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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee: 

It's a pleasure to be back with you. I appreciate the invitation to review President . 
Clinton's recent edlJcation "reform" package, with particular emphasis on his 
standards-and-testing proposal, the one part of that package that I believe has 
considerable merit. tet me note that I appear as an individual analyst. not as a 
representative of the ~udson Institute or the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, neither. 
of which has any institutional views on or interests}n the matters before us today. 

• ,Ii' 

The Federal Role 

The President and Secretary Riley deserve credit for placing education high on 
their priorities and ca'lIing considerable renewed national attention to this issue. The 
Congressional leadership also deserves credit for signaling that this is an area 
where they intend to reach agreement with the administration this year. Every survey 
we see indicates that the American people are worried about their schools and their 
children's education-~and almost every new study confirms that they have ample 
grounds for such con~rn. " , . I. ' ..... 

The question. ~f course, is what to do, espeCially what to do at the federal level. 
., 

I urge you to b~ humble here--as the President has, for the most part, not been. 
In truth there is not a:great deal that the federal government can do to improve U.S. 
education, and much, that it can do to make matters worse. Indeed, it's my strong 
impression that many existing federal progra'ms are accomplishing little good and 
doing no inconsideraole harm to promising reform strategies now struggling to arise 
around the country. Moreover, while I do not doubt the sincerity of his concern for 
education, the President routinely employs language in this field that suggests that 
solving the nation'~ education problems is Uncle Sam's responsibility--and within 
Washington's grasp. :;(He's not the first, of course. Such hubris has marked federal 
education policy deb~ates since the 1960's, perhaps even since Sputnik and the 
National Defense Edt/cation Act of the late 1950's,). Whether the White House intends 
to or not, this can only raise false hopes and encourage community leaders, school 
boards and state legislators to breathe a sigh of relief: "Whew, we're off the hook. This 
problem has now beeh federalized. We can relax.I~The nanny state will take care of it. 
And if the problem do.esn't get satisfactorily solved·, it's Washington's fault, not ours." 
Such a mindset would be fatal for any serious education i reform in the Unit«;:!d St~tes, 

It's also important to note that, while the administration has proposed a 
number of new education programs and projects--and a hefty budget increase to pay 
for them--they haven't proposed stopping those that have outlived their usefUlness, 
that waste money or that are doing harm. (True, they've zeroed out some little ones in 
the Fiscal '98 budget,ibut nothing of consequence;) Their concept of the federal role in 
education seems to b:e one of endless expansionism. Any seemingly-good idea gets 
its own program. an~ plausible fad gets its ow'1 "appropriation, and any issue that 
rings the chimes of fo~cus groups gets its own paragraph in the State-of-the-Union. 

~ . 
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That is not how it should be. There are",only a few things that the federal 
government does we!1 in the field of education, and only a handful of responsibilities 
that it properly shoulc!'ers. ' 
Statistics and Assessment ' ,
==';;";';";;"';;;'~--';;;'-"'-"'--'-+-.. -~ 	 '::1 

,Ona of those few-but-Iegitimate andl. genuinely important. education 
responsibilities of the:ifederal government is gathering and reporting reliaple data on 
how the country is dOjng. This has been a function of the national government since 

'. 

1867 when ,the first ti~y federal education agency came into being primarily to gather 
and disseminate statistics on the extent and progress of American education. 

~ 

There are som'e things we need to know about the whole country. as well as 
about its states and communities, and making such information available is a 
distinctive and valuable activity of the national government. It is also one that it has 
shown itself capable!,of handling well, not just in education but in many other fields 
(e.g. the economy, th~ demographics of our population, various matters having to do 
with health). 	 r. :' 


) . '" : 

For the past thirty years, along with myriad ?measures of inputs and services, ' 

federal education dat'a-gathering and reporting have included information on student 
achievement. That is almost entirely the work of the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP). For twenty of those years, however, such information 
was provided only fodthe country as a whole. Then, following the recommendation of 
President Reaganari'd Secretary William J. Bennett (who in turn were following ',the 
advice of a blue ribb'on panel chaired by Tennessee Governor Lam~r 'Alexander), 
Congress authorized NAEP to report state-specific results for those states that 
wanted to participate.~Most (but not aU) states have, opted to do so, and the yield from 
this modest undertaRing has been immensely valuable. Literally for the first time, 
state offiCials, business leaders, taxpayers, parents and educators have been able to 
see how their state is doing in terms of educationial achievement compared to other 
states and the nation as a whole. There is lio other reliable source of such 
information. And it ha;s had a considerable impact on policies and practices. It was 
primarily NAEP data pn fourth·grade reading achievement, for example, that recently 
led California to revamp its entire approach to reading instruction in the primary 
grades. 1 

For many years, NAEP results were reported (like many "standardized" 
commercial tests) oniy as statistical averages. They contained no real standards or 
judgments. They indidated how youngsters were dOing in comparison to how they had 
done in the past but were silent on how we" Amer:ican students and schools ought to 
be doing in key subjects. It was as if your doctor reported to you that your cholesterol 
level is 230 now, compared with 240 a year ago, b,ut said nothing about what level is 
des.irable for good heklth (beIQ~ 200,1 am told.) ii',' , 

As the natioril grew more concerned 'about its lackluster educational 
performance, however, and more aware that simply pumping additional resources 
into schools (or requiring students to spend more time there, or take more courses 
there) did not necessarily translate into improved achievement, there arose a hunger 

j 	 3 
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for specific standard~ against which academic petformance--actual results--could be 
monitored and apprajsed. President Bush and th~ fifty governors ,(including the then­
governor of Arkansa~, Bill Clinton) met in CharlOttesville in 1989 to set ambitious 
educational goals for )he country. These included t~e bold statement that "By the year 
2000. American stydents will leave grades ' four.' eight, and twelve having 
demonstrated competency in challenging subject matter including English, 
mathematics, science., history, and geography" ... 

" 

Well'and good.~ But what exactly is "challenging subject matter" and what does 
it mean to "demonstr~te competency"? Who is to say? How will we know when we've 
gotten there? How is~ a superintendent to know -khen his schools have reached, this 
goal? How is a parEint to know about her childr?n? A teacher about her pupils? A ' 
governor about his st~te? I, .:; I , ,', , .'", ., 

.1 . 

Three cautiou~ developments followed. 

First, a number of professional education groups, some with modest federal' 
subsidies. set out to establish "national standards" for their particular subjects. 
Several of these turned out reasonably well (math and geography. for example). Some 
(e.g. English) were d~bacles. Others (such as history) became the objects of intense 
controversy. . 

;k 

Second, the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGS), abi-partisan, 
broadly-representativ~ and largely-independent bbdy Which. since 1988, has been 
charged by Congresf with setting policy for NAE~, set about to develop' standards-­
"achievement levels",; they were called--by which',NAEP results could henceforth be 
reported. There was ;much controversy over this '~ndertaking, but NAGB persevered, 
establishing three standards (called "basic", "preficient" and "advanced") by which 
national and state a9hievement could be·-and now is--reported. These have been 
fairly well accepted ~s benchmarks by which the country can track its educational 
progress and these, ~s I understand it, are the only standards that President Clinton 
is referring to nowad~ys when ,he speaks of "national stpndards". 

! 
Third on April ~18, 1991, as part of his "America 2000" strategy for moving the I 

country toward better education. President Bush proposed new national tests of 
student aChievemenH Here are his words: 

~ '~ 

We will devel~p vqluntary--Iet me repeat, it~·we will develop voluntary 
national tests '[for 4th. 8th and 12th graders in the five core subjects. 
These Amerjc'~n Achievement Tests wilLlltell parents and educators, 
politicians and employers, just how well' qur schools are doing. I am 
determined to tlave the first of these tests for 4th graders in place by the 
time that scho~1 starts in September of 1993. 

i 

But, of cours~, nothing of the sort happened. Indeed, so fierce was the 
resistance of educators and members of this Committee to the "American 
Achievement Tests" 'idea that it never even made it into the "America 2000" bill 
introduced six years ~go. 

I 
? 
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The Clinton standards-and-testing proposal 
. Now Presiden~ Clinton has proposed something may look [a.dical . but is 

actually more modesf than what President Bush recommended. (In this portion of its 
program, and perhaps only in this portion, the administration displays, welcome . 
humility about the fed.¢ral education role,) The Clinton plan is limited to fourth grading 
reading and eighth gr~de math (a total of two tests, compared to fifteen implied by the 
Bush plan). And the Clinton plan does not envision brand-new tests or standards. [t 
starts with the NAEP tests that we already have and the NAGB standards already built 
into'them. At its core 

· 
is the simple proposition that\states wishing 

.J 
to do so should be 

'. ,.:.'able to use those tests and standards for individual school districts, 
• 

schools and· .. 
children as, under tod;ay's NAEP, they cannot.' 

I have a numb~r of concerns about the particulars of the Clinton testing plan. 
and will get to some iof those in a moment. It's important that they be addressed by 
the Congress and I ~ould not advise proceeding with this plan unless they are set 
right. But before getting into the trees. let's step back for one more glimpse of the 
forest. All that the President is basically proposing is to take two well-regarded 
existing tests of cor~ skills, tests that already contain generally-accepted national 
standards, and allow ~hese to be used more widely by those who wish to d? so. 

, 
That is all. And that, in my view, is worth dOing. provided that key" detcins are 

repaired. (I'm attaching to this statement a recent c.ommentary that Diane Ravitch and 
I co-authored.)' . .~ 

Why is it wort~ doing? Because today there is a crucial missing link in the 
information about ed~cational achievement that can leverage real reform at the state 
and local level, with'in individual schools and around millions of kitchen tables. 
Today's parents canhot find out with any clarity or reliabillty how their children are 
doing in core acaderrlic subjects in relation to how well they ought to be doing--and in 
relation to the educational standards and achievement of the nation and the world. 
TOday's teachers cahnot find that out about their pupils. Today's school boards•
cannot find that out aeout their schools. And today1.s governors and legislators cannot 
find that out about an¥ units smaller than their entire state. Michigan's John Engler, for 
example, can learn a ¥fair amount about how Michigan-as-a-whole is doing in relation 
to the nation, but he c,an learn next-to-nothing aboq,t the performance of Grand Rapids 
.or Detroit, much less :about the Jefferson School vfs-a-vis the Franklin School. 

; f ' 

~ 

Governors whq don't feel they need to know such things won't have their states 
join in the "national t~lSt", Thos~ who think it's important l to know such things in order 
to leverage real ref~rm will want to participate (as Governor Engler j'ndicatecf to 
President CHnton last week). 

t· 

In my view, no~meaningful educ~tion reform will occur withdut such infoqllation. 
Parents cannot mak~ informed choices among· schools. Charter schools will lack 
benchmarks by which to track their progress. Statewide reform plans will have no 
decent "audits" of theJrsuccess, Districts will not be able to say whether their students 
are doing better. t ,Ii: 

, " 

,f<,. 
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Sure, there are lots of tests today. But; ,none of them yields satisfactory 
information on educational achievement in comparison with other jurisdictions 
around the nation a~d the world and in relation to high standards that signal what 
level of achievement 'should be expected. '::; 

" 

,it 

Could this be; done without federal backing? Conceivably. J can imagine a 
carefully-organized p~ivate-sector venture to develop academic standards and market 
high-quality tests ge~red to them. I can also ·imagine a consortium of states doing 
something of the sort. (Possibly the new entity called "Achieve" could take the lead.) 
But such approachesiwould forfeit the track record, experience and credibility of NAEP 
and its standards, ~nd would lack the legitimacy of an initiative blessed by both 
President and Congress. 

~! 

The Clinton national testing plan presents ~ rare opportunity for bipartisan 
cooperation in the public interest. Indeed, without 'such cooperation it won't go far, 
because it can count ion (indeed has already drawn) criticism from both ends of the 
political spectrum. There are those on the right who blanch at the adjective "national", 
no matter what it's attached to. and those on the left who dislike every form of "testing" 

, 'j' 

regardless of who does it or why. If their combinedr,forces are not met this year by 
strong bipartisan support for standards-based national testing. we can probably bid 
farewell to this idea f6r a generation. (The politics of this issue are fascinating, since 
many on the right derhand the accountability that comes only with standards and 
testing while many orl the left embrace the extension of national responsibility in 
education.) The President has invited bipartisan support. I·believe this part of his 
program deserves it. \ , ,~ 

Concerns about the Clinton plan 

The concept uAderlying the testing plan is valid. But the details are crucial, and 
some of them need,~ attention. In my view, Congressional approval of (and state 
participation in) any r national testing program should /"Iinge on its meeting five 
essential criteria::: (k ' 

~ 
1. Above all, th'ere must be adequate insulation from politics, from the federal 

bureaucracy and from the depredations of special 'interests and ideologues. 
i 

2. It should beltruly voluntary. No federal coercion, no sanctions, no linkage to 
federal aid programs,~ no rewards or inducements save for (limited) federal subsidy of 
the creation and depl~yment of the tests themselves. (Let me be clear. Along with the 
late Albert Shanker. I believe in "tests with consequences" as a vital tool of education 

~ , , 
reform. But Washinglon has no proper business imposing those consequences. 
Making the test available is incentive enough for states and localities--and principals, 
teachers and parentsLto develop consequences <>:f; their own.) , 

, 

3. Its standards should be high ("world clas~") and its tests should be of good, 
quality (free from bias:, challenging, worth taking, worth "t~aching to"). 

