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Drive for National Standards
Picking Up Steam

Several prominent groups would like to see national
standards for student achievement established, but
others warn such a move will do more harm than good.

movement [0 creatc nantmai
Astandar(l.&. for student achieve-
ment—linked to some form of
national  assessment—is  presently
picking up steam. But many educators
worried about the erosion of local

| control of the curriculum and limita-

tions on teacher autonomy. aim 10 see
it stopped dead in its tracks

The call for schools to “raise stan- |

dards” is by now a well-intentioned
but tired cliché Nonetheless, there is
widespread concern that  student
achievernent (as measured by such
indicators as the National Assessment
of Educational Progress [NAEP! and
several international assessments) is
at best, marginal. US 13-year-olds fin-
ished dead last of nine countries par-
ticipating in a recent international
mathematics assessment, for example,
and fewer than 5 percen: of this na-

| tion's 17-year-olds can demonstrate

the ability to “synthesize and learn
from specialized reading materials
Educational standards in this country
are  embarrassingly low admits
Daniel Koretz, an assessment expert
with the RAND Corporation

Some see as the culprit a system that
fails 1o make clear what all students
need 1o learn and whether, in fact, they
learn it Despite US expenditures on
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A key factor behind the call for higher standards is the lack of preparedness of many of today's
eraduates for collepe and the work world
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clementary and secondary education of
more than $200 billion last vear, “the
fact 1s thar we can’t say with any assur-
ance what our students are leaming or
even what they should be learning,
AT&T Chairman and CEO Robert Allen
grumbled at a recent education confer-
ence sponsored by CBS. “The current
arrangement is confused,” adds Emest
Boyer, president of the Camegie Foun-
dation for the Advancement of Teach-
ing. “Schools are held cccountable for
process, not outcomes, and every week
they're held accountable for some new
goal that someone dumps on them.”

Now, with the nation’s education
goals established just last year and
several new  proposals for natonal
tests circulating, some analysts say the
LLS. s moving slowly but relentlessly
toward developing national standards
for student achievement. A confluence
of forces plays a role in the march
toward national standards, but several
efforts have emerged over the past
year or two as most pivotal

® As part of a pilot projct, the
National Assessment Governing Board
(NAGB), which establishes policy for
NAEP, has begun to set performance
standards for cach of the three grade
levels (4, 8, and 12) measured by
NAEP. (NAEP conducts regular assess
ments of student achievement in read-
ing, writing, mathematics, science, his
tory, geography, and other subjects,
testing a sample of students across the
LS. every few years) Doing so means
the “Nation’s Report Card” will no
longer merely report how well stu-
dents at each grade level scored but
how well, compared 1o standards
agreed upon by a representative panel
of expens

“Up 10 now, NAEP has simply de-
scribed ‘what is,” " says Richard Boyd,
the former state school superinten-
dent of Mississippi who chairs NAGB
“With the setting of achievement lev-
els, NAEP will move oward defining
‘how well” students in these grades
ought to be leaming.” Last fall, the
NAGB brought together educators,
business leaders, and others 1o set
standards at three levels—basic, proh-
cient, and advanced—for cach of the
three grades tested in the 1990 math-
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ematics  assessment. If the process
proves successful, results of future as-
sessments will be reported similarly

® Progress toward achieving the na-
tion's education goals, outlined last
year by President Bush and the Na-
tional Governors’ Association, is being
monitored by a panel composed pri-
marily of governors and Administra-
tion officials. One of the goals is that by
the year 2000, US. students will leave
grades 4, 8, and 12 “having demon-
strated competency over challenging
subject mater” in English, math, sci-
ence, history, and geography. At this
writing, the monitoring panel had not
vet decided how to report progress
oward that goal, but it's cenmainly no
accident the goal addresses grade lev-
els currently tested by NAEP. If the
panel chooses to use NAEP data and
the new standards developed by the
NAGH, some expens believe that
could provide an added boost in the
drive toward national achievement
standards

® The National Center on Education
and the Economy and the University of
Pittsburgh's Leaming Research and De-
velopment  Center recently  received
nearly $2.5 million from private founda-

A growing number of
policymakers believe
student achievement
will not increase
markedly until high
standards are set and
quality work by all
students is expected
and rewarded.

