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STATEMENT ON VOLUNTARY NATIONAL TESTING
BY JOHN A. KROL, PRESIDENT AND CEQ, DUPONT COMPANY AND
CHAIRMAN OF THE BUSINESS ROUNDTABLE
‘ - EDUCATION TASK FORCE

Washisgtor, DC--In 1989, over 200 member companies in The Business Roundtable made a
ten-year comumitment to a state-by-state initiative to improve our K-12 education system. Over
the course of the decade, states have made great strides in raising standards, assessing student
performance on challenging tests and reforming state policies that affect student learning.
However, a critical piece of information has been missing for parcnts -- how their own children
measure up against national and intemational performance benchmarks. This was recognized by
President Bush in Jus call for voluntary national testing.

New national tests that provide a national benchmark in fourth-grade reading and an international
benchmark in eighth-grade mathematics for individual students could be in place by 1999. These
national tests also could be killed by concerns about testing, govemance struggles and partisan
differences. Therc are important issues to be resolved but none are insurmountable. In my owan
view, a national test must be frec from cven the appearance of partisan politics so that it
can be a long-term barometer for student achievemcnt. For this reason, the tests need
independent oversight by a group outside the U.S. Department of Educanon, as recently
agreed to by the Administration in response to concerns raised by Repubhcans [urge the
Administration and Congress to quickly work out any remaining differences that impede
bipartisan support for voluntary national tests.

' No one in business believes that testing alone will improve our schools. But you also don’t get
what you don’t measure. Successful companies continually assess performance -- both their own
-and their competitors. However, we don’t do this just to record the data and filc it away. We
measure our strengths and weaknesses to make better-informed decisions and change direction if
necessary.

Students already take a 1ot of tests. But parcnts often do not know whether their children are
learning what they need to know to succeed or whether their children’s test scores measure up to
expectations in other communities, states or countries.

Good tests that are comparable across geographic boundaries are prerequisites to the actions
needed to make dramatic improvements in our schools. Some schools obviously will need more
help than others. What's necded to help students achieve higher academic performance will vary
from place to place, but we must not shorzchange students by Iowcring the standards based on
where they reside. :
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States are beginning to set higher standards. I am particularly proud of DuPont’s role in
partnership with tcachers to develop Delaware’s science standards. Other states are equally
proud of their own standards. But I also believe that Delaware nceds an external measure to
independently verify that we are indeed holding our students to a world cIass standard. That’s
the power of a national test that reports individual student scores. :

The national test proposal endorsed by President Clinton has three compelling features that merit
bipartisan support from Republicans and Democrats in Congress and the nation’s Governors: -

s First of all, it is voluntary. No state or district will be required to administer the tests. Nc
federal strings will mandate usc of the tests. Local control will be maintained.

e Second, two highly-regarded existing tests, now only given to a samplc of students to
measure state and pational student achievement, will be adapted so that individual student
scores can be reported. For the first time, parents and cducators would know how their own
children and students perform on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
in fourth-gradc reading and eighth-grade mathematics. In math, there is an added advantage.
The test would also be adapted from the math portion of the Third Intemational Math and
Science Study (TIMSS) so that an individual American child’s performance could be
compared to children in 40 other countries. Results from tests given to a sample of students
are too easy to dismiss as about someonc else’s kids. Individual student scores on these .
challenging tests wﬂl bring the message home.

e And third, the testing is limited to two basic subjects, reading and mathematics, at two
critical junctures in a child’s education, fourth grade and eighth grade. Of course, since
people vebemently disagree on the best methods for teaching reading and math, the tests
should be clear about the performance expected aad leave it to local educators and parents to
choose the methods they believe will best produce the desired results.

As the CEO of a company that docs busincss in every state in the unjon and 70 countries
worldwide, voluntary national tests that give individual student scores make sense. Here’s why.
When prospective employees apply for a job, cmployers hold them to the same standard, no
matler where they went to school. In our global econommy where employers are competing on a
worldwide basis, the quantitative and communications skills needed for a particular jOb are not -
unique to Delaware or Texas or California.

As a parent and grandparcnt, I believe we owe our children the kind of K-12 education that
allows them to be successful in today’s fast-paced world. Parents should be confident that their
children are graduating from high school with the skills and knowledge needed to succecd at
college or to obtain a good job.

