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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee:

It's a pleasure to be back with you. | appreciate the invitation to review President
Clinton’s recent education “reform” package, with particular emphasis on his
standards-and-testing proposal, the one part of that package that | believe has
considerable merit. Let me note that | appear as an individual analyst, not as a
representative of the Hudson Institute or the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, neither .
of which has any inshtutlonal views on or interests in the matters before us today.

t

The Federal Role

The President g'and Secretary Riley deserve credit for placing education high on
their priorities and calling 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 educatlon--and almost every new study confrrms that they have amp!e
grounds for such concern. ‘ . :

I

. .
The question, ef course, is what to do, eSpec;a!Iy what to do at the federal level.

| urge you to be humble here--as the Presndent 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 programs are accormnplishing little good and
doing no inconsiderable harm to promising reform strategies now struggling to arise
around the country. Moreover, while | do not doubt the sincerity of his concern for
education, the President routinely employs language in this field that suggests that
solving the nation’s 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 debates since the 1960’s, perhaps even since Sputnik and the
National Defense Education 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 leg:slators to breathe a sigh of relief: “Whew, we're off the hook. This
problem has now been federalized. We can relax:&The nanny state will take care of it
And if the problem doesn't get satisfactorily solved, it's Washington's fault, not ours.”
Such a mmdset would be fatal for any serious education‘reform in the Unlted States

Its also lmportant 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 be one of endless expansionism. Any seemingly-good idea gets
its own program, any plausible fad gets its own: approprxatxon and any issue that
rings the chimes of fdcus groups gets its own paragraph in the State-of-the-Union.

i
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That is not how it should be. There are.only a few things that the federal
government does weH in the field of education, and only a handful of responsrbrlltles
that it properly shoulders
Statistics and Assessment

'y
]

- One of those few-but- -legitimate and’ genuinely important. education
responsibilities of the’federal government is gathering and reporting reliable data on
how the country is doing. This has been a function of the national government since

1867 when the first tiny federal education agency came into being primarily to gather
and disseminate statistics on the extent and progress of American education.
H .

There are some things we need to know about the whole country, as well a
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, thé demographics of our populatlon various matters having to do
with health). ¢

For the past thirty years, along with myriad ‘measures of inputs and services, .
federal education data-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 forthe country as a whole. Then, followmg the recommendation of
President Reagan and Secretary William J. Bennett (who in turn were following the
advice of a blue ribbon panel chaired by Tennessee Governor Lamar Alexander),
Congress authorized NAEP to report state-specific results for those states that
wanted to participate.iMost (but not all) states have opted to do so, and the yield from
this modest undertakmg 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 i$ doing in terms of educatronal achievement compared to other
states and the nation as a whole. There is ro other reliable source of such
information. And it has had a considerable impact on policies and practices. It was
primarily NAEP data on fourth-grade reading achievement, for example that recently
led California to revamp its entire approach to reading instruction in the primary
grades. i

For many years NAEP results were reported (like many “standardized”
commercial tests) only 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 well American students and schools ought to
be doing in key subjects. It was as if your doctor reported to you that your cholesterot
level is 230 now, compared with 240 a year ago, but said nothing about what level is
desirable for good he’alth (below 200, | am told.) ¥ -

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

3
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- for specnﬂc standards against which academic performance—-actual results--could be
monitored and apprarsed President Bush and the fity governors (including the then- .-
governor of Arkansas, Bill Clinton) met in Charlottesville in 1989 to set ambitious
educational goals for the country. These included the bold statement that “By the year
2000, American students will leave grades ‘four, eight, and twelve having
demonstrated competency in challenging subject matter including English,
mathematics, sciencef, history, and geography”.

Well and good But what exactly is “challenging subject matter” and what does
it mean to “demonstrate competency”? Who is to say? How will we know when we've
gotten there? How is:a superintendent to know when his schools have reached this .
goal? How is a parent to know about her chrldren’? A teacher about her pupi ls? A
governor about his state’? o . | : :

¥ -

Fhree‘cautlous, developments followed..

First, a numbe"r 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 dgbacles Others (such as history) became the objects of intense
controversy. i

Second, the Natronal Assessment Governmg Board (NAGB), a bi-partisan,
'broadly-representatrve and largely-independent body which, since 1988, has been
charged by Congress with sefting policy for NAEP, set about. to develop ‘standards--
"achievement levels”, they were called--by which”'NAEP results could henceforth be
reported. There was much controversy over this undertakmg but NAGB persevered,
establishing three standards (called “"basic”, “proficient” and “advanced”) by which
national and state achrevement could be--and now is--reported. These have been
fairly well accepted as benchmarks by which the country can track its educational
progress and these, as | understand it, are the only standards that President Clrnton
is referring to nowadays when he speaks of "national standards

Third, on April ‘18 1991, as part of his “America 2000” strategy for moving the
country toward better educatron President Bush proposed new national tests of
student achlevement Here are his words:

We will develop voluntary--let me repeat it--we will develop voluntary

national tests ‘for 4th, 8th and 12th graders in the five core subjects.

These Amerscan Achievement Tests will litell parents and educators,

politicians and employers, just how well our schools are doing. | am

determined to have the first of these tests for 4th graders in p!ace by the '
time that school starts in September of 1893.

But, of course nothmg of the sort happened. Indeed, so fierce was the
resistance of educatcrs and members of this Committee to the “American
Achievement Tests" rdea that it never even made it into the “America 2000" bill
introduced six years ago.

SR L
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The Clinton standards-and-testing proposal - " -
. Now President Clinton has proposed somethmg may look radrcal but is
actually more modest than what President Bush recommended. (In this portion of its
program, and perhaps only in this portion, the administration displays .welcome -
humility about the federal education role.) The Clinton plan is limited to fourth grading
reading and eighth grade 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. It
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 to do so should be
able to use those tests and standards for lndlwdual school districts, schools and
children as, under todays NAEP, they cannot. .

| have a number of concerns about the particulars of the Clinton testing plan,
and will get to some ¢ of those in a moment. It's important that they be addressed by
the Congress and Iwould 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 core skills, tests that already contain generally-accepted national
standards, and allow these to be used more w;dely by those who wish to do so.

That is all. And that, in my view, is worth doing. provided that key detans are
repaired. (I'm attaching to this statement a recent commentary that Diane Ravitch and
I co-authored ) N . =

Why is it wortfj doing? Because today there is a crucial missing link in the
information about educational achievement that can leverage real reform at the state
and local level, within individual schools and around millions of kitchen tables.
Today’s parents cannot find out with any clarity or reliability how their children are
doing in core academic 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 cannot find that out about their pupils. Today’s school boards
cannot find that out about their schools. And today's governors and legislators cannot
find that out about any units smaller than their entire state. Mlchlgan s John Engler for
example, can learn aifair amount about how Michigan-as-a-whole is doing in relation
to the nation, but he can learn next-to-nothing about the performance of Grand Rapids
or Detroit, much less about the Jefferson School vns a-vis the Franklin School.

. Governors whq don't feel they need to know such things won't have their states
join in the “national test”. Those who think it's important, to know such things in order
to leverage real reform will want to participate (as Governor Engler indicated to -
President Clinton last week). :

ln my vxew, no:meaningful education reform will occur without such information.
Parents cannot make informed choices among ‘schools. Charter schools will lack
benchmarks by whlch to track their progress. Statewide reform plans will have no
decent “audits” of their success. sttncts wnll not be able to say whether their students
are doing better. X
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Sure, there are lots of tests today. But .none of them vyields satisfactory
information on educatnonal achievement in comparison with other jurisdictions
around the nation and the world and in relation to high standards that signal what
level of achievement should be expected. A

t

Could this be;done w:thout federal backi’hg’? Conceivably. | can imagine a
carefully-organized private-sector venture to develop academic standards and market
high-quality tests geared to them. | can also imagine a consortium of states doing
something of the sort. (Possibly the new entity called “Achieve” could take the lead.) "
But such approacheswould forfeit the track record, experience and credibility of NAEP
and its standards, and would lack the legitimacy of an initiative blessed by both
President and Congress

The Clinton natlonal testing plan presents a rare opportunity for bipartisan
cooperation in the publ:c interest. Indeed, without $uch cooperation it won't go far,
because it can count on (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 teft who dislike every form of * testmg

. regardless of who does it or why. If their combined Hforces are not met this year by

. strong bipartisan suppor’t for standards-based national testing, we can probably bid
farewell to this idea for a generation. (The politics of this issue are fascinating, since
many on the right demand the accountability that comes only with standards and
testing while many on the left embrace the extension of national responsibility in
education.) The Presudent has invited bipartisan support. | ‘believe this part of his
program deserves it.

Concerns about the Clinton plan

. i
H ',2;,‘

The concept underlymg the testing plan is valid. But the details are crucnal and
some of them needt attention. In my view, Congressmnal approval of (and state
participation in) any’ 'national testing program should hinge on its meeting fve
essential criteria;  :

{, .

1. Above all, there must be adequate insulation from politics, from the federal
bureaucracy and from the depredations of special interests and ideologues.

2. It should be;truly 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 depioymem of the tests themselves. {Let me be clear. Along with the
late Albert Shanker, | belxeve in “tests with consequences as a vital tool of education
reform. But Washmgton has no proper business imposing those conseguences.
Making the test available is incentive enough for states and localities--and principals,
teachers and parents-—to develop consequences of their own.)

3. its standards should be high (“world class”) and lts tests should be of good:
quality (free from blaS{‘ chalienging, worth taking, worth “teaching to”).

