An
Overview

Louisiana is implementing a
comprehensive statewide student
testing program, ranging from
readiness screening in kindergarien
to a high school graduation test.

Standardized tests are the best
way to determine what students are
learning and if education reforms
are working. This report explains
the various kinds of student tests
and their purpose. It also reports
student test scores among
Louisiana’s 66 local school sys-
tems and the states. An in-depth
analysis is not possible because of
Iack of sociceconomic data on the
students and their test scores over a
number of years.

A testing program must be im-
plemented properly to be a "quality
control” measure for schools. Ideal-
Iy, the state and local school dis-
tricts should define the curriculum
(what students should learn at each
grade level), choose textbooks to
match the curriculum, and select a
testing program which correlates
with both the curriculum and the
textbooks. If this is done and teach-
ing is monitored, a student testing
program can be a reliable measure
of how well students are learning
and teachers are teaching.

This report recommends ways to
strengthen the state’s testing and
reporting program so that problems
can be identified at all levels.

States began to mandate student
testing programs in the 1970s because
of public dissatisfaction with schools.
A variety of standardized tests have
evolved to permit tracking of student
progress and comparisons with per-
formance of students in other schools,
school districts and states.

Each type of test has its purpose.
The Scuthern Regional Education
Board (SREB) in its report, Goals for
Education, Challenge 2000 (1988),
stated:

No single existing indicator,
test, or standard provides an ade-
quate measure of student achieve-
ment. Information from nationally
normed rests, the proposed state-
by-state version of the National As-
sessment of Education Progress,
the American College Test, the
Scholastic Aptitude Test, and Ad-
vanced Placement tests can be used
to describe how well students are
doing compared to narional
results. State basic skills tests, end-
of-course tests, and high school
graduation tests can help raise stu-
dent achievement by pinpointing
problem areas.

LEAP

The Louisiana Education Assess-
ment Program (LEAP), the state’s stu-
dent testing program, was enacted in
1986 and is being implemented fully
this spring, LEAP combines two types
of student tests--criterion-referenced
tests (CRTs) and norm-referenced
tests (NRTs). These tests are in addi-
tion to traditional school-based,
teacher-devised tests.

CRTs

CRTs evaluate a student’s mastery
of specified skills. The individual
student’s performance is compared
against a specific list of skills he is ex-
pected to master, and his test score is
a percentage of correct answers.

CRT results cannot be compared
among states because each state
defines its own cwrriculum and sets its
own level of desired student perfor-
mance. Louisiana’s high school
graduation test, first implemented in
April 1989, is an example of a CRT.




NRTs

NRTSs compare a student’s perfor-
mance against the performance of a
national sample of students who took
the test, and scores are reported in this
manner, Student performance then
can be compared across school dis-
tricts and state lines. Unlike CRTs, the
emphasis is not upon the individual’s
performance against a skill list.
However, data about a student’s per-
formance by skill area canbe obtained
and used to plan instruction for stu-
dent improvement.

NRTs are based upon a review of
textbooks used nationwide as well as
state-developed curriculum guides.
The national norms, or averages, are
obtained by administering the test toa
sample of students who reflect the
nationwide makeup of students. The
national norms usually are revised
every seven to eight years.

Criticisms
of NRTs

Testing programs have come under
fire in recent years. In June 1986, the
Southern Regional Education Board
(SREB) pointed out that "student
achievement as measured by norm-
referenced tests was at or above the
national average for nearly every
state." Statistically, more than 50% of
the nation’s students could not be
above the middle, i. e., the 50th per-
centile.

This same criticism was made in a
1987 Friends for Education, Inc.
report which said that the norms es-
tablished on NRTs, such as the
Catifornia Achievement Test (CAT),
"allow 90 percent of the school dis-
tricts in the United States to be above
average." The report cited some
reasons for these results. The national
norms may be inaccurate when spe-
cial education students are included.
Testing companies infrequently
revise the national norms; out-of-date
norms may notreflect improvement in
student kmowledge. Some school dis-

tricts use the same test for many con-
secutive years, allowing teachers to
become familiar with the test and
prepare their students for the ques-
tions, Test familiarity also may resuit
from failure to rotate test items. A
federally-funded study released in
March 1989 confirmed the allegations
made in the Friends of Education
report.