Qur schools serve many purposes, not the least of which is to instill the pfinciples of citizenship
in a democratic society. Education also prepares young people to succeed when they finish
" compulsory schooling to pursue further education and work. For business, improving the
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education systcm’s performance is more than a matter of good works; in our hzghly commpetitive
global econoruy, it is a business necessity.

The Business Roundtable is an association of more than 200 chief executive officers of ledding
U.S. corporations employing over 10 million people. The CEOs examine public policy issues
thut affect the economy and develop positions which seek to reflect sound economic and social
principles.
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ONBEHALF OF THE NATIONAL TEST PANEL

Washington, DC, September 25, 1997— “The National Test Panel’s work is done. It is
work of srong quality and provides a sound basis for guiding the development of the tests.
The procedures and approaches taken for this effort were the same as those used to develop
the National Assessioent of Educational Progress (NAEP) assessment frameworks for the
National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB). We are completing the Panel’s final repon
and will file it next week with the Secretary of Educanon for use by NAGB.

“] am confident r.hat the other Pancl members wm join me in welcoming a review of the
specifications by NAGB and support the pending assignment of the national testing program
10 NAGB. Given the strong likelihood that NAGB will have final responsibility for the national
tests, I agree that work should not promd until the spemﬁcauom have been reviewed by
NAGB.

“The Panel and its commitees have been work’ing with very complex decisions on the
test specifications. Lengthy deliberations have occurred on such topics as the use of calculators
-in mathematics tesung. The Panel was divided on this issue and the view of the majority
prevailed. On other issues, there was strong agreement, and we know that NAGB will find that
the specifications provide & sound basis for the test,” Cody said.

-30-



1. Portland (Maine) Press Herald
October 10, 1997

Unum chief’s ideas can aid our schools
Ask job applicants for transcripts, give parents time off and require national
testing.

There are 51 million future high school graduates in America’s public schools, and they're not all receiving a good
education,

Even Maine, which ranks high on national tests, falls short of doing as well as it should with K-12 education. James F. Orr
[, chairman and chief executive of Unum Corp., drew this plcture starkly before the Chamber of Commerce of the Greater Portland
Region on Thursday.

Though Maine ranked first in the nation in math testing, Orr noted that only 27 percent of the Maine students registered
as proficient or better. Maine is leading a very slow pack.

The enormity of the education challenge can be intimidating. With so many students in need of so much more in the
classroom, students, educators, business leaders and parents can easily grow frustrated.

However, during his talk Orr set out three simple things his colleagues in the business world could do to help. We strongly
endorse them.

Ask all recently graduated job candidates for their transcripts. [n what Orr and other business leaders hope will become
a trend, companies are starting to take note of grades. Unum, which has always sought the grades of recent college graduates, now
will seek transcripts from applicants who recently finished their education in high schoel.

Give employees with school-age children time off to meet with teachers. Orr suggests this could be cither paid or unpaid
and need not be more than a day or two a year, Such a policy at Unum costs the company less than accommodating jury duty, he said.

Back voluntary comprehensive national testing. These tests will provide a more detailed portrait of student performance
than any test currently being done. They will allow schools to compare their performance with other schools across the nation and
around the world. They should lead to efforts to improve that performance..

Orr's company has taken its commitment to education even further. It has family-friendly policies for employees, training
for its workers and a program aimed at helping students make the transition to the working world.

Orr's comments Thursday, however, suggest that a business doesn’t need the resources of Unum to make a difference. All
Maine companies can adopt Orr’s recommendations and help improve our education system.M
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The New Republic
September 29, 1997

GETTING TESTY

By The Editors

Six years ago, then-President George Bush announced his support for national education standards —a single,
" nationwide set of criteria to gauge the performance of students and schools. Congressional Democrats shot down the
plan. New tests, they argued, would serve only to stigmatize poor performance.

TNR supported Bush's proposal in Y991, and we support the virtually identical national testing plan President Clinton
.. proposed in this year's State of the Union address. But now, lo and behold, it's the Republicans who are lining up against
the idea. Lamar Alexander, who led the fight for national performance tests as Bush's education secretary, now
fulminates against them. Alexander's confusion seems to have permeated his party. Chester Finn, a former assistant
secretary of education under President Reagan who serves as the GOP's eminence grise on the topic, first issued a
ringing endorsement of Clinton's plan — "better than Bush's" —then later announced his modified, updated view that
"the president's proposal would do more harm than good.” ‘

Confused? So, obviously, are the Republicans. Their excuses for opposmg fourth-grade reading tests and eighth-grade
math tests seem awfully, well, excuse-like, The tests would cost virtually nothing —$15 million a year —but William
Goodling, chairman of the House Education Committee, vaguely proposes to spend the money instead on “"the
classroom.” New federal pencil boxes for every second grader!