tons to develop a set of state-of-the-an
student assessments linked to national
standards. The Commission on the Skills
of the American Workforce, created by
the national center, proposed such an
effort last year

The assessments would include per-
formance examinations, projects, and
portfolios—tasks designed to measure
applications of skills and knowledge to
real problems—and students complet-
ing them would accumulate evidence
of their achievement over several
yvears. Pamicipation would be volun-
tary, but the backers of the multi-vear
initiative hope the experience of dis-
tricts and states working to pilot the
plan will prove its feasibility and even-
tually influence others to 1ake pan

Although the assessment system is
aimed at creating a national standard
of excellence, proponents say the ef-
fort will not require a prescribed cur-
riculum or a single common exam
Tests already used by local districts
and states could be calibrated o the
new national standards, and all stu-
dents would not be required to take a
single common exam

Few Incentives, Low
tions

The convergence of national activities
regarding student achievement and
standards, some expernis believe, re
flects disillusionment that a decade of
highly trumpeted school reforms still
has not resulted in enough students’
working harder or achieving better
results. In fact, some say, college pro-
fessors and employers—those who
deal daily with the “products” of
schools—are as alarmed as ever at the
need for remedial classes and costly
basic skills training

A growing number of policymakers
believe student achievement will not
increase markedly until high standards
are set and quality work by all students
is expected and rewarded. Saying the
high school diploma represents a test
of endurance more than proof of a
student’s academic abilities, these crit-
ics say the current focus on “seat time”
and minimum competence  as  re-
flected on standardized tests must be
supplemented or replaced by beuer
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indicators of the quality of students’
accomplishments

With colleges opening their doors,
and their coffers, to marginally prepared
pupils, and employers loathe to demand
that job applicants complete a rigorous
course of study or earn high marks,
students “can do almost as litde as they
choose without doing harm to their
prospects,” says Tommy Tomlinson, a
senior research associate with the US
Depantment of Education. “I think stu-
dents aren't motivated because thev
know the grades they get don’t matter
they have no effect on their economic
future,” adds Ira Magaziner, president of
SJS, Inc., and chair of the Commission
on the Skills of the American Workforce.
‘Having some standards that are mean-
ingful and are recognized by all parties
is an important first step” to better aca-
demic achievement.

Last year, the workforce commis-
sion reported the findings of its inter-
national study of schools and prepara-
tion for employment, focusing in
particular on the non-college bound.
Its conclusion: the US. is “the most

overtested and underexamined nation |

in the world.” Only the top students in
the US. appear to be motivated by
high grades or test scores; many find
little incentive to take hard courses or
earn high marks because they see no
correlation berween doing well in
school and getting a better job. Com-
pared to students in countries such as
Germany, Denmark, or Japan, said
America’s Choice: High Skills or Low
Wages, the U S. non-college bound are
neither held accountable to high stan-
dards of performance nor guided into
satisfactory careers

According to the commission’s plan,
a “new educational performance stan-
dard,” established nationally and com-
parable to standards in other nations,
would be developed. Students would
be expected to meet thar standard by
passing a series of performance assess-
ments by age 16, demonstrating high
ability in general school subjects as
well as such abilities as critical think-
ing and working well in groups. Pupils
meeting the standard would receive a
“certificate of initial mastery” required
for entrance into all forms of subse-
quent education.?

If the commission’'s work proceeds as
expecied, the grants to the National Cen-
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Only the top
students in the

U.S. appear to be
motivated by high
grades or test
scores; many see
no correlation
between doing well
in school and
getting a better job.

ter on Education and the Economy and
the University of Pitsburgh will be fol-
lowed up by the announcement this
month of a coalition of 20 or more states
and districts interested in piloting the
assessment project, Magaziner says

Needed: A Clearer Picture
Others stress that the establishment of
national standards for student achieve-
ment is vital to monitoring the out-
comes of schooling, from the individual
child to the nation as a whole. “A lot of
people are recognizing that we must
re-gear to provide reliable information
1o parents on the educational progress
of their own children and schools,” says
Chester Finn, Jr. a professor of educa-
tion and public policy at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity and a key Reagan-era education
department official behind the effort o
expand NAEP

