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In July 1979, we began a three-year inquiry to discover ways in
which school districts might effectively 1ink their district testing
and evaluation activities with instructional decision making.

This inquiry was stimulated by our belief, based on previous re-
search and experience in school districts, that testing and evaluation
activities in most districts had only Tlimited infiuence on internal
school district instructional decision making. Instead, the focus of
testing and evaluation in many districts seemed to be toward satisfying
external demands, e.g., federal program evaluation requirements, court-
ordered desegregation mandates (Zucker, 1981; David, 1978). But many
school districts had moved to develop their testing and evaluation ca-
pacities (Lyon, et al., 1978} and it seemed logical to us that the
data and reports generated by a district evaluation unit might also
serve as a district curriculum and instructional management information
system.

The main purpose of our work is not to determine the extent to which
a nationwide sample of school districts are using testing and evaluation
for internal instructional decision making. Instead, we are examining
how a small number of districts are attempting to forge a linkage among
testing and evaluation and instructional decision making.

At the present time, we have completed extensive case studies in
five or six districts that we selected because they had a reputation
for having tried to forge this Tinkage. Our sample districts, while not
comprising a national sample, do exhibit characteristics that represent

the diversity of American school districts. They reflect differences in:



size (large/small), student demographics (affluent/below-average in-
come, racially homogeneous/racially heterogenious), and locale (urban/
suburban}. Three researchers have each spent approximately one week
in each district visiting schools and district offices, interviewing
district participants, examining relevant documents and records. We
have asked respondants about three general areas: Why is this district
trying to link testing and evaluation with instructional decision-making?
How does this district do this? What effects have the linking activities
had?
In the brief space available to us, we would like to discuss three
specific questions related only to the first two areas of interest.
1. What are the incentives and disincentives that operate in
school districts attempting to forge an evaluation-testing-
instruction Tinkage?
2. What are examples of the approaches districts are taking
to forge these Tinkages?
3. What are the potential contributions this research has for
school improvement?
But before doing so, we'd like to define briefly what we mean by
linkage although you will get its fuller flavor, by example, later in
the paper. Linkage, to us, means the coordination--either through formal
or informal means--of all the operations and services within a school
district essential or supportive of the use of testing and evaluation for
instructional purposes. Linkage is a function of management. It is an
arrangement which brings together in some productive manner data collec-

tion, analysis, and reporting with core instructional activities.



Such testing-evaluation-instruction linkages are not commonplace in
school districts although testing and evaluation activities have increased
substantially since 1965. This may mean that most school districts have,
over the past 15 years, felt 1ittle need to make such a linkage. We were
interested to learn what factors seemed to be encouraging our sample dis-
tricts to move in this direction.

Question 1. What are the incentives and disincentives that operate

in school districts attempting to forge an evaluation-
testing-instruction linkage?

In the districts we studied, the single shared reason given for ini-
tiating coordination arrangements between tests and evaluations was to in-
fluence pupil achievement as measured on test scores. In many of the dis-
tricts there had been expressed dissatisfaction, coming from a number of
sourceé, with the academic performance of students. The move towards use
of tests and evaluation data was primarily remedial. In one of the dis-
tricts, however, there had been overall satisfaction with student learning;
moreover, there was a sense, on the part of the district superintendent,
that individualized instruction might increase the learning of average and
above average students.

District officials indicated in their interviews with us that their
overall intention was to use test scores as a description of student achieve-
ment. They wanted these scores arranged and understood in such a way so
as to redirect instruction. However, the immediate incentives for starting
and continuing such a process seemed to vary from district to district. For
example, some central offices were moved in this direction by explicit man-
date from courts, or from state legislatures or from school boards. In

other districts, superintendents or other officials seemingly influenced



by research and current educational thinking, decided to use available
federal and state money to build instructionally relevant tests.

We might categorize the types of incentives we found as either
neticks" or “carrots" and their sources as either external or internal

to district management. Our matrix would Took something like this.

insert Figure 1 about here

This list of incentives, to some extent, begs the question. The
carrots and the sticks are common to other districts. Why haven't they
moved to link testing and evaluation with instruction? Given our small
sample, and our field-based research design, we cannot provide a general
answer to that question. What we can say is that certain characteristics
seem to be present in our five districts, especially those that are most
advanced in their Tinkage development. These elements indicate that our
districts had the management capacity to respond to the incentives. The
elements we refer to are: idea champions, stable core staff, realistic
problem analysis, and tolerance for ambiguity. The following is a brief
description of each element:

° Idea champions--by this we mean individuals in key adminis-
trative and policy positions who firmly believe in the value
of test and evaluation data and consistently champion its
development and connection to instruction. In our districts,
these individuals were found in a variety of positions.