, , ,< l I . • i 

. ,~ 
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4. Those tests: and standards should be ~~en to public scrutiny. No secrets. 
Test reslJlts sholJld ~e plJblic, too, so long as the· tests' integrity --and the security of 
information about inqividuals--are assured: 

5. Their use should be flexible. For example, a state should be able to embed a 
version of the "natio~al test" in its state tests. Test publishers should be able to 
incorporate versions :in the products that they develop and distribute. Communities, 
even individual scho$ls, should be able to obtain' versions if they want to. Perhaps 
parents should be ab)e to obtain "samples" from the Internet for their children to try at ' 
home. J ;:. 

: I 

That's a tall or~er, of course, maybe more th.:an anyone test can be expected to 
accomplish. But thafs what we should set out 'to do, and those are the criteria by 
which the Clinton plan should be judged. ::! 

I , 
, . 

Unfortunately, ~he administration has not yet supplied enough detai( to judge all 
of its particulars--whil,e evidently rushing toward 'its rapid implementation. From what I 
have been able to learn, however, as some details seep out, I am not satisfied that 
these five criteria will.;be met. I would encourage the Congress to probe these matters 
carefully. ' 

Governance ~ 
Let me now tui;n to the first of those criteria; ~ the protection of any national tests 

from politicians, bureaucrats, special interests .~nd zealots. This is central to the' 
legitimacy, integrity and acceptability of the entirei:¢nterprise. Without such protection, 
few will want to use the tests and they'll a~hieve nothing. Regrettably, the 
administration presel';1tly intends to keep this sensitive, vulnerable undertaking within 
the bosom' of the E:ducation De'partment rather than entrusting it to the National 
Assessment Governi~g Board or other independel"!t entity. 

t··· 

That is a serious blunder. There is already .too much tampering with NAEP, too 
many instances of fNAGB's decisions being .overridden or ignored by political 
appointees and entrenched bureaucrats, and of NAGB itself being weakened. (Not 
just by the executive branch. Cpngress's 1994.reauthorif:,ation of NAEP compromised 
NAGB's independenqe and diminished its authority.) Indeed, I believe ttiis problem 
should be solved for the good of National Assessment whether or not President 
Clinton's new plan al~)O goes forward. 

\ ,i\: 
In my view (and Diane Ravitc'h's), any natio~al testing program should be spun 

entirely out of the Ed~cation pepartment and entr'.usted to an independent agency or 
quasi-governmental 90rporation, answerable to the White House and Congress only 
for funding, general!! oversight and periodic reauthorization, not for daily policy 

, direction, staffing or administration. Such an entity needs a truly-independent and bi­
(or 1'101'1-) partisan governing board consisting of laymen. parents, business leaders. 
educators, and stateiand local officials. Such a board must be truly "in charge" of all 
aspects of these tests and the standards incorporated into them. It should not be able 
to be second-guesseq by a doubting assistant secretary, an over-eager White House 
aide, a random sub-Qommittee staffer, or special interest groups and "experts". 

" 
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. How might th~t be accornplished in today's Washington? A strengthened and 

reconstituted NAGS would be one way to go. A new board or entity could be another. 

Without attempting tq suggest all the details today, my sense is that the me'mbers of 

any such board sh~u}d be presidential appointees, confirmed by the Senate. and· that . 

the board should serye as its own "nominating committee", Le. that the White House 

can only select from;'among individuals recommeflded by the board itself. (The first ' 

such "slate" might be" suggested by an informal panel consisting of Secretaries Riley, 

Alexander, Cavazos, :Bennett and Hufstedler.):,! 


, (".I: 

. It oughtn't be $00 large--about the size of:a school board or state board of 

education. It ought n6t be a Noah's ark of special interests and constituencies. And all 


, its prospective members should be asked whether they believe in the value of the 

standards-and-testing enterprise they are being invited to help govern, (So long as the 

tests themselves ar~ voluntal)'. there's no need to place opponents within their 

governance.) 


"" .. 
~ 

That is only th~ faintest sketch of the kind of mechanism that might meet the 

first criterion suggested above. Similar outlines, could readily b,e developed for the 

other criteria." ,;,: ' 


(n concluding ~his portion of my testimony. let me repeat that, so long as such 

crucial details are satisfactorily worked out, the vqluntary national tests envisioned by 

Preside,nt Clinton--a~d before, him by Presiden(;Sush-l..deserve support. across,'the 

political spectrum. Th:ose who don't like them will remain free not to use them. Those' 

who believe. as I db, that they would be a major contribution to the renewal of 

American ed'ucation,Jndeed are necessary for anyitrue accountability, should have the 

opportunity to test th~t belief. 


Other elements of the Clinton package 

The remainingi parts of the President's program are a hodgepodge of projects, 


activities and ideas, ~dt a coherent "plan" at all. Here's how I size them up: 

j 

National teach,er certification. The President would have the federal treasury 

pay for 100,000 teachers to be screened by a private board that's been around for a 

decade but has ma~aged to certify barely 500 ~,eople in that time--while spending 

millions of federal dpllars already, That's beca'~':se the board's review process is 

complex and costly a.nd perhaps because the board itself (dominated by teachers' 

union representatjve~) is still ambivalent about branding certain teachers as superior 

to others. Political c~rrectness is also seeping ,into its standards. Sure, there's a 

chance that, if it k~eps its standards high, the effort may' yet boost teacher 

professionalism and reward classroom excellence. But with states and districts 

already offering bon!Jses to, board-certified teachers, isurely the cost of screening, 

candidates is a reasqnable investment by those who stand to benefit.· ' 


"America Reabs". It's hard to argue against: third graders knowing how to read, 

and there's nothing ~rong with college volunteers 'listening to seven-yeer-olds sound 

out new' words, but Where does the President get the notion that a million amateurs 


. will be able to accoTDplish something that 2.7 mil,iton professionals cannot manage? 

The landscape is alr~ady littered with dozens of fE~deral "literacy" and "compensatory" 


8 " 
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programs of variou~ kinds. This one looks rnore like a salvage operation for 
"AmeriCorps". Th~ main problem with primary reading in the u.s. isn't too few bodies 
in our classrooms; .it'$ that too few of Ol!r teachers use proven methods to· impart this 
vital skill to their you6g charges. Mr. Clinton woulg have made better use of his bully 
pulpit if, every time he uttered the word "tutors" he;]iad instead said "phonics". Whole­
language theories ha~e been dogma in our teach~r colleges for a decade. Ten million 
volunteers won't solv~ that problem. : 

Early Learning'. Sure, education begins in the cradle and yes, parents need to . 
be more involved. Bu~ aside from expanding Head Start (whose cognifive effects pretty 
much vanish by third grade)' there's little more here than a couple. of dubious. 
conferences on "the :brain" and "the family". In any case, no conference can alter .the . 
record of federal "co~pensatory" education programs, which have spent a hundred· 
billion dollars or so since President Johnson's time with lackluster results. What we 
know for sure is that;children do best ,when they"grow up in strong families that love 
arid nurture and read~to them. Regrettably, Uncle :$am can't supply that. 

School ChOicJ and charler SChools.· The l~~resident has the concepts right: 
parents should be free to choose their child's '?school, and independent "charter". . 

schools are a soundt way to create more decent choices. Yet his proposals are pale 
shadows of what's :needed. He would confi~~ parental choices to government' 
schools, though m~ny youngsters, especially 'poor kids trapped in awful urban 
schools, do better in 'private and parochial schools. (The research on this is now fairly 
conclusive.) And as much as charter school founders welcome those modest federal 
checks to offset their\ start-up costs, they'd be helped far more if the President and 
Congress would snip; the red tape that snarls their schools in regulations and denies 
their students a fair ~;hare of existing programs. 

Character ed~cation in the schools. Bravo, if the President is serious about 
uniforms, curfews, zero tolerance for drugs· an:~ guns,· and removing disruptive 
students from class~ooms. I wish he would derffionstrate' it by instructing his· own 
Education Departmeht to have zero tolerance for weapons even when carried by 
"disabled" students-~which would appear to be the precise opposite of current 
administration policy ~oward the reauthorization ·of LD.E.A. 

r 

Construction. to my knowledge, the federal government has never been in the 
business of underwri~ing school bricks-and-mortar and, if the White House is serious 
about balancing the; budget, it's hard to see this one as more than expensive, 
politically-appealing '(if harmless) tokenism, Besides, there are shrewder, cheaper, 
non-federal solutionsito school crowding, such as year-round use of existing facilities. 

~ : . ~i 

Universal cofl&ge attendance. Another superficially-appealing idea that turns 
. out to be bad policy. !The problem with American ~Jgher education isn't too few people . 

starting the process:~we already have more coll~~ge than high school students and 
boast the world's loftiest matriculation rates. Ind€:ed, college enrollment directly after 
high school is at an all-time high: about 64 percent. The great problem is that far too 
many of those who ehter aren't prepared for college-level work because they learned 
too little beforehand.! Almost a third of today's freshmen require remediation--and 
many more ,would if \(;olleg,e ~~ademic standards hadn:t also slipped. That leads to 

19 
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costly compensatory¥classes and a soaring college drop-out rate. Assuring everyone 
a free ride through g~ades 13 and 14is like paying' for high school twice, It signals the 
futility of reforming g~ades 1 through 12. And it will tempt every college in the land to 
jack up its prices to h:arvest the new federal windfall. . 

,
,! 

Job training vpuchers, Turning what Mr. Clinton rightly terms "the confusing 
tangle of federal training programs" into vouchers for adult education is a very 
powerful idea, if vouchers is indeed what he intends. Wny won't he do the s~me for . 
schoolkids? ' 

Technology. S,,ure, every school in America,,~hould be connected to the Internet. 
But, as with bricks and mortar, where does Uncl~ Sam's responsibility (and budget) 
stop? And once the \vlring is installed, what's be~n aChieved? Linking a twelve-year 
old to the "web" solv~s nothing. Fine, he'll learn :~ow to use the technology. but the 
Internet is just a vast;collection of stuff, much of it 'trivial, trashy or eccentric. American 
kids need to learn how to concentrate and analyze and discern. not to web-surf all day 
before channel-surfin'g all night. 

If I w~re gradi~g the W'hlte House education POIi~y package, the .average '~ark . 
would be somewher4 between "C" and "O"--with that important "incomplete" for the 
staridards.and-testin~ piece. 

What to Do? 
~ . 

As this Commjttee and the Congress loo~:;\ahead, I encourage you to keep in 
clear view the great ~ducation problems that nee€l!~solving: 

a :~ 
"' A nation thatjs still at risk because few youngsters learn enough as they pass 

through school and) college. The just-released 1996 NAEP math results. though 
slightly up from 19$'2, show that only 24 percent of U.S. eighth graders, and a 
wretched 16 percent of high school seniors, are "proficient" in this vital skill. 
International compar:isons place us closer to Kuwait and South Africa in math and 
science achievemen~than to Singapore and Japan . 

.. A stolid, r~trograde public school monopoly in which the interests of 
producers outweigh ~:those of consumers. where truly bad' ideas are conventional 
wisdom and ineffectJual practi~es are the classroom ~orm_ (Should that allegation 
seem overwrought, please read E.D. Hirsch's s~l\endid new book, The Schools We . 
Need & Why We Dodt Have Them.) . ;~j .." 

. . 
. ~ 

'" A ton of mon~y being spent--more each year--without decent returns because 
the system has no real standards, no true accountability, few decent measures of 
performance and an!: unwarranted faith that "more of the same" will produce different 
results. 

* Heavy-handed government rules and procedures, both federal and state, that 
buttress the monopbly. discourage innovation, waste money. and help'shield· 
everyone from responsibility for their own actions 

,,I 

1 0 

,~, 



• MRR 12 '97 02:01PM HUBSON INSTITUE P.ll/12
; 
i 

I 

As I said at the outset, Washington alone cannot solve those problems and it's 
a sin to suggest othe:rwise. But surely anyone who agrees that they need solving will 
want Uncle Sam to dp his, part--and to stop making things worse, 

1 

What might a decent package look like? Here's my modest proposal: 
, i ! I ,. • I I 

'1 

First. testing. Get the details straightened out, then do it. 
~ '~! 

1.:1 

1.1 , '.~> 

Second. estab'lish the principle--across the:rspectrum of federal programs--that 
aid dollars follow eli~ible youngsters into whatever schools they attend. That doesn't 
happen today because funding formulas are built on district demographics. Fixing this 
would do wonders for charter schools,. would give consumers real leverage. and 
would keep federal Pflicy from undermining state-and-Iocal. school choice plans . 

•" 
Third, let the m:oney stop following-indeed, make it stop flowing to--those who 

are violent in school{ Stipulate,' too, that no federal law shall require any school to 
retain any student (disabled or not) who.disrupts the education of other children. 

