Although bigh standards bold great promise for improving tectching and
learning for low-achieving students, the improper use of gradeecition and

promotion. tests can burt the very students who need belp the most,

w9 he central and oftstated goal of
the standards and account-
* ability movement is to help all

.students achievi:_ high: levels of
: knowledge and skill. Certainly :
no one needs high:quality curriculum
and teaching more than low-achieving
students, who have long been the. - -
victims of low expectations, weak
instruction, and inadequately funded
schools; Data from large-scale assess- -
ments, if used:properly with: other rele-
vant inforination, can help improve
curriculum and pedagogy, hold schools
accountable for improved achievement,
and identify and address students’
learning needs. And pass rates on state
graduation tests appear to be rising, at
least before such factors as dropout
rates and increased retention in grade
are taken into account. .

Even so, in more and more states and

school districts, testing programs and
education practices that are supposed
to help low-achieving students are
instead putting those students at
substantially increased risk of leaving
school without the standard high school
diplomas that open the dooss to much .
that is good in life; In our society, not .
having a:’diploma is associated with
lower pay, diminished opportunities for
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' employment and further education,

higher risk of criminal incarceration,
and greater likelihood of dysfunction in
family life (National Research Council
[NRC], 1999). Morcover, “alternative”

-diplomas are no match. for the real -
thing; evidence suggests that holders of

the General Equivalency Diploma

* resemble high school dropoutsin terms’

of future educational and employment
opportunities (NRC, 2001)..

We should therefore be concerned,
to put it miE_dly,' that students of color,
students with disabilities, English-
language learners, and low-income
students are failing some demanding
state graduation tests at rates as high as
60 to 90 percent. And these failure rates
wouild be even higher if they included
the many students who drop out or are
retained in grade before they even take
graduation exams (Heubert, in press).

Indeed, passrate gaps by race,
ethnicity, language proficiency,
disability, and income have actually
widened in some states—even before
accounting for dropouts and retention.
The racial achievement gap among 12th
graders in the United States has been
increasing for some time, even duringa

- decade in which states have been

adopting higher standards and have
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begun to» make changes in teaching and
learning aimed at helping all students
meet those standards.

Are there conditions under which
high stanciards and demanding assess-
ments, ineended above all to help 1owr
achievers, do more harm than good for
the students who most need our help?
Research. inxdicates that these conditions
do exist and suggests that many states
and school districts use graduation and
promoticon tests improperly, in ways
that dininish rather than enhance the
life channces of many low-achieving
students.

The good News is that if states and
school districts refrained from improper
use of promotion and graduation tests-——
like physicians who pledge “first, do no
harm”™—high standards and challenging
assessments would be far likelier to help
rather tixan hurt our neediest stndents_

Among the policies that educators
and policymakers should avoid in. order
1o refrain from doing harm, three stang
out: retaining students in grade, placip
students ifk fow-track classes, and -
requiring students to pass graduation ¢, T
promotion tests before schools have
given the students an opportunity ¢o,
acquire the knowledge and skills thay
such tests MEASUre.




Retention in Grade

Decades of high-quality research show
that students required to repeat a grade
are much worse off than similar
students who are instead promoted to
the next grade. The National Research
Council (1999) found that low-
performing elementary and secondary
school students who are held back—as
compared with equally weak students
who are promoted—do less well
academically, are much worse off
socially, and are far likelier to drop out.
Recent studies (Goldschmidt & Wang,
1999; Lillard & DeCicca, 2001)
conclude that retention in grade is the
single strongest predictor of which
students will drop out—stronger even -
than parental income or mothér’s
education level. The evidence on simple
retention in grade was so compelling ..

that the National Research Council

(1999) said it constituted inappropriate

test use for states or school districts to
use test scores for this purpose.

Despite the common-sense notion
that promoting students who do not
seem ready for the next grade is unwise,
the research shows that holding
students back is even worse. Better than
cither retention or social promotion, of
course, is to identify and address student
needs early, before students fail a
promotion exam. Many kindergarten
and 1st grade teachers can reliably
predict which of their students will
probably experience later difficulties
with 3rd grade promotion tests.

Arid yet, bipartisan calls to “end social
promotion” have helped produce
dramatic increases in promotion testing.
Even as the number of states with gradua-

ASSOCIATION FOR SUPERVISION AND CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT

tion tests has remained stable
at around 18, the number of
state promotion-test
programs neardy tripled, from
6 to 17, just between 1999
and 2001. Moreover, many
urban school districts—
Chicago, Boston, anc New
York City, for example—
have adopted promotion-test
policies even when their
states have not. And further
proliferation is likely:
Although federal law neither
requires nor forbids promo-
tion testing, some states
already plan to use for
promotion purposes the
new tests that will soon be
required in grades 3 through
8 by the No Child Left
Behind Act (2002).

