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Abstract
A review of the recent literature has yielded a number of concerns about the validity,
reliabitity, cost, efficiency, generalizability, utility and cultdral sensitivity of performance
based assessments. The resulting conclusion was that continuing the performance
based assessment initiative should be rethought. Suggested altematives inciuded
understanding the mistaken rationale for abandoning multiple-choice testing, continuing
the use of reformad multiple-choice tests, adopting a multiple measures approach to
assessment, and recognizing the limits of testing in accountability and educational

reform.
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Reassessing Performance Based Assessment

In recent years, there has been a rush toward performance based assessment
(PBA) as a reform to multiple-choice testing. Readings of the PBA literature over the
past year, Mever. have led to the conclusion that an error has been made which
shouid be remedied (Taylor, 1993). The purpose of this paper was to communicate
why that conclusion was reached. Taking guidance from Bracey (1993a) and Lissitz
and Schafer (1993), the objective was to demonstrate that there are sufficient concems
about validity, reliability, costs, efficiency, generalizability, utility and cultural sensitivity
to warrant a reassessment of the PBA initiative.

No effort was made to balance the argumént. A sufficient PBA literature has
been amassed to obtain ample oppositional views. Similarly, no effort was made to
distinguish between PBA and authentic testing. Both have been described as involving
performance by the test taker and observation and measurement by the test giver.
Thus, the terms were considered to be interchangeable.

The enormous costs (Rothman, 1993b) and the intent of states (Latus, 1993)
and the federal government (U.S. Department of Education, 1993) to exclusively use
PBA for accountability purposes make this an important issue. That those who have
already used PBA have begun to retreat (Madaus & Kellaghan, 1993) heightens the
importance for educators to more closely and critically examine continuance of this

initiative.
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Concerns About PBA
Validity
Gronlund and Linn (1990) have stated that imprecise instructional objectives
may aversely influence the validity of tests designed to measure intended outcomes.
The lack of precision in outcomes guiding PBA have been widely criticized (Harp,
1993a, 1993b; Kirst, 1991; Pipho, 1992; Shanker, 1993; State Journal, 1993). it is not
surprising, therefore, that PBA validity evidence has been described variously as

marginal (Lissitz & Schafer, 1993), primarily assumntive (Linn, Baker & Dunbar, 1991),

littie found (Baker, O’'Neill & Linn, 1991), little agreement about (Worthen, 1993),
lacki fundamental {Brooks & Parker, 1993), and threatened by costs

(Worthen, 1993), as well as teacher coaching (Madaus & Kellaghan, 1993).
Educational leaders in Maryland, referring to their recent PBA experience, suggested
that results were so flawed they should be thrown out (Fiax, 1992). Finally, Brown
(1993) has reported that PBA has not yet demonstrated validity equal to that found in
standardized, mutltiple-choice tests.
Reliability

PBA in Britain, Wales and Scotiand was initiated in 1991 (Madaus & Kellaghan,
1993), and the instruments used are known as the British Standardized Assessment
Tasks (BSATs). Schmidt (1993) reported, as of yet, BSATs have failed to demonstrate
reliability. In this country, Shepard (Cohen, 1993) has admitted that certain PBAs have

not demonstrated sufficient reliability for external accountability purposes. Similarly,
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Rothman (1991a) has reported that the reliability of PBA in Vermont was so low it
seriously limited the usability of results.

Just as imprecise instructional outcomes may aversely affect test reliability, they
also have been described as threatening to validity (Gronlund & Linn, 1990).
Outcomes accompaning PBAs have been described as: (a).vague and fluffy (Shanker,
1993); (b) vague and ill detined (Pipho, 1992); (c) less specific and clear (Kirst, 1991);
(d) soft (State Journal, 1993); (e) subiective (Harp, 1993a, 1993b); and (f) threatened
by costs (Popham, 1993a; Worthen, 1993).

