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PREFACE

“Education1sa companion which no misfortune can depress, no crime

can destroy, no enemy can alienate, no despotism can enslave. At home a

friend, abroad an introductior,, 1n solitude a solace, and in society an

ornament. It chastens vice, it guides virtue, 1t gives, at once, grace and

government to genius. Without 1t, what 1s man? A splendid slave, a
reasoning savage ”

Joseph Addison: The Spectator, November 6, 1711

I am neither a professional educator or a testing expert. 1 am a physician. For

ten years I had a general practice in West Virginia. | am now a resident
psychiatrist at the University of New Mexico. I have seenand continue to see many
adolescent patients with serious self-esteem problems. Drug abuse, delinquency,
teenage pregnancy, teenage depression and, most sadly, teenage suicide are the
common presenting signs and symptoms of low self-esteem.

As a General Piactitiorer in West Virginia, I referred these patients to a
clinical psychologist for an evaluation which routinely included grade level testing
for academic ability The results were continually unsettling; many adolescents
with self-estcem problems were sitting in seventh grade general studies classrooms
with third grade reading abilities.

When lasked school officials about theseadolescents’ school records, | was
told these patients scored well oa the school’s “standardized” tests, including
reading. The results of tests administered 1n t e schools were contrary to the
independent testing administered outside the school system, testing which placed
them years behind their class.

A Case in Point

Kim (not her real name) wasa 15 year o'd mnthgrader who came to me complaining
of m' rning nausea, breast tenderness anda three month cessation of her period. Her
mother related she was welladjusted unt:ithe end of the third grade when shebegaa

Q v

RIC &

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




vi PREFACE

having nightmares, difficulty sleeping, moodiness, school phobia, and periods of
frank depression. Symptoms had been present intermittently for the last five years,
but disappeared during the summers.

The mother stated her daughter e perimented witn drugs in the fifth
grade, had a history of truancy starting in the sixth grade, began having sexual
intercourse in the seventh grade, and was put on probation for petty larceny and
possession of drugs in the eighth grade. She had seen a child psychologist for five
months atage twelve,and againfor three months atage fourteen. Both parents were
employed full time and there was ne history of mental illness, alcohohism, or child
abuse in the family.

A physical exam revealed the patient had an enlarged uterus and a serum
pregnancy test confirmed she was three months pregnant. Kim seemed relieved
when informed of my findings. She planned on having and keeping the baby. The
father of the child was “going steady” with another girl.

Ireferred herto an obstetrician and a child psychologist. The psychologist
diagnosed a clinical depression and psychotherapy was initiated. During therapy
Kim related that school had become a source of acute embarrassment for her
beginning in thethird grade. She had nightmares about being asked to read inclass,
and suffered anxiety attacks when asked to do math problems at the blackboard.
Her lack of bility was the object of derisive jokes by her classmates. She had
internalized her lack of basic skills as a lack of self-worth. Therapy vvas directed at
reinforcing her self-esteem.

Although, her IQ tested at 112, her reading ability tested at a fourth grade
leveland her mathability ata third grade level. Threc months later, Kim terminated
psychotherapy. She quit school at age 16, and delivered a healthy baby boy three
months later. Through her parents I learned she was unmarried, living athome, and
working at a local fast food restaurant to support the baby.

I had requested and obtained her official school record. It indicated that
Kim had never been offered remediation, never been required to attend summer
school, and had never been retained. Her fourth grade teacher had considered and
then rejected retention because the teacher did="t want Kim’s “self-estcem to be
injured.” Her school had administered a standardized achievement test, the
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS), in the third and sixth grade. It indicated
Kim’s “total basic skills” were slightly “above the national norm.

Naturally, I began to wonder about the contradiction that these radically
different results present. How could so many children test below average on
independent testing but do well on their official school achievement test? The U.S.
Depari.nent of Education could not give me any information. They do not oversce
“standardization” or verify the norming process for the commercial achievement
tests used in America’s public schools. In fact, the U.S. Department of Education
was not able to tell me any of the state scores.

ERIC 9
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Preface vii

“Above The National Average”

Justabout this time, West Virginia and Kentucky announced their state total battery
scores were “above the national average” on the same McGraw Hill CTBS achieve-
ment test. These two states have some of the highest illiteracy and poverty rates in
the nation and some of the lowest ~ollege entrance and Armed Services Vocational
Aptitude Battery scores. It did not make sense that they were above the national
average on the McGraw Hill CTBS achievement test.

I became increasingly troubled. I decided to present myself to a test
publisher as a superintendent of schools from a small southern Virginia school
district. I called a publisher and expressed interest in purchasing this company’s
standardized achievement test. 1 explained that our district was considering
changing tests and stated that the local school board was very interested in
improving test scores.