?
i 6
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4. Those tevsts,;:'and standards should be gben to public scrutiny. No secrets, .-
Test results should be public, too, so long as the tests’ integrity --and the security of
information about individuals--are assured:

5. Their use should be flexible. For example, a state should be able to embed a
version of the “national test” in its state tests. Test publishers should be able to
incorporate versionsiin the products that they develop and distribute. Communities,
even individual schodls, should be able to obtain versions if they want to. Perhaps o
parents should be able to obtain “samples” from the Internet for their children to try at - - .+
home. i o Ce

;

That's a tall order, of course, maybe more than any one test can be expected to
accomplish. But that's what we should set out to do, and those are the criteria by
which the Clinton plan should be judged

Unfortunately the adm|n|strat|on has not yet supphed enough deta;l to judge all
of its particulars--while evidently rushing toward ‘its rapid implementation.” From what |
have been able to learn, however, as some details seep out, | am not satisfied that
these five criteria will;be met. | would encourage the Congress to probe these matters
carefully. ‘ '
Governance i , \

Let me now turn to the first of those criteria; . the protection of any national tests
from politicians, bureaucrats, special interests and zealots. This is central to the-
legitimacy, integrity and acceptability of the entire: enterpnse Without such protection,
few will want to use the tests and theyll achieve nothing. Regrettably, the
administration presently intends to keep this sensitive, vuinerable undertaking within
the bosom of the Education Department rather than entrusting it to the National
Assessment Governing Board or other independent entity.

That is a serious blunder. There is already too much tampering with NAEP, too
many instances of {NAGB's decisions being overridden or ignored by political
appointees and entrenched bureaucrats, and of NAGB itself being weakened. (Not
just by the executive branch. Congress's 1994 reauthorization of NAEP compromised
NAGB's independence and diminished its ‘authority.) Indeed, | believe this problem -
should be solved for the good of National Asseéssment whether or not President
Clinton’s new plan also goes forward. \

¥ i .

In my view (and Diane Ravitch’s), any national testing pregram should be spun
entirely out of the Education Department and entrusted to an independent agency or
quasi-governmental corporation, answerable to the White House and Congress only
for funding, generali oversight and periodic reauthorization, not for daily policy

 direction, staffing or administration. Such an entity needs a truly-independent and bi-
(or non-) partisan governing board consisting of laymen, parents, business leaders,
educators, and state:and 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-guessed by a doubting assistant secretary, an over-eager White House
aide, a random sub-committee staffer, or special interest groups and “experts”.
s ' 7
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How might that be accomplished in todays Washington? A strengthened and
reconstituted NAGB would be one way to go. A new board or entlty could be another.
Without attempting to suggest all the details today, my sense is that the members of
any such board should be presudentxal appointees, confirmed by the Senate, and-that
the board should serve as its own “nominating committee”, i.e. that the: White House
can only select from; among individuals recommended by the board itself. (The first -
such “slate” might be, suggested by an informal panel consisting of Secretaries Rlley
Alexander, Cavazos, Bennett and Hufstedler.)

- It oughtn't be too large--about the size of a school ‘board or state board of
education. It ought not 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 are voluntary, there’s no need to place opponents within their
governance.) Cos

That is only ih’é faintest sketch of the kind of mechanism that might meet the
first criterion suggested above. Similar outlines could readily be developed for the
other criteria. 3 ' ;

In concluding fhis portion of my testimony, let me repeat that, so long as such .
crucial details are satisfactorily worked out, the voluntary national tests envisioned by
President Clinton--and before him by President .Bush--deserve support across.’ the
political spectrum. Those who.don't like them will remain free not to use them. Those -
who believe, as | do that they would be a major contribution to thé renewal of
American education, mdeed are necessary for any‘true accountabllity, should have the
opportunity to test that belief.

Other elements of.the Clinton package |
The remaining: parts of the President’s program are a hodgepodge of projects,
activities and ideas, riot a coherent “plan” at all. Here’s how | size them up:

National teacher 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 managed to certify barely 500 people in that time--while spending
millions of federal dollars already. That's becalse the board's review process is
complex and costly and perhaps because the board itself (dominated by teachers’
union representatives) is still ambivalent about branding certain teachers as superior
to others. Political correctness is also seeping into its standards. Sure, there's a
chance that, if it keeps its standards high, the effort may yet boost teacher
professionalism and reward classroom excellence. But with states and districts
already offering bonuses to, board-certified teachers, ;surely the cost of screenlnge
candidates is a reasonable investment by those who stand to benefit. ‘

“America Reads”. It's hard to argue against third graders knowing how to read,
and there’s nothing wrong with college volunteers listening to seven-year-olds sound
out new words, but where does the President get the notion that a million amateurs

" will be able to accomplish something that 2.7 mllllon professionals cannot manage?
The Iandscape is already littered with dozens of federal literacy” and “compensatory”
' 8
:

|



. MAR 12 97 D2:PPPM HUDSON INSTITUE ! . | P.9/12

!

i
1
f

programs of various kinds. This one looks more like a salvage operation for
“AmeriCorps”. The main problem with primary reading in the U.S. isn't too few bodies "
in our classrooms; it's that too few of our teachers use proven methods to impart this
vital skill to their young charges. Mr. Clinton would have made better use of his bully
pulpit if, every time he uttered the word “tutors” he had instead said “phonics”. Whole-
language theories have been dogma in our teacher colleges for a decade. Ten million
volunteers won't solve that problem.

Early Leamrng Sure education begins in the cradle and yes, parents need to
be more involved. But aside from expanding Head Start (whose cognitive effects pretty
much vanish by thlrd grade) there’s little more here than a couple of dubious
conferences on “the braln and "the family”. In any case, no conference can alter the
record of federal “compensatory 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 Iove
ard nurture and read to them. Regrettably, Uncle Sam can't supp!y that.

School cho:ce and charter schools. The. PreSident has the concepts right:
‘parents should be free to choose their child's ischool, and independent “charter”
schools are a sound; ; way to create more decent choices. Yet his proposals are pale
shadows of what's needed He would conﬁne parental choices to government
schools, though many youngsters, especially poor kids trapped in awful urban
schools, do better in pnvate and parochial schools. (The research on this is now fairly
conclusive.) And as much as charter school founders weicome those modest federal
checks to offset then:Z 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 éhare of existing programs.

Character educatzon in the schools. Bravo.if the President is serious about
uniforms, curfews, zero tolerance for drugs- and guns,. and removing disruptive
students from classfooms. | wish he would demonstrate it by instructing his own -
Education Department to have zero tolerance for weapons even when carried by
"disabled” students--whlch would appear to be the precise opposite of cusrent
administration policy toward the reauthorization of I.D.E.A.

Coénstruction. To my knowledge, the federal government has never been in the
business of underwriting schoo! 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 (nc harmless) tokenism. Besides, there are shrewder, cheaper,
non-federal SO|Utl0nS¢ to school crowding, such as year—round use of existing facilities.

Universal co!lege attendance. Another superﬂmally appealing idea that turns
'~ out to be bad policy. The problem with American higher education isn’t too few people
starting the process:iwe already have more college than high school students and
boast the world's loﬂlest matriculation rates. Indeed, 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 enter 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 college academic standards hadn't also slipped. That leads to

X
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costly compensatory classes and a soaring college drop-out rate. Ass-:urmg everyone
a free ride through grades 13 and 14 is like paying for high school twice. It signals the
futility of reformmg grades 1 through 12. And it will tempt every college in the land to
jack up its prices to harvest the new federal windfall.

» Job trammg vouchers Turnmg what Mr. Clmton 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. Why won't he do the same for

?

schoolkids? :

Technology. Sure, every school in America should be connected to the Internet.
But, as with bricks and mortar, where does Uncle Sam's responsibility (and budget)
stop? And once the wiring is installed, what's been achieved? Linking a twelve-year
old to the “web” solves nothing. Fine, he'll learn: how to use the technology, but the
Internet is just a vast: collectron of stuff, much of it trivial, traghy or eccentric. American o
kids need to learn how to concentrate and anaiyze and discern, not to web-surf all day
before channel- surflng all mght

If | were gradmg the thte House education pollcy package the average mark
would be somewhere between "C" and "D"--with that important mcomplete“ for the
standards-and-testmg prece :

&
¥

What to Do?

As this Commlttee and the Congress look .ahead, | encourage you to keep in
clear vi ew the great education problems that need solvmg

{ -‘1

* A nation that s 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 1992, 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.
[nternational compa'r:isons place us closer to Kuwait and South Africa in math and
science achievementﬁthan to Singapore and Japan.

* A stolid, retrograde public school monopoly in which the interests of
producers outweigh ‘those of consumers, where truly bad ideas are conventional
wisdom and ineffectual practices are the classroom norm. (Should that allegation
seem overwrought, please read E.D. Hirsch’s splendrd new book, The Schools We -
Need & Why We Don’t Have Them ) _ 3},)

ff
. TAton of money being spent--more each year--without decent returns because
the system has no real standards, no true accountability, few decent measures of
performance and anjunwarranted faith that “more of the same” will produce different
results. } ‘

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

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

What might a decent package look like? Here’s my modest proposal

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

Second, estabhsh the principle--across the spectrum of federal programs--that
aid dollars follow eligible 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 policy from undermining state-and-local school choice plans.

Third, let the rrioney stop ‘foilowing-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.

