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In many schools, right up through graduate school or law school, standardized achievement tests
often createsituationsinwhich equity existsonly inminimal ways....Studentsfrom poorer economic
groupsareoftenintracksthat fail to give them theinformation they need to prepare for college or
to do well on standardized college aptitude tests. Until we change this underlying inequality in

education, testswill reflect it.

Weaknesses|n Current Definitionsof Educa-
tional Equity

| am deeply concerned about the effect of
testing on equity in education. In many schools,
right up through graduate school or law school,
standardized achievement tests often create
situationsinwhichequity existsonly inmini-mal
ways. For instance, achievement testsoftenresult
in the segregation of populationswithin
a school instead of the segregation which for-
merly existed among schools.

Many districtsuseexternally devel opedtests
designed to assess students' basic skills;
for example, Boston usesthe Metropolitan Stan-
dardized Test. Performance on such tests, and
educational tracksbased ontest performance, are
very often correlated to first language and
to socioeconomic status, whichare, inturn, corre-
lated to ethnicity because of unevendis-tribution
of social and economic opportunity. Neverthe-
less, these tests are often the basis for entry into
special programs, tracking and re-tention. The
result is many schools that are
only technically unsegregated; in reality there
is segregation within individual schools rather
thanfull educational equity.

Historically, educational equity hasbeende-
fined in three separate but inadequate ways.
as input, "easily countable equity data," and
"poorly-framed achievement data.”

Unfortunately, the technical legacy of cases
like Brown v. Board of Education has requir-
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ed equity that is defined in terms of input.
For example, all schools, just as they must be
racially balanced, are often judged or equated
onteacher/pupil ratio, number of school days, or
equal physical facilities. Y et that doesn’t create
equity intermsof educational oppor-tunity. Even
if it is technically true that the overall school
population is racially balanced, within a given
school students are tracked in "general educa-
tion," "advanced," or "collegebound" programs,
which provide vastly different educational op-
portunities. Equitableeduca-

tional opportunity and equity of outputislacking,
especially since poor and minority children are
disproportionately ineducationally inferior tracks.
Equity of output would requiregreater effortsto
provide equalized opportunitiesto all children.
Standardized testsmakelittlecontributiontoful -
fillingthisrequirement.

"Easily countableequity data" meansmaking
surethepopul ation of aprogram--e.g., agifted and
talented program--isracially balanced at incep-
tion. But this is ineffective in producing true
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equity because programsthat begin balanced of -
ten end up imbalanced. Ra-
ther than focusing only on the inception, we
shouldinstead be paying attentiontowho staysin
a program, who graduates from school, who is
ready upon graduationto goonto substantial post-
secondary education. Those are much harder
guestions becausethey are about quality, not just
numbers. And, onceagain, standardized testsdo
not help provide equity here.

"Poorly-framed achievement data’ equity re-
latestothedataavailableat asinglepointintime,
e.g., how students are doing in April of agiven
year. While standardized testsdo give usasense
of student performanceat asinglemomentintime,
the data are not organized to
tell us students’ progress over time, even when
schoolsgiveastandardizedtest every year. There-
fore, we don’t know the growth curve
for different populations of students in a giv-
en district, but only the achievement of an
"average' student. Moreover, when we pub-
lishdata, welinkitdirectly toethnicity, nottolevel
of family income, first language, the degree of
socid stressin students livesor other factorsthat
aremore causal.

Additional Problemsof Current Tests

Currently, testing and evaluation is a secret
science. It istechnically driven, with standards
and procedures so internal to itself that it is
oftendifficultfor theretobepublicdebateabout it.
Thus, the minimal data which is made public is
difficult to question. Consumers of education
do not know, when scores are said to increase
or decrease, whether all segments of the student
population are doing better or whether schools
have excluded the test scores of certain groups
suchasstudentsin Special Educationor bilingual
classes.

Nor do teachers do more than distribute and
monitor standardizedtests; they donot de-termine
what items are on the tests, nor what
items should be on a test because they concern
important educational matters, nor how itemsare
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determinedtoberight or wrong. Thebulk of such
determinations are made by non-teacher techni-
cians, who historically have concentrated on
creating a distribution in performance (the bell-
curve) rather than criterion-referenced
reports of performance. All this should be ques-
tioned.