House Speaker Newt Gingrich says that instead Clinton "ought to be focusing on local parents, Iocal students and
local teachers," but it's hard to understand what this phrase even means. There is no such thing as a parent, student or
teacher who isn't local, since everyone resides in a locality. If Gingrich wants all initiatives to well up from the
grass-roots, then President Clinton can't very well "focus” on them, since everything he proposes is by definition a
national initiative. If Gingrich is trying to suggest that Clinton should not subject local government to federal regulation,
~ his objection is groundless. Any school or state would have the right to opt out of the tests.

Perhaps the underlying reason for Republican opposition is that national tests will nationalize the debate over
education. Currently, parents have no objective measure by which to compare the performance of their child's school
district with any other. National standards would allow for inter-district comparisons, thus empowering parents to
question the backward and inefficient practices employed by many local school boards. This in turn would expose
conservatism's local control fetish. Critics of public education —those who wish to replace it with vouchers, rather than
those who wish to improve it — point to the superior educational performance of foreign schools, while failing to
acknowledge that all other major industrial countries have centralized, nationally run public school systems.

Of course, should national testing spark a movement for real reform, conservatives are not the only ones who would
be threatened. Many administrators and teachers from poor, lcw-pcrfonm‘ng school districts resist national standards.
Diagnosing the problem, they argue, is not a substitute for treating it. True. But the public will never face up to public
education's inequalities and inadequacies until the consequences of those inequalities are laid out in hard numbers.
National testing would not only spur reform, it would also serve as an essential condition of reform. Without testing,
there's no way to know if reform is actually working.

Clinton's plan, then, has no appreciable downside and could even be a first step toward transforming the political
climate on education. But the promise of reform is not the same thing as reform, and for this reason Clinton's education
plan, taken as a whole, doesn't quite warrant the lyrical rhetoric with which the president has surrounded it. After all,
education was supposed to be the corerstone of Clinton's second term. But, in pursuit of a budget deal with the
Republicans, he bargained away his highly touted plan to spend $5 billion renovating dilapidated, inner-city schools.

The one portion of his education package that he refused to negotiate —tax deductions and credits for college tuition
—is a transparent political bribe and a grossly inefficient method of increasing access to college. That Clinton put a
higher priority on tax pork for the middle class than on far cheaper, and more urgent, aid for the truly needy belies his .
grandiose pronounccments The only thing worse than Clinton's settling for modest reform is the Republicans' obtuse
resistance to modest reform in educauon |
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Beyond Lake Wobegon

BY DAVID GERGEN
EDITOR AT LARGE

American schools need tough national standards and tests to match.

History, Karl Marx once suggested, has a way of repeating itself, first as tragedy, then as farce. Incredibly, that dictum
may just be right about American education. A few short years after a very good idea for education reform, Goals 2000,
was crippled by a lack of leadership, another splendid idea may now be heading toward a similar fate.

. The notion of national standards and testing holds rich promise for our schools. Mainstream reformers ranging from

Chester Finn of the conservative Hudson Institute and Diane Ravitch of the centrist Brookings Institution to liberals like
the late Albert Shanker of the American Federation of Teachers have embraced standards and testing; so have Presidents
Bush and Clinton. Surveys show that two thirds of the public would welcome them.

Standards and testing go hand in hand. Printed standards set forth what a child should know and be able to do in
subjects such as math and reading. They can also ensure that teachers have clear goals and that communities will fight
for the resources to meet them. Tests tied to those standards then help parents and students know how well Suzy and
Johnny measure up. If your daughter’s class is performing above the national average and she isn't, you can take it up
with her; but if her whole school is below average, you can march on city hall.