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 parents by letting this money follow
children who are eligi ble (for whatever services the state elects to spend it on) into the
schools they select

; 1

Fmally, agree on several dozen ineffectual or obsolete programs o scrap--and
use the money saved: thereby'to aid charter schools and 'experiment with a *G.I. Bill for
Kids", as Lamar Alexander calls it. President Clinton has begun this process by
submitting a fiscal 1998 budget that (swollen though it is elsewhere) zeroes out some
41 currently- authorized federal programs. Surely Congress should accept his list and
add a few more specimens to it.

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today.

3
4
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Chester E’ Finn Jr. and Dzane Ravztck

President Clinton’s pmpas;] for national testing
makes sense. As former ass:stanl secretanes of

the Department of Education in the Reagan and

Bush administrations, we urge Congress to sup-
portit,

There are ironies, of course. When George )

Bush and Lamar Alexander suggested something
similar—which they called American Achieve-

nment - Tests—congressional Democrats scoffed, _

and-no such bill was ever introduced. And in 1992,
when a bipartisan pane) called the National Coun-
cil on Education Standards and Testing reconi-

.mended 2 form of national testing, a convoluted

scheme that involved different tests based on
common - standards,-the idea was ignored by

" congressional Ieaders ‘and artacked by prominent
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exducators,

SHll, it was a good idea then, and it's a good 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, and it dees not hinge on dublous efforts to
attach mulhp!e tests to um[orm {nonéxistent)
standards. -

The administration has ﬁgured out that the'

nation already has two excellent tests that meas-
ure student achievement in reading and math, the

most basic of basic sldlls, Accordingly, the presi- -

dent has proposed that states and school districts
be - permitted (o use a respected national test for

feurth -grade reading_and_an egqually admirable

international test for eighth-grade mathematics,
Nobody is obliged to use these tests, nor will

anyone be punished for failing to do so. The’

federal government witt pay for the ﬁrst round of

Lesting, ‘and after that it's u P 10 states and districts’

to oover their own costs. They can, -However,
embed the natioral tests into their own testing
'}mgmm%—whs»,h mtuallv every ;tmsmctxon
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A Yardstick for Ameriéan Students
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: ‘cy and al]eganons of unfair government competi-

tion. .
Most important; they're good tests, incorporat-

‘ing standards far more rigorous than most states

are now using. The reading test is based on the
National -Assessment of Educational Progress

(INAEP), which has been around for almost three.

decades but has never been used by districts or
schools to report the progress of individual stu-
dents. The NAEP reading test is solid, multi-facet-
ed (not just multiple choice) and -has ngorous
standards built into it,

For eighth-graders, the While House proposes
to make_available the math part of lhe Third
International Math and Scence Study (T IMSS).
which was given to a half-million youngsters in 41
oountries. The standards of TIMSS are built into
the international coraparisons. It's TIMSS results

" that”enabled ‘us to see that our eighth-gfaders
perform poorly i mathematics compared with
* their peers in many other industrial countries: -

Consider how powerful it will he for parents and
téichers to .oempare the math prowess ‘of (heir
eighth graders in, say, Pheenix or Minneapolis, 1o
the perfmmance of their peers n Korea and the

Czech Republic. Consider the impact of parents in
Denver or Boston actually seeing how well their
fourth-graders read in relation to a national stan-
dard of proficiency.

According to every major puhhc opinion pofl, an
overwhelming mejority of the American people
want national standards and tests. Untid now,
there has been no way for parents or public
officials to get: good information about how stu-
dents are doing. Instead, they’ve beer stuck with
college entrance tests that are not representative
of the full populafion ind that, in any case, aren't
even administered until the end of high-school, Or

- they have had to settle for "standardized” tests

. that yield SFariciis résults aboul youngsters being -~

“al or above grade level,” even though “grade
level” is stmply a stanstxcal average, -nol a true
standard.

Only with such information in hand can pareats
make wise choices among schools. Only with such
information in hafid can parents and legistitors
appraise how well their school systems ace doing.
Only with such information in hand can teachers
and principals determine how effective their el
forts are--and lake correcli\'e action where need-

To those worried about "lncal control,” we say
that these tests are a yardstick, not a harness.
They give the federal government no new pow-
ers. The test results, in fact, will actually enhance

. local control.-by - empowering consumers, . pohcy

makers and professionals to kmow what actions
need to be taken locally to improve education. As
the CEO of a major corporation pleaded at the
governors' education “summit” fast March, “Why

;shouldn't the reading standards for’ O-year-olds in :
Pittsburgh be the same as in Seattle?” Math is -

math, whether .it's taught in Oregnu or South

Carolina, and the global economy in which Loday's |
- youngsiers will live and work expects them to |
-meet ‘world standards, not msl those of Portiind

of Charleston,

wag%‘r@‘aﬂ/%s‘r. Fe‘ﬁm&fd 85,1997

Information is power. And gathering and .dis
pensing good information is one of the things tha
the federal government does very well. .

So important is natiopal testing that it must b

‘safeguarded from politicization, 3 temptation tha

i9 gure (o anse if the student results are as bleal
as everyone expects, To prevent this possibility
responsibility for national testing should be (¢
moved from the federal Education Departmen
{and congressional comumittees) and placed unde
the control of an independent, nonpartisan-body
Fortunately, such an entity, called the Nation:
Assessment Goveruing Board, already exdsts, 1Lt
= supposed..tozset=-policy for NAEP. That boar¢..
however, has been weakened by recent legislation
and turned info something more like ah advisor

' committee to consider decisions that are actuall:

made by political appointees. The White, House”
curvent plan to give control of national testing 1
‘the Department of Education would, we !_'nmk b
a big mistake,

if Clinton will agree to tum the grogram fo
-pational lesting into an amonomous agency, akis
to” the National Science Foundation (where the
‘National Science Board sets policy) or the Nation
al Transportation Safety Board, then Congres:
should endorse this part of his education package
This proposal deserves their support, Once upon ;
time it was even a Republican xdea \‘ow itis
wgood Artericai idea™ ™

setme e

Chester E. Finn Jr, a senivr fellow al the
Hudson Insittute, wos assistand secretary of
education from 1985 1o 1988 and a menber of
the National Assesssnen! Gaverning Board
from 1988 lo 1996, Diane Ravilch, a senisr
research scholar at New: York University and ¢
senioy fellow at the Brookings Institetion, was
assistant secretary of education from 1991 ta
1993.
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Statement by Chester E. Finn, Jr.,
John M. Olin Fellow, Hudson institute

September 1 0 1 997 . ‘ Washington Office

If there are to be national tests, the National Assessment Governing Board
(NAGB) is the right body to be in charge of them. | served on NAGB from 1988 until
1996 and had the honor of chairing it for the first two of those years. | 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{ing] policy guxdelmes for national testing has
inadequacies as well.

I will supply a httle background, then itemize those two sets of shortcommgs
(all of WhtCh 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”, i.e. 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.

e 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”.
(I's those standards that President Clinton proposes to use for the national tests.
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But the administration plans to use “basic” as a satisfactory standard, whereas
NAGB said “proficient” is what all kids should attain.)

NAGB Weaknesses

To punish NAGB 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 NAGB into a powerless advisory committee. The Senate resisted and
a compromise was reached. But NAGB was still weakened in that year's |.LA.S.A.
legislation:

« additional “testing experts” were added to its membership,‘thus reducing the
influence of members of the public and adding to the board the very people
who are normally hired as staff and consultants;

e nominating authority was taken away, meaning that the Secretary could now
appoint anyone. (Secretary Riley, himself a onetime NAGB member, has
_continued to invite the Board 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.)

o 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

o important NAGB powers (involving the assessment design and repomng of
results) were taken away and given to the Department.

Aside from its 1994 weakening, NAGB has inherent problems that are magmfled when
it's asked to take on something as volatlle as national testing: ‘ ‘ ~

e 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;

e 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 NAGB and the Education
Department, such that NAGB decisions may be ignored or reversed by
Department officials. It's also important to note that the Department, not
NAGB, writes the contracts with ETS and- other organizations that actually
conduct the assessment, which means those contractors view the Department,
not NAGB, as their boss. With its authority so diliited and compromlsed NAGB
is not really an independent agency;

2



o 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 responSlblhty for the new natlonal tests is flawed
in important particulars:

e The amendment drafted by the Administration invites NAGB to “formulate’ ,

policy guidelines” for the tests, but does not g'\ée' the board clear policy control.

Given current language the Education Department would remain in charge of the
~ tests themselves.

e The amendment does not empower NAGB to review and, as needed, rewrite
the “test spemﬂcatlons 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.) :

o 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.)

e The amendment does not empower NAGB to dééide whethe_f the national
tests will be'gi\_/en' in languages other than English. (The draft specifications
assume that the 8th grade math test will also be given in Spanish.)



‘enact such a measure,
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“Throw These Tests Out of School T

By CHESTER E. FI/NN 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
it should do it
right.

The House is hkely to vote to block fu-
ture funding for the program. A multimil-
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 from 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 need

authorization from Congress. The presi-
dent has already signed up six states
and 16 cities to participate. Congress
merely yawned. My fellow alumni of the
Reagan and Bush administrations agree
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 Congressional

Black Caucus are opp‘osed on grounds that
test scores may harm minorities and more
dollars 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 ajready
know about what’s wrong with U.S,
schools, and comparisons among schools
are invidious.