~ . 
... 'H; 

Fourth. let the states opt to receive any or all of their federal aid in a no-strings 
block grant--so long~ as they, too. empower par,ents .by letting this money follow 
children who are eligiple (for whatever services the: state elects to spend it on) into the 
schools they select.] ;lj 

~ .~ 

Finally, agree en several dozen ineffectual or obsolete programs to scrap--and 
use the money savedPthereby'to aid charter scl100ls and 'experiment with a."G.1. s.if!. for 
Kids", as Lamar AI~xander calls it. President Clinton has begun this process by 
suhmitting a fiscal 19198 budget that (swollen though it is elsewhere) zeroes out some 
41 currently-authoriz~d federal programs. Surely Congress should accept his list and 
add a few more specimens to it. 

Thank you for fhe opportunity to speak with you today. 

1 1 
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~ AYardsticl(. for American Students 

President Clinton's proposal for llB.tional testing 

makes sense. As fortner assistant secretaries of -_.- .. 
the DepartJneat of Education in the· Reagan and '. 
8usb administratrons, we urge Congress 'to sup­
port it. ..' '. : . 

There are arorues, of coorse; When Geilrge 
~~ and ~ar Alexander sugg~oo sOme~g 
similar-which tbey ('~ed Amencan Achie>,'e­
ment . Tests-:-conlP'essl~ Democrats .scQffe.d. 
and,~ !ru~ b~ \YaS ever ~troduced. ~ 1ll 1992! 
~11~ bIpartisan panel called the Naticma1 Coun­
cil 00 Edur.alion Standards and Testing recOrD­

.mended, form of national testing. a convoluted 
scheme that involved different tests based on 
c9mmon.~standardsi,,;theidea Was ignored by 

. congressiOnal leaders·arid attacked by proriUnent 
educators. 

. ood·.J .L_ d' 'oodStill, It was a g luea u=.!, an It sag one 
now. In fact Clinton's version of national testing is 
better than 'Bush's in these important respects: It 
doesn't require any new standards or tests to be 
devised,lmd it does not hinge on dubious fff{)rts to 
attach multiple tests to unitorm (nonexistenl) 

w standaJ:ds. . . "'. 
::J The adminlstration· bas figured out that the 
!::; nation already has two exc:enent tests that meas­
r- lJre student achievement in reading and lI)ath, the 
~ most basic of basic s.IriUs Aoc..ordingly the presi~
1--1 " ., 
~t lias proposed lhat states aM school districts. .


5 be -permitted (0 use a respected national test for For etghth~grader:s.tbe White House pro~ 


§ international test for eighth--grade mathematics, 
I Nobody is obliged (0 use these tests, nor will 
ti ;Jnyone be punished for failing to do. so. The 
.... fedt'Tal government win p..1Y ror the fU'St: round of 
lSI Le.<;tin(l, and a.Fter that it's up to slates and·dis{ticts ­
N LQ CXl\'ec their own costs. They can,.Jfowever, 


. lSI embed the nati01l3I tests into their own testing 

f'.. jlwgrams-\Vruch' \>irtually every jUi;sdictioo 

(}"l has-and ('.oJlt.mercial publishers" would· be 11·' 

, n!used 19. offer them, a \\Ie1cofo~' form': of "out­
~ suW'cmg.' that wowd hold down C:;OSls, .~al.lcra-

IX 

•. _-e>..:."",,"-_ 
. . , .._L,!_ •r 

cy and allegations of WlI(W gO\ernment oompeu­
tiOIl 
'. ., . 

. Most unpor!:ant, they ~ good tests, moorporat-
Lng standa.rl;ls far more ~orous ~an most states 
are .now usmg. The readl1lg test ~ oosBd on the 
National· A..~ment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), which has been aroun~ for ~o~ three­
decasch d~ but hasrtn~;:-er been u4 ~Y~~ns~r 

00 to repo ~Ie .progre~ 0 ~ u., ­
dents. Th.e- NAEP ,!.adlng lest 18 solid, mul';I-!acet­
ed (not Just multiple chOice) and .has ,ngQrousstandards built into it. 

. III J~.lIttn.grade .~~g,. an~_,,<'I!' !~~u~y )!dn.Ura.b.t~ .., ):~~~~a\'@.!!'~r .the J~~~J-h. P:3rt ~ofJ~EL11ri!~~ •.. locaJ contml., by ..empowering con!!umers, ..policy 'Y'" OOd';A:rfieooii idea'Y'" ,.•- .~v_ ..., ..~...~- ..,~ .. ~"'..." 
In~rnat~ Math and Scl~ce Study (rll\~SS), 
which ~va.s gIVen to a h~lf-nullion }roungst~ II~ 41 
oo~tneS. ~he stilndard~ of TUy~SS axe mllil Into 

. the Ultematlooai oomp"nsuns. It s TIMSS results 
tliat: enable<! 'us to see th;;t our etghth-Rtader~ 
pe.nonn ·pootly iii mathematics oompared with 
their pee~s in many other illdllstrial collntries: . 

Cons;der how ?<Jwetiul it will he tor parenl'l and 
t~1chers to oompare tlte ffiilth proweSR '0' (h~ 
eighth:g~Cld~ Ill, Soay. Phoenix or l\'Iil\ne-apo!is, 10 
the performanCe or their !)fen; in Korea .'lnd the 

Czech Republic. Consider (he impact of Parents in 
Denver or Boston actually. seem!! how wen their 
'oorth-graders read in relation to a national stan­
dard of proficiency. 

Ac~cxJr(lin.g 10 e"~n; major public OP~{)npdl. an 
,oyerwhelmlng tnaJOnty of u.e Amencan people 
wat'lt ~tional standards and tests. Until Dmy. 
th~ .has been no ~vay for ;parents or public 
OffiClais to S,et gQOd information a~t how s!U­
dents are domg. Instead. they',,-e been stud< w:ith 
college entrance tests that are not repcesentati\-e
of. the full populafion and that, in any case. aren't 

e~·e.n administered until the end of b:igb·scbool. Or 

they have had 10 settle for "standardized" tests 


. that };el~tspiU:ipjjs results about yo.ungsters being· 

"at or above grade Ie\~el," even thc)Ugh "grade 

level" is simply 3 statistical average. ·no' a true 
I dard.san... .' 

Only with such information in hand can parents made by po-litical appollltees, The Whtte, Hou...~· 
make Wise choices a.mong schools. OOly wjlh StIch currenl plan to give control of national testing tl 
information in hand can parents and legislators the D€partment 01 Education wDUld. we think, tx 
appraise flow weU their school systems ace doing. a big mistake, 
Only with sudJ inro~ti{m in hand can teachers H Clinton \\<iU agret to tum tlJe program fOI 

and principals delennine howeff~ve their el-nationaJ testing into an autonomous agency, akiJ 
(om are-and take corrective action wbere need· 10' the National Science FOUIldation (where t11i 
ed. _ ' , National Science Board sets policy) or the Nation 

"-:0 those worried about '1ocaJ control," we say aJ Trans rtation Safety BomI then Congres 
that these tests are a yardstick not a iwnes.'l sh' •.•.J POd ' \hi art I his _1 ti' 'k. ' .' . ~UI<.I en orse S pOI. cuuca Oil pac :age
They gIve the federal government no new pow~ This proposal deserves !herr support. Once upon ~ 
ers. The .lest results. in fact. will actually enhance time it wase\'en a Republican idea. Now it is . 

makers and professionals to Imow what actions 
neoo to be taken locally to. impro\re ooucatioo.. As 
the CEO of a major corporation pleaded at Ihe 
go:vernors' education "swmnif' last MiU'ch. "\liJhy 

·shouldn't the readirig standards f(lr9-)rear-olds in! 
'·Pittsourghbe the ~e as ul Seattle?" Math-is' 
rnatn. Whelher .it's taughl in 'Oregon or Si)uth 
Carolina, and the glf)bal economy in which bxlay's., 

• YOUl1gsters wiU li\'e and work expects lhem to 
,~eetworld standards .. oot just Lhose of Porl.land 
or CharleslQll. 

Information is power. 'And gath€ring and .dis 
pensing good intonniltjon is one 01 the l1l.ings lha· 
the federal g{)vemment does very well. 

So important is national testing that it must b 
'safeguarded frMn politicization, a temptation !ha 
~ s.ure to arise if the student reswts are as bleai 
as everyone expects. To pre\'ent this possillili~ 
responsibility for Aiitional testing should be ft: 
moved from the federal Education Departmen 
(and congressiOnal cQIl11lliuees) and placed w\de 

' . ,
the control of an mdepen~enl, 1l0npartJ:san~~ 
Fortunately, such a.n entity, called the .Natio~ 
Assessment Governu:g Board, already eXlsts. It r 
StlP~'>~O:lisel"policyfOT NAEP. That. bo~(L: 
however, h.a~ been \'i'~ened by r~nt legJSl~tJOl 
and turned IJllo something more like an advisor:

' rommiUee to consider decisions that are a ...1:UaU, 

_g______. _________ 
au~ste1' E. Fiml Jr., (J senjoylellow at the 
Hudson Instillile. 1{.'I1,fassi.~lfml ~rer(}'vol 
edur.ationjr()1n 19...~ /0 l~and (l 1ne1J;ber of 
t' ~/,' a/·A I C- . , B' oj 

,If/vawn s..fess,~~el1 ove~/tng OIl,ttl 

from 1988lo 19%. Dume ROtJl/ch: (/ se!uar 
re~l'ch sch,qtar af Ne(~: ~Qrk U1Ir1.~ers~f'i and {, 

,l'enlQ"lelloUJ altllP flrookr1Igslnsllfuf/O.<1. was 
(lssislatlt serrelaTY vIeducatioll from 1991./(1 
1993. 
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If there are to be national tests, the National Assessment Governing Board 

(NAGB) is the right body to be in charge of them. I served on NAGB from 1988 until 

1996 and had the honor of chairing it for the first two of those years. I know it well. 

It's a hard-working, conscientious· and sturdy bunch that isn't easily cowed. But it has 

some shortcomings that are a problem even without adding responsibility for 

something as sensitive as national testing. And the Administration's proposal to 


. assign NAGB the task of "formulat[ingJ policy guidelines" for national testing has 
inadequacies as well. .. 

·1 will supply a little background, then itemize those two sets of shortcomings 

(all of which Congress could easily rectify). 


Background 

• Before 1988, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) had no 

independent policy-making body. The Education Department's NAEP contractor (ETS 

then as now) appointed its own "assessment policy committee", which meant the 

contractor controlled the "policy" group and was in turn controlled by the 

Department. 


• A blue-ribbon panel chaired by then-Governor Lamar Alexander (and ,including Hillary 

Rodham Clinton) recommended in 1987 that this arrangement be changed and an 

independent governing board be created to make policy for NAEP. The Reagan 

administration drafted a bill and the Democratic Congress. enacted it in 1988. The 

Secretary of Education made the initial appointments but thereafter the Board was 

"semi-self-perpetuating", ie. it served as its own nominating committee, giving the 

Secretary a slate of (at least 3) candidates for each opening; he could reject that 

slate and ask for another but he could not appoint anyone unless they were 

nominated by the Board itself. Terms were four years and could be. renewed. 


• Though ultimate control was divided between NAGB and the Department's National 
. Center for Education Statistics (NCES), NAGB had considerable authority and did not 

hesitate to assert it. By far the most controversial thing the Board did in its early 
years was develop "achievement levels" (AKA standards) by Which to report NAEP 
results: the 3 now-well-known markers called "basic", "proficient" and "advanced". 
(It's those standards that President Clinton proposes to use for the national tests. 
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Sut the administration plans to use "basic" as a satisfactory standard, whereas 
NAGS said "proficient" is what all kids should attain.) 

NAGS Weaknesses 

To punish NAGS for asserting itself as it had done, curb its independence, and give the 
Department more control of NAEP in the future, the House of Representatives moved . 
in 1994 to turn NAGS into a powerless advisory committee. The Senate resisted and 
a compromise was reached. Sut NAGS was still weakened in that year's I.A.S.A. 
legislation: 

• additional "testing experts" were added to its membership, ·thus reducing the 
in'f!uence of members of the public and adding to the board the very people 
who are normally hired as staff and consultants; 

• nominating authority was taken away, meaning that the Secretary could now 
appoint anyone. (Secretary Riley, himself a onetime NAGS member, has 
continued to invite the Soard to suggest names as vacancies arose, and has 
taken many--though not all--of them, but there is no reason to assume that a' 
future Secretary would do this.) 

• board terms were shortened to 3 years (a problem considering that it 
typically· takes at least a year for new members to "get up to speed" on 
complex NAEP issues); and 

• important NAGS powers (involving the assessment design and reporting of 
results) were taken away and given to the Department. 