NAEP

Eecause school districts and states
use different NRTs, it is not possible
to measure accurately student perfor-
mance among all states. However,
state-by-state data on student test per-
formance should become a reality in
the near future,

The National Assessment of
Education Progress (NAEP) is a
federal program initiated in 1969 to
establish a nationwide testing
program. Louisiana has particpated in
NAEP programs.

A federal law now has mandated
that NAEP expand its program in
1990 to include interstate com-
parisons of math skills of eighth
graders and in 1992, math and reading
skills of fourth graders. Oniy public
schools are to be included in the 1990
interstate comparisons. Louisiana is
one of 338 states that has agreed to par-

ticipate in the 1990 NAEP trial assess-
ment which is to be modeled after
guidelines provided in 1988 by the na-
tional association of state superinten-
dents of education.

Louisiana’s
Testing Program

Table 1 shows the components of
Louisiana’s state testing program.
Continuation of the CRT program, ac-
cording to Act 146 of 1986, hinges on
the recommendation of the Louisiana
Testing Commission and the State
Board of Elementary and Secondary
Education (BESE), while state law
mandlates the NRT program.

Some refer to CRTs as "high
stakes” exams because passing scores
are a major consideration for a student
to be promoted to the next grade and
are required for high school gradua-
tion. Students who received passing
grades might fail the tests.

Kindergarten

The kindergarten readiness screen-
ing instrument is used to assist
teachers and others in planning for the
instruction of students. Local districts
can select their test from a list ap-
proved by BESE. Districts also set
their performance standards but can-
not use these to exclude students from
the regular programs.

The kindergarten readiness testing
program was enacted in 1985 and
amended in 1986 so that first grade
students are not involved in the readi-
ness screening--only children who
enter kindergarten. Children are not
required to attend kindergarten, but
about 95% do. State law provides that
as a prerequisite to emrolling in the
first grade of a public school, a child
must have attended at least a half-day
kindergarten (full-day kindergarten
will be required beginning in 1990-
91) for a year, or satisfactorily pass an
academic readiness screening, Each
focal system establishes the academic
readiness for the first grade,



CRT Program

Louisiana has developed, for the
second time, a CRT program based
upona curriculum defined by the SDE
and statewide advisory committees.

Louisiana’s first attempt was ill-
fated because it was a "minimum
competency” basic skills testing
program. It was geared to the mini-
mum skills a child was expected to
master in grades 2, 3,4 and 5. Passing
scores were set so low that the results
were meaningless. The program was
discontinued.

Louisiana’s new CRT program is
based on upgraded cumriculum stand-
ards. In January 1989, BESE set the
cutoff scores for remediation pur-
poses for grades 3, 5 and 7, as well as
for the high school graduation test.
{See Table 2.) The SDE recom-
mended these scores based on the
number of anticipated failures
predicted by a pilot study conducted
inthe spring of 1988, and also on how
muchmoney is anticipated to be avail-
able to remediate students who fail.

The important issue now and for
the future is whether (¢ set the cutoff
scores high enough toreflect what stu-
dents should kmow ateach grade level,
or low enough to avoid high failure
rates and the consequent investment
needed to raise the educational attain-
ment of large numbers of students.

NRT Program

Even before LEAP was enacted,
many Louisiana school systems tested
their students through NRTs they
selected.

The California Achievement Test
(CAT} was chosen for Louisiana’s
statewide NRT program. Personnel
from the field judged the CAT to be
the best match with state curriculum
standards. The CAT was given
statewide for the first time to ap-
proximately 150,000 students in
grades 4, 6 and 9 in April 1988.

Table 3 gives the reported percent-
ages of students in each local system
who scored above the national
median, which is halfway between the
highestand lowest score. Statistically,
half of Louisiana’s students should be
below and haif above the median if
their performance matches the nation-
al pattern,

There were few school districts
with more than 50% of their students
scoring above the national median: in
grade 4, only five school districts, in
grade 6, only 17 districts and in grade
9, only four districts.