Hit the books. We have ample evidence that world-class standards and testing can be developed nationally without
threatening local control of schools. An organization called the National Center on Education and the Economy, working
with many states and school districts, is publishing such standards. It recommends, for example, that an elementary
school studént read 25 books a year. The center provides a sample list but leaves it to the school, if it chooses, to select
alternative books of similar complexity. A tough, well-respected test called the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) has long been used by the government to sample student performance nationwide. Together, these
two approaches show the direction the country should take.

That's not the road we're on. Most states have established their own standards and tests but too often have watered
them down, lulling the public into a false sense of confidence in their schools. In South Carolina, for example, 82
percent of fourth graders have met state reading requirements, but only 20 percent of them have passed the national
NAEP test. Oklahoma has a 50-point gap in the pass rates between state and national testing, Wxsconsm a 53-point gap.
It's Lake Wobegon, where all the children are above average.

Lowering expectations for students to improve their self-esteem or to assuage parcnts may have short-term
advantages, but over the long run, it is cruel. One day those kids will be thrown into real life, where they will rise or fall
on their skills. We have a moral obligation to create world-class standards for them.

. Early this year, President Clinton recognized that point, vowing a "national crusade for education standards.” But
since then he has quietly let the idea of standards slip away and is focusing only on national testing. Of course, it is
politically controversial to declare what a child should know. But nauonal tests alone are a weak substitute; as has been
said, weighing a sheep won't make it grow.

And even the idea of testing faces trouble. Until recently, the president had bypassed Congress and told the
Deparument of Education to develop the tests. An uproar followed as conservatives, alarmed by the prospect of the
federal government intruding into local education, joined with civil rights groups, worried about the performance of
‘minorities, in condemning national tests. Now, test development has been shifted to an independent board. National tests -
may yet pass Congress, but they risk being so mauled politically that few states will participate in them.

Clinton, who has a fine record in education reform, must now salvage all he can on testing. In coming months, he
should rebuild a durable, mainstream coalition that will advance us toward national standards as well as testing. Parents
and students want the best in education —and they certainly deserve it. :



1. Business Week
September 22, 1997

A BENCHMARK FOR IMPROVING SCHOOLS

What's wrong with benchmarking? Everything, apparently, if it is used in our schools. The raging debate in Congress
over President Clinton's plan to create two standardized math and reading exams pits Corporate America against fringe
elements of the U.S. body politic. Congressional conservatives worry about a federal government takeover of local
schools that would impose an alienvcu?riculum on students, while liberal legislators fear testing will benefit suburban

.. children to the detriment of city kids. This doesn't make any sense to chief executives who used benchmarking as a tool

to revitalize American industry. CEOs such as IBM's Louis Gerster are calling for the creation of voluntary
standardized tests that parents anywhere in the country can use to see how their children measure up against national
and international benchmarks. Chief executives within the Business Roundtable believe standardized tests can be a tool
to improve employee skills for the Information Age. Republican and Democratic governors also welcome a chance to
choose tests that allow themn to evaluate their state's performance vis-a-vis other states.

Efforts to hold schools accountable across the country are stymied by a lack of comparable data. Each state is
responsible for its own curriculum and its own testing. Standardized tests would simply gather data, establish a uniform
baseline, and allow states and localities to make judgments about resource atlocation. Nothing more.

To make it, Clinton should follow the advice of Governor John Engler (R-Mich.) and give the project to the
independent National Assessment Governing Board. The NAGB should then develop two simple exams measuring basic
math and reading skills by adopting one of many such tests already in use by the states In the mformanon era,
pragmatism. not paranoia, should guide America's educanon [



1. Boston Globe
September 19, 1997

A test for the US House

This week's House vote against nationwide student tests in reading and math was based partly on a demonstrably wrong
argument - that such tests are superfluous.
"We know where we are with our kids.... States already administer hundreds of tests," said Representative John Edward
Porter, an [tinois Republican. "Further tests don't add anything."
Circle false on your answer sheet. :
The testing currently done by states is a hodgepodge, including a handful of commerciaily marketed tests that compete with
_one another and tests developed within individual states and school systems and given nowhere else. The results can be useful locally
‘but give little sense of how states, schools, and individual students compare with their counterparts nationwide.
Indeed, many states grade their tests with standards that exaggerate their own performance. This creates the so-called Lake
Wobegon effect - nearly all the states are above average.
Such obvious bunkum is dangerous, since it allows teachers and administrators to avoid confronting thexr own mednocre
results. Yet it occurs in state after state.
The closest thing to national testing is done by the National Assessment of Educational Progress - surveys that by law
cannot include more than 3 percent of students. According to those surveys, 35 percent of Wisconsin fourth-graders read at a
proficient or advanced level for their grade, but Wisconsin says 88 percent met the standards of its own reading test. Only 15 percent
met the National Assessment standard in Louisiana, but 88 percent met the state standard. In math, state officials rated exghth—graders
higher than the National Assessment did by 27 percent in Michigan and 65 percent in Georgia.
Universal tests are the only way to identify the schools and classrooms that need help
Fortunately, the Senate approved President Clinton's modest proposal for voluntary natlonal testing of fourth-graders in
reading and eighth-graders in math. The House, in conference, should agree. The results are not superfluous; they are essential B
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September 17, 1997