Aside from its 1994 weakening, NAGS has inherent problems that are magnified when 
it's asked to take on something as volatile as national testing: 

• under its current composition, as few as 2 of its 25 members (one governor, 
one legislator) could be from the party that doesn't occupy the White House. 
Thus it cannot truly be called a bipartisan board in any meaningful sense; 

• its current composition assigns 16 slots to professional educators and other . 
members of what some call the "education establishment" and just 9 to 
representatives of. the "general public" such as elected officials and parents; 

• in key areas, authority is blurred between NAGS and the Education 
Department, such that NAGS decisions may be ignored or reversed by 
Department officials. It's also important to note that the Department, not 
NAGS, writes the contracts with ETS and other organizations that actually 
conduct the assessment, which means those contractors view the Department, 
not NAGS, as th-air'boss. With its authority so diluted'and com'promised, NAGS' 
is not really an independent agency; 
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• the Department has other advisory committees (such as the Advisory 
Committee on Education Statistics) that it periodically invites to second-guess 
NAGB; ETS appoints still more advisory committees and expert panels that do 
much the same thing; and the Congress has had a propensity to assign 
"evaluations" of NAEP to the National Academy of Education and/or National 
Academy of Sciences that also have· the effect of second-guessing and 
undermining while diverting resources and energy. 

Problems in the Administration's Proposal 

Even if NAGB had all the authority it needed with respect to NAEP, the Administration's· 
proposal to assign the board partial responsibility for the new national tests is flawed 
in important particulars: 

• The amendment drafted by the Administration invites NAGB to "formulate 
policy guidelines" for the tests, but does not give the board clear policy control. 
Given current language the Education Department would remain "in charge of the 
tests themselves. 

• The amendment does not empower NAGBto review and, as needed, rewrite 
the "test specifications" already drafted for the· national tests, or to review 
and alter the large test development contract already awarded by the 
Education Department. (Many who have reviewed those specifications have 

.. serious reservations about them and they differ in important particulars from 
the NAEP assessments.) 

• The amendment does not state that NAGB is expected to ensure that the 
standards used for the national tests will be the same as those used for 
reporting NAEP results. (The draft specifications indicate that the "basic" 
standard will be deemed "passing" rather than the "proficient" standard.) 

• The amendment does not empower NAGB to decide whether the national 
tests will be given in languages other than English. (The draft specifications 
assume that the 8th grade math test will also be given in Spanish.) 

3 
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Throw These Tests Out of School· •. 

By CHESTER E. FINN JR. 

This week Congress weighs President 
Clinton's plan for national standards and 
tests, beginning with fourth-grade read­
ing and eighth-grade math. But although 
national testing is in principle a good 
idea, the president's proposal will do more 
harm than good. If Congress is going to 

. enact such a measure, it should do it 
right. 

The House is likely to vote to block fu­
ture funding for the program. Amultimh­
lion-dollar contract, however, has already 
been signed by the Education Department 
and work is now under way. Timid GOP' 
Senate leaders, lacking the nerve to kill 
the program, will decide whether to ac­
cept the Clinton version or make last­
minute repairs. House and Senate nego­
tiators fJ;om the appropriations commit­
tees, who have scant expertise in educa-' 
tion policy, will then work out the final 
version of the bill. 
All the Stops 

The administration has pulled out all 
the stops to keep its plan alive, including 
threats to veto the huge Health and Hu­
man Services appropriation in which it is 
embedded. Only in the past few weeks 
has its fate been ,in doubt. For six 
months, a passive GOP Congress simply 
allowed the executive branch to proceed 
unilaterally with the first-ever nation­
wide standards and tests in a country 
that heretofore left such things to states 
and local communities. The White House 
brashly asserted that it didn't even ne~d 
authorization from Congress. The preSi­
dent has already Signed up six states 
and 15 cities to participate. Congress 
merely yawned. My fellow alumni of the 
Reagan and Bush administrations agr!le 
that if a Republican White House had at­
tempted a maneuver like this, it would 
have taken the Democratic Congress 
about 30 seconds to cut us off at the 
knees. 

The reason the testing plan is now one 
of the hotter issues in Washington is not,. alas, because Republicans in Congress 
took the lead but because outside opposi­
tion finally surfaced. On the left, groups 
such as FairTest (which has never seen a 
test it deems fair} and the Congressiomil 

.J 

Black Caucus are opposed on grounds that 
test scores may harm minorities and more 
d,ollars should instead be pumped into 
school programs. Conservative groups, 
such 'as the Christian Coalition and Con­
cerned Women for America, protest this 
new federal intrusion into education. One 
influential congressman, Rep. Bill 
Goodling (R., Pa.}, himself a former 
school superintendent, opposes national 
. testing in prinCiple. In his view, more tests 
wouldn't tell us anything we don't already 
know about what's wrong wjth U.S. 
schools, and comparisons among schools 
are invidious. 

Many fellow Republicans think Mr.. 

Goodling is wrong. Properly done, stan­
dards-based national tests would provide, 
useful Information to studEmts and their 
parents and put pressure on schools to im­
prove. The public-school establishment is 
opposed because it wants to continue ob­
fuscating the truth about its dismal per­
formance. 

But. the Clinton administration has 
mangled this promising idea to the pOint 
that the GOP Congress should either 
make major repairs or scrap it alto­
gether. The past few weeks have brought 
bountiful evidence that the· tests now' in 
the works are sorely flawed, just the sort 
of exams teachers' .unions would love. 
They won't tell us whether children ,can 
actually read or compute. Major prob­
lems include dumbed-down standards, 
"fuzzy" math (as Lynne ,Cheney calls it}, 
universal use of electronic calculators, 
and assumptions about. reading that par­
take of "whole language" and ':decon­
structionist" notions rather than system­
atic phoriics, grammar ,and' basic under­
standing. The Clinton tests will examine 
the things trendy experts wish the 
schools were teaching, rather than the 
skills and knowledge that parents, em­
ployers and state officials prize. 

This subversion of national testing re-

The Clinton administration has mangled a promising 
, idea to the point that the GOP Congress should, either 
make major repairs or scrap it altogether. 

suits from letting the Education Depart-, 
ment 'run the project on behalf of its 
school-establishment and ivory-tower 
pals.,flo issue is more fundamental than', 
who is in charge of the tests; Mr. Clinton 
opted to vest that control in his own ap­
pointees and contractors and experts of 
their choosing. That arrangement invites 
future manipulation of sensitive matters 
such as t,est content; standards and "ac-, 
commodations" for inflmint.al groups. 4. 
dozen assistant secretaries can fiddle and 
meddle,ami their machinations will shift 
with passing political winds and changing 
administrations. " .,' 

Once' the plan encountered opposition, 
. ' ,;"?~ . 

the White House made a sop to its critics. 
It hastily cobbled together a proposal to 
transfer jurisdiction partly from the Edu­
cation Department to a body called the Na­
tional Assessment, Governing , Board. 
That's the "deal" currently before Con­
gress. ' 
, I served on the NAGB for eight years, 

and chaired it for two. It's a good\group. If 
it were made truly independent and bipar-, 
tisan, given unambiguous control 9ver: the 
tests and invited to fix the mistaj{es of the 
Clinton plan. it might be able to do this del­
icate job. ' 

But that isn't what the administration 
proposed. Rather. the White House would 
hand very limited authority to theNAGB. 
a board ,that also remains vulnerable.to 
second-guessing and foot-dragging by the 
Education Department. Its membership is. 
anybody the secretary of Edu,cation wants, 
to appoint. It could hav!l as few as two Re-' 
publicans out of .25 members. It includes 
plenty of educators and "testing experts" 
but just a few governors, parents and em- ' 
ployers. As currently constituted, and with 
the meager authority proffered by the 
White House, the NAGB cannot be counted, 

,on to fix the errors in the Clinton scheme, 
much less safeguard the future integrity of 
national testing. 

,Congress, which created the NAGB in 
1988 and weakened it In 1994, could easily 
set this right. It would take minutes to 
·write.good legislation to reconstitute the 
boarq and give it full control, and the 
Clinton White House is so hot for national 

. testing th,at)! would likely go alorig. But 
,todayit:appears Congress is not up to 
thatassigilment. ,These are complex, 
tecfulical '!.,ssues thatithe' presidenl cares 
mightiIy'I!~about Qut few on Capitol Hill 
even linderstand/lD.deed, the GOP lead­
ership :seems t<;l ha:ve virtually abandoried 
edu,ca.~on" appa,r~ntly conduding ~hat. it 

, cannot outgnn'jQf, outmaneuver the' Whlte 
HO,~'eandJtsIpowerfulallies in the 
school establishment.' On issues far 
larger than Jes.ting, the GOP has already 
yield(!d to the'admlnisttation. The pend­
ing 'appropriations bill, for example, 
wouJdmore than double. funding for the 
genuinely destructive bilingual education 
program. 
Bad Advice 

Pundits ',' and business spokesmen, 
meanwhile. are giving bad advice, urging 
Congress simply to get on with the: presi­
dent's welHntended Initiative. They evi­
dently haven't. read the test. "speCl)" and 
they dismiss the governance issues as "de­
tails." Yet Uwe are'to have national test-, 
lng. it's precisely these details that matter 
most. The crucial questions about any test 
are who decides what's on it, and who sets 
the standards by which student perfor­
mance is judged. I 

If the House and Senate cannot make 
sure that sound answers to such questions 
are enshrined I.n law, the country wquld be 
better off with'outthe t~sts. But that's not 
apt ~o Qappe~ eit:her~Keeping this project
a.Il:veis hligely:important to Mr. Clinton, 
and the GOP leadership would rather cre­
ate a bad pr,ograrri than risk defeat on a 
s~owdo~xot,e. ~61;h~ president Will likely
have his way: or close to it Bad n&tional 

, testS will proceed. A weak NAGB will pro­
vide political cover. And true education re­
fomi will again be dealt a setback by Un­
cle Sam. 

•Mr.Firin is ajellow.at the Hudson Insti­
tute and a former assistant secretary 0/ ed­
uaUwn. ' 
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j su.pport the ])n.:~sident:s plan to allow schoois, districts and states to givc~ a natIonai test of fourth 
grade reading and eighth grade mathematics. Good information is the beginning of good policy. Parents, 
educators, and poliCymakers will benefit by having valid measures ofstudt:!nt perf0n11ance:· 

Critics say that there are already too many tests, anel they are right. Unfortunately, 111 o::t· ofthe ... 
[(;sts rwvv' in use establish what ar~ called nonns,. but they don't reveal whether the noml is good enough 
or t()(J low. Usually,.the "norm" is just an averagescore. That is not a standard. A standard represents 
wila! students should knO\v. The new national tests should incorporate meaningful staridards;:they should 
provide real benchmflrks based on what students should know and be able to do in 4th a11d8th grlldes. 

;. : r app~aLrd the: Presidenfs 'decision to turn management of the ne\v te:3ts over t(; the 'National 
Assessment Governing Board ,'NAGB). I-laving taken this step, however, it is impOltant to strengthen 
1\~AGB and make it far more independent from political control and far more bipartisan than it now is. 

NAGB Vias designed to managt: the relatively non-controversial National A.sseSSlTl.ent for 
Educational Progress (NAEP). It has served [his function exceptionally well. I3ut the advent of national 
testing for individual students creates a level of responsihility for ,vhich the current NAGB was not 
de:;igncd. Thl: current NAGB is ncitsufficiently bipartisan: Only two of25 members milst be chosen 
fro!:! the p::!rty om of pmver. The ClIfrent NAGB is not sufficiently independent from poiitical appoiritees; 
its indl:pcndbnce \vas suhstantially cUI1ail,:d by Congress in 1994. 

The President's plan for national testing requires the oversight of a truly bipartisan, authentkaUy 
jnd~per~den~ board that can command the trust and respect of its fellow citizens. It must not bean. 
instal1nenl of the pRI1y in power. The board that is responsible for the natiorial tests mllst represent the 
public interest, not the ir.terest of any administration or party. 

'Congressand the President must agree to reconstitute NAGB so that the publ ie can fee·) 
conficknce in its judgments and can be assured that the content and the standards of the national tc3ts 
wi 11 not be affected by tbe election returns. ' 

C()ngref.~ should not wait until 1998 to reauthQrize NAGB. If the board's responsibil iti".:'s are to 
expand now to in.;::lude supervision ofthe nationai tests, then it should be reconstituted now..tosecure its 
indcpcnch;ncc; its stature, and its bipartisanship . 
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In Brief. .. 
'. , 

. August 26, .1997 
'" 

,National Tests: A Good.Idea :GoingWro~g' 

,By Diane Ravitch 

'Six. months ago' I was an' enth~siastic 
supporter of, the president's·' proposal for 

, natio,nal testing. I wrote articles in this paper 
and elsewhere endorsing the' idea of test,ing 

. fourth-grade reading and eighth-grade math­

. einatics. In March I had th~ privilege'of ~eeti'ng 
with the president, the first lady, and the 
secretary of education to discuss the president's 
educa~ion' agenda. At that time, I urged. the 
president to place the nationaltesting program 

, under the supervision of an independent, 
bipartisan agency, not the federal Department 
of Education. '",' 

. . . Unfortunately, this did not happen,and 
.. 'now the Clinton administr;1tiOll i~ well, on its 

way to destroying the credibility of its good 
idea. Instead of turning the. testing prognim 
over to the National Assessment Governi~g 
Board, which is independent and bipartisan, the 
administration has kept the test development 
process under its own tight control. It chose a 
contract.9r and selected committees to' design 

, the tests who mayor may not be bipartisan and, 
who may or may not~epresent the diverse 
spectrum of ' views in the fields of reading and 
mathematics. A few days ago it awarded a $13' 
million' contract to a consortihm' of testing 
companies. 

