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Results uncertain

Why educators question assessment testing

By LYNN ORR

. A $Lmillion state education program
is in trouble.

For nine years, all fourth and sev-
enth grade Students in the state have
been given the Michigan Assessment
Tests, which last year cost nearly
$900.000 to administer. The State
Board of Education is asking for
another haif million dollars to expand
the program to include first. 10th and
possibly 12th grade students.

But the current program fails to get
even a “B" rating from tri-county
administrators. .

The Michigan Education Assessment
Program has been under fire for sev-
_era} years now. What do the tests
indicate about the state's education
system? If an individeal district's
Scores are “'poor”* or below state aver-
ages, does the district alter its teach-
ing methods? Are the results used by
school distriets?

or is the testing program one more
state mandate that costs taxpayers
money and is of little use to school dis-
tricts?

Criticism of the testing program
ranges from mild to adamant, and few
educators are willing to attack the pro-
gram up front. The general public has

little understanding of the program'’s
objectives, and mistakenly the test
scores are often used to rate the per-
formance of school districts.

analysis

P p among
school districts at the county level was
eliminated to avoid the ‘“‘report card"
syndrome, but districts frequently
invite plaudits for scoring above the
state average.

One attempt to determine the pro-
gram’s validity reveals that, after nine
years, the testing still (ails to meet the
needs of many school districts.

A survey conducted by the Senate
Education Study committee indicates
that less than half the superintendents
and curriculum coordinators in Oak-
land, Wayne and Macomb counties
approve the test.

“This suggests that strong questions
should be asked concerning the effec-
tiveness of a program which is now in
its ninth year and is able to garner
approval from only half the districts
sampled.," wrote Sen. Bill Huffman
(D-Royal Oak) in a letter attached to
the survey results. N

Huffman’s committee recommends
a refined state-wide survey of all K-12
districts to determine attitudes about
the testing program. The committee
believes the survey may provide a
chart for the assessment test's future.

THE TEST is designed to demon-
strate whether students have achieved
the skills deemed necessary by an
annually appointed test committee of
state educators.

All fourth and seventh grade stu-
dents in the state are tested in the fall.
School districts usually receive the
results mid-winter.

Skill objectives are tested through a
series of questions. A student meets
the objective if he correctly answers
four of the five questions on one sub-
ject. Both reading and math objectives
are tested.

Scoring is complicated. The propor-
tion of objectives attained is divided
into four categories: 0-25 per cent; 25-
49 per cent; 50-74 per cent, and 75-100
per cent.

However, the scores only reflect a
student’s ability at the time of the test.
The problem, say educators, is that
the curriculum in one district varies
from that in another. One student may
score high in metrics because his
teacher already taught it. Another stu-
dent may score low, simply because
metrics had not yet been introduced.

ARE THE test result effectively
used by local districts?

Comments from the administrators’
survey suggest not.

“We use the California Test of Basic
Skills,” wrote one administrator. "It
gives us 1Q as well as achievement. It
breaks down comparisons of slow lear-
ners, average and i We dis-

tional policy.

Forty-one per cent said the program
makes a positive contribution and
were opposed to any change. That sur-
vey question was regarded as unfair
by some administrators.

In terms of state educational spend-

ing, $1.5 million is small potatoes; but
with the dire financial needs of school
districts throughout the state, spend-
ing any money on a program that’s
regarded with such mixed feelings and
is of questionable use. appears ques-
tionable itself.

covered a few years ago that we were
doing a superb job with slow learners,
a good job with average students, but
an unsuccessful job with exceptional
students, and maintained our accom-
plishments with the other two cate-
gories

“The Michigan Assessment Testing
Program would have done nothing to
determine the problem.™

Another administrator wrote: *“The
MEAP has been the primary catalyst
in upgrading the level program eval-
uation in the state.

*“To be cost effective and practical,
give us the funds for testing and we
will do the job at less cost and effec-
tively,” wrote another.

About 43 per cent of those respond-
ing favor discontinuing the test and
replacing it with state-wide sampling
testing (either random districts or
some students from each district). The
sampling would be used by the state
board to determine general educa-
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man favors an expansion of the Michigan Educa-
tion Assessment program at the ninth or 1%h
grade level. ' i

The test could be a useful in the preparation o
high school curriculum, he says.

A 12th grade test would not be helpful, he said.
An “exit competency™ test would have little ben-
efit to students.

~1 don’t see a great purpose in 12th grade test-
ing.” he said.

own technique.

The assessment program helps to determine if
students are leamning skills that have been taught.
A test before graduation would not help a particu-
lar student.
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Paul Street is a nationally known organist who has been
heard in concert, on radio and T.V. He is a versatile musician
whose specialty is the newest Wurlitzer electronic organs.
Paul will conduct a question and answer session following the
concert for those music people who want to brush up their
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is mild.
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I think it has a place to the extent that it could

be refined.” he said. When il’s used like a report
card to compare school districts it loses purpose,
he said.

“The results can help you improve the direction

AND SAVE!
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of the instructional program by determining if
you're setling out do has been accomplished.™ he

sai
For example. if the majority of students fail to
meet the test’s objectives in one area, staff mem-
bers attempt to determine why.
A skill may not have been taught to the students
before they took the test but it may be planned for
the future.

If that's the case, the district isn't worried about
a “"poor” score.

1f students do poorly in an area that's been cov-
ered, it’s time to determine why the students
didn't earn, he said.

But numbers are meaningless unless examined
1o determine how they can be used for curriculum
planning, he warned.

The district relies on tests such as the Differen-
tial Aptitude Test (DAT) which is given to all
eighth grade students.,

The DAT measures verbal and math skills and
evaluates how a student’s particular skills have a
bearing on occupation.

“This gives us some idea of job-related com-
petency.”” Schulman said.

The district administers the test in eighth grade
to allow counselors to assist a student in preparing
a high school curriculum,

Most experts agree that aptitude rarely changes
drastically from second grade, and the DAT is use-
ful in determining how a student uses his or her
natural gifts in a special field, Schulman said.

YCC helps youth
find summer jobs

be obtained through
local high school offices
or by writing YCC, Box
30028, Lansing., Mich-
igan, 48909.

A limited number of
summer jobs for young
people between 15-18
years old will be avail-
able under the Youth
Conservation Corps
administered by the
Department of Natural
Reso
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Young people inter-
ested in these jobs can
begin applying now. Last

- summer, 1558 young
people were employed
by the YCC state and
federal program.

They performed such
tasks as building forest
trails, vcleaning up
campgrounds and
improving wildlife
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Collection of fine Lamps....
TRAY ¢ TABLE ® HANGING ® FLOOR
for every room, every decor!

In our fine collection of Lamps, you wit find a senes of distinguished
traditional and transitional Stiffel designs. . .each a reflection of the
good taste isherent in the Siffel name. Whatever your color choice,
you'l light up your home with a selection
Irom Wiggs "Stiffel Lamps are truly loday's treasures, tomoitow's
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Many Lamps in stock
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The manutaciurer offered us an excellent group of imied
yardage fabrics far 3 of our most poputar Sofa Bed styles We
jumped at the chance (o pass this Savings on to your duning
our Winter Sale! All 3 siyles are avarable in fabnc o vinyl
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See the best in furniture indluding fhe complete display
You'l find exciting living rooms, dining rooms,
aceessories. Special orders included.
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