A national test: Clinton's assessment program deserves
support |

After a lot of haggling and, finally, sofne sensible comprothise with the Legislature, Gov. Pete Wilson is getting the statewide

... academic skills test he had made a comerstone of his agenda this year. Unfortunately for President Clinton and his equally

high-profile effort to get a national testing program through Congress, there looks to be less room there for common ground.

If the president isn't able to convince Congress — a prospect that now looks ualikely in the House — parents and students wiil
lose the chance for an objective comparison of their individual, school and school-district performance to their counterparts acrass
the nation. That kind of measurement, developed and administered with care, has the potential to drive needed reform in public
education. :

The Senate has overwhelmingly approved the national test, to be given to fourth-graders in reading and eighth-graders in math
in districts that volunteer to administer it. But a growing number of critics in the House threaten to scuttle the plan altogether. They
are an odd alliance of conservative Republicans, who claim a national test would constitute dangerous federal meddling in local
school marters, and urban Democrats, who say the tests would unfairly stigmatize poor and minoriry schoolchildren who are relegated
to impoverished schools that don't prepare them to perform.

It's hard to see how a national test could amount to federal intrusion when Clinton has stipulated it would be entirely voluntary.
Those districts that don't see any value in the test simply don’t have to participate. (In doing so, however, they may anger parents
who are increasingly wary of inflated grades and want some objective assessment.)

The president has also agreed, at congressional urging, to transfer control of the formulation and administration of the test from -
the federal Department of Education, which conservatives complain is run by liberal partisans, to the National Assessment Governing
Board, an independent body that enjoys broader trust.

As for the complaint about stigmatizing poor and minority children, wouldn't a national test, scored by school, finally expose the
shamefu! inadequacy of so many impoverished urban and rural schools, thus making a powerful argument for the additional attention
and resources they deserve? Is it OK to let children languish in such conditions 2s long as we don't attach any numbers to them?

Many of the test's details remain to be worked out — the kinds of questions the tests would contain, how they would be scored
and so on — and more controversy will undoubtedly follow. But parents want and deserve concrete measures of their children’s
progress and the performance of schools their tax dollars support. Clinton is rying to give them that, and the House should get on
board. M

¥
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1. USA Today

September 15, 1997 Category: Editorial

Why fear national tests?: They just add information. OUR
VIEW: This is no intrusion on local choice. Its a way for
parents and educator’s to evaluate their schools.

Thanks to the wonders" of the Informatnon Age, Americans can compare the performance

of airlines, telecommunications companies, health plans and even mutual fund managers.

~ But when it comes to schools, meaningful comparisons are more difficult. Much as we
value high-quality education tests don’t tell parents how their children are perforxmng
academically compared to the students - nationally or abroad.

This week the House Republicans will try to maintain that sorry status quo.

They hope to block funding for a Clinton administration plan to introduce voluntary,
national standardized tests begmmng in 1999. The exams would measure reading skills in fourth
graders and math progress in Grade 8 -—- two critical points when mastery of the basics is linked
to future academic success.

~ Critics complain the national tests would threaten local control of schools, duplicate state
testing efforts and stigmatize low-performing schools districts.

They’re wrong on all counts. ‘

As any sweaty-palmed student can attest, nearly every state and school district administers
standardized exams. Yet federal comparisons show that states’ home-grown tests are frequently
less stringent than national tests. And the only national exams in general use measure just a
sampling of U.S. students for broad international comparisons -— useful for dra\wng a national
picture but of no help to individual school districts. :

As a result, students who are preparing for life in an increasingly global economy are
denied a realistic picture of how their knowledge and skills stack up beyond their own state’s
borders.

