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ABSTRACT

A study compared teachers' assessments of students
based on alternative evaluation techniques to student assessments
based on standardized tests. Teachers in seven kindergarten
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each of 3 successive years according to how well they had mastered a
set of criteria vhich the teachers felt represented the successful
reader and writer at the end of kindergarten. Standardized tests were
also administered to the kindergarten students. Results indicated
tnat: (1) a significant reiationship existed between teachers'
assessments of students and the students' performance on the
standardized test; (2) 56% of the variance between the total teacher
groupings and the total test scores appeared to be due to some common
factors; (3) when results differed, teachers ranked students in the
next lower category 76% of the time the first year, 88% of the time
the second year, and 98% of the time the third year. Follow-up
interviews indicated that teachers f21t more confident in tuneir
ability to make decisions about students' abilities; parents and
teachers felt that teachers' evaluations provided :ore useful
information than the standardized tests did; the principal did not
agree to ban standardized tests as the teachers had requested.
Findings suggest that teacher judgments, based on knowledge of their
students' development and knowledge of the processes involved in
reading and writing, may be a more valid means of obtaining
information for instructional decisions. (One table of data and the
kindergarten reading strategies checklist are included; 16 references
are attached.) (RS)
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Literacy Assessment in Kindergarten: A Longitudinal Study of Teachers®
Use of Alternative Forms of Assessment
The use of standardized tests has increased dramatically over the past
few decades and the trend toward more testing seems likely to continve.
Rowever, as the emphasis on standardized tests has escalated, so have
objections to them. A number of reading researchers (Edelsky & Harmon, 1988;
Garcia & Pearson, 1991; Hodges, 1991, 1992; Johnston, 1992; Morrow & Smith,
1990; Squires, 1987; Teale, 1988, Valencia & Pearson, 1986) have pointed out
that early reading assessment has not kept pace with advances in reading
research, theory, and practice. At the same time early childhood experts
(Bredekamp, 1986; Fairtest & NYPIRG, 1990; Harmon, 1990; International Reading
Association, 1986; Kamii, 1990; Moyer, Egertson, & Isenberg, 1987; National
Association for the Education of Young Children, 1988) argue that children are
being tested too early. They claim that young children are not good test
takers:; that the unfamiliar format leads to stress; that test results are
influenced by the children’s ability to sit still and be quiet:; and that
extensive testing narrows and misdirects the curriculum and drains
instructional time without a clear demonstration that the investment is
beneficial. 1In add%}ion, groups as diverse as the American Association of
Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE), the American Federa“ion cf Teachers
(AFT), the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP), and
the national PTA have spoken out to urge states to abandon the use of
multiple~choice tests and to replace them with alternative assessment
teckniques which seek to measure directly the student's ability to perform in

the subject area.
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of efficiency and objectivity. Because it is easy to get a false sense of
security when skilled readin¢ is equated with scores on reading tests, many
school personnel and parents continue to believe that data from standardized
tests are more trustworthy than data collected by other means.
PROBLEM
After completing the survey of early reading tests, I began investigating
the primary level (K-2 grade) literacy program and assessment tools of a
school district in a small suburban/rural community in the eastern part of the
United States. This district tested all of its students beginning in
kindergarten each May with a widely used standardized test battery. After
interviewing the kindergarten teachers I discovered that they administered
standardized reading achievement tests to students very reluctantly. They
resented the time that the administration of the test took from instruction,
the pressures that it put on the curriculum, and the frustration that it
exerted on their students. In addition, becausc¢ these teachers were making
the transition from a basal readiness program to a more developmentally based
process oriented literacy program, they felt the need to have a variety of
assessment tcols for the everyday instructional decision-making that is a
crucial part of that approach. But they were not sure how to use informal
assessment and, even they wondered whether the informal tools could provide
valid and reliable data.
The questions most ofren asked by the teachers, the administrators, and
the parents were, "How can teachers use alternative evaluation techniques?"”
"How do teachers' assessment of students based on alternative evaluation

techniques compare to the way in which the standardized test assesses them?
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How valid are teacher judgments? The results of this study provide some
information to answer those gquestions.
METHOD
Teacher Ratings: Year One

