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Test scores should inform, not punish

DIANE KERN
LYNNE DERBYSHIRE
%, ext spring, thousands

of Rhode Island high-
school students may
be dended a diploma,
not becauss of poor grades, but

i

bacause of Yow scores on New .

England Common Assessment
Program tests. The current
state Board of Education's plan
10 use the stendardized test to
help grant or deny high school
diplomas will certainly fail, not
educate, our bright and capable
students.

It is not right or wise o use
high-stakies testing (o keap col-
lege- and career-ready studenis
from  graduating from  high
school. Research also does not
support using NECAP, or other
high-stakes tests for that mat-
ter, a8 a high-school! graduation
requirement.

There are many flaws in the
current board policy and the

 state Department of Educa-

ton's five-year strategic plan,
now ending its third year, We'll
raise two here,

The foremost issue is the
Rhode Island public school
fupding formula, which cur
rently denjes students access 1o
an - equitable public education,
As our neighbors in Massachn-
setts did 10 years ago, we
should have frontioaded the
resolution of this sevious prob-
lem.

Another issue not being ade-
guately addressed iz profes-
sional development and curric-
ulam development. Rhode Is-
land does not have a curriculum
aligned to the NECAP. There
are currently at least 36 flavors
of mathematics and English
lenguage arts curtoudum in
Rhode Island.

Instead o©f using a high-
stakes test score to determine
college and career-readiness,

we should employ a research
and evidence-based assess-
ment system that Tairly end ade-
guately uses muliiple mesa-
sures, Such a systern shouid be
simitar to college- and wiiversi-
ty admisgions, In which we ex-
aming grades, clase rank, re-
sults of stendardized exams
Hke the SAT, work ethic, multi-
digciplinary achievements,
evaluations by teachers, and
what students have done in life,
Mo stedent’s potential should
be Hrnited by one test. After 2il,
we are all more than a test
scoTe. ‘

In addition, we should not
only assess the quality of public
schools by guantifiable infor-
mation, such as  stodent
achievemeant scores and gradu-
ation rates, but also send educa-
Hon and community profes-
sioniaks into the schools to see
firsthand the suvccesses and
challenges of the school sys-
tem. This process, called School
Accounisbility for Learning
and Teaching, wasonce part of
DOE’s efforts, under Comumis-

‘sioner Peter McWalters.,

Studies show the use of high-
stakes festing actually does
more harm than good. For ex-
ample, Ronald Soldrzano, an
education professor at Occiden-
tal College, argues that students
are not solely responsible for
their test scores and concludes
that “policymakers must dis-
continue the use of these tests
for high-stakes decisions.”

Providence native Henry Gi-
roux, named one of the top 50
educational thinkers of the
modern period, states, *Put
bluntly, . . . classroom practices
that can’t be measured or de-
fined as a work-releted skill ars
viewed as rrelevant, and teach-
ers who refuse to implement a
stendardized curmicnium that
evaluaies young  people
through objective measures of
assessment are judged incom-

petent.”

Here in the School of Educa-
tion at the University of Rhode
island, resesrchers concérned
with the high number of high-
school juniors =t risk of noi
graduating conducted 2 study
of the NECAP and National As-
sessment of Education Prog-
ress scores in Rhode Island and
several neighboring states —

New Hampshire, Vermont,
Maine, WMassachusetts and

Connectict ~— 1o try to better
understand the issue.

Results from this multiple-
regression  analysis  suggest
there are substaniial gaps in
proficiency rates between NE-
CAP mathematics assessments
conducted in high school and
those conducted in the earlier
grade levels across the New
England states. .

In other words, it's statisi-

-cally unusual that Rhode Island

students would have such re-
markably low mathematics
scores compared with regional
peers. Fair, valid and reliable -
standardized tests, by design,
should -not produce such an
outlier resuit. We have sugges-
tions based on our research and
expertise, which we look for-
ward to sharing, but to date, we
have not had meaningful, desp
&nd long-term sngegement in
the igsuss facing public educa-
tion here in Rhode Island in the
three years that Deborah Gist
bas been Rhode Island educa-
tion commissioner.
Thankiully, Board of Educa-
tion Cheirwoman Evs-Marie
Mancuso recently announced
plans to revisit the use of the
NECAP as 2 high-school gradu-
ation reqguirement and the
Rhode Island House and Senate
passed joint legislation encour-
aging the board 1o reconsider
graduation reguirements set to
take effect for the class of 2014
We are pleased with this turn
of events and certainly hope the
board will condinue to listen fo
and coliaborate with students,
teachers and cther stakehold-
ers on this important decision.
Rhode Islapd should put a
moraforium on the use of NE-
CAP as a roadblock to a diplo-
ma and teke the time 10 re-ex-
amine the state’s high-school
diploma system. The citizens of
Rhode Island owe this to our
children.
Test scores should inform,
not punish,