One issue hothering Finn (and oth-
ers) is that despite widespread evi-
dence from NAEP and other indicators
that few U.S. students are achieving at
high levels, parents and the general
public do not seem unduly alarmed ?
If high academic standards were estab-

lished and the performance of individ-
ual students were measured against
them, the argument goes, parents of
failing students might be more in-
clined to press schools to find out
why. And that might, in turn, increase
pressure to marshall resources and
energy to raise student achievemnent

"It seems to me that we're not going
to have the level of performance we
need in American education until we
have a way for Mr. and Mrs. Smith to
see how well Johnny and Janet are
doing or aren't doing,” says Finn

The present patchwork of local and
state exams and norm-referenced na-
tional tests, experts point out, is woc-
fully inadequate o accomplish this.
Norm-referenced tests, for example,
are prone 1o the type of shenanigans
uncovered by John Jacob Cannell, the
West Virginia physician who docu-
mented that even the most poorly
achieving states report achievement
test scores above the national aver-
age " Such tests that compare students
against each other rather than against a
specific standard “make the standard a
floating standard, which, in a sense,
makes it no standard ar all,” says David
Hornbeck, a Washington, D.C., attor-
ney and former Maryland state school
superintendent

As a result, there s increasing pres-
sure for the creation of national stan-
dards that reflect high expectations of
students, as well as berter ways to
monitor progress toward them. Finn
and others believe that filling in the
gaps of the current information and
monitoring system as it relates to stu-
dent achievement is one of the most
powerful and essential rasks at hand
‘The system is not yet in place, and
getting it in place is the biggest task of
the next 10 years for American educa-
tion,” says Finn

“We're in an imponant transition, to
try to think natonally about what his-
torically has been a local system with
83,000 schools, and we really don't
have the mechanism in place,” adds
Boyer. “The kind of structure that we
fill in to meet that need, | think, will
shape American education for the next
20 o 30 years.”

Not So Fast
While many voice rhetorical support
for high standards for students, how-
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ever, others are troubled by what they
view as the movement's dependence
on inadequate tests and the potential
erosion of local control over curricu-
lum and instruction. Trying to raise
standards through the pressure of
high-stakes testing is “a perfectly natu-
ral, if totally misguided, response to
low standards,” Koretz asserts

Many protest that the increasingly
aggressive national reform agenda on
standards and assessment threatens lo-
cal control. For example, the effort 1o
set standards for NAEP exams runs on
a parallel course with a pilot project 1o
release NAEP scores on a state-by-state
basis—the combined effect of which,
some say, is to transform NAEP from a
general indicator of educational health
to an accountability wol, some be-
lieve. “One of the consequences of
using NAEP as an accountability mea-
sure is that the ‘high stakes’ associated
with accountability may influence
states to change their curriculum em-
phasis so that they will perform better
on the test,” a draft paper by the US
Department of Education notes.”

Are the stakes being raised too high,
too fast? A letter issued last year by the
National Center for Fair and Open Test-
ing and endorsed by 75 signatories
(including national education associa-
tions such as ASCD) cited a lengthy list
of potentially harmful byproducts of
the expansion of NAEP. “The evidence
is overwhelming that the more power
attached 1o a test, the more control the
test will have over curriculum and in-
struction,” the leter asserts. A national
test with achieverment goals and local
comparisons will certainly become a
powerful, perhaps controlling, influ-
ence on the curriculum.™®

Boyer cautions  that  educators
should set standards based on what is
deemed most important for students
to know and be able 1o do, not what is
easiest to assess. "l only worry that we
don't settle for measuring that
which martters least,” he commented at
the CBS education forum. Given the
tendency of teachers to focus on what
1s tested, moreover, standards in only
a few subjects might unduly narrow
the range of what is taught

Moreover, the idea of setting stan-
dards and making progress 1o higher

—
National Test Proposals Win Some Support

Escalating concern over low student achievemen i i i

that eadipd_pupil medsbt:ibeablemaim for a nationa leuwphd ?P:m
ofmexanmmmfur e nessleaders and educators favoring a national exam (or set