Furthermore, test scoresaretreated asif they,
not the underlying education, were the problem.
Take, for exampl e, testssponsored by the College
Board, which invented the notion
of standardized college entrance examinations.
Originally those examinations were intended to
increase equity by meansof anonymity: any-one,
independent of ethnicity or classor ability to pay
tuition, could earn ascorethat would makehimor
her aviable candidate for college. But whatever
theorigina intention, these scoresare now taken
asindicating how abledifferent popul ationsareor
how good certain schoolsor districtsare. Y et we
now know that test scoresoften correlatewiththe
kind of high school that students attend and the
track students are in. Students from poorer eco-
nomic groups are of-ten in tracksthat fail togive
them the infor-
mation they need to prepare for college or to
do well on the College Board's standardized
collegeaptitudetests. Until wechangethisunder-
lying inequality in education, testswill reflect it.
And changing the scores per se
(through practice courses or other means) is
only acosmetic answer.

Proposed New For ms Of Assessment

Theunderlying problemsmay beexacerbated
rather than ameliorated by current pro- posalsfor
national tests put forth by former President Bush
and now beingtakenupby theClintonadministra-
tion. The plan isto create national achievement
tests for students in the fourth grade, the eighth
grade, andthetenthgrade. Theinitiativehasbeen
designedinhopesthat theseachievement testswill
drive up the standards of public education. But it
isnot aforegone conclusion that national testing
will cause the level of education to rise, unless
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THELONGTERM VIEW

suchtesting wereto betied to equalized accessto
educational opportunity. Moreover, such high
stakestesting, which will certify studentsashav-
ingmet or not met standardsat early pointsintheir
lives, coulddrivelargenumbersof studentsout of
school at the tenth grade or even earlier. Very
undesirably, such testing, which could have cru-
cia consequencesfor students, teachersandentire
school systems, may be another set of tests for
which people will want coaching both in school
and, for the more affluent who can afford it,
outside of school aswell.

These new proposals are nonethel ess differ-
ent from current testing in that most versions of
them seek performance based testing. Instead
of consisting of dozens of multiple choice ques-
tions, newer testscould consi st of two or threeday
tasks that require skills and numerous
"types" of knowledge. For example, inamathtest
for fourth gradersdevel oped by oneteamworking
onanational examination system called the New
Standards Project, students would be given a
certain amount of hypothetical money
to spend to create an aguarium in which the
fish haveadequateresourcesand canlivecompat-
ibly. Thestudentswill begivenanentiredatabase
about the fish and about accessories that
areavailable. Theproject wouldtakesevera days;
students would have to create a relevant graph,
and would haveto arguein favor of creating the
aquarium asthey did.

Though it would be different from current
standardized tests because it would use per-
formance based assessment, thevery seriousrisk
of NSP sproposal isthat, likecurrent tests, it may
or may not directly and deliberately af-fect cur-
ricula. Consequently, at PerformanceA ssessment
Collaborativefor Education, wearecollaborating
with partners as diverse as four urban and two
rura school districts, aswell astheCollegeBoard,
to create assessmentsthat will causeand bebased
onastrong curriculumandgoodteaching. Inthese
collaborations we are seeking to directly and
intentionally affect curriculain order to increase
trueeducational equity.

In the College Board's PACESETTER pro-
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gram, the necessary bodies of knowledge will
be determined by having national committees
of teachersand scholarsdesign courses. A shared
template will help all teachers to im-
partthesame”largeideas’ and"worthwhileskills,"
but will not require each teacher to use the same
subject matter when doing so. For example, one
teacher of literature might use
a significant amount of African American lit-
erature, while another might use American writ-
ers of the 1920s and 1930s. But both would
requireall studentsto meet thesamehighlevelsof
academic achievement--by doing independent
reading, writing essays, etc. Theessaysalongwith
other projectswould becomepart of aportfolio of
the student’ swork. The portfolio itself would be
graded by the student’ steacher, and then portfo-
liosfrom that teacher’ s studentswould be "cross
read,” or "crossrated,” by other teachers.