Thus, in the United States,
most minority and immigrant
students—and increasing
numbers of all students—are
" subject to state or local -
promotion-test programs,
placing them at increased
risk of experiencing the
serious harms associated
with retention and dropping
out. We know better.,

Assighment to

Low-Track Classes

As with retention, decades of good
research have revealed the harmful
educational consequences of placing
students in low-track classes. According
to the National Research Council,

Low-track classes are typically char-
acterized by an exclusive focus on
hasic skills, low expectations, and
the least-qualified teachers. Students
assigned to low-track classes arc
worse off than they would be in
other placements. 'This form of
tracking should be eliminated.
Neither test scores nor other informa-
tion should be used to place students
in such classes. (1999, pp. 280-28D

The standards movement rests on the
premise that virtually all students can
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veach high levels of achievement if they
receive highquality curricalum and
instruction. This premise rests, in tusn,
on dramatic recent rescarch findings in
such arcas as brain developrent, carly
childbood education, and effective
pedagogy. lnar least three sautes, the
LLS, Congress has accepted this premise
and the research supposting it Since
1994, federal faw has specifically
required that low-achicving disadvan-
taged students receive “accelerated,”
“enriched,” and “high-quality” cugricu-
toms, “effective instructional strategies,”
and “highly quaiified instructional staff”
(mproving America’s Schools Ace,
1994).

Low-track classes obviously reflect
very different assumptions: that many
students can't leam bevond low levels,
that good teachers are wasted on low
achievers, and that high expectations
will destroy the self-esteem of I()w
achieving students,

These assumptions are mcompauhlc
with the modern standards movement,
with federal law, and with efforts

Telp all stodents atgin bighlevel knowl- -

edge and skills, And yet many Stites,
school districts, and schoals assign
students o déackend, low-triack Classes.
in which they falt further behind each
veur instead of acquiring increasingly
high-level knovwledge and skills. We
know better.

Holding Students

Accountable for Subject
Matter Not Yet Taught
Fuducators and expents in testing and
measurement agree that student test
scores should not be wsed o make indi-
vidual promotion and graduation deci-
sions until after students have had an
adequate opportunity to acquire the
knowiledge and skills that such tests
~ mieasure. [n short, it is improper 1o

- punish individual students for not
knowing what their schools have never
- taught them, Court cases involving grad-
_uation tests reach similar conclusions.
. For t:mn'iplt‘:' the testing profession’s
bibsle—Standards for Educational und
@fﬁimtogiml Imtmg :saucct jointly by

Di;(;ﬂ';(.:zi‘_u-'w.ém.

the American Educational
Research Association, the
American Psychological
Association, and the
Naticnal Council on
Measurement in Educa-
tion—S$tates unequive-
cally that promotion and
graduation tests should
cover onfy the “content
and skills that students
have had an opportunity
ralearn” (1999, p. 1406).
Similarly, when the U.S,
Congress asked the
National Academy of
Sciences to study high-
stakes testing, the
resulting report
concluded that

tests should be used for
high-stakes decisions ;. .-

__only after schools hiave
implemented changes ©
in teaching and curric-
tilum that ensure that

" students have been
taught the knowledge . -

. and skills on which they

will be tested. (NRC,-
1999, p. 6)

Coiirts have ruled for-
two decades that geadua-
tion tests must measure “that which
wis taught” (Debm P ﬂdrlmgmn,

1981,

How can educators, policymakers,
and parents derermine whether schools
are teaching students the knowledge:
and skills chiai tests measure? They can
begin by checking three mlp(:rtmt
kinds of data:

Chwecke the failure rates. Perhaps the
most straightforward approach is 1o
eximine actual indicators of student
achievement, such as test scores and -
grades. According to one recent study,

the best evidence that a s¢hool
system is providing its students
adequate opportunity to learn the
required nyaterial is whether most

- students do, in f.lC[ learn the mate-
_rml (Wm et ‘:I 2(3(32, p- 95)

By this mwsum, vcry tugh f:ulunc
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tests that have high stakes for mdmdual v
- students, it does require that states and *

rates on many promotion and gradua-

tion tests raise real doubt that students
have received a reasonable opportunity
to acquire the requisite knowledge and
sKill. If vireually alf students can learn to -
high standards, such high failure rates
must be due, at least in part, to a
shortage of high-quality instruction. The
fact that schools that serve many low-
achieving students often have the
lowest funding levels and the lowest
proportions of well-qualified teachers
supports this conclusion.

. Check ibe disaggregated data.
Although federal law does not require
states or school districts to administer

school districts

M Set the same high standards for all -
studeat‘; '




~ m Include all students in statewide
assessments—including, with appro-
priate accommodation, students with
disabilities and English-language
learners; and

m Report scores disaggregated by
race, disability, English proficiency, and
family income.