There was no consistent pattern to their school district
assignments, e.g., some are in curriculum, some in evalua-

tion, some are line administrators; what they do share with
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one another are characteristics such as conviction, per-
suasiveness,and some degree of power.

Stable core group--in our districts, these "idea champions"
and their followers have been arcund for a while. In our
most advanced linkage systems it has taken from 8-10 years
for the 1inkage programs to develop and mature. This could
not have happened if the core group had continually changed.
Comprehensive rather than ad hoc problem analysis--the core
group has been aware of next steps beyond the immediate task
of the moment. It is one thing to develop, for example, a
CRT program in reading--it is quite another thing to actually
get teachers to use it. Bridging the gap between develop-
ment and use implies an understanding of the school site and
district as a bureaucratic social system and an appreciation
of the various strategies and tools that might most effectively
bridge the gap.

Tolerance for ambiguity--none of the linkage arrangements
developed, over time, in anything resembling the rational,
linear way that is often described in standard planning

texts. Instead, the programs have developed unevenly, com-
ponent by component on a broken front. Many times, the
components of the ]inking'system have been developed indepen-
dently of one another, with different purposes and each with
its own set of advocates. Developing linkage arrangements to
merge together these disparate pieces into a new configuration

takes time and it can be very frustrating.



The above 1ist is not exhaustive and it may be that these charac-
teristics and activities are found in many districts that have not
thought about or who have tried and abandoned an effort to develop a
linkage system; we don't know. A1l we can say is that these are pre-
sent in our sample districts and we believe they contribute to the pro-
gress these districts have made.

What about disincentives to develop a management arrangement that
Tinks services and supports to the connection between testing, evaluation,
and instruction? As we indicated above, typically districts are not
moving in this direction. There are 1ikely several reasons for this.

An important one, we believe, is that these districts are not pressured
or pulled to think about the impact of students' test scores through
change in instructional activities. Thus, they continue in a traditional
arrangement of semi-autonomous operational units.

For example, districts may feel that their declining test scores
are caused by large and rapid changes in the ethnic or racial class
make-up of their pupil population or that their declining performance
merely reflects the flagging public support for the schools. They rea-
son that, until these conditions change,it is unlikely that encouraging
curriculum and instructional changes based on test scores and evaluation
findings will make much of a difference. They conclude that other poli-

tical, social, or financial strategies might be more appropriate.

Another disincentive js that a closely linked testing, evaluation,
and instructional system, with its emphasis on supervision, communica-
tion, and coordination, flies in the face of the traditional school dis-

trict operating mode which can be characterized as Toosely coupled,



(Weick, 1976) with teachers working quite independently behind closed
classroom doors (Lortie, 1975). Teachers do not readily embrace ap-
proaches that fundamentally alter their accustomed professional behavior
patterns.

Still another disincentive may be that a tight and interactive rela-
tionship between test scores and classroom practice is yet an unproven
solution to the problem of student learning. While various components,
e.g., development and use of CRTs, formative and summative evaluation
methods, are becoming increasingly sophisticated and technically sound,
much remains to be done before teachers and administrators are convinced
that these techniques can be used as effective tools in their own class-
rooms for improving student achievement. Given the other demands on their
time and energy, teachers will not readily commit themselves to unknown
and unproven technologies.

Question 2. What are examples of the approaches

districts are taking to forge these Tinkages?

Our sample districts are using a variety of approaches in linking
testing and evaluation with instructional improvement. In this paper
we will very briefly describe two approaches: a decentralized, school-
oriented system using norm-referenced standardized test scores; and
a distrfct-directed centralized system using district-directed criterion-
referenced tests. The decentralized NRT system uses the individual
school as the locus of change. Within Toosely prescribed district para-
meters, each school has considerable discretion in developing and imple-
menting an instructional program that the school staff feels is appro-
priate for its particular student body. The norm-referenced student test

results are folded into an individualized evaluation report that is prepared



for each school by the district office. The school staff, with the assis-
tance of the central evaluation unit staff and, often, with district in-
structional and curricular specialists, develop yearly plans in which
they identify their own instructicnal and other programmatic priorities,
Presumably, the evaluation unit's reports, including the scores, form
part of the evidence upon which each individual school modifies its in-
structional program. Some of these districts were also developing and
using CRTs, but these tests did not play a prominent part in their in-
structional renewal program; they were used more as an instructional
tool in the classroom rather than as a tool for school-site decision-
making.