Many fellow Repubhcans thmk Mr

sults from letting the Education Depart~~

ment run the project on behalf of its
school-establishment - and

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 test content, standards and “ac-.
commodations” for influential groups. A’
dozen assistant secretaries can fiddle and

meddle, and their machinations will shift
with passing political wmds and’ cha.ngmg

. admlmstratrons .
Once the plan encountered opposuion.

The Clmton administration has mangled a promtsmg
“idea to the point that the GOP Congress should. ezthe'r
make mez;or repairs or scmp it altogether.

Goadlmg is wrong Properly done, stan-

dards-based national tests would provide.

useful information to students 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 phonics, 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 White House madera sop to its’crities.

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. I

it were made truly independent and bipar-

tisan, given unambiguous contro] over the
tests and invited to fix the mistakes 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 the NAGB,

a board that also remains vulnerable to-

second-guessing and foot-dragging by the

Education Department. Its membership is-

anybody the secretary of Education wants,

to appoint. It could have 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,

jivory-tower:
pals. No issue is more fundamental than’
who is'in charge of the tests; Mr. Clinton

“

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
board and ‘give it full control, and the

Clinton White House-is so hot for national
" testing that it would likely go alorlg. But
- today-it’ ‘appears Congress is not up to

that -assignment.. These are complex,
technical issues that:the- president cares
mightilyi;about. but few on Capitol Hill
even understand. Tndeed, the GOP lead-
ership seems to have virtuaily abandoned
education, apparently concluding that it

* canrat outgunior outmaneuver the' White
"House -and its powerful allies in the

school establishment On . issues far
larger than tesnng, the GOP has dlready
yielded to the*administration. The pend-
ing -appropriations . bill, for example,
would -‘more than double funding for the
genuinely destructive brhngual educanon

. program,.

Bad Advice

Pundits and business spokesmen,
meanwhile, are giving bad advice, urging
Congress simply to get on with the presi-
dent’s well-intended initiative, They evi-
dently haven't read the test “specs” and

‘they dismiss the governance issues as “de-

tails.” Yet if we are to have national test- .
ing, 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.

"If the House and Senate cannot make
sure that sound answers to such questions
are enshrined in law, the country would be
better off without the tests. But that’s-not -
aptto happen erther Keeping this project
alive is hugely-important to Mr. Clinton,
and the GOP leadership would rather cre-
ate a bad program than risk defeat on a
showdown vote. So the president will likely
have his’ way, or close to it: Bad national

- tests will proceed. A weak NAGB will pro-

vide political cover. And true education re-
form will again be dealt a setback by Un
cle Sam .

Mr: Fininisa fellow at the Hudson Insti-
lute and a former asszstan: secrewry of ed-
ucation.
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S ATE TM]LNT BY DIANE RAVITCH

‘SENIOR FELLOW, BROOKINGS INSTITUTIONS
September 10, 1997

1 support the President’s plan to allow schoots, districts and states to zive a national test of fourth
grade reading and eighth grade mathematics. Good information is the beginning of good policy. Parents,
educators, and pohwmal\e will bc’:neﬁt'by having valid measures of student pert&mmnce;‘ :

Critics say that there are a]ready too many tests, and they are nght Unfortunately, most.cfithe. ™
tests now in use esiablish what are called norms, but they don't reveal whether the norm is good enough
ortoo low. Usmllv the "norm" is just an average score. That is not a standard. A standard represents
what students should know. The new national tests should in corporate meaningful standards; they should
provide real benchmarks based on what students shculd know and be able to do in 4th and 8th grades.

i appiaud the President's decizion to turn management of the new tests over to the National
Assessment Governing Board (NAGB). Having taken this step, however, it is important fo strengthen
NAGB and make it far more indepe‘ndcnt from political control and far more bipartisan than it now is.

NAGB was designed to manage the rel atively non-controversial Natlonat Assessment for
Educational Progress (NAEP). It has served this function exceptionally weli. But the advent of national
testing for individual students creates a level of responsibility for which the current NAGB was not
desigr md. The current NAGB is not sufficiently bipartisan: Only two of 25 members must be chosen
from the party out of power. The current NAGB is not sufficiently independent from political appou €es;
its independenng wWas xuhstamxally curtailad by Convles< in 1994, - o '

, The President's plan for natmra} testmg requires the overs:ght of a truly bipartisan, authenticaity
indeperdent board that can command the trust and respect of its fellow citizens. It must not be'an
instrument of the party in power. The board that is responsible for the nation:al tests must represent the
public inierest, not the interest of any adeninistration or party. o

" "Congress znd the President must agree to reconstitute NAGB so that the public can feel
confidence in its judgments and can be assured that the content and the standards of the national wests
will not be affected by the slection returns. : -

f‘Jﬂg ress should not wait Lm‘ul 1998 to reauthorize NAGB. If the board's responsibilities are to
expand néw 1o 1»3\,lude supervision of the nationai tests, then it should be recnm‘.:ta!cd now.to secure its-
independeace, its stature, and its bipartisanship.

+ Founpep 1916+
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Diane Ravitch is a Senior Research Scholar at New York University and Nonrcsxdent Senior
Fellow in the Economic Studies program at Brookings. Ravitch, a distinguished educator and historian, is -
~ one of the nation's leading experts on Amerlcan education.

Prior to joining Brookings, Ravitch was the Assistant Secretary for Educational Research and
Improvement and Counselor to the Secretary at the U.S. Department of Education: She has authored
‘numerous books on American education, mcludmg National Standards in American Education: A Citizen's
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By Diane Ravitch -

'Six. months ago 1 was an'enthﬁsiastic
supporter of the president’s'proposal for

_national testmg I wrote articles in this paper

and elsewhere endorsing the idea of testing

fourth-grade reading and eighth-gtade math-
“ ematics. In March I had the privilege of meeting
with the pre51dent the first lady, and the

secretary of education to discuss the president’s

education agenda. At that time, I urged. the -
© president to place the national testing program
" under the supervision of an independent,
bipartisan agency, not the federal Department -

of Education.

~ Unfortunately, this did not happen,“and »
- niow the Clinton administration-is well-on its

way to destroying the credibility of 1ts good
idéa. Instead of turning the testing program
over to the National Assessment Governing

Board, which is independent and bipartisan, the -
administration has kept the test development

process under its own tight control. It chose a

contractor and selected committees to design ~
- the tests who may or may not be bipartisan and,
who may or may not represent the diverse

spectrum of 'views in the fields of reading and

mathematics. A few days ago it awarded a $13°
million contract to a consortium- of testing,

compames

| August’2'6,‘199'7 o

»Neitional‘ Tests: A Goodldea GomgWrong |

 Now the Internet is humming w1th charges

that the national tests will be stacked to favor' .

“whole . language” theoues of reading - and’

against phonics and to promote “fuzzy math”’

(where the process of problem-solving, not the
right answer, matters -most) and - against
computdtion. 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 Assessment Governing Board

~ (NAGB) should be-in charge of the national

tests. Appointed by the secretary of education,
NAGSB is required by ‘statute to be bipartisan
and broadly representative; its members include

" governors, legislators, business leaders, teach- .

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 Educatxonal Progress (NAEP).
This is the federal program that regularly tests
national samples of American students in such
subjects as readmg, mathematics and science.
NAEP has earned great credibility because it is
supervised by an independent governing board.

“However, the Clinton -administration plans to
“use the NAEP ‘tests while bypassmg NAEP’s
_ -.governing board.

- This opinion p:ece was pubhshea' in The Washington Post on August 26, i997 and written by
Diane Ravitch, nonresident senior. fellow in the Brookings Economic Studies program.
The views expressed in this piece are those of the author and should not be ascribed
to the trustées, officers, or other staff members of the Brookings Institution.
-For More Informatzon Oﬁ' ce of Public Affaxrs 202/797:6105
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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

of initiative that should be under-

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. 1
believe that a public debate would be
healthy and that Congress would

ultimately agree to endorse national’
Every opinion poll  shows -

tests.
broad public support for the idea.
To date the administration has
refused to seek authorization appar-
ently fearing that Congress would
prohibit the rests. It was my
experience, when [ worked at the
" Department of Education, that any
new program 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

€

able to impose new programs

unilaterally. |

Spokesmen for the administra-

tion claim that they cannot ask

| .
NAGB to ov?rsee the national tests
because it is not authorized to
oversee individual testing of this

‘kind. This 115 sophistry, however,

because the Department of Educa-
tion certainly has never been
authorized to launch a national
testing progr[am for individual stu-
dents. If NAGB is prohibited from
managing the new tests because it
lacks specific authorization, then

surely the Idepartment is also
‘prohibited. _
Worse, the administration is

establishing 4 dangerous precedent.
If the party in power gets to control
the nationali test, to pick the
contractor without an open competi-
tion, to select the committees that

: X 1
will write the tests and to control the

reporting of| the results, imagine
what will happen when the other
party comes|to power. The next

Republican secretary of education

(Lynne Cheney> Phyllis Schlafly?)
will revise the national tests, choose
congenial experts to write the
reading and math tests, and make the

changes that seem nght to the party in-
power. And all of this can happen
without congressmnal ‘authorization,
because the Clinton [administration
demonstrated that it ‘was not neces-
sary! - . ‘g :

It isn’t surprising: that only six
states have signed up to participate in
the first national tests in 1999, even
though the administration has offered
to pay the cost for the/first time only.
So long as the testix;ig program is
directly controlled by political ap-
pointees, it will not gain the broad
bipartisan support that it needs to be
credible. _ 1=

Yes, national testmg is Stl“ agood
idea, because our current patchwork
of tests does not prowde a common.
yardstick by whichit parents "and
educators can compare results. Some
critics say that testmg won’t help
children learn more, buit testing based
on high standards |will give us
valuable information about how we
are doing. - %;

If we are to haveinational tests
managed by the federal government,
it is important to do!it right rather
than hurriedly. The aidministration’s
insisterice on partlsan control will
destroy the future of natlonal testing.m
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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 should not delay in fixing it. Waiting until

. 1998 and the "regular” National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP) reauthorization cycle will allow seriously flawed national tests
to go forward without needed correction from a strengthened NAGB.