Others have described PBA reliability evidence as littie found (Baker et al.,
1991), little agreement about (Worthen, 1993), lacking as a fundamental property
(Brooks & Pakes, 1993), mﬂm&q (Brown, 1993), and marginal (Lissitz &
Schafer, 1993). Lastly, and more kindly, Barth (1993) reported PBS reliability data as
Costs and Efficiency

Regarding costs, Popham (1993a) candidly stated about PBA, "in shor, it takes
money -- a lot of it" (p. 472). Clearly, there has emerged a consensus about the
costliness of PBA (Diegmueller, 1993; Harp, 1993b; Kirst, 1993; Madaus & Kellagham,
1993; Worthen, 1993). Rothman (1993b), having analyzed national data, reported the
average cost for administering a multiple-choice test to be $16; but, for a PBA, the
average cost was estimated at $33 per test. For the nation, PBA development costs

have been estimated to be $100 million and administration costs to be $330 millior: per
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year. Others (Madaus & Kellaghan, 1993) have estimated less annual cost than
Rothman (1993), $115.5 to $175 million, but others have estimated more, $750 million
to $1.5 billion (Madaus & Kellaghan, 1993). Whomever is more correct, the costs may
be termed staggering.

it shouid be noted also that as a strategy to offset the PBA costs, Popham
(1993a) has suggested the use of true matrix sampling. This technique involves item
sampling and student sampling. Using this approach, a "limited number of tasks” (p.
473) would be given to the "smatiest number of students” (p. 473). Thus, fewer
students would be tested over less content, but money would be saved. Adopting such
a strategy wouid require caution. Any sampling errors introduced would threaten
further validity and reliability. Also, such an approach rests upon the assumption that
teaching would be affected as much by what potentially could be tested rather than
what actually has been tested. History would suggest this a risky assumption. Lohman
(1993) noted that untested outcomes tend to go untaught.

Effciency of PBA also has been characterized as enormously impaired,
especially with respect to time commitments (Brown, 1993; Cohen, 1993; Madaus &
Kellaghan, 1993). For example, Madaus and Kellaghan (1993) reported that, to
administer the BSATS to a class of 36 students, an estimated half schoo! term would be
necassary. In addition to time considerations, the BSATs were reported to be
enormously disruptive to routines, organization and personnel (Madaus & Kellaghan,

1993). indeed, Schmidt (1993) reported the experience so upsetting that all but a
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handful of some 4,400 teachers had vowed to boycott future BSATSs.
neralizabili
Greeno (1989) has reported that performance tasks are specific rather than
generalizable. Shavelson, Baxter and Pine (1992) have agreed and have labeled
science PBA tasks poorly generalizable. Worthen (1993) has concluded that four
important guestion eneralizability have vet nswer
1. Can generalizations be made from specific performance tasks to the
broader domain of achievement?
2. What does completion of a specific project reveal about knowledge
otherwise in that particular content area?
3. What types, and in what amount, of performance tasks are required
before appropriate generalizations can be made?
4, Are performance tasks sufficiently isomorphic and how can we know
with certainty?
Linn et al. (1991) were correct -- PBA will not lessen our concerns about
generalizability.
il
How useful will PBA results be? To what uses may PBA results be applied?
PBA data may not yield the answers desired. Madaus and Kellaghan (1993) have
reported that British educators believed the BSATs added little to nothing to what was

already known about students. Diegmueller (1993) reported that Pennsylvania
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legisiators were concerned that outcomes based education, assessed by PBA, would
result in lowerad expectations and ineffectual instruction. Eakman (1993) has recently
discussed other concems about the Penngylvania Educational Quality Assessment
published by the Educational Testing Service in 1984.

Cuban (1993b) has warned that minority, poor children receive few benefits
from any systematic, educational reform in general. For PBA specifically, Linn et al.
(1991) reported it woulkd be wrong to assume that PBA will result in more conducive
learning activities for any students, or that PBA will result in improved problem solving
and reasoning skills.

Bracey (1993b) has discussed elsewhere the issue of educational corruption.
Could one assume PBA will be less suspectable to corruption? Linn et al. (1991)
reported the answer would be no -- that it would be wrong to assume PBA’s immunity
to corruption. Could we be more certain about PBA’s assessments of students’
knowledge and skills? No, Airasian (1993) concluded PBA will not permit us to lessen
assessment pitfalls and uncertainties. Finally, coukl PBA provide superior insight
regarding student performance than that provided through standardized achievement
tests? Results reported by Madaus and Kellaghan (1993) suggest not. Shavelson et
al. (1992) also have suggested not, saying it woukd be erroneous to assume that
educators will know more using PBA than that provided by standardized achievement

