heterogeneous), locale (urban/éuburban).
For the past year, we have conducted fieldwork in four of these
districti in ordef_to describe the management structures by which test g
and evaluation daga about students is transis’ed into information that
_has instructional conscquences. We analyzed documents and conducted
&, ;
over 40 interviews in each district built around three questions:
- 1. What? What kind of linking system do these districts
" have and how does it work? How mature or fully developed ,
~ 1is the linkage between testing, evaluation,.and instruction?
2. So what? Has there been any payoff from these 1inking
. efforts? Presumably the district 1inkage system was
. - ’ developed to accomplish some"purpose--what evidehce is
there that the 1inking system has had its intended effect?
3. Why? If most districts are not trying to link testing
and .evaluation with instructional decisicnmaking, why are
© these districts the exception? In what environment do
o they operate? What was the history of their efforts?
- Were .they planned?: Who were the critical actors? What
< -wepe the critical events? L
"4 _ R : :

At present, we have completed the first year's work in four districts

.and are sifting through the data in an attempt to identify common properties
7 .

' X3RCW/G -
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- and consistent patterns.: Before sharing our preliminary observations on
H

the four districts, we would like to provide a word picture of what the

Shelter Grove district is doing to 1ink testing data with instructional

-

decisionmaking.

L

"What" Shelter Grove Is Doing:

In- the Shelter Grove School District, we see g‘high degree of

e e ‘ : linkage==in..conceptualization aﬁd in- organizational mechanisms--for the
purpose of individualizing instruction in the basic skills. Teaching is
closely coa;dinated with the following: a criterion-referenced testing
{CRT) system in reading and math; a district continuum in basic skills;

school-site text and film resource:t; school-site media and learning

specialists. These instructional functions and individuals are supported

by a Professional Development Program which provides training in diag-
nostic and prescriptive te§ching for principals, teachers, aides and

substitutes; by a“definition of the role of the principal as evaluator

" and facilitator of instruction, who must spend 40% of his/her time in
classrooms. Furthermore, this instructional man: jement orientation is
reflected in the recruitment, selection, and promotion proceéures for
staff, as well as some principal di§cretion in 19ca1 site budgets.

‘Interviews withABogfd,members, central office persornel, principals,
learning specialists and'teach;§s revealed remarkably homogeneous per-
ceptions about instructi?na1'punposes. The president of the school

| board said, "Almost everyone believes in and works hard at teaching
individual kids. The kid is the most important thing. We try not to

J have any throwaways." A teacher said, echoing the sentiments of a dozen
of her colleagues, "This District expects a lot from its teachers; it's

a great-place for kids; they really learn. I moved here so I cbuld send”

X3RCW/G
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my own kids to” the schools in this District.” The Coordinator of mater-
ials said,-“We really concentrate on Having the children learn--basic
skills first, as wé]] as 4he other important ;hingg. The parents wou]d‘
not have it any other way." -

The conceptual connectiog;between testing and instruction is
expressed differént]y by different people‘in the District. The Super-
intendent has a-management orientation toward instruction. He ;dvocates
teaching-testing-reteaching. "Testing and instruction are intinately .

"related.” The Assistant Superintendent is curriculum oyiented: She ,
sees testing as the l"f:turm’cu’lum in operation." - She empﬁasizes staff
deve]bpment activities for teachers in those curgjcu]ar areas where
student déficiencies indicate that teachers should use different teaching
strategies or devote more instructional time to s;qcific subjects. The
principals in Shelter Grove see their roles as instructional leaders and
understand that they are required by the District to speqd time in each
ctassroom. They are familiar wjth the daily instructional. program, as
well as with the progress ofLinﬁividua1 children within their re]ativg]y
small schools. They use the tgst scores of students to discuss school
level plans, grade level plans and classroom level plans with teachers.
"So what?" | :

In Shelter Grove, the teaching-testing-training cycle seems Fo be
part of teachers' daily life in the classroocm. They were aware of all
the operations which were iniended by the District to support their
individualization of iﬁstruction. |

A11 the teachers interv%ewed knew about the District continuum and

the CRT system. They_explained the roles of the learning specialist,

the media specialiét, the“principal, and the Professional Development

X3RCW/G

b
N




Prcgram in terms which were consistent with central office administrator's
intertions.

-

c; Fof most teachers, the continuum and the related CRT qﬁrectéd their
se]ectiqn of what content to teach in the basic skills. This waspmorr
true for reading and language arts than math, where fﬁ; textbook seguence
.was often followed. Sample quotations: "The continuum is a real working

- teol." VI feel cohfortab1e;ébout u;iné“it (the continuum)." "My teach-
ing is gimed at it." "I use CRTs in planning. I‘mgke a list of areas
to work in." "I teach to the test and that's OK." fbr many, it provides
o ~a well-though-throughway to organize their teach;ng. «Others like the
emphasis on skills. "We teach--skills :here iq this district. How you do
it is youf-business." .