Under Clinton’s national testing plan, states could decide for themselves whether to use the
voluntary tests. There would be no federal penalties for poor-performers. And thankstoa
compromise worked out with Senate last week, an independent board, not the federal
government, would develop the exams.

In school districts using the new tests, students would receive individual breakdowns
comparing their performance to national and international standards. Parents, teachers and
taxpayers would get their ﬁrst clear look at whxch schools are teachmg effectively and where there
is trouble. :

State exams are not equal to that task.

On recent state exams, 88% of Wisconsin students were ranked as proficient readers. A
much smaller sample of Wisconsin students found only 35% were proficient. In Georgia, 81% of
students passed the state math test, but the national sampling found only 16% made the grade.

The new national tests would be a warning system for academic weaknesses From there.
Though, it would be left up to local educators, students and parents to act.

In an age when information is knowledge, national tests promise a new measure of
academic performance. That’s the type of intelligence consumers need.



1. The New York Times
09/15/97; Edition: Late Edition - Final; Section: Section A; Editorial Desk; Page 22, Column | Category: Editorial

Evaluating Pupil Pézformance

President Clinton's proposai for a national test that would offer detailed comparisons dmong individual students, schools
and states has run into heavy weather. The Senate has approved the idea and even strengthened it. But House Republicans argue that
a new test is unnecessary and that a national test in any event would constitute a Government takecover of the schools. On the
Democratic side, some black and Launo members warn that a national test would stigmatize minority children, who generally attend
worse schools. '

The Clinton Admmlstmnon has done a miserable job at calming fears and building consensus. Even so, the objections
raised by those who oppese the plan are minor compared with the benefits of a test that would allow parents to choose wisely among
schools —— and to know exactly where their children stand with respect to state, national and even world standards.

States now employ a patchwork of different tests, making comparisons among states and regions almost impossible. In
addition, test scores are often reported in a manner that seems deliberately obscure, as though to prevent parents from finding out
how well or poorly their schools are doing. The national tests administered by the National Assessment of Educational Progress are
sound but are given only to representative samplings of students. They can be used to rank states but give no information on
individual students, schools or school districts. ‘

Mr. Clinton's plan calls for 90-minute tests of fourth-grade reading and eighth-grade mathematics to be given on a voluntary
basis beginning in March 1999. It would cost $27 million to develop the tests. Administering them would cost about $10 to $12 for
each of the eight million fourth and eighth graders who would take the tests. Under the Clinton proposal, the Federal Government
would pay costs in the first year, and states or {ocal districts would pay after that The Senate has insured that the test would be
constructed in a nonpartisan fashion by giving responsibility to the National Assessment Governing Board, an independent body with
a reputation for thorough and tough-minded analysis.

Detailed test scores would help teachers and principals strengthen instructional plans — and find out how well or how
poorly the changes work. School-by-school rankings would allow the states to move promptly against failing schools and to replicate
those shown to be successful. The goals and standards associated with the test would be widely publicized, so that students, parcnw
and teachers would know what was expected of them,

Critics are right when they argue thathe schools require more than just testing to do a ‘better job, The General Accountmg
Office, for example, estimates that it would take $112 billion just to put school buildings in reasonable working order. Initiatives
to reduce class size and revamp teacher education could cost billions more. A strong comprehensive test would allow the oountry
to judge which improvements made a difference.

A voluntary national test is far from the "Federal mkeovcr" House Republicans suggest. On the contrary, the test would

. .. empower parents by allowing them to know how well their children and schools were doing — and to hold politicians and school

officials accountable as never before. Perhaps that is why some in Congress want to abort the plan.
N ‘



CNN InteractiveSeptember 12, 1997

National tests strengthen case for strong schools

An essay by CNN Interactive writer Emily Looney
(CNN) — Nearly everyone has clutched a No. 2 pencil in apprehension of a standardized test. But the proposal for
national tests that was left in limbo by Congress this week is nothing to fear — if we're ready to cope with the results.
There appears to be little public debate about whether to set national educational standards for children. What is

' controversial is the idea that the tests — though voluntary — might be only the beginning of federal meddling in local

school affairs. ‘ _

The Senate on Thursday easily passed a modified version of President Clinton's proposal to give reading tests to
fourth graders and math tests to eighth graders. But it attached an amendment the White House doesn't like that would
curtail the role of the Department of Education in administering school aid. And the House, where a blpamsan alhance
is bent on killing the testing plan, postponed its vote.