Almostimmediately, I was talking to a saleswoman who implied that our
district’s scores would be “above average” if we bought one of their “older” tests!
She further intimated that our scores would go up every year, as long as we “didn’t
change tests.”

What was an “older” test? How could she know that our district would be
abovethe nationalaverage? Thedistrict whose namel used isa poor rural southern
Virginia district. How could she guarantee yearly improvements as long as we
“didn’t change tests.” She couldn’t know if this district’s schools were improving
or not.

I'had becn aware of rumors about cheating in the schools. Many teachers
privately told me that school personnel changed students’ answer sheets after the
test, gave students more than the allotted time, used the exact test questions to
review for the test,or madecopies of the test to give to their students. Many teachers
complained that administrators forced them to teach items known to be on the test,
claiming they could not get a promotion without producing high test scores.

Friends For Education

In 1984, I formed the Friends for Education, a tax exempt, non-profit educational
watchdog group, and I becamean education activist, working forimprovements in
public schools throagh “accountability.” We obtained additional test results for
local schools suck as college entrance scores and military test results. They painted
avery different picture oflocal school quality than did the commercial, “nationally
normed,” norm-referenced tests used locally.

We organized meetings about s.nool quality, but when we criticized local
school problems we were immediately confronted with official “standardized
achievementiest” scores, scores that werc always above average. The state claimed
that the tests were only used as “instructional aids,” but the state’s own press
releases 1ndicated that the scores actually served as an internal framework for

Q
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viii PREFACE

measuring school quality. The schools used them to measure student achievement,
and, through the student’s scores, they also measured teacher competency, school
quality, and administrators’ effectiveness. Virtually all the local schools were
testing “above the national average,” even in the poorest distnts of West
Virginia!

We realized that central office school administiators routinely studied
these achievement tests to “align the curriculum” with the test questions. Even
without overt cheating, it was no wonder that scores went up every year and that
everybody was testing above average. The schouols used the same exact questions
year after year-questions which were “aligned into the curniculum,” and which
teachers then taught, often unwittingly, often with full awareness.

Forewarned Is Forearm.d

Itbecame clear why the saleswoman could guarantee scores would go upevery year
as long as we didn’t change tests. The schools and the publishers they had under
contract werc jointly claiming that scores were improving because schools were
improving. However, the actual process under way was increasingly efficient
revelation to students, before their test, of the questions that would be on their test.
The schools, in cooperation with their contract publishers, were teaching the
students the answers in advance.

The schools then compared their current scores to the scores of a norm
group tested in the past by the commercial publishers. Unlike the currently tested
students, the norm group took the test “cold”; that is, the norm group didn‘t have
the advantage of having their curriculum “aligned with the test.” With norm-
referenced tests, everybody could test “above the national norm.”

No legitimate standardized testing service allows school personnel to
know test content in advance. Publishers and local school authorities claimed the
scores were improving because the schools were improving, even though evidence
indicated “teaching the test” was responsible for improved scores. In addition,
legitimate standardized tests only allow 50 percent of the students to test “above
average.”

1 now understood why so many of my low self-esteem patients testing
above the national normy without knowing how to read. 1 understood why every
school I looked at was testing above the national norm while report after national
report deplored the condition of American education.

“Lake Wobegon Effect”
Idecided to survey all 50 states to secif any states were testing below the publisher’s
“national norm.” Friends for Education had not yet obtained any outside funding
Qso I, my nurse, lab technician, and X-ray technician called and wrote letivrs to state
ERS 11
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Preface | ix

education department- requ..ting test information  After reviewing the responses,
we could not find one state below average at the elementary level on their total
battery of scores! After obtaining results from more than 3500 school districts, we
concluded that 70% of American school children, 90% of American school districts,
and all 50 states were testing above the publishers “national norm” on commerdal
norm-referenced achievement tests

We subsequently published How All 50 States Are Above the National
Average. Ourstudy showed thatsomeof the poorest, most desperate school districts
inthe nation are able to pacify the press, parents, and school board bytesting “above
the national norm” on one of these commercial “Lake Wobegon” achievement tests.
East Saint Louis, New York City, Boston, Akron, Columbus, Toledo, Trenton, East
Orange and Paterson, New Jersey—ev=n Harlan County Kentucky, and McDowell
County, West Virginia—were all testing “above the national norm” at the elemen-
tary level on one of these commercial achievement tests, 1n spite of widespread
illiteracy in their classrooms.

After I published the “Lake Wobegon” study, I started receiving letters
detailing the extent of unethical testing practices in our schools. Scme teachers
openly admitted cheating. Others were concerned that if they didn't cheat, they
wouldlookbad compared to theteachers who did. Allthe teachers complained that
cheating is encouraged by school admimistrators.