" One or two of the teachers we inte;viewed reacteq against the
centralized control of the}gohtinudm and the CBT system. A teache; o
‘\ sa;d, in relation to math, "I don‘t let the test influence what i do. I

think the continudﬁ ha§ introduced too much in ‘the early grades." A new
teacher said, "The first year I just waded through."
For most teachers, the CRT scores are useful in grouping children

and in diagnosing their progress in learning. "The CRTS don't provide -
y -

too many surpr%ses." “If I've taught it well, kids pass." The teachers

13

welcome the gﬁagnostic scieening given to new students bg the learning
specialist. IF helps place them ia groups soon after the start of
school. Teachers report that student instructional groupsgchange fre-
NN quently based on CRT results. OCften they change within classrooms;
soqetimes between classes. The learning specialist facilitates this
process by conferenc{ng with teachers é%ter eéch CRT administration.
The media specia]ists‘report advising the learning specialists and the
ateachers on spec%fic student-appropriate matééia].

| T — "
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The Professional” Development brogram got high mar;s from: teachers.
'They repoéﬁgd that fhe level oﬁe and level two bounsgs (in objectives
and in diagnostic/prescriptive teaching) are not duplicates of what they
had in pre-service courses. "PDP makes me aware of what I do. I never
got £hfs in college." - I
"Why" Shelter Grave is Lihkinngesting with Instruction

P
Shelter Grove is a small elementary.school district consisting of

éeven elementary schools in which there. are; 132 teachers, 7 1earpin§
specialists, 7 principals, and 3,000 children. =

Shelter Grove seems an ideal community {n which to try an educa-
tiqﬂa] experiment leading to improved educational exce]]enqs for chil-

'dren. The community and the school district have not been beset by many

of the social problems plaguing other‘éreas in the country. There has

~

<o

Qeeh no major increase or decrease in population. There exists no large
gr&up of ¢hildren with Eﬁg]ish-Tanguage difficuities. There exist no
yajo; political or economic'd?vigioqs within.the community. The comz
munity of Shelter Eréve is relatively homogeneous. ‘0n1y 10% of the
chi]drenigoing to Shelter Grove schools are minority. ‘ '

The adult$ in Shelter Grove are mostly professiéna]s or work in
technical occupations. Shelter Grove is a bedroom community serving a
va}iety of urban centers located within 50 miles of the community. The
communi;y has been stable with very few peopie moving out. The popula-
tion has been gradually increasing, due to new housing in the area.

The Distriét is likewise stable. Fif%y*five percent of ‘teachers
have been in the District more than 53 years; 46 percent of principals
are long-termers. There is & sma{i central office pbnsisting of 5

professionals and 15 support staff. Eighty percent of these individuals

have been with the District more than ten years.

, , ! '
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Within the District, there seems to be general consensus that
1earning is important and that children are importgnt. Aithough this is
the rhetoric of most school districts), professionals in Shelter Grove

Seem_IQNbGJHJIJJng_ﬁﬂﬁﬂct.lnﬁjlghi_of_ihi c;ncern,ueyen_when such_ . .. .

actions require more work, some reorientation in their thinking, some

readjustment of territories. <

‘Preliminary Observations on Qur Four chpoT”Districts
v : .
Environmental context. It is se]f—evidgnt that school districts

exist in a social and historica1 context, as well as w1th1n a particular
community. It is also self-evident, but somccimes over]ooked that the
individua]s working within school districts and classrooms are partici- _

"pants in the social and’ gultural ambience of their times. Additionally

v

they are members of their.professipnai educational communities, simul-
taneously’shapirg them and being. shaped by them. , What strlick us forcibly
about our example and the other three districts in which we worked was

the influen that various environmentsthad upon the district personnel's
thinking and actions. ) I
" For example, we were tofd repeatedly that the parent populations in

fhe'fqur districts were concerned about their children's ability to-

L4 i A ° L4
+

read, write, and do arithmetic. This emphasis on basic ski]]é was

translated by teach district in accordance with the professional orien-

<

tation of its administrators. In Shelter Grove, the diagnostic/prescrip'
tive approach reflected the prevailing instructional orientation of the

two universities from which the principal staff members had received
! - ~

_ their degrees. In another district where their professional training

>

had not been so recent, district administrators responded to the com-
munity's wishes by going districtwide with fundamental schools after

-

only a prief year-long voluntary program:

X3RCW/G - %
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One of the striking similarities we noticed among three offour four

kd

districts was the Targe ambunt of turmoil within which each operated.