Although compliance with federal
law is improving, many states do not yet
include all students with disabilities or
students with limited English proﬁ-

ciency in their assessment systems, and

many do not yet disaggregate achieve-
ment information properly for varions
student populations (Robelin, 2001).
Without such data, states and school
districts lack bastc information.about -
how well low-achieving groups are
performing and how to serve them
more effecgivély. And if such informa-

tion is a precondition to improved
school performance, the lack of data
suggests that many states are not yet
educating students well enough to hold
them accountable on promotion and
graduation tests.

Check the alignment. Are curriculum
and instruction properly aligned with
state standards and state assessients?
Do schools and teachers possess the
capacity to deliver high-quality instruc-
tion. to all students? The logic of the
standards movement is that improved
alignment and capacity are the principal
means to improved student achicve-

_ ment.

I Yery high fallure rates on mary p romotion and graduation tasls

saise real doubt that studer

npporiunity to acguire the

Despite improvements, many schools
have not yet sufficiently aligned their
curriculum and feaching with state
tests. For example, a recent study of 11
states (Porter & Smithson, 2000), '
including several with promotion or
graduation tests, revealed only modest .

-overlap between what a state’s tests
measure and what that state’s teachers
say they teach. For example, in 4th
grade mathematics, teachers reported
overlaps of 45 to 23 percent, which
means that they were not teaching 55 to
77 percent of what their state test
measured. In 8th grade mathematics,
reports from six states showed even less
overlap, ranging from a high of 35
percent to a low of 5 percent. Figures in
4th grade science were comparable,
and those from Sth grade science
showed even less overlap. A related
multistate study conducted in 2001

- concluded that “instructional content

was not very well aligned with . . . the
state test” (Blank, Porter, & Smithson,
2001, p. 26).

Other studies document major prob-
lems of capacity in schools that serve
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15 have received 3 reasanab

large numbers of low-achieving
students, problems aligning instruction
for students with disabilities with state
standards and tests, and budget cuts in
the state programs designed to help
low-achievers reach high standards. In
sum, research suggests that many states
and schools are not yet at the point
where they are teaching all students the
high-level knowledge and skills that
high-stakes tests increasingly measure
(Heubert, in press).

Capacity and alignment should
improve over time, but weak alignment
between what teachers teach and what
state tests measure presents a serious

iz

E:’é‘“

e hnow i@ﬁm and skifls,

problem when schools use tests to -
make high-stakes decisions about indi-
vidual stuclents. According to profes-
sional standards for testing and ¢ourt -
decisions involving graduation testing,
close alignment should precede the use
of test scores for high-stakes purposes.

Unfortunately, current alignment and
capacity problems have not prevcnted
more states and school districts from
adopting and implementing high-stakes
testing requirements for individual
students, or from raising the bar that
students must clear to receive standard
diplomas ot advance to the next grade.

This sequence is wrong. It threateas
to punish students whose only offense
is that they do not know what their
schools have not yet taught them. We
know better.

We Can Do Better
Like physicians who pledge “first, do no

hatm,” policymakers, educators, test -
developers and researchers can strive to -5
avoid policies and practices that are '
inimical to the attainment of high educa:
tional standards for ail.




Low-achieving students tend to rely
heavily on their schools for academic
_knowledge and skills; they need high-
‘quality instruction more than anyone
else. That so many of these students have
been iltserved by their schools for so
long is a tragedy; that states and schools
now-aspire 1o educate all students to
high standards is a welcome change.

| Wi %;%mm 5%%3 data, states and school districts lack basic

documented harms associated with
grade retention and deniaf of high
school diplomas. Those at greatest risk
include the very populations—students
of color, students with disabilities,
Englishlanguage learners, and fow-
income students—whormn standards-
based reform could potentially help the
most. We can do better. m

information about how well low-achieving groups are

performing and how to serve them movs ef

. Testscore data can play an important
diagnostic rolé. Data from good tests,
used properly and in-combination with
information from other sources, can
help identify strengths to build on and
weaknesses to'address: in states, school
districts, schools; and classtooms; in
curriculum materials and teaching tech-
niques; and for individual educators and
students. Tcst =score information can be
2 lever for improving teachmg and

learning; it should not be a means by
which we punish students for not -
knowing what their schools have not
yet taught them. .

~ Unfortinately, the improper use of .
promotion and graduation tests
threatens'to distract us from our central
objectives. Especially when the .
economy.is weak and budgets are tight,
policymakers may often find it quicker,
cheaper, and more palatable politically
to adopt test requirements that hold
individual students accountable than to
dothe hiard, tinie:consuming work of
1dentifying efféctive education practices
and making the many changes in
curriculum and pedagogy that would
help prcpare ail stuclents to meet high
standards G

" In too many. piaces however gradua—
tion and promotion tests are putting -

many students at sharply increased - -
risk of suffering the -iseri't_)_us,_weﬂ--- e
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fectively.
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