Current Controversies
Over Standardized Tests

Is There an SDA School in Lake Wobegon?

ducation is famous for its
“effects.” We have had the
“Pygmalian Effect,”’ the “Haw-
thorne Effect,”” and now the
. “Lake Wobegon Effect.”

Immortalized by Garrison Keillor in
hisradioshowand books, Lake Wobegon
is the mythical town where “the women
are strong, the men are good looking, and
all the children are above average.”?

The United States bears a suspi-
cious resemblance to Lake \Wobegon,
since all 50 states have recently reported
that their students scored above average
on standardized achievement tests.

What's going on here?  How can
everyone be above average? Anumber of
factors may be at work, including defects
in test preparation and incorrect use of
the norms or averages in making com-
parisons.

Critics point to another possible
causc forthe Lake Wobegon Effect. They
allege that much clementary and sec-
ondary teaching and curricula arc test-
driven; that is, they are designed to pro-
duce higher student scores. In such
cases, teachersandadministrators mod-
ify their curriculum and use other un-
cthical ways of boosting class and school
averages.

The Lake Wobegon Effectis only the
iatest in a steady stream of controversies
over standardized tests:

¢ Critics have condemned the prac-
tice of requiring competency tests for
high school graduation and as prerequi-
sites for taking upper-division college
courses.

e Somc states, like California, do
not permit intelligence tests to be used
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for certain purposes.

* Anumber of widely used tests are
accused of gender and/or ethnic bias.

* (ritics denounce the way test re-
sultsare usedin many schools and school
systems, as well as in the media.

These controversies have been
widely reported in the popular press and
within the educational community. The
problems they highlight deserve to be
taken seriously. This article will suggest
some ways classroom teachers, school
principals, and conference and union
administrators in the Adventist educa-
tional system can address these con-
cerns.t

Suggestions for Classroom Teachers

» Lise proper procedures for adminis-
tering tests.

When adininistering their own tests,
teachers frequently explain items to stu-
dents before or during the test and/or give
them extra time to complete the ques-
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tions. If these procedures are followed
with standardized tests, students will
undoubtedly gethipherscores. However,
if teachers do net follow the administra-
tive procedures specified in the testing
manual, the scores will have little mean-
ing.

s Interpret scores correctly.

Standardized achievement tests do
not measure a number of important sub-
jects taught in Adventist schools. For
cxample, the lowa Tests of Basic Skills
battery does notinclude subtests on Bible,
composition, handwriting, music, art, or
physical education.  When reporting
standardized test results to parents, be
sure to emphasize the restricted nature of
the tests.

Consider measurement error when
interpreting scores. Small differences
between subtests on one test or between
a student’s scores from year to year on
the same test have little significance.

When you interpret scores, consider
what factors may have influenced them.
Low scores could result from such factors
as poor reading ability, poor motivation,
inadequate background from previous
schools, lack of language proficiency, or
temporary factors, such asillness or noisc
that affected student performance on the
test.

Do not equate a low percentile rank
score (below average) with low achieve-
ment {below the standard). All students
should not be expected to be “above
average” (unless you reside in Lake
Wobegon). Although all students can
score higher than a given standard, by
definition half of the students must be
below the average (median) of the group.



In interpreting percentile ranks, be
sure to identify the norm group to which
yourstudentsare being compared. Good
standardized tests carefully define norm
groups in their administrator's manual.
The Lake Wobegon Effect occurs in part
because schools tend to select tests that
most closely match their curriculum.
However, the test norms are based on a
cross-section of schools with more di-
verse curricula.

Adventist education has its own ver-
sion of the Lake Wobegon Effect. Many
of us are proud that our school or system
is above the national average on stan-
dardized achievement tests. Is the na-
tional average really the standard to
which we should be compared? It might
make maore sense to compare ourselves
toothergroups, such aslocal community
schools, or other parochial or Adventist
schools.

We also ought to take into accouns
the ability fevel of our students and the
number of years they have attended Ad-
ventist schools before we make claims
about our superior achievement and the
value of Adventist education.

On the positive side, at least one
study has indicated that even after con-
rrolling for these factors and making the
proper comparisons, Adventist students
still achieve better than those in other
schools. Forexample, astudy done in the
Atlantic Union over a four-year period
showed that the average composite score
of all students who took the Towa Tests of
Basic Skills was one month above the
national average after controlling for the
ab™ty level of the students. At cach
grade level, the more years of Adventist
cducation the students had had, the
higher they scored, even after controlling
for their ability level s

* Do not allow the results of stan-
durdized tests to negatively affect time
dllotment in other curricular areas.

Resist pressure to overemphasize
those subjects measured by standard-

redachievement tests. Worship, Bible,
composition, handwriting, music, art, and
nhysical education are important parts
»tawholistic curriculum, despite the fact
mat students don’t have to take stan-
ardized tests in these subjects.

* Don't teach to the test in an inap-
Topriate way.

There are many ways to teach to the

some good, some bad. Don't teach

wactualitems found on the test. While
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this method does raise test scores, it also
generates {alse information about stu-
dents’ general achievement level in the
subiject.

For the same reason, it is not a good
idea to use commercial programs that
purport to raise students’ test scores.
These programs drill students in content
that closely parallels the test questions
but do not increase their general under-
standing of the subject.

The proper way to “teach to the test”
is to emphasize or modify teaching in
broad arcas where the class average is
lower than you would expect. Such em-
phasis should not be limited to the spe-
cific objectives addressed by the test
questions, but should include the broad
domain of objectives that relate to the
arcas of concern.