It is my strong imipression 'that the Adiinistration 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

L,

important changes be rnade

1. Give NAGB "policy direction” or "policy control" of all aspects of

“both NAEP 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 tax deductible for Federal or State Income Tax purposes
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3. Charge NAGB 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 thing as NAEP results.

4. Make several key changes in the composition of NAGB 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.)

5. Restore NAGB’s pre-1994 authority to function as its own nominating committee, i.e.
constraining the Secretary’s appointees to people vetted by NAGB- itself. (And perhaps
stipulate that NAGB 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 NAGB terms to 4 years (as was the case until 1994), with re-appointment
permitted. (Today they last 3 years, wh1ch is a problem because it takes new members 1-2
years to get up to speed.) :

Those are the essential statutory provisions.

Dt
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Mr. Gordon Ambach o :
Council of Chief State School oﬂticers s !
By fax : v '

Washington, DC

{6 1997

P . .~ 1

' Dear Gordon, . ;”' L 1

I wanted to let you know that I have resiqned trom the Na ional

. Test Panel overseeing the development of natiocnal tests. {I
thought it important to let 'you know why.
Ag you may know, T enthusiastically ‘supported tha Ptosident‘s

+ plan to create a national test-based on NAEP. for individual
students. However, when I met with the President, the First
Lady, Saecretary Riley, and cthers on March 5, ‘I strongly rged
that tha development of the national tests be placed undex the
supervision of the National Assesament Governing Board.
believe that NAGB is exactly the right institution to overasea
this procaess, because it is the authorized governing body |for,
NAEP, and because it is b;partisan and broadly repraesanta ive.

At that time, I wys assured that the Administration would
considar asking Congress to expand NAGB's authorization o
include oversight of this national testing program. However, to
ny knowledge, notning has happenod to implement this.

I continue to baliava that NAGB, which is legally responqibla for
NAEP, should oversee the national tests. I fear that the and
‘rasult of the current policy will be to weaken NAGB and ta
politioiza national testing. - This would be a tarrible price to
pay for haste:in developing -the test.

Yor thesa reasons, I do nat wish to be part of the Nationgl Tes!.
Panel. , ,

I would appreciatas it if you would share my letter with ochar
members of the panel. ~ ’
. [
Yours truly,

Denecr @«41\, L

ODiane Ravitch

A= WY

cc: Sacretary Richard Riley
’ ' Y
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washington, DC

Deax Guzdon.

i tad to Tet you know that I have resigned from tha Mational
Test Panel overseeing the deVelopment of, national testes. {I
thought it 1mportant to let you know why.‘

o As you may knaw, I entnusiastically supported tha Proajdent's
plan te creata a national test based on NAEZP for individual
studante. Howaever, when I met with the President, the First
-Lady, Secretary Riley, and others on Maxch 5, I strongly yrged

"~ that the davelopmant of the national tests be placed unde
supervision of the National Assesement Governing Board.
believe that NAGB is exactly the right institution.to-ovex
this ﬁroceas, becausa it is the authorizad gaverning body

EEE:Z;E&_EASPnwand%hacausa 4t-1s bipartisan and hroadly representx

At that time, I ugsﬂassUrad that the Admigistraticn wauld
consider asking Congress te expand NAGB's authorization to. .
include uversiqht of this national taesting program. Havever, to
ny xnowledge, nothing has happenad to implement thxs. , '

I continua to baliaVQ that NAGB, which Ls legally responeible Lrr

NAEP, should oversee the national tests. I fear that the and

result of the current policy will 'be to waaken NAGB and .2

politiciza national testing.- This would be a terriblae p:ica to R
pay for haste in davelop;ng ‘the test. G o

) *"Mwwxnrvfhesa ‘reasohs, ¥ do not wish to be part of the Natiouql Tac!
ranel. _ S

T would appraciate it if you vculd ahare my letter with ozher’
- . nombors oL 'Cne panel. ‘ :

Ycurs truly,

D (Mf '.

A Diane Ravitch

cc: Saoratary Richard xaley

. - P an g g et Ky F g enle S
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whether the Franklin School had tnghet achievement .

than the Jefferson,
There are hundreds, even thousands of exranc
tests, but none of them was—or is—quire right. The

“srandardized™ kind thar most school systems use

doesn’t actually contain any standards—and is prey to
the notorious “Lake Wobegon” effect whereby every-

one is told he 15 above average. State resting programs

ddn’t allow scores 1o be compared across jurisdictions.
Even NAEP is still barred from reporting on units
smaller rhan whole states. College entrance rests such
as the SAT and ACT aren’t taken by everyone—eand in
any case they are no help ia the elementary and mid-
dle grades,

U.S. 1esting in 1997 resembles a faulty model-air-
plane kir in which the pieces cannot be firted togerher.
Yet for those who believe in stan-
dards-based tests, test-based

INTTIALLY §

speeches in which it now stars, the testing plan has
become one of his top education priorities.

Alas, the plan had one surpassing flaw, While it
was said to be “based on” NAEP’s carcfully developed
tests and standards, Clinron was nor actually going to
use those tests and standerds, nor did he propose 1o
enrrust the new venrure to the board I once chaired.
Rather, thc Department of Education—withour ex-
plicit congressional authoriry—would use discrerion-
ary dollars 1o launch the rest-development process by
contracting with a privatc organizadon. The indepen-
dent bodrd would conrrol neither test content nor
standards. Instead, the executive branch would. '

 Immediately, the scholar Diane Ravirch, the Edu-
carion Leaders Council (a group of stare educarion
officials whc dor’t 1oe the establishment party line),
and I vrged the adminiswation to
reconsider. We said that national

accounusbility, and results-based testing had merit—bur thar any-

cdocaion rlom, s i 2plane  BILLGLINTON'S | - thing o s o s

0 . -

In 1991, Bush and then—edum NAT[ONAI’ I'ESTING ernment and educadon-establish-

tion secretary Lamar Alexander PROPOSAL SEEMED ment tar babies, It also seemed that

proposed a new nationwide testing MODEST AND Congress should have something o

scheme called “American Achieve- WORKABLE. say about the arrangements for so

ment Tests,” but Congress would ALAS, IT momentous 2 shift in American
have none of ir. NAEP’s governing ( ’ educgtional federalism.

. board suggested that NAEP tests IS NEITHER ‘ There has been no effort to

be made available for district and
school-level resting, but the educa-
tion establishment—eund commercial test puhl;shers——
rose up in outrsge. The independent board was pun-

ished for its hubris in 1994, when Congress smpped :

away much of its independence.

gram called Goals 2000 that was long on federal con-
ol of state and local reform plans bur short on resti
aand accountability, and then, just this Ianuary, with
proposal rional testing.

Initelly, Clinton’s January proposal secmed mod-

est and workable. He offered the states voluntary tests

of 4th-grade reading and 8th-grade math—nothing

more—based on the ests and standards already in use

by NAEP st the national level. At little cost to them-

selves (there would be a federal subsidy, of course),
states could use these tests w find our how their school

systems, schools, and children were doing. The tests

would also be gccessible 1o individual communiries,
private schools, someday even parents.

Gov. John Engier immediately signed Michigan
up, and several othes states have since agrecd 10 join.
Clinton is barnstorming the land ro recruic more.
Judging from the many presidential evenrs and

28 / THE WEEKLY STANDARD

Re-enter Bill Clinton, Hrst with 2 wietched pro

* be counted on to do irs bidding, down to such partjé

4ddress our concerns. The Educs-
ton Deparument hias been rushing
to put the original plan into operation. The indepen-
dent board has been marginalized. Congress has been

. stiffed. Critics have been ignored. And to the extent

thar one can forecast real harm from procedural mis-
steps, damage lies ahead. As often in education-reform
efforts, the procedure has been hijacked by the rar
babies. The hijacking takes the form of contracrs thar
are already being signed with neither congressional
approval nor independent oversight. ‘
The main conrmracrt so far is with the Council of

.Chief State School Officers to develop test |

specifications. “The chiefs,” 25 they’re known in edu-

- cator-lapnd, are the Washingron-based association of
“state superintendents, and they form one of the
“esuablishment’s most change-averse crews. The chief

of the chiefs, Gordon Ambach, is e former New York

state commissioner of educadon, staunch advocate of 2
larger federal role in education—a key backer of Goals
2000, for example—and 2 veteran federal grant-getter,
He and his group have an ancient and co
relarionship with the Education Department and

lars as Spanish-language math tests and other worri-

Juy 21,1997
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. ently so that binding commitments

* quickly for something as momen-
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some wrmk[a in the Clinton plan.
A Berkeley, Calif; consulting firm has been

. engaged 1o help the chiefs wirh this project. They've

named three new panels: two “contenr comminees” to
shape the reading and marh exams and a “National

+ Test Panel” w advise on the whole process. (A fourth

commitree, to furnish “technical” advice, will appear
any day now.) Several meetings have been held, and
draft specifications are due this month. By September,
the Education Department will ler contracts for actual
iop JA'Titge consortium of privaie test:
makers and publishers is posidoned 1o get the job—a
a pricerag rumored to be near $50 miltion. The plan i
these tests ready to roll in 1999.
For 2 new federal project, it’s
moving exrraordinarily fast, appar-

can be made during the current fis-
cal year and before Congress cranks
up to do anyrhing. (House educa-
tion-comumirtec chairman Bill
Goodling, himself & former school
supcrintendent, dislikes tests that
allow children and schools 1o be
compared and has tried—so far
without success—to attach a killer
amendment to various bills.)