Now the Internet is humming with charges 
· that the nationa,l tests will be stacked to favor. 
"whole, language" theories of reading· and.' 
'agairist phonics and to promote "fuzzy math". 
(where the proces~ of problem-solving, not the 
right ,answer, matters most), and against 
c~mputation'. I do not know whether any of ' 
these fears are valid, but the administration's 
partisan, control of the test development· 
processing has inflamed 'such feverish concerns. 

,The National Asses'sment Governing Board 

(NAGB) should bejn charge of, the national 

tests. Appointed by the secretary of education, 

NAGB is requir~<:r by statute to be bipartisan 

and broadly representative; its members include 

governor~,legishi.tors, bUSIness leaders, tea,ch~ 

ers, school board members, public members and 

testing experts. NAGB was created by Congress 


'10 years ago to set policy, for the National 
Assessment' of Edu'cational Progress (NAEP). 
This is the federal prograrnthat regularly tests 
nation~l sample~ of American students in such:' 
subjects as reading, mathematiCs and sCience. 
NAEP has earned great credibility because it is 
supervised by an" independent governing board. 

·However, the Clinton administration plans to 
· use th~ 'NAEPtests while bypassing NAEP's 
· :goverriing b()ard. 

, This opinion piece was published in The Washington Post on August 26,. 1997'and written by· 
Diane Ravitch, nonresident seniorfellow in the Brookings Economic Studies program. 

The views expressed in this piece are those ofthe author and should not be ascribed 
. to the'trustees, officers, or other staffmember~ ofthe Brookings Institution. 

For More Illformation: Office 'of Public Affairs 2021797~6105. . 
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In Brief. .. . page 2 

The issue of who should control 
the national tests is not just a 
technical quarrel. The decision to 
have a national test is of historic 
proportions; the federal government 
has never done anything like this 
before. This is certainly not the kind 

I 

I 

able to impose new programs 
unilaterally. I 

Spokesm~n for the adininistra­
tion claim that they cannot askI . 
NAGB to oversee the national tests 
because it i1s not authorized to 
oversee indi~idual testing of this 

of initiative that should be under- .. kind. This i~ sophistry, however, 
taken without full public discussion 
and bipartisan support. 

The launch of national testing is 
precisely the kind of issue that ought 
to have congressional authorization,. 
yet the administration is pushing 
ahead without public hearings or 
explicit authorization by Congress. I 
believe that a public debate would be 
healthy and that Congress would 
ultimately agree to endorse national 
tests. Every opinion poll' shows 
broad public support for the idea. 

To date the administration has 
refused to seek authorization appa,r­
ently fearing that Congress would 
prohibit the tests. It was my 
experience, when I worked at the 
Department of Education, that any 
new progr.am must be authorized by 
Congress. No matter how terrific an 
idea the White House might have, 
the nation's Founders did not believe 
that the executive branch should be 

because the pepartment of Educa­
tion certainly has never been 
authorized tb launch a national 
testing progrlm for individual stu-

I 

dents. If NAGB is prohibited from 
managing thJ new tests because it 
lacks specifi~ authorization, then 
surely the Idepartment is also 
prohibited. I .... 

Worse, the admInistration IS 

establishing i dangerous precedent. 
If the party irl power gets to control 
the nationatl test, to pick the 
contractor without an open competi­
tion, to select the committees that 
will write the Itests and to control the 
reporting ofIthe results, imagine 
what will happen when the other 
party comes Ito power. The next 

. Republican secretary of education 
(Lynne Chedey? Phyllis Schlafly?) 
will revise thJ national tests, choose 
congenial e~perts to write the

I . . 
reading and math tests, and make the 

I . 
I 

!i 
changes that seem ~ighit to the party in . 
power. And all of t~ls can happen 
\vithout congressional ',authorization, 
because the Clinton !administration 
demonstrated that it !1as not neces­
sary! . 

i

ii 
It isn't surprising that only six 

states have signed up t6 participate in 
the first national tesd in 1999, even 
though the administra~ion has offered 
to pay the cost for thelfirst time only. 
So long as the testiilg program is 
directly controlled by political ap­
pointees, it will not ~ain the broad 
bipartisan support that it needs to be 
credible. ii 

Yes, national testing is still a good 
idea, because our current patchwork 
of tests does not proJide a common. 
yardstick by which parents and 
educators can compare results. Some 
critics say that testi~g won't help 
children learn more, b4t testing based 
on high standards \:will give us 
valuable information ~bout how we 
are doing.. Ii, 

If we are to have i natIOnal tests 
managed by the feder~l government, 
it is important to do ;it right rather 
than hurriedly. The administration's 
insistence on partisa~ control will 
destroy the future ofnational testing._ 

. " 

I 
!, 
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Below are excerpts from a September 8, 1997 memorandum sent by 
. William J. Bennett to select United States Senators. 

As you know, I have been (in principle) a strong supporter of voluntary, 
national testing. However, I have real concerns about,the specifics of ' 
the current Clinton proposal -- which, in my opinion, would do more 
harm than having no test at all. Let me state in the strongest possible 
terms that the current National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB) 
proposal made by the White House is inadequate to prevent mischief in 
these tests and the Congress shpuld not delay in fixing it. Waiting until 

, , 1998 .and 'the "regular" National Assessm~nt ofEducational Progress 
(NAEPj reauthorization cyclewili aIlow seriously flawed national tests 
to go forward without needed correction from a strengthened NAGB. 

'It is my strong 'impression 'thaftpe>Atlmiriistiition is willing' to go quite 
a distance this week to accommodate a Congressional initiative 
concerning "governance" of the testing program. Indeed, I am told that 
the White House is awaiting a counter-proposal from Republicans and 
reform-minded Democrats. Now is the time to make a solid counter­
proposal (it is also a chance to strengthen NAGB's independence vis-a­
vis NAEP itself). 

Where ·does the situation now. stand? . .Apparently the Senate leadership 
has already agreed to accept an amendment from Senator Harkin which 
is, from my perspective, quite problematic (the Harkin amendment is 
simply the Administration's-flawed proposal). If this agreement has, in 
fact, been irrevocably made, it seems to' me that the best course of 
action is that in the forthcoming Senate-House conference committee, 
Republicans and reform-minded Democrats should insist that these 
important changes be made: . :/' .' ,,' . 

1. Give NAGB "policy direction" or "policy control" of all aspects of 
;bothNAEP and the national tests, not just policy guidance. Otherwise 
the Department of Education remains in control. 

2. Give NAGB explicit authority to review and change the national test 
specifications, development contract and advisory committees that have 
already been launched by the Education Department. Otherwise, the 
.bad decisions already made, and the contracts already awarded, will 
stay in place .. 

Contributions are not ta.l: deductible for Federal or State Income Tax purposes 



3. Charge NAGS with ensuring that the content and standards of national tests be the same 
as NAEP's and that the tests be "linked" to NAEP. Otherwise the public. will not know 
whether the test results mean the same thfng as NAEP results. 

, ' 

4. Make several key changes in the composition of NAGS itself so that it has greater 
bipartisanship and independence. (At present, just two of its 25 members need to be from 
the party out of power. Given the huge responsibility of national testing, and the need for 
bipartisan consensus, the current imbalance is simply wrong.) 

S. Restore NAGS's pre-1994 authority to function as its own nominating committee, i.e. 
constraining the Secretary's appointees to people vetted by NAGS itself. (Andperhaps 
stipulate that NAGS must consider candidates suggested by chairmen of the. pertinent, 
Congressional committees.) Otherwise, the Secretary will have a free hand to select 
whomever he wants ~- as he does now. ) , 

6. Restore NAGS terms to 4 years (as was the case until 1994), with re-appointment 
permitted. (Today they last 3 years, which is a problem because it takes new members 1-2 
years to get up to speed.) , 

Those are the essential statutory provisions. 
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Hr. Gordon Ambach 
council of Chie! state School otticers 

. By tax 
Wa.blnqton, DC 

. Dear Gordon, 

p _ !-::-2 

July 15, 1997 

.,' 

I wanted to let you know that I haV8;resiqned trom thGiN"'rional 
T••t Panel overse.eing ',the development or national testa. .' I : 
thought it important to let 'you know,why. " ' 

" .' ',...' ' " 

Atil you may know ,,:f enthusiastic;allyaupported the Pre8id.~nt''-
, plan ~o creat.e a nationalte8~ base.d on NAEP,.tor indiVidual 

student••. However, wnon .I ~et with thep,re,sident, ~he F.:i.z-st 
Lady, Sacretery Rilay, and. others on Mar~ S,X strongly rgecl
that the, development of the national tests be plaoed uncle the 
supervision of the National Ass99smentGoverning Board. 
believe that NAGS is exactly the right institution to ov~ BeB 

I ' thi. procoRs, because it is the authorized 'governinq body tor(
I N'AEP,anc1 because ,it Is bipartifian and broadly represent III iVEr..f 

At that time, I "'~s assured that the Administration woulf.f 
consider .skinq Con9ress ~o. expand NAGS's authorization 1:.0 
inolu4a overaiqht ot: this national testing proq1:'4m. Ho~.,ever, to 
my kn~wledqe, nothinqhas happenod to implement this. 

X oontinue 1:.0 J:).11;ev~ that NAGS, ",bieh 1s 199'a11y responIJib1e .t"r 
NAEP, shou14 oVersee the national tests.' I fear that the ,and 
l'es1.l1t of the 'current policy will '))e to weaken NAGS and t.·::) 
polit.ioiza national testing.· 'i'his would be' a t.errible pric:. to 
pay for haate •in doveloping ·the test,_ 

For t.hese reasons, X do not wish to 'be p<'lrt of the Natiol\~l 'res l , 
Panel. ' I 

X would appreoiate it if Y9U would share ~Y latter with other 
members of the panel. t, 

\'ours truly I "'j , t 

CL):"'«~ (J~~
Diana Jlllvitcn 

cc: Sacretary Richard Riley 
" 

! I 
r• ..,, TOlnL F!.e2 

\ 

I 

I 
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trear Go::r:don I 
"-~ .•... 

. . ~n od. t.o let you ·}(,nbw that I havQ resiqned from the rf!ltional 
Test PanG-l o":erse:einq '.1:.hs. development. of; national t~'Ults .. I . 
thQught it: 1:nport~nt to let you know vn¥.. '.' 

.. . 

As you ma.y knOll, I «!nth.u81a6tic.al11,gupp~:;rted· tha proaif.\9nt'.
plan to CrQ6te anl!ltional teat·basG.c\ on NAll:P tor 1n~1vidll&1 
stud.ant.. However, When I. met with the prea.i<1ent,the Fb:st 

-Lad-y, Secretary ,R~ley, and others on lial!'~ 5" I otronqly J:ged. . 
. 'that the developInftnt oethe national· testa be pl.aced. unf.t'!~ the 
euper:Yis10n of thQ NatiQna.l AsseSSMent Cover;ninq Boal:'d. 
believe that NAGB ·is exact.ly theri<,Jht instit\itiQn...~tQ,-o\l ..- ;&Ha-: ...... __ ..H.-...:=::--:--==-.:.:;. 
t~i'ii p~qc;~'t~'?_~ ... ~!~c::aus8:1t ;8 ,tbeaUtho:t'lie'd"9~oV.rnln9;CO(l'y 'forr 

.~=-~~HA'iP.~~n4~BCause;;i:t'ls ·'bl.partisan and broadly reprQsent'l l"e .. 
~~.", ' 

At that time, I "'~s assured that tbe Administ.ration vaultf 

Qons iciar AskinqCcJ\qresu:J 1:::0 e~and. NAGS' S. authorization t.o. 

incluCiQ ,oversiq2"lt of this national testing proqram. Ho~.rq,Y'er. t'J' 

my kn?"led~e, noth".nq has h~ppenQd to ~~p+EHt\ent. this~ 


I oontinue' to ).)e.11~v~ that. NAGS I w)l!eh btlaqallY respol,.'91bie r,.,r:.­

NAEP, shoUld· oversee the national t.ests.I fe.ar that th~ -end 

result of the curr~nt policy vill')',)8 to v~a~e.n NAGS &ndC·:) 

pol1t1ci1:6 national" testinq., ,'nis would. be a terrible· px'1.ee 'too 

pay tor haste in dc;""41opinq ,the 1:.Qst. . -. ...... ... . 


.... . :1 ... - ....... ~. ." .' ...... -... _.. , . :,.:", . 


..~_"._..___.~~.J.or.·.-th.es·.'-rG~g-oiiii~·;t 0.0 nat Wish to bep,'1rt o.f the Na.tif)l\~l Ter. ",

panel. ' . '. . ":.' 


.. 