+ One district was preoccupied with responding to court desegregation

___M4‘_-ﬂdinectives%which~necessiiated&djstnictwidewmanagement_changes,and_changesil-

in. the autonomy teachers in minoriéy-iso]ated s&hoq}s will have «in
-instructional decisionmaking. Tﬁeodistrict which was moving quickly to
transform all of itS‘ejementary séﬁdo]s into fundamental--schools was
under pressu;; from a conservat#ve school board representing a community’
bécoming more "white collar" in composition. A tﬂird district was
struggling with a ;udden increase in minority and non-Eng{ishfspeaéing

students who added to an already diverse mix of stidents. The district

« ~.q - - - - - - - g
was investing enormous time .and energy in managing effective instruction
rd

for minority children with limited-English-speaking capability.
. . .- -
A11 these district officials wereﬂdai]y inventing solutions to deal’

with these immediate problems; they felt no certainty that solutions or *

>

procedures they jpvéhted for this‘ngr's problems would be appropriate

Tor dealing with next year's problems. ' .

In the fourth district-~the‘example cited above--was these particular

. i . -
societal tensions were not present. However, during the period of our

* research, a‘heated unification election has been held. The outcome was.

causing the district to shift fro@ an elementary schooi district to ég

unified K-12 district: ‘
In each)of~odr féur gistricts, then, there wa; evidence of what

might be térmed goal diffuseness and boundayy pérmeabifity. The externa!

environment had frequently invaded thg districts’ boundaﬁies--e.g.,

court mandétes, demands for bilingual programs, poﬁu]atioﬁ changes,

3

unification eleztions--and forced district administrators to somewhat

XIRCW/G. " , 4 . -
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redirect their energies. Unmder these circumstances, many district goals -

had been modified. District officials had difficult in maintaining )

b‘ - e, Tt T T

long-term consistency in ordering their priorities and pursuing their

“

goals (March & Olsen, 1976). Given these external cond1t1ons, district

.

¢

<

abitities to develop and implement long-term plans had been séverely ¢

challenged.

, >
o

5 In view of these factors, we felt that 1t would be surpr1s1ng if* .
testing of children for the purpose of eva]uat1ng and improving 1nstruc-
tion was uppermost in the minds of school officials. In the four dist-
éricts we studied, however, testing and evaluation activities and their
11nkages to instructional improvement were receiving d1str1ctw1de atten-
t1on although adm1tted1y, 1t was mot the first concern of d1str1ct

officials. Paradoxically, in all four districts the impetus for use of

. . : kel - . .
testing and evaluation data seemed to cdme from the same pressures in

-

the environment which made planning difficqlt, Ftr example, in the
district moving towa;d fundamental schools, test s;tres were being
considered by the board both as evidence of the effectiveness of the
revised program and as a monitroing device for teachers' use in trackiqg
student progress. She]te} Grove's comprehensive criterion-referenced
testing:(CRT) éystem had been devé]oped in response to’community and ‘ f?
administrative interests in individuaiizing instruction for students. _ g

In our heterbgeneous district, state assessment tests were being analyzed ’

to see how the curriculum for.various popu]at1ons matched the spec1f1ca—

t1ons of the items. It seems that local environmental forcgs interacted-

with state and federal requirements to influence district officials to .

take actions 1inking testing and evaluation with instruction.
[

1
i
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Personnel. One notable characteristic evident in our four districts

e __was the profec51ona1 1nterest ’key personnel had in 1nstructiona1 1mprove-

R e o

ment. A second characteristic was the stability of staff. In spite of

I

©

-

~

.

changes at the Superintendent level, the individuals responsible for

curriculum, instruction, and supervision of elementary aha secondéry
levels had, in each district, worked together 'over a iong period of
time. In all four districts, thgse individuals had evglved methods of
communicating with one another and resolving difficy]ties.l This staBi]ity, “
rather than 1é§ding to stagnation, seems to have contributsd in three of

the four districts to a sensé of dirsctiop more coherent than one would
“have though possible given the otncr organizational and environmental
instabilities. -

A testin;/evaluation/instructiona] subsystem. Aithcngh the four ]

districts differed from one another in their size,. organization, and
structure, they each had developed--some more comp]ete]y than others--a
.testing, eva]uation,,and instruction (T/E/I) linking subsystem. Such a

