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Introduction

Evaluation blossomed in the mid-sixties with the bright promise of
bringing order, accountability, and improvement to the world of public
education. It would provide, we thought, a powerful methodology for
solving a variety of problems. We would define our goals; we would assess
needs relative to those goals; we would plan programs to address the needs
and goals; we would implement our well targetted programs, assess their
progress and outcomes, and learn from experience (and our data) about how
to plan and implement better the next time, discarding programs and ideas
which didn't work and refining those which did. It was an appealingly
simple idea and a tribute to the presumed rationality of the educational
system,

Two decades later, evaluation withers. It has spawned considerable
interest in achievement testing -- witness the growth of standardized
testing,of minimum competency testing, of district continuum testing, of
curricutum embedded testing, of state and national assessments-~-but its
effectiveness is suspect. Lots of testing goes on in the names of
evaluation and scientific management, but to what extent do the results get
used and to what extent do they stimulate the improvement of education?
Research documents some modest effects on program-Tlevel decision-making
(Alkin et al, 1979; Cohen & Garet, 1975; King & Pechman, 1982; Weiss, 1872;
Worthen & Sanders, 1973), but evaluation has yet to reach its promise in
improving schools.

This paper explores various issues in the use of evaluation data by
Tocal schools. Based on a recently completed national survey of teachers
and principals, the paper first documents how much achievement testing

typically goes on in local schools, its costs and benefits. Next,



potential reasons impeding the usefulness of tests are discussed. Finally,
alternative models are presented for increasing the efficacy of evaluation
and its role in school improvement.

Testing in the Schools

Although those in the profession might disagree, evaluation in schools
has been synonymous with achievement testing. And evaluation, by this
definition, has undergone rapid growth in the last decade. A few figures
attest to this growth: according to the General Accounting Office, 90
percent of the local educational agencies throughout the country administer
standardized, norm-referenced tests to students within their purview
(HRD-76-113), supplemented in many cases with district curriculum testing;
42 states conduct state assessment programs (Hall, 1975); 38 in addition
have adopted minimum competency testing requirements (Gorth & Perkins,
1979) and various special state and federal programs have added additional
mandates. This results in considerable required testing in the schools.

How much? A recently completed study conducted by the UCLA Center for
the Study of Evaluation with funding from the National Institute of
Education provides some basic answers. (See Dorr-Bremme, Herman, & Doherty,
1983.} Based on a survey of principals and teachers in a representative
sample of 100 districts throughout the country, the study found that the
typical upper elementary school student spends about six hours a year
taking required tests in reading and about five and three-quarters hours
taking required math tests. Figures at the secondary school level were
slightly higher, with the typical student spending about seven hours a year

in mandated English tests and six hours in required math tests.



These figures, it should be noted, reflect a very conservative
estimate of the amount of time devoted to testing. They only include
teacher estimates of test administration time, excluding the substantial
preparation and wind-down time frequently associated with formal testing
occasions. Dorr-Bremme et al (1983) found that actual administration time
accounted for onily 60% of student time devoted to testing, and that for
every one hour of student test time, teachers typically spent two to three
hours in test related activity, e.q., preparation, scoring, recording,
etc. Testing, then, can consume considerabte resources in teacher and
student time, time that may represent important opportunity costs for
instructional programs.

The Benefits of Required Testing

The costs of district evaluation and testing programs must also be
considered in relationship to their benefits. What are the benefits for
school and classroom practice? The results of CSE's national study again
provides some answers.. {See Dorr-Bremme, 1983; Herman & Dorr-Bremme, 1983.)

Consonant with the findings of other researchers ( Airasian, 1979; Goslin,
1965; Gostin et al, 1965; Salmon-Cox, 1981), CSE results indicate that
teachers and principals generally pay relatively little attention to
required tests. While these tests do provide some general information for
principals on the strengths and weaknesses of their school's curriculum and
do serve as a general benchmark against which teachers can assess students
needs and progress, they have 1ittle direct impact on instructional and
school decisionmaking --and this appears equally true for district
continuum or objectives based tests as well as standardized, norm

referenced test batteries. An exception is in schools serving students of



Tow SES.  Here test content seems to be driving the curriculum and princi-
pals and teachers appear under substantia) pressure to produce results.
More generally, however, test results play a lesser role. From the princi-
pals' perspective, for example, test results play a minor role in allocat-
ing financial resources to areas of need, and contrary to teacher fears,
reportedly contribute 1ittle, if anything, to teacher evaluation. From the
teachers' perspective, the results of required tests figure very little in
routine classroom decision-making. Not surprisingly, it is their own
teacher developed tests and, at the elementary school Tevel, those which
accompany curricular materials which figure most heavily in instructional
ptanning.