The CAT data is particularly inter-
esting when studied in gquartiles,
which means all students who took the
CAT are divided into four equal
groups. If the national pattern is fol-
lowed, 25% should fall into each quar-
tile. Table 4 shows the state’s scores
in these quartiles.

Louisiana’s greatest potential for
improving its student test scores lies
in the third quartile. Louisiana has ap-
proximately the same proportion of
students as the national median in
quartile one, although large numbers

Percent of
Correct Items
Needed to Pass

of students in grade 4 fall in this bot-
tom group. The fourth quartile
(highest score) is where the biggest
gap between Louisiana and the na-
tional median occurs.

Even a brief examination of the
reading comprehension and reading
vocabulary scores statewide and for
each of the grade levels indicates a
significant deficiency in reading
vocabulary. Many more students ap-
pear in the lower quartiles in this sub-
test than in the reading
comprehension subtest. School dis-
tricts starting comprehensive
vocabulary enrichment programs
should improve their students’ overall
reading scores on the CAT.
Vocabulary enrichment programs are
low-cost and can be done as
homework assignments. Improved
vocabularies should translate to better
ACT college-entry scores.

Graduation Test

Louisiana, following some 23
other states, began a high school
graduation test, starting with this
year's 10th grade class in public



schools. Tenth grade students were
tested in language arts, mathematics
and writing during April 1989. Multi-
ple opportunities to pass (two each
yearuntil graduation) will be given, In
April 1990, this year’s 10th graders
will be 11th graders and will take the
last two parts of the graduation test,
which consist of science and social
studies. Again, multiple opportunities
for passage will be provided.

The graduation test was imple-
mented for several reasons. First,
there is growing concern among
employers that the high school
diploma is meaningless because many
young people cannot perform at a suf-
ficient level to be employable.

Also, BESE members and some
state-level policymakers have been
concerned that the recently imple-
mented high school graduation re-
quirements, among the toughest in the
country, might result in "watering
down" courses without a standardized
test to measure what actually was
being taught and learned.

Finally, Louisiana has an open ad-
mission policy for its public colleges
and universities, except for LSU
which instituted admission standards
for thefall 1988 freshmen. This policy
allows any student with an approved
high school diploma to enter a state
university regardless of high school
grades or ACT score.

These concerns caused BESE to
opt for an on-grade-level graduation
test as opposed to a minimum com-
petency {(functional literacy) type test
adopted by several other states,

The pilot test, given in the spring of
1988, aliowed the SDE to predicthow
many students would fail. The passing
score of 64.9% in language arts
forecasts a failure rate of 19.7% of
10th grade students, while the 10th
grade math score of 53.4% predicts
that 28.9% will fail. On the 11th grade
portion of the exam, the SDE is
recommending a cutoff score of
46.7% for social studies and of 47.5%
for science. Even with these low



cutoff scores, a failure rate of 30.3%
is forecast for social studies and
31.1% for science.

Remediation

Local school districts must develop
remediation plans for the CRT
programs in grades 3, 5,7, 10 and 11,
according to guidelines approved by
BESE. The guidelines, developed by
the SDE, give local school systems
discretion in designing a plan for
remediation, but would hold local sys-
tems accountable for results.

One view is that local school sys-
termns should fund a portion of the
remedial programs since the state
financed a large part of the cost for the
initial instruction of students. It
generally is assumed that when
parents pay part of the remediation
cost, either through local taxes or spe-
cial fees, they will be more interested
in their child’s study habits and seek
help when needed.

GED Testing

In the 1987-88 school year, more
than 20.9% of all those receiving
public high school diplomas did so
through the General Educational
Development (GED) diploma.
Louisiana has the largest number of
students under age 19 receiving GED
diplomas, according to the SDE.

Louisiana GEDs are more difficult
to obtain than in most other states.
First, the student must score at the
13.0 grade equivalent on the entire
battery of a CAT to be eligible to take
the GED test. If he scores at an accept-
able level on the GED fest, he is
awarded the GED diploma. The GED
test is normed using high school
seniors from across the nation. While
many view the GED as inferior to the
regular high school diploma,
Louisiana’s GED graduates may be
among the state’s most literate stu-
dents.