For example, suppose the class as a
whole scores poorly on two questions in
a standardized test in Bible.” The items
refate to the SDA fundamental belief
“Experience of Salvation.”

To remedy this, place more empha-
sis on the broad areas of salvation that
relate to these two questions.  Don't
overemphasize actual item content, or

the specific objectives measured by the
items.

* Combine other information with
test results for decision making.

Most validity studies suggest that
standardized achievement and aptitude
tests adequately measure achievement
and predict academic performance.
However, they should seldom, if ever, be
used alone as indi.ators or predictors of
achievement. A number of other factors,
such as grades and personal characteris-
tics, should also be considered.

* Inevaluating test results, keep in
mind that class subscores and petformance
on specific items are more important than
class averages for the complete test.

Standardized achievement tests
provide two types of class-related results:
(1) total and subscore averages, and (2)
item analysis and criterion-referenced
subtest information.

Although each class’s average score
on the complete test is the number most
likely to be emphasized in a newspaper
article or report to parents, it is not the
mostimportant for the classroom teacher.
Specific changes in teaching methods
and/or curriculum are more likely to be



based on the percentage of correct re-
sponseson individual items and the mean
percentage of items answered correctly
on subtests.

¢ Modify your teaching as a result of
the test scores.

Teaching methods and curriculum
should be changed if students perform
poorly on individual items and subtests.
Don’tjust send one copy o. the results to
the parents and then file the othercopy in
a cumulative record folder.

Suggestions for Principals

e Select appropriate tests.

Before selecting any standardized
achievement or ability tests, carefully
evaluate each test in terms of your cur-
riculumandstudents. Standardized tests
seldom conform perfectly to the curricu-
lum of any school, but look for the one
that matches most closely. Although
conference- or union-selected tests may
not be as good a match for your school, it
is necessary for overall curriculum evalu-
ation that the same test be used through-
out the school system.

e Monitor the administration of
standardized tests.

Provide in-service training forteach-
ers who have not administered the tests
before and conduct occasional review
sessions for other teachers. Teachers
must be instructed or reminded to follow
standardized procedures while still help-
ing students to do their best.

Lock up test materials before and
after testing. Distribute the test booklets
to teachers shortly before the testing be-
gins and collect them shortly after test-
ing. Make sure that all booklets are
accounted for.

Check to be sure that teachers have
followed proper administration proce-
dures, such as keeping to the time limits
(ifany) and not coaching students before
or during the test. Violations of test
security and administrative procedures
have been cited as possible reasons for
the Lake Wobegon Effect.

* Monitor the use of test results.

Each year when test results come in,
review with teachers the meaning of the
information reported on the computer
printouts. Discuss how the statistics
should be used within the school and
with parents.

At the end of each school year, ask
every teacher to file a report indicating
how he or she used test results to modify
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teaching methods and/or curriculum.

s Use caution in punishing or re-
warding teachers for test results.

Teachers should be encouraged to
boost student achievement while not
being blamed for poor standardized test
scores. The primary purpose of testing is
to obtain information for better decision
making, not to evaluate teachers.

Teachers need to know that you will
respond professionally if scores are Jower
or higher than expected. Ifinappropriate
punishments or rewards are given,
teachers will be tempted to teach to the
test or use improper administrative pro-
cedures. Unusual increases in scores
from year to year suggest a need to inves-
tigate these factors.

Suggestions for Conference and Union
Administators

» Use proper procedures for selecting
tests.

Before selecting standardized tests,
solicit input from a variety of teachers.
This will give your teaching staff a feeling
of participation in and ownership of the
decisions made. If teachers feel that
testing is being forced on them, they are
more likely to disregard proper testing
procedures.

As far as possible, make sure that
cach testreflects a broad range of content
comimon to the school system.

* Use test results for curricutum de-
velopment.

Curriculum committees should ex-
amine conference and union results at
the item and subscore level to detect
local strengths and weaknesses. Such
evaluations ca: provide data for deci-
sion making about textbooks, materials,
methods, and emphasis.

* Monitor test securitv.

Each conference (or union) should
have a closely monitored system that
ensures that test booklets are either re-
turned to the conference for union) or are
kept under lock and key at each school.

* Monitor the use of test results.

Each year, ask principals to file a
report indicating how the test results
helped them to make decisions about

teaching methods and/or curriculum.
Outline for principals the proper way to
interpret and explain test results to par-
ents and the media.

» Establish appropriate penalties and
rewards for schools and principals.

Encourage principals to strive for
high achievement, butdo notblame them
or their teachers for poor achievement.
Principals need to know that you will
respond professionally if scores are lower
or higher than expected.

Inappropriate penalties or rewards
may tempt principals to encourage
teaching to the test or improper adminis-
trative procedures. Investigate unusual
increases in scores from year to year to
see if they resulted from either of these
factors.

While some critics advocate elimi-
nating the use of standardized tests, a
better approach is to select tests wisely,
educate teachers to use them properly,
and then monitor the use of the tests.
When properly utilized, standardized
tests provide invaluable decision-mak-
ing information for students, teachers,
and administrators.

Dr. Jerome Thayer is Assistant Dean and Pro-
fessor of Research and Statistical Methodology
for the School of Education at Andrews Univer-
sity, Berrien Springs, Michigan, and Research
Editor for the JOURNAL.
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