Reasons for Disuse

Why does this formal evaluative data remain untapped by schools? The
reasons are many. First, most formal testing programs are designed without
adequate attention to the qualities which are important to educators.
Herman and Dorr-Bremme (op cit) have identified several features which
increase the usefulness of tests for teachers, features which characterize
the assessment instruments which teachers use most frequently:

Validity: tests must assess what the teacher believes he or she has
actually taught in a way that seems consonant with the way he or she has
taught it;

Suitability: their intended Purpose must fit the tasks the teacher
needs to accomplish; they must be flexible to meet student, teacher and
classroom needs:

Immediate availability: the teacher must be able to employ the tests

whenever it seems appropriate to do so and have the results back promptly;

and



Ownership and control: related to the previous three factors, the
teacher must believe that that the test represents his or her needs and
aims and that it is a useful tool.

In short, the assessment tools that teachers need must be sensitive to
Jocal conditions and to the particular circumstances in their classrooms.
Principals too need assessment tools of the same type in order to serve as
instructional leaders in their schools. It is not surprising then that
both teachers and principals rely heavily on assessment strategies that are
internal to the school and its classrooms: teacher-made tests and assign-
ments, teachers' observations and judgments, and the readily available,
instructionally relevant tests that come with commercial curriculum mater-
jals. These classroom-based instruments exemplify the essential features
summarized above. In contrast, externally mandated measures generally do
not. The fit between their content and format and a particular teacher's
curricutum often is moot. Test scores often are not returned until months
after administration. Too often, too, the results come back in a format
teachers and many principals find difficult and confusing. For these
reasons, the results of standardized tests, other minimum competency
measures, and many district continuum tests can seem remote and irrelevant
to teachers and principals.

Fducators' background and learning in the area of testing and evailua-
tion also may help to account for their use of formal measures. A variety
of studies indicate that teachers and principals have very limited formai
training in the areas of evaluation, testing, or measurement {Yeh 1978;
Rudman et al, 1980) While most districts provide directions on how to

administer district tests and do provide some reports --albeit sometimes



guite belatedly -- of test results, few teachers receive training or
assistance in how to use tests to improve their instruction or in other
evaluation methods (see Herman & Dorr-Bremme, 1983).

Related to knowledge and background are teachers' attitudes toward
required tests. The CSE study indicates that lack of familarity does breed
some contempt, i.e, where more staff development and training in testing
was observed, teachers were more positive about the quality and utility of
tests, and test results had greater influence on decisionmaking
(Dorr-Bremme, Herman, & Doherty, 1983). Further, while most teachers and
principals who participated in CSE's survey were relatively positive or
neutral toward testing, a sizeable minority were concerned about the
quality of available commercial and district tests, their match to the
school and their classroom curriculum, and their fairness for some
students.

These concerns are mirrored by some in the research community. A
number of research studies, for example, have been discouraged by the
guality of commercially available tests, both norm-referenced and
criterion-referenced varieties (CSE, 1974, 1976, 1979; Huron Institute,
1978).

A Basic Validity Problem

Content validity is certainly a chief quality issue. Tests are valid,
i.e., accurate and appropriate, indicators of students and school perfor-
mance only under special circumstances. The test needs to reflect the
actual program of study chiidren receive. If an examination tests content
and skills at odds with school experiences, then the information provided