In truth, iv's moving far too

rous 8s natiopal tests in a country
thar never had anything of the sort
befare. But haste isn’t the main
problem. What's most alarming is
that these tests will be creatures of
the education cstablishmenr and
prone to irs posumodern curricular
faddishnoess.

Cousider these cloes:

First, the contractor is in charge of its own advxso-
ry committees. Rather than an independent board that

sets policies and tells the contractor (and the executive

branch) whar to do, the chiefs—in consultagion with
hierarchs at the Education Department—have their
own handpicked panels, yet remain free to ignore
lhﬂna .
Second, the commitiees are narrowly based.
Whereas NAEP’s independent board contains gover-

nors, business leaders, local school-board members,

and pareats, the chiefs’ new Narional Test Panel con-

sists almost entirely of experts, interest-group répre-

sentatives, and-—surprise—several chlefs ‘Nobody
knows whether it is bipartisan.
Third, and most worrisome, the two subject-matrer

Jury 21, 1997

committees, for reading and marh, include only educa-
tors and experss; there’s not a “consumer” or employer
in the lot. And while each group conrains some well-
regarded scholars apd teachers, cach s also rilted
toward roday’s dominant educationist bias: the theory
of teaching and learning known as “constructvism.”
That’s the approach in which children are expected to
create their own meaning and teachers are supposed to
“facilitate” learning instead of direcdy instrucring
their pupils in worthwhile knowledge. Constructivism
is heavy on “critical thinking”™ and “problem solving”
bur light on specific knowledge and basic skills. It
doesn’t so much care whether you know something as
whether you can Jook it up. It doesn’r judge cerain
' informartion to be important and
. cextain books 1o be best, but, rather,
partakes of faghionable academic
relarivism. Ivs friendly to “whole
language™ reading, wary of system-
atic pbonics; it asks children to
guesstmate the solutions to marh
problems and discounw the impor-
tance of correct answers. Tests
grounded in this philosophy will be
applauded by the ed-school profes-
soriate and the deconstructionists,
but they won’t test the sorts of
things that a governor like
Engler—or, once, Clinton—ryeally
wants the children of his state 1o
know.

Am I readmg too much inro
lists' of panelisis? Probably not
People I respect in marh and read-
ing who have eyeballed these lists
use words like “disaster” to
describe the tests and siendards

~ that they cxpect 1o emerge.

If national testing is headed thar way, the country
would be bemer off without it Congress should apply
the brakes before @ wreck occurs. Then maybe—ijust
maybo—let a different dnver take a turn ar the wheel.

- If a fully independ: dI chamad in
* the 1980s were put in full charpe, the risk of crashing

wouidw Alrernatively, the whole idea might
be privatized, turped into a commercisl (or philan-
thropic) testing program that picks up Clinton’s basic

- eoncept but with no government entanglement or fed-

eral funds. We snill need a means 1o compare achieve-
ment across state borders. But ir's worth doing only if
the win rar babies can be avoided. The one thing
indisputably worsc than no national tests would be
bad national tests. ‘ S
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dramato
~ CIA man’s
B testlmony

By

Mary Ann Akers

THE WASHINGTONTIMES Lo By. Carol Innerst

It rmght have been a hearmg on

La Cosa Nostra. -

-But it'wasn’t Sammy the Bull or .

Jimmy the Weasel smmg behind

the opaque screen in the Senate .

Governmental Affairs Committee

He was tesnfymg about mtelh- ‘
gence bneﬁngs for John Huang, =

' the ever-elusive former fund-

. raiser and Commerce Department

‘official at the heart of congres--
sional and Justice.Départment in-
vestlgauons .of Democratic fund'
raising practlces '

The shield is normally used for
: the likes of hlgh-rankmg mob fig-
. ures who have decided to cooper-
 ate with the government. But it

was trotted out yesterday for the

: unassummg CIA- brxefer, John
. Dxckerson

‘the 'spy agency, William. McNatr,
explained why:- .

- “Mr. Dickerson has served pre- ;

.~ viously in places under much dif-
- ferent 'identities ... in.different

_ capacities,” Mr. McNaxr told the .

commxttee

. Behmd the shqdows on the tthk :
‘ : plastzc curtain lurked a shght man -
- in his mid-50s who looked more

like a librarian than an undercover |
_ the readmg and math tests of the

' 'agent
Because of his former under—

cover work for the agency, Mr.
Dickerson’s request to have his

identity protected was fully metby

committee Chairman. Sen. Fred
" Thompson, 'Ibnnessee‘Republican‘

When Mr. Dickerson had com-

T L

T

(Screen adds Educator reSIgns

* from panel creatir g

‘achievement tests

Says adm]mstratlon pohtmzed proCéss

= the administration would consxder“ .
“ . asking Congress ‘to- expand .
" NAGB’s authorxzanon to include

THE WASHINGTON TIMES

. Education hlstorlan and scl;tolar .

Diane Ravitch has réSigned from a

panel charged with overseeing the '
development of voluntary national -

achievément tests, saying the Clin-

*-ton administration is trying to “po-
hearing room yesterday but a CIA . ,

~official.

liticizé national testing”’.
“1 support- the idea of nanonal

tests, but it should be done ¢or-
‘rectly, not in this hasty way and-
* without a “credible governance

process » Mrs. Ravitch, a former

" assistant secretary of educatxon in
“the Bush adnumstratlon, said yes-

" terday in a telephone interview.

“After a March meeting at the

. White. House with President and
Mrs. Clinton and Secretary of Edu-

cation Richard W. Riley, Mrs.

.Ravitch was appointéd to the Na--
tional Test Panel, assembled by the

Council of Chief State School Offi- .

cers (CCSSO). and MPR’ Associ-

ates, a Cahforma based censultmg '

firm. -
Mr.’ chkerson’s supervxsor at ‘

lemer Cody, commxssmner of

educatlcn in Kentucky and former
: supermtendent of schools in Mont—

gomery County, is chairman'of the

-16-member panel given the job of
. drawmg up a blueprint for national
“tests in fourth-grade reading and. -
- eighth-grade mathématics. It met -

yesterday at the' Watergate andwill -

meet again this morning.

-The  Department of Educanon,.
~which is overseeing development .

of the tests, plans to model them on

28-year-old,-congressionally man-

-dated National Asseéssment of Edu-
- cational Progress (NAEP).

Mrs. Ravitch believes the devel- .
_opment of the national tests should ..

be placed under the supervision of

the National Assessment Govern-

" ing Board (NAGB) “because it is

pleted his testimony yesterday, Mr.,
) Thompson ordered all- telev1510n :

- .camerarhen to point their lenses .
: \toward)the‘ ceiling. Then the hear-
" ing room was cleared before Mr.

- Dickerson.could be escorted out.

s
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the authorized _governing body for -

NAEP and because it is bipartisan
and broadly representanve,” she
said in'her July 15 letter of resigna-

director of CCSSO. -

oversight of ‘the natmnal testmg

‘program.

“If"it is going to become part of

.a long-term testing -program,. it .
'should be’ non-pohtlcal,-. and. that .
. didn’t happen,” she said. "

Mrs. Ravitch, aprofessorat New*i; o

- York Umversuyandasemor fellow
- at'the Brookings’ Institution, ‘also .
worries that giving the Depart-

ment of Education overmght over

the new. tests “runs the risk of.' -
- weakening - NAGBs control of
- NAEP” .

Chester E an Jr former as-

sistant ‘secretary of educatlon in- .
~the Reagan administration, agrees,
- with, Mrs. Ravitch’s ‘assessment’
- that the Clinton, adrmmstz‘anon"

“seerlis less inclined than it was:. o
before” to turn over the new na--. .-

tional tests to NAEP and NAGR.

Both have supported national tests

with the caveat that oversight be

assigned to' NAGB or- othezj bi-

- -partisan, nonpolitical body.

“tion 10 Gordon Ambach, executlve '

She sazd she was assurecl that

© £The danger is that we will. end

_up with national tests that are la- -

mentable in terms of what‘they ‘
test,” said Mr. Finn, now presxdent: .

. of the Fordham Foundatmn LE
. Officials at the thte House and-g -
Education Department did not.re- .

turn calls® seekmg comment on "

. Mrs. Ravitch’s resignation. -

‘Rep. Bill Goodling, Pefinsylva: " .

nia Republican’ and chairman of . -
“the  House Education and - the
.. Workforce Comrmttee, opposes in-

dividual testing. He said he hopes

to stop’ the nanonal tests m two -

ways: .
: “We want to try to earmark the

money the secretary would have o

spend on this for something else so

it’s not available for developmg na-

. tlonai tests, and I'm preparing a
‘sense of Congress ‘resolution

which says: Suspend any planning -

" and development until there’s ex-

plicit statutory authomty frOm
‘Congress.” -

* “It’s politically foohsh to’ try to
bypass Cor:gress s he sald .
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*House panel O

?Hmong argue agamst move crung human nghts abuses

By Toni Marshall ., - 3

THE WASHINGTON TIMES

' The House, Ways and "Means".