Attheend of asemester or ayear, each student
would undertakea" culminating pro-ject,” which
would be done within a specified time period. In
aliteraturecourse, for example, studentsmight be
given one week to investi-
gateand examinetheliteratureof their particu-lar
geographicregion. They might interview writers
and put together an anthology of region-al litera-
ture, with an introduction explaining the special
characteristics of that literature, why it
isinteresting, andwhat it contributesto American
literatureasawhole.

Aslongasthematerial sandtasksaredemand-
ing, itwould not matter whether, intheseprojects,
students are dealing with Huckleberry Finn, or
withtheoral and written traditionsof the Spanish
speakingcommunity.

What we are suggesting for all students is
currently doneonly for thebest and brightest—for
thosein advanced placement. Webelievethat, if
the country wants high standards for al of its
students, there must be public syllabi and knowl-
edgeable public discussions that describe the
curricular featuresneeded to attain such standards.
Wefurther believe, assaid, that assessment must
be based on, and not be in-dependent of, the
needed curriculum.



The suggestion being made here not only
replicates what is already done for the nation’s
best students, but isal sosimilartowhat isrequired
for thelnternational Baccal aureate, whichisbased
on a set of examinations given
in international high schools. In the pertinent
foreign language exam, for instance, a student
must give an oral report in the foreign language,
and must takeand answer questionsfromthefloor
in the foreign language. The exams themselves
arecreated by committeesof teachers, whochange
the specific detail s of the examinations annually
while continuing to require mastery of the same
"largeideas" and "large skills." Many European
nations, such asHolland, havemadeand continue
to makelargeinvestmentsin creating and giving
thesekinds of examinations.

The Feasibility Of The Approach Suggested
By TheCollaborativeAnd TheCollegeBoar d

The immediate question, of course, is whe-
ther the suggestions of PACE and the College
Board are feasible on a national scale for all
American students. Implementation would cost
more—jperhaps 200 or 300 percent more—than
standardized multiplechoicetests. However, this
isnottheway tothink of it. Thebetter way tothink
of it is as industry thinks of the steep
but important expense of quality control, which
many companiesconsider to beworththeinvest-
ment. After all, we are talking about serious
educational reform and the use of assessment
to help achieveit.

Moreover, we may soon have little choice.
In Kentucky, for example, after the state's
school system was declared unconstitutional,
thelegidaturevoted substantial sumsof money to
create a new statewide assessment system based
on portfoliosand performancetests. Or again, in
a pending Connecticut case called
Sheff v. O’ Neill, a14 year old African American
isclaimingthat, becauseof theinequal ity between
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the schools of inner city Hartford and of the
surrounding suburban areas, heis not get-ting an
educationwhich comportswiththestateconstitu-
tional provision guaranteeing equality of
educationa opportunity. Suchinequalitiesarecom-
mon throughout the country because states and
politicians have been far more concerned with
maintaining the decision making autonomy of
local school districts than with questions of true
educational equity. Interestingly, thegovernor of
Connecticut has taken an independent stand in
response to the Sheff case, saying that

the inequalities of education should be rectified
and proposing that the stateshould bedividedinto
six regions, each of whichiseconomically mixed,
and school swithin each region should berespon-
siblefor achieving educational equity within the
region. This would be areal contribution to the
system of education--to providing high quality
education to children of poverty who today are
often  stultified in lower tracks
and poorer schools.

Conclusion

The need to provide high quality education
to students who are currently marginalized in
schools is pressing. It is a very troublesome
fact of our culture that today about onein five
children grows up in poverty. What happens to
thesestudentsinschool haslife-long consequences:
studentswho are not placed in tracksthat include
seriousacademic subjectslikemath-ematics, sci-
encesand foreign languages may be hindered for
therest of their lives and may indeed never earn
much above the minimum wage. The nation can
nolonger affordthis. EventsliketheLosAngeles
riotsor the casein Hartford show that the victims
may no longer suffer it in silence. But changing
testsor creating national assessment systemsisnot,
per se, the answer; changing fundamental, daily
educational opportunityis.
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