During the first year of the study, before they administered the

standardized achievement test, I asked the teachers in the seven kindergarten
classrooms to evaluate their 136 students according to how well they had
mastered a set of criteria which the teachers felt represented the successful
reader and writer at the end of kindergarten. Among the criteria reported by
the teachers were the following: (a) the students' attitude toward books and
reading/writing, (b) their recognition of the letters of the alphabet, (c)
their knowledge of grapheme/phoneme correspondences, {(d) their ability to
listen to and comprehend stories, {(e) their ability to read independently, and
(f) general maturity, a concept which the teachers further defined as
following directions and keeping to a task.

The teachers assigned their students a score of (3) if they were above
average readers/writers, a (2) if they were average readers/writers, and a (1)
if they were below average readers/writers based on the aforementioned
criteria that they observed in classroom behavior or in finished products. The
teachers were also beginning to consider such criteria as knowledge of
selected concepts of print, use of invented spelling in writing, and the
ability to re-tell their written stories as important variables; but they did
not feel secure in their ability to judge their students in these areas.

The standardized test which the teachers later administered to their

kindergartners purported to assess skills in auditory discrimination,
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grapheme/phoneme correspondence, decoding, and listening comprehension. The
test scores used in the correlations were the Total Reading stanine scores (9-
1) that the students earned. The degree of the relationship between the
teacher ranked groups and the test scores was computed by using the Pearson
Product Moment ccrrelation coefficient.

Over the next two years these kindergarten teachers met with me and
attended a local kindergarten whole language support group (KTT-Kindergarten
Teachers Together). They read widely in the field to broaden the theoretical
framework underlying their instruction, to explicate the goals of that
instruction, to clarify the purposes of their authentic assessment, and to
devise the tools that they believed would be most appropriate for their
purposes. These tools in their final formats were observation checklists,
anecdotal records, and portfolios of childrens' work. Figure One is an
example of one of the observational checklists which the teachers devised. &As
they used these informal measures of reading and writing abilities, they
became more secure with their ability to make judgments about such variables
as their students' knowledge of selected concepts of print, their use of
invented spelling in writing, and their ability to retell their written

stories.

Before the spring reading achievement test was administered each of those

next two years, the teachers again assessed their students as being above
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average readers/ writers (3), average readers/writers (2}, or below average
readers/writers (1) (Year Two, n=131; Year Three, n=125). The criteria
reported during the first year's judgments were used as well as other criteria
on which they had collected information as they used their new informal
assessment tools. As before, the degree of the relationship between the
teacher ranked groups and the standardized test scores was computed by using
the Pearson Product Moment correlation coefficient.

In addition, during those years the kindergarten teachers, a group of
parents, the first grade teachers, and the school principal were interviewed
about their use of the results of both the standardized test data and the
authentic assessment data for making instructional and policy decisions.

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS
Correlations

The first year a comparison of the teacher assessments with the Total
Reading stanines reported on the standardized test showed that there was a
significant relationship between the assessments of the students by the
teachers and the Total Reiading stanines obtained by the students on the
standardized test. Table One illustrates that the correlations for the
classes ranged from .59-.87 (p<.01). A correlation of .75 (p<.01) was found

over all classes.

Results for years two and three can also be found in Table One which

illustrates that duvring the second year the correlations for the classes
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ranged from .49-.89 (p<.0l1) with a correlation of .77 (p<.01) over all
classes. Correlations for the third year ranged from .51~.87 (p<.01) with a
correlation of .70 (p<.0l) over all classes.

The coefficient of determination (rz) for the first year's entire set of
classroom groupings was equal to .56. Thus, over fifty percent of the
variance between the total teacher groupings and the total test scores
appeared to be due to some common factors. This implies that the teachers and
the test were tapping different factors for the other 44 percent. Similarn
results were found over the second (r? =.59 and third years (r2 =.49).