Many believe that in a nation that tests students to the tune of illi

msamimu‘s.mmmummmmmmmm
wave of outcry against the alleged abuses of “high-stakes" tests, which critics say
undermine curricular goals, narrowing the scope of what is and ignoring the
mponafm:eof p_vroblem-nkqngand critical thinking skills. But say the current
sysaemortradungsuxienta&wfro_mmei ividual child to the nation at large

hassapmghk&mdwhﬂmmmcelyl?eﬁlledbyammm.

nation-based assessment system” under which Studems
certificate of initial mastery” by 16 (or shortly mmubmr?ue? t:
col‘:l)z:; professional or technical sxo]s, or paying jobs.

r fans of a national exam include Albert Shanzg,uptesidun of the American
Federation of Teachers, who has spending $200-300 million to begin
developing a set of national exams in several subjects. And according to the 1989

p/Phi Delta Kappa poll, 73 percent of the American public support a common

Moreover, the President’s Education Poli Advisory Commif panel
of business leaders and educators that advises President Buch. & kg e
feasibility of a national student assessment that would monitor not only ﬁng nation’s
educational health in general (currently, the role of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress [NAEP]), but also to inform parents about their children’s
pfogrmsqﬂd‘diepeﬁmmncedm&anddiMAvaﬁﬂydtﬂsmexﬁﬂm
yield partial information about the achievement of individual students, their schools
and the nation as a whole, but no single test accomplishes all these object: '
LNAEP “doesn'ttell you anything about how an individual student i ﬁ-ng,- it just

Is you that the system is broken," says Paul O'Neill, chief executive officer of the
Aluminum Company of America and chairperson of PEPAC. “We know that we're
not doing well, but we don't know how to intervene because we don’t have a
child-by-child test to tell"” how each student fares against agreed-upon standards.

If attempted, a national test would surely have a sweeping impact on local
curriculums, textbooks, and tests. “The test o!;ecﬂvs devek:p:g for a national test
daﬂ_studentsumldsmnbecomed:eobjecﬁveswedtodevebpte:dbooksard
teaching programs across the nation” and would represent “‘a de facto national
agreement on what should be taught,” according to a background paper by staff at
the U.S. Department of Education, written for PEPAC's consideration.

While no concrete plan has emerged behind a national exam (let alone the
requisite political and financial support), some are amazed that policymakers are
even considering the topic, given the traditional sanctity of local control of schools.

I'm surprised that the education community, the business community, and the
government are talking so openly about a national test” said Indiana school
_Superlntendent H. Dean Evans, a member of PEPAC, who is ambivalent about the
idea. 'l doubt that could have happened even two or three years ago. It almost seems
@ f?hrigone con(‘::fusmn nowldul we're going to have one.”

concept of a national test has yet to move the discussion

Education ‘Department paper suggested a numberpagf different pa&&%ﬁrtﬂ;
include using NAEP tests more widely or equating them to state tests, endorsing an
existing Fomlﬂenlla' test, crafting a new national exam, or oontin‘uing “ﬂﬂr:g the
potpourri of commercial, district, state, and national tests currently in use, Such an
exam need not be a federal undertaking, the paper said, but could be created and
managed through private auspices or a chartered group.

—John O'Neil

education and top jobs dependent on
fest  SCOres—Common  practice  in
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some other nations—also  runs
counter to U.S. philosophy. “We pride
ourselves, as a nation, on giving sec-
ond, third, and fourth chances,” notes
Marshall Smith, education dean at
Stanford Universiry.

Reflecting Consensus

But if assessments and standards are
carefully ilored to reflect an emerging
consensus on principles of sound leamn-
ing, their influence on curriculum and
teaching will be beneficial, argues Lau-
ren Resnick, director of the University of
Pitsburgh's Learning Research and De-
velopment Center and a key player in
the workforce commission's assessment
plan. “Assessments should be designed
so that when teachers do the natural
thing—that is, prepare their students to
perform well—they exercise the kinds
of abilities and develop the skills and
knowledge that are the real goals of
educational reform.”