I 'Would appreciate it if. Y9U'Wo",,1c1 share 'mylettGr vitho'th9J:" 

~ombor~ -o( ~hepanel. . t 


. " 

~. 

ec: S8Qretary Richard. Riley, ",_ 
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Re-enter' Inron, r5t Wit a WIeCl: e pro 
gram called, Goals 2000 that was long on federal con­
trolof state and local reform plans but short on res . 
and BAXOWlmbility, and then, just dtis Janu.ary, with 
. ClSa! tio . 
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(TUE) 07. 15' 97 16: 40/ST. 16: 36/NO. 3560662320 P 4/5 

whether the Franklin School had higher achieyement 
than the IefIemon. . 

There are hundreds, even thousands, of emal1r 
tests, but Done of them wts-or is-quirc r:i.ghL The 
"smndardized" kind wr most school sysrems use 
doesn't acrually contain any standards--and is prey: [0 . 
me nororious "LakeWobegon" dfect whereby every­
one is told he is above average. State resting programs 
dOn'r allow scores [0 be compared. across jwisdictions. 
Even NAEP is still barred from reporting on units 
smaller than whole stares. College entnt.nce [est'S such
J the SAT and ACf aren't taken by everyono-and in 
any case they are no help in the elemenrary and mid· 
.dle grades. . 

U.S. testing in 1997 resembles a fa.ultyDWde1-air­
plane kir in which the pieces cannor be fitted togcrher. 
Yet for those who believe in sran· 
dards·bssed rests, tesc-based 
acCountability, and I€.'lults-based INITIALLY · 
educ-adon reform, this is .a plane .BILL CLINTON'S . 
that needs to fiy. NATIONAL TEmNG , In 1991, Bush and then-educa­
don secretary Lamar Alexander PROPOSAL 'SEEMED 
proposed a new nationwide teSting MODESTAND 
scheme called "Am.erian Achieve­ WORKABLE. 
ment Tests," but Congress would AlAS. IThave none of it. NAEP's governing 

board suggested that NAEP teSlll 'IS NEITHER. . 

be made available for district and 

school·level testing, but the educa­
tion esteblishment-QDd commercial TC8£ publishers-­

rose up in .OUtmge. The independe:nr board was pun­

ished for its hubris in 1994, when Congress snipped 

awa: .. much ofits independence. 


Initially, Gimon's January propo&aI seemed mod­
csr and Workable. He offered the states voluntarY Tl!Srs 
of 4dx-grnde reading and 8th-grade math-nothing 
mare-based on the tests and standards already in use 
by NAEP at the nadonallevel. At lime cost (0 thE:lIl­
selves (there would be a federal subsidy, of course), 
StateS could use dxese tests to find OUt how their school 
sy5eems, schools, and children were doing. The tests 
would also be accessible to individual communities, 
private schools, someday even parents. 

Gov. John Engler· ixnmediatcly signed Michigan 
up, and several othe!' S[Rtes have since agre.cd to join. 
Clinton is barnstorming the land to 'recruit more. 
Judging from the many presidential events and 

speeches in which it now Stars, the teSting plan has 
become one ofhis top education priorities. 

Alas, me piau had one sU.tpSJlsing flaw. While i£ 
Was said to be "based orr NAEP's carefully developed 
testS ands1'.andard!l, Clinton wss nor acrually going to 
use those testS and standards, nor did he proPQs~ to 
enll'Ust the new ventul"C [0 the board I once chaired. 
Rather, the Department of Education~without ex­
plicit congressional authodty-would use discretion­
ary dollars ro launch the test-development process by 
contracting with a private organization. The indepen­
dent board would contrOl neither test content nor 
srandards. Instead, the executive bmnch would. 

Immediarely, the schow Diane Ravir.:h, the Edu­
cation Leaders Council (a group of stiue education 
officials who don't toe the establishment parry linc), 

and I urged the adminisrrlltion [0 
reconsider. 'We said that national 
teSring had mcrir--bur that any· 
thing so sensitive as rhese tests must 
be run at ann's lengtbfrom me gov­
ernment and education~estab1ish­
ment tar babies. It also seemed thar 
Congress should have something to 

say about the arrangements for so 
momentous a shift in American 
educational federalism. 

There has been no effort to 
address ow: concerns. The Educa­
tion Dcparuncnt has been rushing 

co put the original plan into operatiOn. The iDdepen­
dene board has been marginalized. CoDgress has been 

, stiffed. Critics have been ignored. And [0 the cxten[ . 
that one can forecast real haI1!1 from proccduralmis­
steps, damage lies ahead.. As often in education~reform 
efi"()f[s, the pro!;Cdure has been hijacked by the tar 

babies. The bijac:k:ing takes me form of conrraa:s that 
ate already bein~ signed with neither congressional 
appI~ nor independent oversighL . 

The main conll"8C( so far is with the Council of 
·Chief State School Officers to develop 

of the 

co 

test \ 
spc:anearioDS. "The chie&," as they're knO'IIID in edu­

. cator-land, are the Washington-based association of 
· state superiluendenrs, and they.foI1!1 one 
· esrabli5hment's m03t dw:lge~ave£se crews. The chief 
· of the chiefs, Gordon Ambach, is e. former New York 
stare commissioner of edncarion, staunch advocate of a 

larger federal role in eduauQn-a key backer ofGoals 

2000, fOr example-a:nd A.vetemn federal gr:Ul[-getret. 

He and his group have an. ancie.nt and 

relationship with the Education Dq)amnen[ and 

he counted. OD [C) do irs biddin& down to such par . . ­

larS as Spanish-language math tests and orher orri­
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som~ wrinkles int:hc Clin[on plan. committees, for reaq.ing md math, include only educa­
A Berkeley, Cali£.,· consultia.g firm has been [OIS and c:xpemi; there's not a "COJlsumer" or employer 

. engaged [0 help the chiefs with this project. They've in the lot. And 'Phile each group cont.alns some well­
named three ~ panels: two "content commim:es" to regarded scholars and teachers, each is also tilced 
shape {he reading and math exams and a "National toward [oday's dominant educationist bias: the theory 
Tes[ Panel" to advise on the whole process. (A founb . of teaching and learning known as "constructivism." 
commi~ to furnish "t:ec::lmica.l" advice, will appear That's the 8);'proadl in which childttn are expccred [0 

any day now.) Several meetia.gs have been held, and create !:heir own meaning and teachers are supposed to 

draft specilications are due this monm. By September, "facilitate" learning instead of direcdy instruc.ring 
the Education Depan:ment wiIlle[ con~ far aeblal their pupils in wonbwhile knowledge. Cowuuctivism 
teSt r arati fA uge COllSomum 0 pnva[e test is heavy 00 "critical thinking" and "problem solving'" 
mak~ and publishen is positioned [0 get the io~ but Iigh[ on specific knowledge aDd bask skills. It 
a pric:crag rumored. [0 be near $50 million. The plan . doesn't 10 much care whecher you know something as 
. these tests read to roll in 1999. whether youean Jook it up. It doesn't judge cen:ain 

For a new federal project, it's information to be important and 
moYing e:lmllordinarily fast, appar­ certain books ttl be best, but, ramer, 
ently so that biDding commianenm partakes of fashionable academic 
am be made during the current fill­ relativism. It's friendly to "whole 
ca1year and befure Congress cranks lan:uage" reading, wary of system­
up to do anything. (House educa­ atic pbonics; ie asks children [0 

tion-committee cb.a.i.rman Bill guesstimate the solutions to math 
Goodling, himself g; former school problems and disco.unts the impor­
superintendent, dislikes tesIs that tance of correct answers. Tests 
allow children and schools to be grounded in this philosophy will be 
compared and has· tried-so fll{ applauded by me ed-school profc::s­
without swxpss--to attach a killer soriare and the deamsuuctionists, 
amendment to various bilk) but they won't (es[ the sons of 

In tl'llth~ it's moving far too IhiDgs that a govctnor like 
quickly for something as momcnr Engler-or, once, Clinton-really 
[OUS esnationaI tests in a COllDtry wants the children of hill state to 
that never had anything of the son know. 

before. But haste isn't the :main 
 Am I reading too much inro 
problem. What's most alarming is ! lists of panelists? Probably not. 
rmt these tests will be aeatures of ~ People 1 respect in math and read­
the education establishment and J ing who have eyeballed these lis[S 
prone to its po:nlIJodern cu.r:ric:ular use 'iVOrds like Udisaster" to· 
faddishness. describe the rests and sIandards 

Consider these clues: chat they apeer. to emerge. 
First, the contrllctor is in cha:cgc of its own adviso­ If national testing is headed thai way, the country 

ry committees. Rarber rhan an independent board that would be bencr off without it. Congress should apply 
sets policies and tells the contraCtor (and the executive the bmke5 before II \VJE.CJc occurs. Then ma.ybe-iust 
branch) what to do~ the chiefS.-.:.-iD. c:onsultlluon wirb maybo-lct a different driver take a t:um .Ie the 'Pheel. 
hierarchs at the Education Department-have rbeir . If a fully ind~deru version ofIhe board. I chaired iti 
O9ID. handpicked panels, yet remaiD free to ignore . me.19805-wereput in full chs.r:.m; me risk of ciiiSbing 
theIQi W'ourd be: reduce4- Almmatively, the whole idea might 

Second, the committees are narrowly based. be privati.7,ed, rurncd into a commercial (or phi1au~ . 
Whc:;reas NAEP's independent board contains gnvcr­ thropic) [esting program that picks up Clinton's' basic 
non, business leaders, local school-board members, . . conccpc but with no government entanglement or fed­
and parel1ts, the chie&' new National 'Il!st Panel CQn~ eral funds. We still·need a means [0 CQmpare achieve­
sists almost entirely of ex;pern,interesc-group repre­ ment across state borden. But it's worth doing only if 
sentatives, aod-surpcise-several chief5.· Nobody the tWin r.ar babiesc:an be a.voided. The one thing 
knows wheIher it is bipartisan. . indisputably worse than no national tests would be 

Third, and most worrisome, the two subject-matter bad national tests. • 
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Screeliadds 'Educator resigns: 

draIllato ' frompanelcreatIDg, 

". " 


ClAmart's" ·'hi-' '.' '.. "..... '" 't'·t:·, .' 'ts'····· .':':· .' .. +:.~: '..' , '. .ac .. 'evemen .·es .y'..te.SLll,.'1 ... y.... 	 ,. . .. .'... 1 o.n 	 '.\ 
. . ':'1 Says admillistration politicizedpitiess: 

By Mary Ann Akers , 	 th~~dministratio~would c~nsiderTHE WASHINGTON TIMES 
By.Carollnnerst " 	 asking.' .Congress'to e.,xpand.
THE WASHINGTON TIMES,

It might have been a nearing on ., NAGB's authorization to inClude 
La Cosa Nostra, "'. Education historiqn and sC~Qlar oversight of rthe national ~esting 

. . .. ' ).;. Diane Ravitch hasre'Signea.fromaprogram,":,· . . 

'..,But it'wasn't Sammy the Bull or panel charged with overseeing the "Iiit is going to become Part. of . ­
"Jimmy the Weasel sitting behind developRlentof vol~ntary national .a "Jong-term te~tingp'rogniJtl;.. It.. . \ r 

the opaque' screen in the Senate; achievementtests,sayingtheClir,t-should be'non-political,.·.and. that , . 
.Gov~i:'nmental Affairs Committee ': ton administration is trying to "po- . didn't haJlP~ri:' she said. ' '. '." .'c'. Q 

hearing room yesterday but a CIA ' liticize national t~sting:'., . Mrs. Ravitch', aprofe~oratNew' 

officiaL. . ", "I suppor~' the idea of national . York University and a senior fellow 


.tie WClS 'testifying about tntelli- tests,. bl:lt i~ sho~lld be done cor- at the Brookings Institution, also .' 

gence briefings' for John Huang,'.' re,ctly, not 10 ,thi.s hasty way and worries that iiving the Depart~,· 

the ever-elusive . former fund.. Without a credIble governan~e ment of Education oVersight'over 


. ,raiserandC<munerce'Department . pr~ess:'Mrs,Ravitch, a f~rm~r the new. tests "runs the 'risk. of: , 
. official at the heart of congres~ aSSistant, secr<:~.ry of,educaJlon 10' '. wea1p:,?ing .NJ\G.B'~,controlo~\ .. f, 

, 'i' sional and Justice,.Departmentin- ,the Bu~h' ac\mlmstrati~n, sal,d yes- . NAE
vestigations .of Democratic .fUnd~ te;-day 10 a te~eph?ne m~er:Vlew,' , Chester ~.l"iImJt., rorme~ ~- . 