ACT

Louisiana is one of 28 states using
the American College Test (ACT) for
college placement. Louisiana doesnot
use the ACT for eligibility for college
entrance. While the ACT is con-
sidered primarily an aptitude test, it
does measure how much students
learned in elementary and secondary
school as preparation for college
work.

Students taking the "core cur-
riculum" recommended for college
entrance--four years of English, three
or more years of mathematics, three or
more years of social studies, and two
or more years of natural science
scored congsistently better than those
who did not. In 1987, "core cur-
riculum" students scored two points
higher on the ACT than did those ina
tegular carriculum. Similar results oc-
curred in 1985 and 1986.

Throughout the 1980s, Louisiana’s
ACT scores for all students taking the
test consistently ranked 27th lowest
among the 28 states where the ACT
predominates. Attempts to explain




Grambling

Louisiana’slow ACT scores oftencite
the large percentage of the state’s high
school graduates taking the exam.
However, in 1987, 10 of the 28 ACT
states had higher percentages taking
the exam than did Louisiana.

Table 5 reports the 1980-88
average ACT scores for Louisiana's
high school seniors who enrolled at
Louisiana’s public institutions of
higher education. Louisiana’s 1988
ACT scores statewide showed a sig-
nificant improvement--twice the na-
tional increase.

SAT

The Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT)isacollege-entry test similar to
the ACT. In 1987, Louisiana ranked
20th among the 50 states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia on SAT student
scores,

Louisiana’s relatively high rank is
because few Louisiana high school
students take this test. Those who do
usually plan to attend colleges out of
state with high entrance requirements,
or private institutions in Louisiana.

College
Remediation

The purpose of a college remedial
education program is to prepare col-
lege students for college-level work.
According to a spring 1989 report of
the state superintendent of education,
remedial education was required for
33% of Louisiana’s 1987 first-time
freshmen who enrolled in the state’s
public institutions of higher educa-
tion; 54% of the public high school
graduates were required to take
remedial courses compared to 47% of
nonpublic high school graduates.

Table 6 shows the percentage of
first-time freshmen enrolled in one or
more remedial education courses, by
public college campus in 1987.
Northwestern University had the
lowest percentage of freshmen in
remedial programs, while Grambling
had the highest percentage. Campuses
differ in requirements for remedial
courses.

AP

Some high school students receive
college credit for courses they take as
part of their high school curriculum.
The Advanced Placement (AP)
program allows high school students
to enroll in AP courses and receive
college credit if they make a satisfac-
tory score on the National College
Board Exam. Students judged out-
standing may take this exam without
enrolling in an AP course. Individual
campuses decide their required score
for college credit.

Table 7 shows the state-by-state
data for advanced placement can-
didates as a percent of high school
graduates,

Louisiana has had a small but
growing AP program. In 1982,
Lounisiana high school students earned
approximately 2,395 college semester
credit hours, while in 1987 that num-

ber grew to 10,088, with approximate-
Iy $3.5 million saved in college costs
to the students.

Internatiomal

Perspective

A January 31, 1989 report by the
Educational Testing Service said that
American teenagers scored dead last
in mathematics and well below the
average in science in an international
survey whose results "pose a serious
challenge to our position in the world
community."

The survey assessed 24,000 stu-
dents who were 13 years old and lived
in Ireland, South Korea, Spain, the
United Kingdom, the United States
and four Canadian provinces. Seven-
ty-eight percent of the Korean 13-
year-olds could use intermediate math
skills to solve two-step problems
compared to 40% in the U.S. Ironical-
ly, two thirds of the U, 8. students con-
sidered themselves good at
mathematics compared to 23% of
Korean students.