tests.
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tural Sensitivi

Fitzgerald (1993) has reported that new test formats will not remedy gender
and racial biases. Regarding PBA, Linn et al. (1991) have reported it would be wrong
to assdme a lack of bias against racial/ethnic minorities. Instead, it has been argued
that PBA makes more difficult the task of developing culturally contextualized
assessments (Linn et al., 1991). Brown (1993) has concluded that subjectivity in
scoring PBAs will increase the burden of bias due to culture, sex, language and
content. in fact, Dunbar, Koretz and Hoover (1991) have concluded flatly that PBAs
widen the gap between the majority group and various minority groups. Finally, Brown
(1993) has observed that minorities may be more discriminated against by PBAs than
by muitiple-choice tests.

Discussion

The recent literature has suggested sufficient concerns for a reassessment of
the PBA initiative. Validity and reliability evidence for PBAs appears questionable.
Clearly, PBA will be substantively more costly and less efficient and utiltarian. The
important questions about generalizability have not been answered, and there is
evidence PBA will exacerbate, rather than lessen, cultural sensitivity problems.

Educatiors and educational reformers should rethink PBA. Why have we
elected to use a prehistoric testing technique and cast it as our future psychometric
salvation? The fundamental reason why PBAs have been embraced was based on the

mistaken conclusion that the muttiple-choice testing format had corrupted what was

10
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taught students, and, consequently, limited students’ high category abilities and skills.
What led to this mistaken conclusion? Since the National Commission on
Excelience in Education Report (1983), multiple-choice tests have béen employed
extensively to test for minimum competencies (low category abilities and skills) in basic
skill areas (Airasian, 1993; Brown, 1993; Cuban, 1993; Jett & Schafer, 1993; Madaus &
Keliaghan, 1993). Teachers, therefore, have concentrated on training those abilities
and skiils (Airasian, 1993; Brown, 1993; Cuban, 1993a; Jett & Schafer, 1993; Rotberg,
1993), an expected outcome (Lchman, 1993; Popham, 1993a, 1993b). Thus, it has
been the content of multiple-choice tests (Brown, 1993; Rotberg, 1993) and their
intended purpose (Brown, 1993) that have resulted in common complaints about testing
influences on teaching. It was not the fault of the test format (Brown, 1993).
Muttip!e-choice tests can assess both low and high category abilities and skills
(Anastasi, 1988; Groniund & Linn, 1990). The only limitations to this format are the
skills of test writers and test users. We only need to write multiple-choice tests that
sample what we want teachers to teach and students to leam, the entire range of
categorical abilities and skills. We then can expect to see teachers respond in the
classroom (Airasian, 1993; Madaus & Kellagham, 1993; Popham, 1993a, 1993b), and
we will have more valid, reliable, cost and time efficient, and useable measures.
Iindeed, the lack of these characteristics led to the abandonment of performance testing
in the first place (Madaus & Kellaghan, 1993; Popham, 1993b). Finally, while multiple-

choice tests have not overcome biases due to cuiture, sex, language and content

11
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(Brown, 1993), there is increasing evidence that gaps are being narrowed or stabilized
(Shea, 1993a, 1993b). And, we have known for some time that selected-response
examinations correlate quite well with constructed-response examinations (Popham,
1993b), permitting us some confidence in generalization of their resuits.

The data presented herein, however,_should not be taken as advocacy for
muttiple-choice measures exciusively. Kean (1993) and Stiggins (1993) have cogently
argued for the adoption of a multiple measure approach. There is a need to fit the
measure to the task. When measuring what students should know, paper-and-pencil
testing may be employed. When measuring what students should be able to do,
performance measures may be employed. On its face, this seems a most reasonabie
and logical approach.

Lastly, the limited role of testing of all types in providing accountability must be
recognized, as must be recognized the limited eftect of testing on educational reform.
Hansen (1993) has said it best:

Using accountability . . . as the primary means to
achieve reform is somewhat akin to using a tape
measure as the treatment to reduce one’s waist size.
Frequent, accurate monitoring, using reliable and valid
assessment tools, is necessary to measure progress,
but it will not, in and of itself, cause desired change.

(pp. 19-20)
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