, . .....,. . After, a ~rch meeting at tl.te sistantsecr~tary cjf education, 10 . 

ralsmg pr~ctlces. . White. House with· President and .the ,Reagan administration, agre~s '., ' 


. The shi~ld is. normally used for .Mrs, Clinton and,SecretaryofEdti- . with,Mrs..Ravitch'sassessment . 

the likes of high-ranking mob fig~ cation Richa.rd W, Riley, Mrs. . that ithe . Clinton. administration' 


...	tires who haVe decided to cooper-. ~avitch was appointedJo the Na- !'searl'is less incliiied"tliai{it wruk. 

ate with .thegoverilment. But it tional ~stPax:el, assembled by the before" to turn ovi:£the newna> 

was trotted. ollt yester~ay for the' Council ~f ChIef St~te Schoo} Off!" tiona.! tests to NA,EP and. NA?B. , 

unassuming CIA briefer, .;John c.ers (Ca~SO). ,and. MPR ASS~CI~. Both have supported national testS 

Dickerson, .' . . " .afite!!l, Ci Cah.forma.-b.ased consultln~ with ·the caveat that. ov;e~sight be 


.. .. " . . rm 	 assigned to NAGB' or· other bi~ 
Mr.' Dickerson's supervisor at "Wilmer Coay, commissioner of partisan, nonpolitical body. . 


.the·spy ;lgency, William McNair; educa~onin' K~ntuck:y and former " .. ' :'rTbe danger; ijS that we will,end 

explained why:, . superintendent ofschools in Mont- up with national tests that'are la­
. "Mr. Dickerson has seryed pre-. gomery'County, is chairman'ofthe . mentable in terms of what'they .. 


. viously in places' under much dif- • 16-member panel given the job of test," said Ivir.Fimi"now president. . 

. ferent' identities . ,,' in . different' drawing up a blueprint for national of the Fordham FbUQdation .•~. .••.. . ~ 

. capacities;' Mr.. McNair' told:. the tests in Jo~th-grade reading and. Officials at the WhiteHouse and 

'committee:' .. eight;li-grade mathematics, It met Education Departnient:dici ~ot~~ .~ .. , . 

. . yesterday at the'watergate and will ,turn ca:Ils' seeking ..comment on . "r\ 

..' Behind the shl!dows on ~e thick, meet again this morning. . '. Mrs. Ravitch's resignation. '.' . . . 
. plastic curtain l!II-ked a slight ma,n . . -The' Department of Education, , . Rep. Bill (}oodIi;1ig, PeinlSylva~ 

in· his mid-50s who looked more which 'is overseeing development nia Republican' aIld chairman of .. 

like a librarian than an undercover of the tests, plans to model them on' th'e' House Education and· the 

agent. ., . . .. the rea,ding arid' math test~ of the . Workforce Committee; oppOses in­
., . '" '.. '," 28-year-old"congressionally man- dividual testing~ He said he. hopes ,.Because of hi,s former u!lder- 'dated National Assessment ofEdu-; to stop the national tests in two" . 

c~ver wo~k for. the agency, M,r, ,cational PrOgi-ess (NAEP),' w.a,y'ws:e'wan't ..to try··.·to··e.··a··rm'.·:a:r··k'th·':e···
..·· , ,J
Dickersons request to have his .' Mrs, Ravitch believes the devel­
identity protected was fully rilet by' . opment of the national tests should' money the secretary woUld have to 

com~ttee Chairinan,· Sen, Fred be placed under' the superviSIon Of spend on this for something else so ' 

.Thompson, 'ThnnesseeRepublican; the Nation~ !AsseSSment Govern- it's not availablefor Mveloping na-


When Mr. Dickerson had com- . ing Board,(NAGB) "~eca~seit is . tion81 tests, and I'm preparing a 

I' .do' ,', . d' ~ the authorIzed govermng.oody for: 'sense of Congress' resolution 


pete Istestimonyyester ay: , .'1 . NAEP and because it is bipartisan which Says: Suspendimy planning .. 
~ompson <;>rdere? alJ.t~leVlSlon . and br9a'dly representative;' she . and dt;lvelopment until'there's ex- . 


; .cameramen t? pOint. then lenses, said in her July 15 letter of resign a- plicit statutory :authorityfrom . 

,toward the cedmg. Then the hear- tion to Gordon Ambach executive 'Congz:ess," .', . '. . . '. ' 


'. ipg room was cleared before'Mr, director of CCSSO,-' ',. . "It's politically foolish. to 'trY to '\ 

.. Dickerson,could be escorted out, She said she was assured' tlJat bypass Congress:'i he said. ' 
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Hous~p~~lO~MFN for Laos . 
',lirnopg:'argcie'agahlstmort!, citing'h~anrights,'lb~es::" " 

" 	 ; .. . . . .. -' ! . ' 1/' ,. ', ..' " . '\­

' 	 -r." M' h""11 ,,' ; emotional accountfrom Kia.Lor,a Philip'M. Crane, lllinois Republi· 
, B'f IOn! ars a ' ~,"" h ' h 'd " d 'be T. M . Cali~ 

THE WASHiNGTON TiMES' young wo~~ w 0 ~as s ot a~ ,c~n. an Ro rt, . ats~, , l!?r· 

, left for dead ,In Laos In 1987., MISsma Democrat; comes as 'the Clin. 


The House, Ways and 'Means". Lor says she was the only member ,ton administration is negotiating a 

Committee has voted to extend 'ofher family tosutvive ~he massa-, bilaterBJ. trade agreemeIit with the 

most-favored-nationtrading 'privi-cre; which l{ille"d33 persons, , ' Lao'People's Democratic Repub~ , 


, leges to Laos despite an emotional \ " But Hiem Phommachanh,Laos', .lic,'., " " " 

appeal from 150 Hmong refugees ambassador; 'in, Washirigton,' said ' '''Given the prqgress and, effort ' 


'whf,l complained about human yesterday that only a small"part,of ,thatthe country is making to tran­
, rights abuses by the government theH~ongjcomn;unity wantecl tOsition its economy away from'state , 


in Vientiane.; " " ' , ' delay hls count.ty ~ development. ' ~control, I believe" that' iUs apprcr " 

The mark up was "push,e d , "Our policy IS to forget the past priate for us to'resporiq by,proviq. 


',through easily 1Uesday despite a and starta new era with everyone, ing the president with the author­
• last-minute plea from Reps. Berija-	 but ifspnieone is stilUighting1we ity to extend MFN'stafuSto'Laos 

miriA-Gilman, New York Republi- cannot con~ider them a friend:' after a bilateral trade agreement

can, and Bruce ,F. Vento, Minne-, Mr. Phollll'rlachanlr Said in an in- :tras entered mtoforce:'Mf. Cr~e 


sota Democrat. Both are members ; ,terview: I ' ' " said., ' " ';',"" '.'" 

of the' Congressi.ona:I'Human' 'The Hmong" who live in the' "Morever, the extenSion of~ 

I9ghts Caucus, and they urged that ,mountainous regibns of Utos, , 'to Laos on a'reciprocal basis will 

it be rejected: ' ,'",,' ,'helpedAnlerican iroops during eDhimce our bilateraYtrade z:ela­
, "The United States owes a spe- the' Vietnam, War. They ,also' tions and will'give th~:U.S.\:)usi-
, cial commitm~nt to, highland, Lao- 'workedrwitp the' CIA during the ' ' riesscommunity~a~er. access to, 

; tiam, especially the Hmong, for Cold 'War to resist the spread, of the rapidly growing' .Southeast 
their role ,jri aiding the U.S. during , communisqt.. " , ,Asi~ r.~on.'!. ' ," \ ' , 

" ,the\Vietnam- War:' said Mr. Vento,,', More than 150,000 Hmongfled' Smce the mld-1980s,: Laos has 

' 
, coochairmah,oftheHuman Rights Laos after the Communist v~6tory adoptedma:rket~odentedpdnCi-

. Caucus., "" in 1975, while tllousands, were' ,pl~s to move;' its economy away
'. - "There' would ,be many more " thrown inl jail or sent to re-' from ' centralized state control,', ' ) 
names on the' black granite wall education :camps." ' , ,. Mr. Crane said those new poli- , 

had it, not been, for the Hmong," he " ,Abou~ 2Q,OOO Hmong refugees ' 'des .include privatiiation, ,the re­

said in reference to the Vietnam ,nowHving ~n Thailand.fear forced 'm9val of most'price CQntrols, the 

Veterans Memodal on the Mall. ' irepatriation to-Laos. : ,', ' ,reduction of governmen~ S1,1bsicH,~s


Mr. Vento spokeafter hearing an . The bill, lco-spon~ored'by 'Reps. ' . and the lift:in,g trade, bru,;riers . 

.·u.S.dePi~s itstrainipg.-- . 
'i,,aided,in Zaire'atrocities"

'- ' 	 I 
, 'By' NI'ckola'iKralev i \ poSsibility that, Rwandan; forces" 

. \ ' , which may have been engaged'til 
, 	 THE WASHINGTON TIMES ~' Congo, had misbettaved:' he ,Sai~f. 

Unders,ecretary, of St;;tte ;rhom- , He' offered ,to aSk. the Defe~ 
as Pickering, yesterday insisted ' ,Department to proVide, a full ra~ 

I 'that u.s. training of Rwandan mili- ',port on the details of the traiIling. , 
taryforces did not contribute to . ,Mr. Pickering ,said the Uni~ed 

" the' atrocities reportedly comrilit· States has a clear stake in the suc­
. ted by the Rwandan army' auring cess of the new regime in Kirisha­

last Winter'srebelIicin in wnatwas ,sa"and emphasized the interest of, 
'the'I-l Zaire. -.' ',', ' '.I,'." the Clinton administration "to see' 

.., " A human :r,lghts orgam,zatlOn, ia stable, democratic and prosper- , 
" 	 meanwhile, accused the ~wandan ous Congo emerge duririg the pe-' 

army of ,"widespread a~oEities' riod ahead:~, ',.." 
'against civilian, populati9ns in· He pointed out that Congo's citi-, 
eastern Congo" despite efforts' by zens aren't 'the only people- who ., 

,the Pentagon to raise the army's. . 'stand to benefit from thec.ountry's 
standards and discipline. ,:' '" wealth ofmine",al and naturru. re­

Dr:Jennifer Leaning, consultant sources. ' . 
"for the Boston~based 'Phy~icians; ',"These, same resources make" 
for Human RightS, said pefense Congo a potential source ofgrowth , ;. 

, ,and State department officials' , for the continent, and' a . -valued 
'have told ,the group, ,that smalt trade and investment partner for 
groups, of U.S; Army, ~pecial .. the United States:' he said. ;' , 
FQrces and otherunit~ ha~e been' But hewariled that the adminis­
providing several forms of training tration first wantedtlle 2-month~ 
to the Rwandans. " " ' i' ' 'old government of President Lau,' ' ' 

Both Mr, 'Pickering" and Dr., rent Kabila to cooperate fully with " 
Leaning spoke at a hearing of the I, a U.N., mission investigating re~ 
,House International' Relations 'ports of mass killings' of Hutu ref­

, Committee about the sitUation in' ugees from Rwanda. " ' , ,j 

, the DemocraticRepublic of,Congo, '''President Kabila promised' 
formerly known as Zaire. 'i " this, and we need to hold himto his 	 . 

"We have over the, last three ,word:' Mr., Pitk~ring saId.' " 
" 

, years'provid,ed the govern~ent of " ,Committee members agreed !, 

"Rwanda. a~d its militarYI forces with the need to foster close ties ' 
" with very selective training to pro- with Mr. Kabila's government, but ' 

mote their consciousness Iof the reiter;ated calls for an investigation ,.' 
, i laws of war,pioper benavipr with' of human rights abuse~, ", ' 
_ respect for civilian population and "Those guilty of'atrocitiesmust ',;, 
,humanitarian affairs:' said Mr., be brought to, justice and pun- j 	 , 

Pickering."~f we have, be~n sue- ,ished," said the, committee chair­

'cessful in that training" itlhas re- <man" R.ep. B~njamiri A. Gilman', 

\, ­
duced rather than increaFeq the' New Yor;k Republican.', . , ' , 
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wanted to hear. BU[ i[ would be obtuse nor [0 give: 
least a little credic [0 rhe Civil eights law. 

The 1996 federal welfare law is [he most recel 
effort [0 change fundamehcal aspects of human beha' 
ior by altering the incerl;t1ve system.' I[ assumes th 
those whQ have depended on welfare, confronted wi1 
the elimination of permanen t subsidies f~r idlenes;'---;s;;:c~or;;e:;s"';m;;a;\y~be;:r'l[h~c:"':mm;:;oilstr1frrn;;'!!lgHT.te~dl'TiHPI"g"e8~fil'r.d'"[l'I"Iti~6:111'fJj"ffi"""bi""--
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will find jobs. The likelihood of this proiect's succeed-
ins is an issue on which reasonable people may ae this 
point still differ. But it might work. It's not crazy to 
hold out some hope. 

In any case, it's beyond dispute .that government 
does sometimes induce p~ople tobehave. Burwhcn its 
object is to Improve them on the inside, to motivate 
them to be good, to teach them to think about the long 
run, to stay away from drugs and crime and promiseu­
ity, and sit quietly in school and listen to the teacher> 

! 
l' 
f 
~ 

urban community, but that in itself doesn't make them 
the ~ost appropriate targets (or benchmark commit­
menU Qr innovative experiment. The best target may 
be grmnti, or classroom vaccination, or even comput­
ers in the state library system. The best target is some­
thing'the society knows how [0 deal with. 