-~ Committee has voted 'to extend '
" ‘cre, which kﬂled 33 persons.

most-favored-nation'trading privi-

* leges to Laos despite an emotional |
appeal from 150 Hmong refugees

" “who complamed about human

- rights abuses by the government/

in Vientiarie. .

The markup was. pushe d-
"'~ 'through easily Tuesday despite a
- last-minute plea from Reps. Benja-

.. minA. Gilman, New York Republi-

can, and Bruce -F. Vento, Minne-

sota Democrat. Both are members
of the Congressiona! Human ~

Rights Caucus, and they urged that
it be rejected.

“The United States owes a spe- .

“cial commitment to highland Lao-
: nans, especxally the Hmong, for

_their role in aiding the U.S. during:
-the'Vietnam War;” said Mr. Vento, - -
" co-chairman of the. Hurnan nghts.
. |- Caucus., .
- "There would. be many more -
" | names on the black granite wall
had it not been for the Hmorig,” he -
said in reference to the Vietnam

Veterans Memorial on the Mall.
Mr Vento spoke after hearmg an

;,terwew . .

The Hmong, who hve in the
~mountamous regiéns of L'aos :
" helped . Amemcan froops dumng
the Vietnam. War. They also~
‘worked’thh the CIA during the -
Cold"War to resist the spread of
. commumsm ,
More than 150 000 Hmong fled -

W ’

i
o

emotxonal account from Kia. Lor,
young. woman who was shot and
left for dead in Laos in 1987. Miss

Lor says she was the only member

-of her family to sufvive the massa-

“But erm Phommachanh, LaOS'
ambassador in Washmgton said
yesterday that only a small.part of
the. Hmongfcommumty wanted to

- delay his country s development.”

“Our pohcy is to forget the past
and starta new era with everyone,
but if sonieone is still fighting 'we

-cannot consider them a friend”

Mr. Phomrnachanh' 'said in an in-

Laos after the Cornmumst victory

in" 1975, whlle thousands . were’
thrown m jail or sent to re-

education camps

. About 20,000 Hmong refugees. )
. now living in Thailand fear forced

srepatrlatxon toLaos.
The bill, co-sponsored by Reps

Ks MFN for Laos

Phlhp ‘M. Crane, Tllinois Répubh«
can, and Robert T. Matsui, Califor-

‘nia Dernocrat, comes as’the Clin-
'-ton administration is negotiating a
. bilateral trade agreement with the-

: {Jao Peoples Democratxc Repub-
lic

““Given the progress and effort

. that the country is making to tran-
sition its economy away | from state
*.control, I believe. that it.is appro- .

priate for us to'respond by provid-
ing the president with the author-
ity to extend MFN status to ‘Laos
after a bilateral trade agreement

-, has entered mto force,” Mr Crane

said. .~ .-
“Morever, the extenswn of MFN

'to Laos on a'reciprocal basis will

enhance our bilateral’ trade rela- -
tions and will give the:U.S. busi-

' riess community ‘greater access to,

the- rapidly growmg Southeast

_-Asian region”

Since the xmd-198()s, Laos has
adopted market-oriented .princi-

ples to move its, economy away
from.centralized state control .

¢ Mr. Crane:said those new poli- .

‘cies include prxvatzzahon, the re-
“moval of most-price controls, the:
.-reduction of government subsxdxes
. and the 11ft1ng trade barners '

- US. denies its: tralmng

atded in Zan'e atrocmes

7

Undersecretary of State Thom-
as Plckermg yesterday msxsted
"that US. training of Rwandan mili-

“tary forces did not contrxbute to -

.. the atrocities reportedly commuo
" ted by the Rwandan army ‘during
last winter’s rebellion in what was.
* then Zaire,

~A human rlghts orgamzanon

. meanwhlle, accused the Rwandan

- army of “widespread atrocities-

against civilian populatxons in-
eastern Congo” desmte efforts by
.the Pentagon to raise the armys
standards and discipline.
Dr.Jennifer Leaning, consultant
for the. Boston-based -Physicians °
for Human Rights, $aid Defense
+.and State department officials
~have told the group that small.
- groups, of U.S. Army Special .
Forces and other units have been

- providing several forms of trammg

to the Rwandans.” |
© Both Mr. P1ckermg and Dr.

" Leaning spoke at a hearing of the,

House. International Relations
. Committee about the situation in -
. the Democratic Republic of Congo,
formerly known as Zaire. | .
“We: have over the last three
_years provxded the government of
Rwanda and its military; forces

"with very selective training to pro-
of the

‘mote their consciousness
. laws of war, proper behavxor with

_ respect for civilian popnlatxon and -

. humanitarian affairs” said Mr.
Plckermg “If we have been suc-
‘cessful in that training, it has re-

.. duced rather than mcreased the

N 't‘

By Ntcko!an Kralev ,i ».\ , ;'possxbmty that Rwandan forces -

- THE WASHINGTONTIMES ™~ . .

which may have been engagedin
~ Congo, had misbehaved,” he said;

He' offered to ask the Defense -

_-Department. t0 provide a full re-

. port on the details of the training.
Mr. Pickering said the United.

States has a clear stake i in the suc-

. cess of the new regime in Kinsha-~
.sa,.and emphasized the interest of .
the Clinton adminhistration “to see -
"a stable, democratic and prosper-
‘ous Congo emerge durmg the pe-

riod ahead”

. He pointed out that Congos citi- IR
zens aren’t the only people who -
“'stand to benefit from the country’s-
" wealth of- mmeral and natural re- -
.SOurces. - o
““These same resources make,
Congo a potential source of growth - . ;

- for the continent. and:a’valued
trade and investment part‘ner for
. the United Statés,” he said.

But he warned that the adminis-

tration first wanted the 2-month-~ ..
-old government of President Lau-" "~
rent Kabila to cooperate quy with .

‘a UN. mission investigating re-
_ports of mass killings of Hutu ref-

ugees from Rwanda, )

“- “President Kabila promxsed o
 this, and we need to hold him'to his

- word,” Mr. Pickering said. B
‘Committee .members agreed’
w1th the need to foster close ties .

with Mr. Kabila’s government but

reiterated calls for an investigation ., :"j :

of human rights abuses. .

“Those guilty of atrocities must s
‘be ‘brought to Jjustice and pun-. C
.ished,” said thé committee chair- © -
‘man,. Rep. Benjamm A leman,

: New York Repubhcan .
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those who have depended on welfare, confronted wit

) , ,, Post-it” Fax Note 7671 [Date [5%> 3
wanted to hear. But it would be obtuse not (o give : 'd'z?? La ;’“‘”"“ FomCHEC e T
least a little credit to the éivil rights law. Co. (Dep‘ Co. Ky o p
The 1996 federsl welfare law is the most recer  [Phone # Phone #
effort to change fundamental aspects of human beha e —
ior by altering the incentive system. It assumes th

the elimination of permanent subsidies for idleness,
will find jobs. The likelihood of this project’s succeed-
mg is an issue on which reasonable people may at this
point still differ. But it might work. It’s not crazy to
hold out some hopc !

In any case, it’s beyond dispute that governmem
does sometimes induce people to behave. But when its

object is to improve thcm on the inside, to motivate -

them to be good, 10 teach them to think about the long

run, to stay away from drugs and crime and promiscu-

ity, and sit quiety in school and listen to the teacher,
%

b
St
¢

scores may be thc MOSE ITIGNLEHINE OIS T s~

urban community, but that in itself doesn't make them
the most approprxate targets for benchmark commit-
ments or innovative experiment. The best target may
be graffiti, or classroom vaccination, or even comput-

“ers in the state library system. The best target is some-

thing the society knows how to deal with.

The most intractable problems of American soci-
ety are entitled to some respect—more than we rypi-
cally give them. Recognizing that fact is the beginning
of public-policy wisdom, - ®

¢
'

B
-

THIS ISN' T ONLYA TEST

IRTOC TN J

prise those who have watched other reformist
projects turn sticky and foul after brushing
against the rwin tar babies of the federal government
and the education establishment. Once again, a worth-
while ides for upgradmg Amencan education is being
muddied beyond recognition.’
The sale begins in the 1980s, when gavemors like

The saga of nauonal‘ education testing won’t sur-

. Lamar Alexander and Bill Clinton realized that the

effort to reform U.S. schools and boost student

- achievement would never: get far until clear acedemic

standards were set, soliditests puc in place, and real
accountability mechanisms installed. It's-impossible to
make a successful journey:if you cannot state your des-

tination-and have no markers of progress along the

way. Nor should one expeet much from school-choice
policies—vyouchers, charter schools, and the like—
sbsent clear-inforraation; for parents on the perfor-
mance of ifidividual schools.

. The: fcderaﬂy fundeditesting program called the
NauonaLa&ssessmcm of Educational Progress (NAEP)
had long«srepurted only nationwide averages rather

Mﬂm&ﬂl ->'
Che;ter Ee‘!?:ﬁrx Ar's "Edmrwrx The Era of Big Government
Is Stilt Her ?ﬂzzppqared in our jime 2 issue.