is very weak, and a fatal break occurs in the logic and validity



of any evaluation, Evaluation assumes a rational system, i.e., that the
school systems define goals and objectives, that their instructional
materials and their teachers in fact teach these goals and objectives, and
finally that the system is assessed with tests which actually measure these
same goals and objectives. Unfortunately, reality does not match this
ideal, as a case study from a local California district demonstrates (See
Herman, 1984). This school district, Tike many others around the country,
was under tremendous pressure to raise its test scores. Students in the
district annually took both the California State Assessment (known as CAP)
and a standardized test. Students consistently scored well below average
--and below expectation--on both measures. The school board was disgusted
and the assistant superintendent was desperate. We suggested that the
district examine whether they were teaching the skills that were being
assessed on CAP and develop instruction and practice exercises where any
gaps existed. The analysis of the match between the third grade test in
reading and the third grade basic reading text (which, as in many dis-
tricts, de facto defined the district curriculum objectives), produced a
startiing discovery: the third grade text provided direct instruction and
practice in less that one-half of the skills included on the test, placing
students and the district at a distinct disadvantage. (We provided supple-
mental practice for students in these areas of neglect and made some other
suggestions regarding the testing procedures; while causality is difficult
to attribute, the results were positive.)

Later, when this same school district was ready to select a new
standardized test, we suggested that they would be well to pay attention to

curricular match. That is, they should choose a test whose objectives



matched those of the district curriculum. Since they continued to be
concerned about their performance on the California Assessment Program,
they might also want optimize the match between the two tests. In other
words, if they wanted their students to do well on both tests, they should
be sure that their curriculum, to the extent possible, prepared students in
the tested skills. We therefore did an analysis of the match in reading,
math, and language arts between the district curriculum objectives, the
California Assessment objectives, and three commonly used standardized
tests. Again, the results demonstrated the irrationality of our current
educational system (See Herman & Cabello, 1983). First, in some cases a
standardized test covered less than 20% of the district's grade level
curricular objectives and 20-30% coverage occurred for half the tests ( a
small percentage for judging the quality of the district's program).
Second, from 40-100% of the items found on the standardized tests were in
fact covered by the district curriculum. A sizeable proportion were around
the 60-75% range, leaving 25-40% of the test at odds with the curriculum
and students' instructional experiences. Finally, given the match between
the curriculum and the California Assessment Program, it probably will come
as no surprise that there was a generally poor match between the
objectives on CAP and those on the standardized tests, from a low of 17%,
admittedly to a high of 100%. The point is, under these conditions, it is
difficult for students to perform well and the problem is exacerbated by
the fact that tests which provide a good curricular match at one grade
1evel or in one subject are not necessarily the ones which are best at
other levels and subjects. Is it any wonder that educators often feel that
formal testing is irrelevant to their needs and that these evaluations have

little meaning for them?



Evaluation, under these circumstances, seems to be something that is
done to, rather than for or with the schools--and many schools are in fact
"done in" by the effort. Baker (1983) has discussed extensively the funda-
mental problem inherent in the evaluation situation: the mismatch beiween
the evaluation needs of local schools and those of policy and accountabi-
1ity interests. Formal evaluation measures are driven by external demands
irrelevant and insensitive to local perspectives and problems, and their
results frequently are ignored as invalid at the local level. Meanwhile,
teachers and principals persist in their routine instructional and assess-
ment practices, which are ignored as unreliable by policy lTevels. The
result, according to Baker, is an inefficient layering of overiapping
evaluation requirements: superordinate (federal and state) demands; regular
and special district demands; school-imposed requirements and classroom
driven needs.

But the situation is not totally bleak, as research conducted by Bank
and Williams (1981) demonstrates. Their work indicates that influential
jdea champions (key administrators who are committed to improving instruc-
tion through evaluation} working with a stable core of staff {representing
a critical mass of teachers and administrators) and oriented toward compre-
hensive problem analysis can make a difference in evaluation practices and
instructional effectiveness.

Bank and Williams (1983} describe an example from one district they
studied. This district, with the help of its teachers over a period of
years, developed both a district curriculum continuum and a pool of test
jtems keyed to the curriculum at each grade Tevel. Pre- and post-tests

were then designed to monitor school and student progress and to help
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teachers provide more effective instruction targeted at areas of student
need.

The district, however, recognized that a testing program by itself
could not improve instructional practices. The central office therefore
instituted a staff program to train teachers in a diagnostic-prescriptive
approach to teaching and also created a new school-based role, resource
teacher, to help teachers implement the system and provide more indivi-
dualized instruction. The results of this effort over a ten year period
{Bank & Williams, 1983) support district claims that the testing system
holds the curriculum, instructional materials, staff development, and
teacher supervision together. The system works as follows:

- All tests are directly linked to a K-8 instructional continuum for
reading, language arts, and mathematics. They are the primary tools for
monitoring instruction.