TABLE 7
1987 Advanced
Placement Candidates

As Percent of
High School

Stater _Graduates

North Dakota 1.3%

Arkansas
West Virginia

Wentucky
Alabama
North Carolina
Georgia
Tenncssee
Maryland
Virginia

South Carolina
Flozrida

Utah
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* All 50 states and Washington, D.C.
participate in the Advanced Placement
Program.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education,

Office of Planning, Budget and Evaluation,

Sfate Statistics, Febrnary 1988,




These comparisons help determine
how high U.S. expectations should be
in educating students. Scores for
Louisiana’s 4th, 6th and 9th grade stu-
dents are dismal by U.S. standards.
Placing the scores in an international
context makes a more compelling
reason to improve the public schools.

Progress Profiles

Louisiana’s 1988 Children First
Act calls for a system to record the
progress of educational achievement
in local districts and schools.

This important project received an
8 (g) appropriation of $750,000 in
1988-89, and $1 million is requested
for 1989-90.

Information about student achieve-
ment on CRT, NRT and ACT scores
will be part of the system,

Test results statewide are not good,
but merely to lament the poor scores
and fail to act is pointless.

The following recommendations
will not solve Louisiana’s education
problems. Instead, they should help
identify the problems so that ap-
propriate remedies can be imple-
mented.

@ BESE and the Legislature
should make a long-term commit-
ment to the state’s comprehensive
festing program so that student
test scores over a number of years
will provide the data needed to
track and analyze student
progress.

@ BESE should monitor
development of the Progress
Profiles required in the 1988
Children First Act to avoid past
experiences where the state spent
large amonnts and had nundne
delays in developing database sys-
tems.

@ BESE should develop a plan
to raise cutoff scores on the state-
developed CRTs to reflect what
studenis should know at specific
grade levels.

@ Louisiana should continue to
participate in NAEP, which is a
nationwide testing program,

@ Student test scores should be
reported by characteristics such as
race, gender, level of family in-
come and educational attainment
of the mother, which is a good
predictor of a child’s perfor-
mance. The SDE and local sys-
tems should use this data to
identify problems and make
needed changes.

@ The SDE should expedite
completion of a study to compare
student achievement on the
newly-developed CRTs and the
NRT program to defermine if the
CRT cutoff scores set by BESE
measure student performance at
grade level.

@ The SDE should examine
practices of local schools and dis-
tricts where students performed
well on  tests  despite
socigeconomic and demographic
characteristics projecting poorer

performance. Information on
these successful programs should
be made available to other schools
and districts where similar stu-
dents performed less well.

@ Each student should be iden-
tified by a social security number
to trackindividual student perfor-
mance year to year, pinpoint stu-
denis whoe participate in the state
testing program and track sti-
dents who fransfer.

@ The SDE should develop and
distribute by December 31 an an-
nual statewide report which asses-
ses student achievement as
reflectedin the state spring testing
program. The report should in-
clude student socioeconomic
characteristics such as ethnic
group and gender.

@ Steps should be taken to
avoid test familiarity and assure
valid student test scores by im.
plementing a test security system,
rotating test items annually, and
periodically adopting new forins
of the tests.



@ Local systems should coor-
dinate their testing programs with
the state program so that a com-
prehensive assessment of student
progress occurs each year. Ideal-
Iy, an informal reading and math-
ematics inventory should be given
each student before grade 2. From
grade 3 upward, local districis
should give students an NRT at
grades not covered by the state
testing program. Students scoring
in the bottom guartile should be
targeted for remediation.

@ Curriculum requirements,
texthooks and other instructional
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materials should be examined to
be sure they match closely what is
being assessed on state tests.

@ School systems should obtain
and provide teachers with data on
their students’ test scores early in
eachschoolyear. Teachers should
receive in-service training on how
to interpret the test data.

@ There should be greater em-
phasis on the Advanced Place-
ment program by initiating or
expanding the program in high
schools. This program allows
higher-achieving students to gain

college credit while still in high
school, thus encouraging such
students to graduate from high
school and enroll in college.

Conclusion

Louisiana students are not less
capable of learning than students of
other states, but their test scores indi-

catle serious problems,

Louisiana

must continue and improve its testing
program to identify problems and do

what is needed to give its students
better opportunity to learn.
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Mark C, Drennen, President