A -zloser look at the data from individual classrooms reveals that when
there were differences between the teachers' rankings and the total test score
obtained on the achievement test, teachers were more inclined to rank the
students in a lower category than the test did. Results from the first year
illustrate that when results differed, teachers ranked students n the next
lower category 76% of the time, during the second year 88% of the time, and
during the third year 98% of the time.

At least three factors can help explain these differences. First, as the
teachers devised and became more comfortable with the use of their own
informal assessment measures, they began to consider more variables in their
judgments than the test did. While the students who were judged higher by the
test may have been successful in auditory discrimination or decoding skills,
the teachers did not believe that those same students were as successful in
their knowledge of selected concepts of print, use of invented spelling in
writing, ability to retell written stories, ability to read independently, and

their attitude toward books and reading/writing.
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Second, while the teachers in the school district where the research
project took place were accustomed to judging their students in terms of the
local children they had taught in previous years, those same students
traditionally ranked above the average on the test in terms of national norms.
Thus, some students who were considered average by national standards might be
ranked below average by their teachers who made comparisons based on their
past experiences with a generally above average student population.

Third, because teachers were asked to evaluate their students as above
average, averade, Or below average, they were, in a sense, predisposed to
categorize some pupils in each class as below average. Therefore, in some
classes no children received a below average stanine test score (1-3), but did
receive a below average assessment by the teacher. Any replication of this
study should word the directions to teachers carefully so that they do not
feel pressured to place students in a below average category.

Another word of caution for teachers must be added at this point. 1In
some cases students who were placed in the below average category but who had
received higher scores on the test were judged below average by teachers
primarily because of their lack of maturity. While it is impossible to define
exactly what the term means, it was evident from som¢ teacher comments that
lack of maturity was at times synonymous with discipline problems. Might
discipline problems be 2 signal that a child is bored and possibly
misdiagnosed? Teachers who use informal measures to judge student ability
must be sure that students with discipline problems are not judged to be below
average solely for that reason.

Interviews
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During follow-up interviews “he kindergarten teachers reported that,
based on the correlational evidence and the actual progress of their students
over the three years, they became nuch more confident in their ability to make
decisions about their studenus' reading and writing knowledge and ability. 1In
addition, they stated that they used the informal measures not only for
summative cvaluations but also for the formative evaluations that guided their
everyday instructional decisions. Parents and first grade teachers believed
that the kindergarten teachers' judgments, based upon multiple authentic
measures, provided more useful information at conferences and in end of the
yvear reports than the test data did. Some parents, however, still felt that
standardized test scores provided important and necessary information, even
though they were not sure what that information meant. The principal, while
accepting the authentic measures as valid and reliable indicators of the
students' reading and writing ability and admitting that the test scores were
rarely used for instructional purposes, has not been convinced to support the
kindergarten teachers' request to ban standardized testing in their
kindergarten classrooms.

IMPLICATIONS

What evidence would prove that teacher judgments can be valid measures of
reading/writing achievement? If we were to develop a new traditional test of
reading/writing azhievement, we would have to find a valid criterion measure
of reading/writing to establish the new test's concurrent validity. Because we
know that there are no perfect measures of reading/writing achievement, we
would probably use other reading achievement tests that are presumed to be

valid. Then if our new test elicited test scores correlating significantly
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with the other tests, we would conclude that our new test was a valid measure
of reading achievement. Why shouldn't we in this case use the correlations
found between the teacher assessments and the test scores to establish
concurrent validity?

The guestion may really be, "Do we want to"? First, can we presume that
the standardized test used by the school district in this study is a valid
one? The technical manual of the test used states that the test is expected
to correlate significantly with other achievement measures but offers no
specific data to support the claim. And how do we know that the other tests
are valid measures? As has already been stated, most reading assessment has
not kept pace with advances in reading research, theory, and practice. And,
even if this particular test correlated highly with other similar tests, would
it necessarily be a valid test of reading/writing as they are conceived of in
this school district?