-The tests cover a full range of skills, from minimum to maximum
competency;

~The tests are administered quarterly, or more often at a teacher's
request.

- The tests are computer-scored. Results are formatted in
easy-to-read, specially tailored reports to teachers, parents, and site and
district administrators. Teacher printouts, for example, are returned with
their students scores organized by objectives and printed out by learning
group.

- The teacher uses year end results to set instructional priorities

and objectives for individual students and for learning groups; progress is
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monitored periodically by both the principal and the teacher; and appro-
priate actions are taken immediately to remediate children who are not
performing well;

- The school principal is expected to monitor the progress of students
and classrooms. The principal is also expected to spend time observing
teachers in their classrooms. During end of year planning days, the prin-
cipal meets with the teachers to discuss the expected progress of groups of
students for the year. During the course of the year, principals receive
student scores and assess progress. Teachers are held accountable for
student performance; not all students must achieve the preset goals, but
deviations must be explained.

- Principals meet requiarly with the superintendent to discuss student
progress.

- The tests are reviewed and revised on an on-going basis.

The result is a multipurpose, integrated system which helps teachers pro~
vide better, more individualized instruction and one which facilitates
accountability and serves the needs of policy makers as well. It exempli-
fies some important features for increasing the utility of tests and
evaluation systems for teachers:

- the tests match the curriculum as teachers perceive it;

- the tests were developed by and for teachers, and teachers feel
considerable ownership of the system;

- the timing of the tests is under teacher control (beginning and
end of year testing is mandated, but more testing is conducted
at a teacher's discretion;

- test results are returned promptly in a comprehensible and
flexible format that matches teachers' planning needs;

- teachers receive training and support in how to use the system;



12

- the system receives strong and consistent support from school
and district administrators.

The system described above provides one of many models that may be
used to promote school improvement through the use of evaluation. Other
models might permit greater variability and autonomy at local school sites,
feature greater attention to the school and classroom processes which help
to explain school effectiveness, assess outcomes beyond basic skills
objectives, and consider a data set beyond student achievement data. Baker
(1983) has described a more comprehensive, "top down, bottom up" school
level system which includes demographic information, affective measures,
indicators of school and classroom process, and district wide and Tlocal
option measures of achievement -- a system that acknowledges the special
and unique characteristics of each local school (including school problems,
goals, processes and context). Sirotnik (1984) has described a similar
model based on critical theory, one which emphasizes teachers' roles in the
evaluation and inquiry process.

Multipurpose evaluation systems that are useful for local schools and
that are used by them are possible. With the advent of micro-computers,
schools can collect and easily make sense of a comprehensive data base in
order to improve their decision-making and instructional programs. It is
likewise feasible to aggregate and transmit relevant portions of that data
base for school district decision-making and to disaggregate that
information for teachers' classroom uses.

Whatever the model, it is important that the evaluation data get
targeted at the point of where the information can get used to improve the
instructional process. Targetting the information at this point, the

ultimate point of change, means that we must design systems that teachers
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actually will use, ones which will be a benefit rather than a burden. If
we base these systems on what we know about local utilization (see, for
example, Berman & MclLaughlin, 1977), we will use a process which builds
teacher ownership, provides flexibility and adaptability to teachers'
needs, and insures strong leadership support at both the district and
school levels. Teachers, in short, will need a strong role in the design,
implementation, and control of the system, and in order to play this role,
they may need staff development in evaluation skills and problem-solving
orientations. This does not mean making teachers super-technicians or
having them master the nuances of experimental design, instrumentation,
t-tests, and the 1ike. Rather it means providing them with conceptual
tools for analyzing their school and classroom environments.

If evaluation is to meet its promise for school improvement, we need
to stimulate schools and the staff within them to pursue a self-inquiry
mode:

What are Tocal goais and problems?

What are potential solutions, causes, strategies?

What data (including formal and informal varieties) can be collected
to help understand and solve the problem/reach the goal?

How can the data be best analyzed and synthesized (what user friendly
local computer options are available)?

What are appropriate next steps?

The model remains simple. Its implementation needs to acknowledge the
uniqueness of the local school context, the importance of curriculum match,

and the complexity of promoting change.
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