Iam convinced that the current American epidemic of teenage pregnancy,
depression, drug use, delinquency, and teenagesuicide1s part ally related tothe low
standards and the low expectations so evident in America’s public schools. School
officials blame these problems on single parent families, parental apathy, and
permissive child-rearing. Undoubtedly, many of these present day realitics do
detrimentally affect children, but so do present day school policies.

Ourorganizationisalso convinced thatschocls with highexpectations and
high standards could help the self-estcem of many of these children instead of
further damagng it. However, school boards and state legislators cannot improve
American schools until they have accurate information on local achievement. For
that reason, we hope to be able to centinue updating our “Lake Wobegon” report,
with the belief that better public scheol accountability will eventually mear better
public schools

John Jacob Cannell MD.
Albu querque, New Mexico
August, 1989

This report was made po<ible by a generous grant from The Kettering Famly | oundation of Dayton,
Ohio  However, we have exhausted our funds and future reports will depend on aditional funding.
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INTRODUCTION

“Alittle learning is a dangerous thing;
Drink deep, o~ taste not the Pierian spring:
There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,
And drinking largely scbers us again.”

Alexander Pope: An Essay on Criticism, 1711

A mericans are frustrated with the never-ending “school crisis.” Numer-

ous special committees have issued report after report recommer ding
solutions. America has quadrupled spending on education over the last 16 years
[8934 per student per year in 1972, $3,977 per student peryear in 1988 (1,2) “School
choice” is the latest solution, just as increased spending, merit pay, school-based
management, and teacher competency testing were solutions a few years ago. But
these don’t seem to solve the problem.

Americans have grown accustomed to reports which decry the state of
American education. We elect “education presidents.” Television specials regu-
larly alarm usabout widespread young adult illiteracy. Volunteers 1tor American
adults on the basic skills in all 50 states. American business pays for a 36-page
supplement in The Wall Street Journal which condemns American schools as “obso-
lete,” calling for “a complete overhaul, not just more tinkering” (3).

The U.S. Secretary of Education agrees. In a recent speech at a conference
of The Education Commission of the States, Secretary Cavazos stated: “Our schools,
overall, have not ch..nged their pattern of operation. They show little or no progress
in measures of educaticnal achievement.” After 15 years of school reform, why
haven’t American schools improved?

Two Different Messages
Could it be that Americans hear two different messages about school quality: a
pessimistic national message and an optimistic local message? Americans believe
that public schools are a disgrace nationally, but they also believe that their local
schools are doing a good job.
) -
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.troduction I 2

Thenational mes<~geis consistently pessimistic It comes from complaints
by American business (3), surveys of young American adult illiteracy (4), the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (5), in‘ernational comparisons of
studentachievement (6),and from nationwide results on certain standardized tests
suchasthe Scholastic Aptitude Test(SAT), College Board,and the American College
Test (ACT).

Forexample, the National Assessment of Educational Progressand similar
studies find:

Just five percent of seventeen year old American high school students can
-2ad well enough to understand and use information found in technical
materials, literary essays, and historical documents.

Only 37 percent can find France on a map and just 25 percent can find
Massachusetts.

Only six percent of seventeen year old American high school students can
use basic algebra to answer the following question: “Christine borrowed
$850 for one year frc 1thebank. If she paid 12 percent simple interest on
the loan, what is the total amount she repaid?”

Only twenty-five percent of seventeen year old American high school stu-
dents know when Lincoln was president, and just twenty percent know
what “Reconstruction” wasabout.

As the “'«hool crisis” approaches its 15th birthday, national achievement
tests suchas the National Assessment of Educational Progress continue tosend their
pessimistic messages. For example, the recent 36-page Wall Street Journal supple-
ment on American ed ucation stated: “The tide of educational mediocrity, to para-
phrase the 1983 report, A Nation at Risk, hasn't appreciably turned. Scholastic
Aptitude Test scores fell again last year. Only marginal gains have been made in
mathematicsand sciencetest scores” (3). This pessimistic national message is based
on tests that are administered to children all over the country, under standardized
conditions and under strict security.

However, Americans, especially school board members and state legisla-
tors, heara second and very different message: one that is uniformly optimistic. For
example, the same Wall Street Journal article went on to praise one local school
district, Rochester, N.Y , by referring to their California Achievement test, stating:
“scores are going up” (3). In fact, Rochester’s “standardized test” scores have gone
up steadily, and their clementary scores are “above the national norm.” These are
norm-referenced achievement tests scores, tests that are administered locally under
conditions the commercial publishers prescribe, and which compare local achieve-
ment to a “national norm” supplied by the publishers.

LRIC 14




3 l THE “LAKE WOBEGON" REPORT

Norm-Referenced Yardsticks: True or False?