The school districts using a centralized CRT system focus on a
common district instructional continuum, usually in reading, math, and
Tanguage arts to which all schools are expected to adhere. The impetus
for change comes more from the district Tevel than from the local
school. The district also encourages the teaching staff to follow a
common instructional methodology when implementing the district's cur-
riculum. Student scores on CRTs are used as the main basis upon which
instructional effectiveness is gauged. The CRTs are developed so that
they relate to the district's adopted jnstructional program. NRTs are
administered and reviewed but they are used mainly to inform the public
of the district's program--they do not play a prominent part in the
instructional renewal program.

We do not wish to imply that NRTs are not appropriate for decen-
tralized systems or that CRTs are inappropriate for decentralized sys-
tems. We are merely reporting that these were the configurations we

observed in our small sample of districts. Likely other mixtures of
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these eiements have been devised.

Although the decentralized and centralized orientations differ in
the Tocus of change and the types of test that are used, the districts’
arrangements share important characteristics such as providing support
services to the schools: e.g., an extensive and appropriate in-service
component, a well-developed data processing capability, a skilled evalu-
ator and measurement staff.

The districts differ in regard to what they considered the effect
of their programs. The two centralized, CRT-system districts pointed to
what they considered substantial improvements in pupil achievement as a
result of their program. The decentralized districts were less sure of
the overall effect of their program on student achievement but cited pro-
cess changes at the school in evidence of effect. This is understandable
since the schools themselves differ in what they are trying to accomplish;
and these diverse intentions do not Tend themselves to more standard yard-
sticks of progress. Of course, it may be that it takes longer to see the
effects of a decentralized program than a more centralized one. We are not
yet prepared to offer reasons for, or to assess the differences in the ef-
fectiveness of the two approaches. The districts themselves were not pre-
sently examining what might be considered unintended or unexpected side
effects, e.g., heightened or lowered teacher morale, increased or de-
creased community support.

Question 3. What are the potential contributions this research

has for school improvement?

There is a substantial public and professional “crisis of confi-

dence" in the public schools' ability to adequately educate their pupils=--
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especially in the basic skills. Increasingly, districts are realizing
the limitations of methods of school improvement built on piecemeal
approaches, such as untargeted in-service training programs, or new test-
ing programs, or adopting and implementing externally funded projects.
These activities, however well-intentioned, simply were not reversing

the deciining test scores.

Some districts, such as our sample districts,are now seeking more
comprehensive and integrated approaches to developing better teaching and
learning. One such approach involved connecting the school district's
testing and evaluation activities with on-going discussions about how
to chart the district pupils' achievement, assess the effects of various
instructional strategies, revise those strategies, and use subsequent data
to re-assess. We believe this systematic approach will be increasingly
tried by other districts. While we think that each district will have
to evolve an approach that is appropriate to fts particular context and
needs, it seems logical that districts beginning to consider this ap-
proach can Tearn a great deal from the experience of these "pioneer"
districts. They can learn of the various strategies that have been
tried, the specific components (such as CRTs) that have been developed,
and the kinds of barriers that have been encountered. Enlightened by
the experience of those who have preceded them, these "newer" districts
can, perhaps, reduce the time and cost necessary 10 implement such a
system.

Our sample districts have been deeply involved in developing these
programs and this has made it difficult for them to step back and take

a comprehensive and somewhat detached view of their efforts. What is
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more, they do not have the opportunity to compare their efforts with
those of other districts that are developing a similar linkage strategy.

We see ourselves as providing two research-related services; first,
as observers and recorders of what these districts are doing, so as to
subsequently create from their synthesized experiences technical assis-
tance materials for districts wishing to follow this linkage strategy
as a means of improving pupil achievement; and second, as analysts of
this process, we seek to understand the configuration of human, organi-
zational, political, and technical elements that are associated with the
implementation of this linkage strategy so as 1o contribute to the grow-
ing school improvement literature.

With regard to our technical assistance and development role, we
realize that the linkage arrangements that our sample districts are de-
veloping are unique to each setting and that they cannot be "packaged"
and exported to other districts. Nonetheless, there are likely portions
of these arrangements that can provide guidance to other districts. The
things these sample districts have learned about fhe process will likely
be of considerable interest to those who want to embark on this strategic
course. During the last year of this project, we will be working with
several districts and helping them begin to design and implement such a
program.

With regard to our research/analytical role, we see as a major con-
tribution the bringing together of the research Titeratures from several
fields, e.g., evaluation, testing and curriculum, and organizational

theory as a means of gaining insights into the dynamics of this Tinking



13

process in school districts. Since these literatures have historically
been developed in isolation from each other, our research provides a
unique vehicle for gaining a better understanding of their interrelation-
ships. This kind of theory/practice synthesis seems to us to be a
necessary step if we are going to be able to fashion research and con-
ceptual work into tools useful for working on the pressing problems

facing public education today.
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