- By Chester E. an Jr.

than offcrmg a sense of the dxffcrences among the vari- -
ous states and school districts. By 1988, NAEP was

- changed to permit state ‘scores and comparisens

betwéen states; and in order to distance it from the tar
babies, an independent governing board was appoint-
cd to oversce the testing. For two years, I had the privi-
lege of chairing that board, and we sought 1o ensure
thatthe assessment content was sound, the tests chal-
lenging, and their tesults reported in relation to stan-
dards,(how well should kids be doing in 8th-grade sci-
ences‘or 4th-grade reading?) instead of s1mple averages
and percentiles. -

Iir 1989, George Bush and the nation’s govemors
met: in Charlottesville. There they set ambitious
national education goals” to be atained by cenrury’s
end.iGov. Clinton, apecxa.lly, toiled into the wee hours
to draft them. Yer one essential ingredient was still
missing: standards-based tests that would allow for
comparisons between school systems, schools, and
schoolchildren. A governor could find out from NAEP
how: his state was doing but not how Memphis was
performing -as ‘opposed to Nashville, much less
Nashville versus' Milwaukee. Nor could the Robinson
family see how litde Jonah and Jonetta were doing
compared with how they ought to be doing, or
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whether the Franklin School had higher achnevem;‘
than the Jefferson. B

tests, but none of [hem was—or is—quite right, The

“standardized” kind that mest schoo!l systems yse
doesp’t actually contain any standards—and is prey to
the notorious “Lake Wobegon” effect whereby every-
one is told he is above average. State testing programs
don’t allow scores to be compared across jurisdictions.
Bven NAEP is still barred from reporting on units
smaller than whole states. College encrance tests such
as the SAT and ACT aren’t taken by everyone—and in
any case they are ao'help in the clemnentary and rmd
dle grades.

U.S. testing in 1997 resembles a faulty model-alr;

plane kit in which the pieces cannot be fitted together

I v
nl"\r»wx-vl'r—r Teml e oma
=4

i
i
i
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speeches in which it now stars, the testing plan has

‘become one of his top educatioh priorities.

Alas, the plan had one sutpassing flaw. While it
was said to be “based on” NAEP s carefully developed
tests and standards, Clinton was not actually going to
use those tests and scandards, nor did he propose to

- entrust the new venure to the board I once chaired.

Rather, the Department of Educanonwwuhou: ex-
plicit congressional authority~would use discretion-
ary dollars to launch the test-development process by
contracting with g private organization. The indepen-
dent board would control neither test content nor
standards. Instead, the executive branch would.
Immediately, the scholar Diane Ravitch, the Edu-

" cation Leaders Council (a group of state education

officials who don’t toe the establishment party line),

Yet for those who believe in stan- : - and I urged the administration to
dards-based  tests, test-based ’:; , v reconsider.; We said that national
accountability, and results-based < INITIALLY testing had merit—but that eny-
education reform, this is 2 plane BIH, CLINTON'S | thingso serisitive as these tests must
matigefg;l‘,o;?sh ana then-educa- NATIGNAL TESTING - ::;;I;:s ?'::is iziﬂigzzsiglgi:;:
tion secretary Lamar Alexander PROPQSAL SEEMED [ meat tar babies. It also scemed that
proposed a new nationwide testing - MODESTAND Congress should have something to
scheme cal!e”d “American Achieve- N o WORKABLE. say about the errangements for so
ment Tests,” but Congress would : ALAS. IT momentous 2-shift in American
have norne of it. NAEP’s governing ; ~ g educational federalism.

board suggested that NAEP tests IS NEITHER - There ‘has been no effort to

be made available for district and: o ;
school-level testing, but the educa- i
tion establishment—and commercial test pubhshexs-—

rose up in outrage. The independent board was: pun-‘
ished for its hubris in 1994, when Congress strxpped‘

away much of its independence:

Re-enter Bill Clinton, first with a wrezched pro- 4

gram called Goals 2000 that was long on federal\con'
trol of state and local reform plens but short on testing
and accoun:abduy; and then, just this Ianuary, vmh 3
proposal for national testing.

Initially, Clinton’s January proposal see:ned mod-
est and workable, He offered the states voluntary tesws
of 4th-grade reading and 8th-grade math—nothing
more—based on the tests and standards already in use
by NAEP at the national level, At little cost to them-
selves (there would be a federal subsidy, of coiirse);
states could use these tests to find out how their school
systerns, schools, and childrén were doing. The tests
would also be accessible to individual. cornmumues,
- private schools, someday even parents.

Gov. John Engler immediately signed chhxgan

. up, and several other states have since agreed to 10m -

Clinton is barnstorming the land to recruit more
Judging from the many presidential events’and
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address our concerns. The Educa-
tion Department has been rushing
to put the original plan intoroperation. The indepen-
dent board has been marginalized. Congress has been
stiffed. Critics have been ighored. Aad to the extent
thar one can forecast real harm from procedural mis-
steps, damage lies ahead. As often in educanon-refotm

- efforts, the procedure has been hijacked by the tar

babies. The hijacking takes the form of contracts that
are already being signed with neither congressional
approval nor independent OVCISIghL o

The main contract so far is with the Councxl of

. Chief State School Officers tw develop test

specifications. “The chiefs ”gas they’re known in edu-
caror-land, are the Washington-based: association of

-state superintendents, and they form one of the
. establishment’s most change-averse crews. The chief

of the chiefs, Gordon Ambach, is a former New York
state commissioner of education, staunch advocate of a
larger federal role in education—a key backer of Goals

" 2000, for example—and a véteran federal grant-getter.

He and his-group havé an ancient and .cozy
relationship with the Education Department and can
be counted on to do'its bnddmg, down .to such particy- .
lars as Spamsh~1anguage math tests and other worri-
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. .amendment to various bills.)

- the education establishment and
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some wrinkles in the Clmton plan.
A Berkeley, Calif, consultng firm has Jbeen

engaged to help the chiefs wuh this project. They ve

named three new panels: two “content commmees 10
shape the reading and math exams and a "Nauonal
Test Panel” to advise on the whole process. (A fou trth

" comrmnittee, to furnish “technical” advice, will appear

any day now.) Several meetings have been held,jand
draft specifications are due this month. By September,
the Education Department will let contracts for actual
test preparation. A huge consortium of privare test-
makers and publishers is positioned to get the job-—at
a pricetag rumored {0 be near $50 million. The plan is
10 have these tests ready to roll in 1999. X
For a new federal project, it’s £y

moving extraordinarily fast, appar-
ently so that binding commitments
can be made during the current fis-
cal year and before Congress cranks
up to do anything. (House educa- .
tion-committee chairman Bill
Goodling, himself a former school
superintendent, dislikes tests that
allow children and schools w0 be
compared and has tried—so far
without success—to attach a killer

In truth, it’s moving far too
quickly for something as momen-
tous as national tests in a country
that never had anything of the sort
before. But haste isp’t the: main
problem. What's most alarming is
that these tests will be creatures of

proxe to its postmodern curricular R
faddishress. ‘
Consider these clues:

Firsz, the contractor is in charge of its own advxso-
ry committees. Rather than an independent board that~

sets policies and tells the contractor (and the executive

" branch) what to do, the chiefs—in consuliauon with
hierarchs ar the Education Depmmenr—have their

own handp;cked panels, yet remain free to .xgno:e
them %
Second, the. commxttees are narrowly ‘based.

Whereas NAEP’s independent board concams gover-v
nors, business-leaders, local school-board members,

and parents; the chiefs’ new National Test Pane] con-
sists almost entirely of experts, 1n;erest-gmup‘=repre-
sentatives,: ;and—-surpnse-—several chiefs. Nobody
knows whether it is bipartisan.

Third; and most womsome, the two subjecz-matter

i

:
!
committees, for readlng andimath, include only educa-

tors and experts; there’s not a “consumer” or employer

in the lot. And while each group contains some well-
regarded scholars and teachers, each is also tilted
toward today’s dominant editcationist bias: the theory
of teaching and learning kiiown as “constructivism.”
That's the approach in which children are expected to
create their own meaning and teachers are supposed to
“facilizare” learning instead of directly instructing
their pupils in worthwhile knowledge. Constructivism
is heavy on “critical thinking” and “problem solving”
but light on'specific knowledge and basic skills. It
doesn’t so much care whether you know something as

) whether you can look it up. It doesn’t judge certain

information to be important and
certain books ta be best, but, rather,
partakes! of fashionable academic
relativism. It’s friendly to “whole
language” reading, wary of system-
atic phonics; it asks children to
guesstimate the solutions to math
problems and discounts the impor-
‘tance of correct answers. Tests
grounded in this philosophy will be
applauded by the ed-school profes-
soriate and the deconstructionists,
“bur they won't test the sorts of
things ;that a governor like
Eﬁgler-—cr, once, Clinton—really
wants the children of his state 1o
know.

Am I reading too much into

 People Iirespect in math and read-
ing who, have eyeballed these lists
use words like “disaster” to

descnbe the tests and standards -

that they expect.to emerge.;
If national testing is headed that way, the country

would be better off without'it. Conigtess should apply

the brakes before a wreckioccurs, Then maybe—just
maybe--let a different driver take a twrn at the wheel.

If a fully independent version of the board I chairedin.
the 1980s were put in full charge, the risk of crashing -

would be reduced. A.lte.mauvely, the whole idea might
be pnvanzed turned into a commercial (or philan-

. thropic) testing program that picks up Clinton’s basic

concept but with no govemrnent entanglement or fed-
eral funds, We still need a:means to compare achieve-
ment across state borders. But it's worth doing only if
the twin tar babies can be avoided. The one thing
indisputably worse than no national tests would be
bad national tests. 5 °
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lists ofpanelists? Probably not. .
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