Smith notes that national assess-
ment is beginning to better reflect
national consensus about curricular
goals, citing the use of curriculum
standards developed by the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics to
prepare the 1990 NAEP mathematics
assessment. “For this to be at all use-
ful, the efforts have o be synchro-
nized, and they're beginning to be’”
he says. Others note that efforts are
under way to broaden NAEP's assess-
ment techniques (for example, by us-
ing more open-ended rather than only
multiple-choice questions)

Some expens believe that concerns
that the new initatives regarding NAEP
will unduly influence classroom prac-
tices are overstated. "I can see where
NAEP could drive people's impressions
of what the schools can do and what
kids know, but whether it would drive
the everyday classroom instruction is
unlikely, given NAEP's current struc-
ture,” says Stanford University's Michael
Kirst, who served on a panel that recom-
mended NAEP's expansion. "1 don't
quite see how NAEP would ever be-
come a pupil-by-pupil test. And if itisn't,
then it's always going o have a lot of
problems driving all the actual day-to-
day classroom practice. For national in-
fluences 1o really have an impact, na-
tional tests would have 1o be congruent
with what is tested locally at the end of

Although the issue
of national standards
is occupying an
increasing number
of policymakers and
educators, most
admit the current
efforts represent
only a fraction of
the work needed.

every semester or the end of every
chapter, and it would have to be con-
gruent with what kids think matters in
their grades

More Questions than Answers
Although the issue of national stan-
dards is occupying an increasing num-
ber of policymakers and educators,
most admit the current efforts repre-
sent only a fraction of the work
needed. And even the limited steps
taken thus far face an uncenain future

For example, the panel created to
monitor the national goals (composed
of six governors, four Administration
officials, and four non-voting members
of Congress) has met with opposition
over the group's composition. Efforts
to create more broadly representative
panels to oversee progress toward the
national goals died in Congress last
fall, but they may be revived this vear
The pitched battle has raised ques-
tions about the credibility and leader-
ship potential of the NGA/Administra-
tion panel, some observers believe.
Further, the project to expand NAEP o
vield state-by-state resulis—one piece
of the effort 1o increase assessment
reporting—is not certain o be ex-
tended into the future

In a larger context, some educators
scoff at the current fascination with
tests and standards, given the over-
whelming problems facing many of
the nation's schools and the apparent

lack of will to marshall resources to
help fix them. ASCD Executive Direc-
tor Gordon Cawelti, for example, be-
lieves that federal dollars are beter
spent on research and dissemination
of practices and programs shown to
be effective  in  raising  student
achievement. “"Knowledge of lousy
results 1s not a motivator,” he says of
the NAGB's plan 1o compare states’
NAEP results

Others warn, however, that with so
much pressure building to raise student
achievement 10 meet higher standards,
educators need 1w help set them, not
oppose them. “The big question faced
by the education community is whether
it plays an affirmative role in shaping the
character of those standards or
whether it digs its heels in and resists,”
says Hombeck.[J

'See, for example, 1VS Mullis et al,
(1990, America’s Challenpe Accelerating
Academic Achievement. (Princeton, N|
National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress), A E Lapointe ¢t al, (1989), A World
of Differences An International Assessment
of Mathematics and Science, (Princeton,
N - Educational Testing Service)

“Commission on the Skills of the Amer-
ican Workforce, (1990), America’s Choice
High Skills or Low Wages, (Rochester, NY
National Center on Education and the
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*The annual Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa poll
of public attitudes oward education, for
example, consistently finds the public giv-
ing schools good ranngs, parmicularly
schools local to the person surveyed

"I 1. Cannell, (1987), Nationally Normed
Elementary Achievement Testing in Ameri-
ca's Public Schools How All Fifty States Are
Above the National Average, (Daniels,
W Va : Friends for Educanon, Inc )

*National Center for Education Statistics,
(1990, “"National Education Goals Op-
tions for Measuring Student Achievement,”
(hackground paper prepared for the Pres-
ident’s Educanon Policy Advisory Commit-
ee)

“National Center for Fair and Open Test-
ing, (1990), open leter to the US Con-
gress, the Bush Administranion, and the
Nanon's Gowvernors

I B Resnick and D. P Resnick, (Octo-
ber 1989), “Tests as Standards of Achieve-
ment in Schools,” (essay prepared for the
Educational Testung Service Conference)

John O'Neil is Editor of ASCO [ pdate and
ASCD Curriculum pdate
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