How Competent the Competency Tests?

“Johnny still can’t read, but it remains politically easier to identify and
punish the learner who does not perform well on a test than it is to iden-
tify and punish teachers who do not teach effectively and administrators
who fail to manage a productive learning environment.”

By Deborah A. Briceland

A potential 20% of Beecher High
School’s senior class may not graduate
because they are unable to pass the
Minimum Competency Test required
before graduation. Already in Flint, 12
students will be denied diplomas.

The 42 members of Beecher's 206 |
member class will have one more oppor-
tunity to pass the 8th grade level English
Proficiency Exam before graduation.
School officials are pleased that this
number appears lower than it was the
same time last year when 32 of 240—or
13% —of the graduating class failed to
receive diplomas.

Critics of the testing program point
out the inadequate phase-in periods that
were a violation of the students’ rights to
due process, the discriminatory test
items on locally prepared tests, and the
inadequate matches between what is
taught and what is tested.

Minimum Competency Testing
(MCT) is touted as a response to paren-
tal pressure initiated by the alarming
revelation of the early 1970s that
““Johnny Can’t Read.””

Johnny still can’t read, but according
to MCT programs in Flint, it’s all his
fault. Unfortunately for those 54 seniors
who may not be receiving diplomas this
month, it remains politically easier and
more appealing to the general public to
identify, label and punish the learner
who does not perform well on a test,
than it is to identify, label and punish
teachers who do not teach effectively
and administrators who fail to manage a
productive learning environment.

No one is against excellence in
education or accountability. Most would
agree that schools need to work harder
at helping students develop necessary
skills. But there are three essential parts
to the learning process: teachers, ad-
ministrators and students/parents and a
system that does not account for the per-

formance of each of these parts is not a
just sytem

Competency exams are designed (o
measure whether or not a student has
obtained certain minimum level skills
identified by a district as standards of
obtaining a high school diploma.
Beecher measures English proficiency
and Flint measures English and
mathematics. The concept, as ad-

ministered in Flint and Beecher, does |

not account for teacher and ad-
ministrator performance.

The philosophy of Beecher counselor
Jack Van Wagoner is that a teacher can-
not give a student skills. **As a teacher
you present the material and if the
student doesn’t want to be bothered with
learning, learning will not occur. You
cannot hold the teacher accountable.’

High School principal Ted Thrower
said that the district has given much
thought to accountability, but decided
that it can only hold the promotional
apparatus responsible. ‘*Too many
parents request that their children be lif-
ted from grade to grade even when they
haven't developed necessary skills,”” he
said.

Lawyers in other states have suc-
cessfully argued that 2-3 years notice
prior to implementation of a competen-
cy testing program is a violation of the
students’ right to due process. The
argument says that no one can predict
that a student would not have studied
harder if he had known earlier that he
would have to pass a test to graduate.
Both Beecher and Flint had a short
phase-in period of 2-4 years.

Another major concern of the Beecher
program is the use of locally developed

| tests. Testing professionals tell us that it
can take up to 6 years to develop the |

test, item by item, the validity and
reliability of a test, to check it for
freedom of cultural bias, and to see it
measures what it is designed to measure.

Beecher’s exam was developed by a
team of 13 teachers, counselors and ad-
ministrators, It was not checked for
discriminatory items and according to
Van Wagoner, it was not tested for
validity.

English Department Chairman Ed-
ward McMahon said the test is presented
in a different form each time it is ad-
ministered.

Van Wagoner indicated that the
district vetoed the use of standardized
testing in fear that a greater percentage
of the senior class would fail. He also
said that the test was not tested item by
item for reliability and validity because
of the time required.

“If we went the route of testing the
test before administering it, we would
have to discontinue the program,’ he
said. ‘It would be too much work.”

What about freedom from cultural
bias? ‘“We are not concerned with
cultural bias of the test,”” said Mec-

Mahon, ‘‘Most testing experts uphold
standardized English and that is what we
measure.’”

o B

McMahon was queried about test
items that could be obvious stumbling
blocks to Black students. His reply was
simply, **You could point out those kinds
of problems with any dialect, but
everyone is expected to use standardized
English out in the world and that is what
we test."””

Amazingly enough, testing experts
also work very hard to develop tests that
give all students an equal chance to show
that they have mastered the standard
dialect.

This is not 1900 when street smarts,
reasonably good health and true grit
could enable a high school drop out to
achieve the American Dream. This is
1981, Flint, Michigan.

We are in the city with the highest
unemployment rate in the nation, where
people with college diplomas stand in
the unemployment line. We are in a
country where Marion Wright Edleman
of the Children’s Defense Fund tells us
that a white high school drop out has a
better chance of being employed than a
Black with a college diploma.

Now is not the time to be diminishing
lives by denying diplomas, while those
who are equally responsible for
diminishing lives (teachers and admin-
strators) go on to diminish more lives.
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