American school board members almost invariably depend on one of six different
norm-referenced teststo comparelocalachievement with national achievement: the
California Achievement Test, the Stanford Achievement Test, the Metropolitan
Achievement Test, the Science Research Associates Test, the Comprehensive Test of
Basic Skills, and the lowa Test of Basic Skills. In the last 15 years, these six tests have
become the principal local yardsticks, the local internal report cards of American
education.

The tests that give us the pessimistic national message, the National
Assessment of [ducational Progress, the College Board, and the ACT are not used
to assess local sciwool achievement. Even coliege entrance scores and Armed
Services Vocational Aptitude tests, which are available as local district reports, are
seldom obtained by local school boards. lnstead, American school boards and state
legislators depend on “standardized” norm-referenced achievement tests to meas-
ure localachievement. Local officials ha+e unwittingly assumed that “a standard-
ized testis a standardized test.”

However, norm-referenced tests were designed years ago to be instruc-
tional aids, not “accountability” yardsticks. They told teachers which subjects, and
students, needed themost help. Now, parentreport forms, “classroom performance
profiles,” school achievement reports, district educational brochures, and state
“accountability” publications rank individ ual, class, school, district, and state scores
asabove or below the “national norm” of the 50th percentile.

Norm-referenced testsare also used to dete-t improvements or declinesin
achievement over time and thus have been used by school boards, state legislators,
and the press to assess local school improvements as well as overall school quality,
teacherand administratorcompetency, and program effectiveness. Moreover, state
“accountability” publications are testimony to the fact that public school adminis-
trators themselves now rely on norm-referenced test scores to measure school
quality, not to aid instruction.

For example, a June 1, 1989, Alabama press rclease states: “"We exceeded
thenational normsingrades one....d two, and weare continuing to show improve-
ment in the “above average” category at all other grade levels” (7). The 1989 South
Carolina Statewide Testing Program Summary Report depicts graphs with South
Carolina achievement towering above the “national median (8). It summarizes:
“The scores on the CTBS/ U continueto makevisible theeducational improvements
which have taken place in South Carolina over the past seven years ” Most states
have similar publications, virtually all states claim their achievement is above the
“national norm.”

Q ¢
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Feel Good Tests

The vast majority of American school districts have shown steady, often dramat:c,
improvement in norm-referenced test scores over the last 15 years. Even, Chicago,
labeled “the worst school system 1n the nation” by the former U.S. Secretary of
Educat.on, has shown steady gains on their lowa Test of Basic Skills. Chicago scores
will soon exceed the “national norm” (9). School boards across the country have
watched with satisfaction as local “standardized” commercial test scores have
soared to record levels.

Local “standardized” test scores convince parents, school board members,
and state legislators that local schools are doing a goed job. For example, American
elementary students recently lagged well behind other countries in international
comparisons of reading and math achievement. The only category where Ameri-
cans surpassed other countries was in their opinion of local American schools.
Ninety-one percent of the mothers of these studer:ts rated their child‘s school “good
orexcellent,” in spite of the fact their children lagged far behind their international
colleagues in basic skills!

In fact, scores on local norm-referencea achievement tests have improved
so dramatically that by early 1988 all 50 states were testing above the publisher’s
national norm (10). Our first report, How All 50 States Are Above the National Average,
documented how 70 percent of American elementary children, 90 percent of
American school districts, and all 50 states were testing above the publisher’s
“national norm” on norm-referenced achievement tests, instead of the expected 50

percent.

“Lake Wobegon" Tests
The Associated Press labeled our first report, “The Lake Wobegon Report,” after
Garrison Keillor's mythical town 1n Minnesota where “all the womien are strong, all
the men are good looking, and a!l the childre” are above average” (11). “Lake
Wobegon” norm-referenced, elementary achievement tests have led almost all local
school districts in the nation to believetheyare achieving above the national average
because they test above the publisher’s national norm on a “standardized” test.
More importantly, these tests have convinced local officials, like in Rochester and
Chicago, that local schools are improving,
but, why, as recently stated by the U.S. Department of Education, “have
other national and international assessment programs not reported the kind of high
achievement” found on norm-referenced achievement tests (12)? Because, thereare
critical differences between the norm-referenced achievement tests used locally
and the standardized tests used nationally, such as the College Board, the ACT,
and NAEP. This report will underline these differences, differences that give
parents, press, educators, school board members, and state legislators falsely
(:‘E)timistic and dangerously comforting beliefs about local school achievement.
ERIC
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5 ' THE “LAKE WOBECON" REPORT

Suspect Testing Practices

Our iatest survey of the 50 states documents that the vast majority of American
school systems continue to score above the publisher’s national average, at both
elementary and secondary grades, instead of the expected 50 percent. “Lake
Wobegon” achievement scores are being reported as “above the national average”
by some of the worst school systems in the nation.

This report also includes the first state-by-state survey of test security
practices ever published. We found that high scor