This is an important question. The current debate over national
standards has raised a number of perplexing issues concerning just how we
are to come to agreement on those standards, and how we are to assess them.
It would be a travesty if any school simply relinquished its responsibility
for the education of its children to a standardized test that may be based
on conceptions of reading/writing at odds with either national or local
conceptions or both. At a bare minimum the district would need to
articulate the conceptions of reading/writing in which it believes and then
determine whether the existing tests conform to those conceptions or not.

Furthermore, since "validity" applies not to tests but to the

infer .ices we make from those tests, an important gquestion to ask would be,
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"What kinds of information are used in the school district when decisions
are being made?"™ First grade teachers and the school principal who were
interviewed about their use of previous end-of-the-year test results and
assessments made by their students' previous teachers unanimously chose to
use the previous teachers' assessments over the test results. By their
actions they show that more of what they believe is truly important in
reading/wricing is capturec by the kindergarten teachers' assessments than
by the standardized test. This fact can be explained in one of two ways.
Either the principal and teachers are making persistent mistakes in not
trusting an "objective" test, or the teachers' assessments are, indeed, a
more adequate means of measuring the reading/writing abilities of the
children. Since these assessments appear both to capture many of the same
things as the standardized test and to go further in picking up on the
features important to real instructional decisions, the automatic suspicion
of teacher judgments appears itself to be highly suspect.

Of course, the results of this study are limited because the populatio-
consisted of only one school district. However, having found such consistency
of medium to high correlations, I believe that the teacher and the test
measures are likely measuring a number of similar factors. The coefficient of
determination over the three years ranged from .49-.59, leading me to believe
that the teachers and the test were tapping nearly fifty percent of the same
factors. The relatively high correlations of teacher judgment with

standardized tests should ease fears that teacher judgments would be totally

at odds with the standardized test results.
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Thus, knowing what we do about the negative factors associated with
standardized tests and testing in the primary grades and the fect that little
use seems to be made of the test results, the data suggest that teacher
judgments, based on knowledge of their students' development and k..owledge of
the processes involved in reading and writing, may be even more valid means of
obtaining information for instructional decisions. I urge others to replicate
this study. If pupil assessments by teachers in other school districts also
correlate moderately highly with test scores and are used more regularly for
instructional decisions, then the notion of "subjectivity" in the alternative

forms may not be the negative factor that some now consider it.
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Figure Caption

Figure 1, Kindergarten reading straﬁegies checklist
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Coding: + = knows, - = learning

DATES:

Identifies front of book

Knows

Aware

Aware

Aware

Aware

where to start reading

of page turning direction
of top-bottom reading

of left-right

of return sweep

Knows

punctuation: period
question-mark
exclamation-point

other

[N USRI UIV TN NS _.__4_-_‘

Can identify a letter

Can identify a word

Knows print contains message

Finger pointing: no attempt

word by word

slides across

S

B RS A R

Knows Book Terms: cover

title
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1 Knows Book Terms: title page '
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author

illustrator

page numbers

Story Retelling/Reading: retells own version

retells almost none !

retells parts

UM SR

retells all important points

partially memorized

| .
memorized H )
] '
partially reading print f i
4 ! {
reads all print A 7 :
'
Knows g/p correspondence (circle)
bcdfghjklmnpgrstvwzxysz aeiou

Sight words and notes:
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Table 1
Pearson Product Moment Correlations* of Teacher Assesments

t ized 5
Kindergarten Year One Year Two Year Three
Classrooms Correlations Correlations Correlations

1 .61 .89 .51

2 .86 .80 .83

3 .72 .75 .86

4 .87 .84 .69

5 .85 .78 .871

6 .72 .49 .43

7 .59 .83 .69

All kdgs. .75 .11 .70

*p<.01
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