The most intractable: pfoblems of American soci­
ety are entitled to some resp.ect-more than we rypi­
cally give them. Recggnizing that fact is the bcginning 
ofpublic·policywisdom~ • 

, 

, By Chester E. Finn Jr. 
'! 

The saga of nationai education testing WQIft sur­
. prise those who have watched other reformist 

projects turn sticky and foul after· brushing 
against the! twin tar babi~'of' the·federal government 
and the education establishment Once again, a worth­
while idea for upgrading Am~rican education is being 
muddied beyond recognition: . 

The tale begins in the: 1980s, when governors like 
Lamar Alexander and Bill Clinton realized that the 
effort to reform U.S.s·chools and boost student 
achievement would neveL:: get far UDtil. clear academic 
standards were set, solidftests put in place. and real 
accountability mecha.uisms insr.alled.Jt's·i.mpossible to 
make a sueeessful joumey~ifyou cannot state your des­
tinati~n'and ~ave no m,,;rkers of progress along the 
way. Nor ;should one expect Dluch from school.choic,e 
polic:ies":"'vouchers) charter schools, 'and the like­
absent clear.-infoimationl for parents on the perfor­
mance o(i.iidi~idll.1ll scho~ls. 

. Thc:.fcderaUy.. fullded~tcs[ing program called the 
NationalltA,S.Scssmenr of~ucational Progress (NAEP) 
had long~rE:p'o~red only; patlonwide averages rather 

. :. ·':1I1~'.~"W'·. I r. . 
Chesrer"1311f Jii"Jr.'s·'7ilucatipn: The Bra ofBig GovemrnDlt 
Is suU H~'!;1iJpep.red it' ourJune 2 issue. 

JULY :U, 19?1 ! 

if 

thaJf6ffering a sense ofthe differences amoDg the vari­
ous states and school districts. By 19881 NA,BP was 
ehanged to permit state scores and c:omparisans 
between States; and in order to distance itftom' the tar 
babies, an independ~D.[ governing board was appoint­
ed to oversee the testing. For twO years, I had the privi­
lege.,Clf chairing that board, and we sought to ensure 
that:the assessment content was sound, tne·tests cha!· 
lengi,flg, and their results reported in relation to stan­
dardsl(how well E1wu.1d kids be doing in 8m-grade sci­
ence~~r 4th-grade reading?) ins[ead of simple averages 
and PC!fcentiles. . 

In' 1989, George Bush and the nation's governors 
met: in Charlottesville. There they set ambitious 
nati6nal eduQuion "goals" to be attaincd .by ccntwy's 
cnd.iGov. CUntoD~ especially, toiled into the wee hours 
to draft them. Yet one essential ingredient was' still 
missing: staDdards-based tests that would allow for 
comparisons between school systems, schools. and 
schoolchildren.. f>r. governor could find OUt from NABP 
how:bis state was doing but not how Memphis was 
performing ··as . opposed to Nashville, mucb less 
NashVille versus' Milwaukee. Nor could thc Robinson 
fami,ly see bow tittle Jonah and Jonetta were d9ing 
c:onip~ed witb how they ought to be doing, or 

~~. 
}~ 
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whether the Franklin School had higher achievem,~i'lt 
than the Jefferson. tC: 

There are hundreds, even thousands; of exi~'i1t , 
tests. bur none of [hem was-or is-quite right. The 
"standardized" kind [hac most school systems use 

:,:~ . 
doesn't actually contain any standards-and is prey,ito 
the notorious "Lake Wobegon" effect whereby every­
one is told he is above averag~. State testing programs 
don't allow scorts to be compared across jurisdictions. 
Even NABP is still barred from reporting on units 
smaller than whole scates. College entrance tests such 
as the SAT and ACT aren't taken by everyone-and,in 
any case they are no'help in the elementary aod mid­
dle grades.' . ( , 

U.S. testing in 1997 resembles a fauley mode14~ir­
~ .• j

plane kit ill, which the pieces cannot be fitted toge~p'ei. 
Yet for those who believe in stan- , ~~YI 

'" duds-based tests, test-based !i:il 
accountability, and results-ba:led~: 
education reform, this is a plane BILL CLINTON'S 
that needs to fiy. .:>, 

In 1991, Bush and then"educa- NATIONAL TESTING 
tion secretary Lamar Alexander PRO~OSAL SEEMED 
proposed a new nationwide [e5ting MODEST AND 

scheme called "American Achieve- 'WORKABLE. 

ment Tests/' but Congress would ~ , 

have norie ofit. NABP's governing ..AlAS, IT 

board suggtated that NAEP tests I; IS NEITHER. 
be made available for district and : i 
school-level testing, but the eduea· "iJ 
tion establishment-and commercial test publishefs­
rose up in outrage. The independent board was;p.~n­
ished for its hubris in 1994, when Congress stripped' 
away much onts independence: ;,-:: 

Re-enter Bill :CHnron, nrst. with a wretched' pro­
gram called Goals 2000 that was long on federaJ~~on. 
rrol of state and local reform plans but short on resting 
and accountability, and then, just this January; with a 
proposal for national testing. 

Initially, Clinton's January proposal s~ed mod­
est IIl1d workable. He offered the stateSvoluntaty ~ests 
of 4th-grade reading and 8th-grade math-'-nodiing 
more-based on rhe rests and standards already hi use 
by NAEP at the naciona11evel. At little cost to'them­
selves (there wou14 be a f!=deral subsidy, of co~fse); 
states could use these ,tests to find out how their school 
systems, schools, and children were doing. Th~,~tests 
would also be accessible to individual commu~ities; 

~ 
, pn 

.
vate sc;hools, SQmeday even parents. ',' 
Gov. John Engler immed'iately signed Mic/ligan 

, up, and several other scates have since agreed t6:,join. ' 
CHncon is barnstorming the la,nd to ·recruitriiore. 
Judging from, the many presidential events:, aAd 
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speeches in which it now scats, the testing plan has 
,become one of his tOP education priorities. 

Alas, the plan had one sufpassing tiaw. While it 
was said [0 be "based on" NAEP's carefully developed 
tesrsand srandards. Clinton w~s not actually going to 
US!! those rests and s[andards~ nor did he propose to 
entrust the new Venture to tWe board I once chaired. 
Rather, the Department of Education-without ex­
plicit congresslonal 3urhoriryLwould use discretion­
ary dollars to launch the teSt-development process by 
contracting with a private organization: The indepen­
dent board would c;ontrol n~i[her test content nor 
standards. Instead, the executive branch would. ' 

Immediately, the scholar Diane Ravitc:h, rheEdu­
, cation Leaders Council (agtoup of state education 

officials who don't toe the establishment party line). 

INITIALLY 


and I urged the administration to 
reconsider. t; We said that national 
testing had merit-but that any­

,thing so sensitive as these tests must 
be run at ariD's length from the go.v­

, ern.ment and education-establish­
ment tar b~bies. It also seemed that 
Congress sHould have something to 
say about ~he arrangements for so 
momenrou~ a· shift in American 
educationaF federalism. 

There ,has . been no effort .to 
address ou~ concerns., The Bduca­
tion Depa~tme1\t has been .rushing 

to put the original plan intoloperation. The indepen­
dent board has been marginalized. Congress has ,been 
stiffed. Critics bave'been ignored. And to the extent 
that one can forecast real harm fromprocedurat mis­
steps, damage lies ahead. As bften in education-reform 
efforts, the procedure has })een hijacked by the w 
babies. The hijacking takes the form of contracts that 
are already beins signed wfth neither congressional 
approval nor independent ovendght. " 

The main contract so fiir is with the Council' of 
,Chief State School Officers to develop test 

specifi.c:atibns. ccThe dUets,"~asthey're known in eduu 
catar-Iand, are the Washington-based association of 
state superintendents, and they. form oile of the 

, establishment's most c;hang~.avene crews. The chief 
of the chiefs, Gordon Ambic:b, is a former New York 
state commissioner of education, staunch advocate of a 
Larger federal role in educ:ation-a key back~ ofGoals 

, 2000, for exa.Dlpl~d a veteran federal grant-getter. 
He and his ..-'StoUp have an ancient and ,cozy 
relationship with the Education Department and can 
be counted on to do ',its bidding: down ,to such ,particu- , 
lars as Spanish~language m'ath testS and other word­

"!' 
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. whether you can look it up. It doesn't judge certain 
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to havet:b.ese tests ready to roll in 1999. 
Fora new federal project, it's informat:ion to be important 'and 

moving elttraordinarily ,fast. appar­ certain b!Xlks to be best, but, rather, 
ently so that bindin; commitmena partakes~of fashionabJ~ academic 
can be made 'during the currellt fis­ relativis{n. Itls friendly to "whole 
cal year and before Congress cmnks languager reading, wary of system­
up to do anything. (House educa­ atic phopics; it asks children ,to 
tion-committee chairman Bill guesstin;ate the solutions to math 
Goodling, hhnself a former school problem§ and discounts the impar­
superintcndent, dislikes tesrs that 'tance of correct 'answers. Tests 
allow children and schools to be gIOunde~ in this philosophy will be 
compa.red and has tried-so far applaud~d by the ed-school profes­
without success-to anadl a killer soriate and the deconstructionists, 

, .amendment to various bil1s.) 'but they wonlt test tbe sons of 
In truth, it·s moving far too things ~that a gover~or like 

qui~kly for something as momen­ Bnsler....<:-or, once, Clinton-really 
tous as national tests in a counery wants t6.e cbildren of his state to 
that never had anything of the SOrt know. ,~ 
before. But haste iSn't the- main Am tI reading too much into 
problem. What's most alanning is i lists oft'panelists? Probably not. , 
that these tesa will be creatures of § People~! respect in math and read· 
the education establishment and I ins who) have eyeballed t:b.ese lists 
prone to its posunodern curricular use wQrdslike "disaster" to 

1 
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some wrinkles in the Clinton plan. ;-e' 
A Berkc!ley, Calif., consulting firm has ;~been 

engaged to'help the chiefs witllthis project. They've 
named three new panels: two "content commiuees" to 
shape the reading and math exams and a "Nat.~bnal 
Test Panel" to advise on the whole process. (A fourth 

, committee, to furnish "technical" advice, will appear 
any day now.) Several meetings have been held,jand 
draft specifications are due this month. By September, 
tht Education Department will let contracts for a6tual 
test preparation. A huge consortium of private tcSt­
makers and publishers is positioned to get the jO,O-at 
a pricetag rumored to be near $50 million. The pl.3n is 

faddishness. 
Consider t:b.~ clues: 
Firs~ the contrac:tor, is in charge ofits own adviso­

ry committees. RatJler than an independent board that" 
sets policies and tells 'the contractor (and the ex~tive 
branch) what to dOt the clrlefs-:-ill consultation' wit:b. 
'hie~~hs·at the EducatioD Department-:..ha'!e"their· 
own ,handpicked panels, yet remain free to iipol'e
them',",;:: '~1 ' 

S~~~d, the, ~o1Umirtee8 are 'narrow~y ~~ased. 
Whereas NAEp·s wdependent board conwnSJgover­
nors, busines,s·leaders, local school-board me1Dbers, 
and paretl;u; the chiefs' .new National Test Pw:I~ COD.' 
sists almost 'entirely of experts, intemt-group;repre­
sentatives,:land-surprise-several,chiefs. NQbodY 
knows y.rhether it is bipartisan. 

Third; and most worrisome, the cwo subiect-rttaccer 
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committees, for reading andimarh, include only educa­
tors and experts; there's not a"consumer" or employer 
in (be lot. And while ,each group contains some well­
regarded scholars and teachers, each is also tilted 
toward coday's dominant educationist bias: the theory 
of teaching and learning kdown as "constructivism." 
That'S [he approach inwhi41h cbildren are expected [0 

create their own meaning and teachers are supposed to 
"facilitate" learning instes:d of directly instrucdng 
their pupils in worthwhile k.nowledge. Constructivism 
is heavy on i·critica.1 thin.ki~g" and "problem solving" 
but light on' specific know,ledge and basic skills. It 
doesn't so much care wheth.~r you know something as 

describ~ the tests and standards 
that they expectto emerge.;. 

If national tesdng is ht;:aded that way, the ~UQtty 
would be better off Witho~t 'it. Congress should apply 
the brakes before a wrecktolXW.'S. Then maybe-just 
maybe-1et a different dri~er' ta.k:~ 'S tum at:f.be wheeL 
Ifa fully independent versi,on of the board I cb.aired ill , 
the 19805 were put i.J). full ~e, ,the risk qr'a:ashinS ' 
would be reduced. Altemaijvely,' the whole idea might
be privatize~J 'turned intq a commorcial (or philan­

. wopic) testing program ~at picks up ,Clinton's basic 
contept but with no goveqUuent entanglement or fed­
eral funds. We JtiU need aimeans;to compare achieve­
ment across state borders. J~ut i(,s worth doing only if 
the twin tar babies can 12e avoided., The One thing 
indisputably worse than jlo national,tests would be' 
bad national tests. ' S . • '. 
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