~ subsystem was fot a formal structure~that—appearedcon_theuschooi dis~ __
trict orgazationa1 chart; instead, it was an alignment of individuals or
departments that'had, for a variety of reasons, made informal and formal
arrangementnthat enhanced'Jink;ge. The subsystem, in some case, consisted
of tno‘peonie, in others mcre, depsnding on the size o:~tne district and
the way 1n,which the sdbsystem was defined. It was not limited to those

individuaﬁs necessarily concerned with testing and evaluation.
\\

E]emsnts Necessarv for Linking Evaluation

and TestinQ\Data with Instruction

Three compdnents seemed to be necessary in order for the afore-

mentioned subsystem to function: ideas, operations, and coordinating

mechanisms.
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' By ideas, we mean thosé beliefs, gonals, assumptions, sometimes
H s :
3 / ' :
acknowledged, sometimes not, that guide the district's activities. In
our fouﬁWdTSiﬁﬁétE;“béfﬁ‘Tmp11t1t*and“gxpTicit*ideas-infor@ed<theudist:_»_ﬁ“m“‘m____

ricts' subsystems. In these districts where ideas about testing, evalu-

giion, instruction, and management were realistic, acéurate, and-complete,  ---
the subsystem evolved and operated succesgfu]]y; Where ideas were
faulty, incompatible with one another, or not fully shared by managers

¢ .
the subsystem seemed to falter. In Shelter Grove, the guiding ideas

w

shared by most administrators and teathérs were that diagnostic/prescrip=
tive teaching and testing were needed to ensure individualized instrdction.
By contrast, in the district moving toward fundamental schools, ideas
about how and why to use test data for instructional planning were
fragmented, iqperfect]y understood‘or disputed by many people.

By operations we mean those indiviéua]s, organizational arrangements,
and techniéa1'capacities that enable the district to imp]emeqt and sus-
tain the district's ideas. Districts must have high quality personnel
. and- the fﬁ]ﬂ range of operations in order to manage a T/E/T linking sub=-

system. In Shelter Grove, the district wanted to provide test results

to teachers quickly so as to increasé their practical value. They

therefore needed computer programming sk{11s and aécess to appropriaée

computer facilties to insure that turnaround time would not constitute a »
problem. Likewise, ‘when this district wished teachers to take prescrip=

tive action in relation to diagnostic testing, and it was found that the

teachers were not skilled in how to do this, the district provided them

with apprdpriqte inservice. In this district, both éomputer operations

and staff development were considered essential operations for linking

testing and evaluation with instruction. g

|
§
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-tion_among._the various subunits is often irregular or incomplete. In

- X3RCW/G

- .

By .coordinating. mecharisms we mean both formal and informal struc-

tures and networks that increase communication of ideas, decisions and

_actions. As we have noted earlier, school districts have often been

4 T —

characterized as loosely. coupled; ;Qatﬁj;chommunicatioﬁgmiﬁﬂ’Ebé?dina* e

=

many districts, the curriculum division and school priﬁbipaiél and the T ———

testing and evaluation unit, are often surprisingly uninformed about

each others' activities and problems. For a T/E/I linking subsystem to

work it seems necessary that the various operations and individuals who

manage them be brought together for copmunication,and/or decisionmaking
purposes. \In our sma{l district as angexaMple, this was ac;omp]ished
through somewhat informa] means as wellvgs by week]y"meetinés of various o -
staffs. In our.other districts, coordinating mechanisms took the %oﬁm i

of reporting relationships, mefio writing, etc.

Summary - : :
= v - ‘

’ N

We have presented some preliminary thoughts about the conditions
which discourage séhqo] districts from 1inking externally-mandated test-
ing or eva]ﬁation.activities with ihstructiona] decisionmaking; we have
also indicatéﬁ that some few school dis@ricts have indeed developed the ‘
ideas, operations and coordinating ‘mechanisms which permit the linking
of testing or evaluation with instruction. During our second and third-
year, we will describe more completely thosg environmental and management
factoré which impede and those which contribute to successful district
utilization of data from tests and evaluations for locally-initiated

instructional improvement. . ~

'R
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Underlying our work are the two basic points we have tried to

emphasize in this paper:

X3RCW/G
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THe eva]uatioA and testing communities must more diligently
' ’

attend to' the characteristics of administrators and teachers

El

working within the district environment, if they expect testing
: §

and evaluation efforts to be used ‘at the .iocal level to improve

- e r} %

instruction. ===

—— — ..

———

The ]inkiﬁﬁ of testing and evaluation with instruction does

» ]

not happen within districts, schools and classrooms without
management, intention and effort. Districtwide subsystems,
informed by certain ideas and containing a range of related
opegatiops and a varietj of cooréinating mechanisms, seem to
be needed. The search for answers as to why suph subsystems
evolve, how thgp can operate effect%ve]y, and how they can be

facilitated is worthy of continued attention and support.

——
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