Politicians on both sides of the aisle like the idea of national standardized tests, and a recent Gallup Poll cited by the
White House shows most other people do, too.

But the dispute over federal vs. local control has little to do with dlscovermg if Johnny can read or add.

Skeptics are right in saying that the proposed tests would influence what's taught in what grades. But far from
establishing federal control, the tests will only work with — not in spite of. — local input.

Think globally, act locally

The proposed tests would give parents and educators a new tool to let them compare individual achievement, which
current standardized tests do not provide in the same way,

The tests would do this, in part, by comparing test results against set standards, instead of average scores, which
would allow for more accurate inter-state as well as international comparisons. '

Clinton isn't interested in the details of what's taught when, or how — only that all students can read and do math
at a defined level by a certain point in their schooling, said Marshall Smith, acting deputy secretary of education.

Even Smith acknowledged that would influence local curriculum decmons and he wasn't apologenc about it. But
he argued that the tests would only emphasize the "very basics.” .

And the White House insists states will not be forced to participate. States and school dzstncts would be free to decide
whether to give the tests, which would be introduced in March 1999.

Before this week's votes, seven states and 15 cities had volunteered to take part, according to the Education
Department's Web site. But once some schools began giving. the tests, others no doubt could feel peer pressure to
participate. : '

And some educators are  right to worry that the results may only further ~ stigmatize disadvantaged schools
and students, without providinga remedy. :
~ That's where the tests can really eam their multimillion- dollar keep. Their national visibility would expand our
awareness of floundering, underfunded schools in a significant and unavoidable way.

It would still be the local communities that are stuck with the hands-on work of fixing the educational inequities made
plain by the test results. Students would still leamn one-by-one, and need supportive parents, teachers and tutors.

‘With such tests, there could be no more broad-based dismissal of unequal results as the product of uneven standards.
Local and regional inequities would become a national concem.

Don't worry, the students can't vote yet ‘

Letting the federal government help define and measure what we need to learn, even if it's only with the basics, would
give education — already a highly politicized issue — an even higher political profile.

The tests have all the makings of election fodder. But the potential for political manipulation of the tests and their
results can, with voter willpower, be checked. '

Already, in an effort to shield the tests from the whims of partisan dispute and political trends, Clinton agreed in a
compromise to give oversight to the National Assessment Governing Board instead of the Education Department. And
the Senate measure aims to adjust the makeup of the independent board, created by Congress to oversee national tests
given only on a selective basis, to allow for broader input.

It's worth the political risks. Leavmg it largely to states and schools to determine what children need to know doesn't



serve the children themselves well, either in our mobile society or a gloBal economy.

Colleges and universities, admitting students across state lines, have long recognized the need to try to even out local
inequities in evaluation methods. These schools widely rely on the Scholastic Aptitude Test, an independent exam for
high school students. ’

The fundamentals of what we want our students to learn should be defined and refined in a national debate. New ideas
about education are coming along all the time, and any national tests should be revised accordingly. .

And however imperfect the means, the goal remains the same: improving local education.l
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Most Illinois parents probably would jump at the chance to
* find out how their children's education stacks up against the
* education kids are getting in, say, lowa, or Michigan, or Texas.
President Clinton's proposed national testing for reading and
math would give them that chance, but Republicans in Congress are
working furiously this week to block funding for the tests. It sort
of makes you wonder what they're afraid of.
Clinton's aim is to establish high academic standards and
* allow school districts to test their students against them. In the
process, districts also would find out how their kids are doing
compared with others around the country taking the same tests.
The proposal is actually pretty modest, calling for 90-minute
tests of 4th-grade reading skills and 8th-grade mathematics
starting in 1999. No district would be required to nge the tests;
it's an opportunity, not a mandate.
* Of course, districts that chose not to test thexr students
would need to have some good answers for parents--and taxpayers--as
to why they don't want to know how their students fare academically
compared to their peers in other parts of the country. National
testing, while not a definitive measure, will be a powerful tool
for holding teachers, administrators and yes, politicians, -
* accountable for whether students are getting the education they
need and deserve.
Six states and 15 large urban school districts, including
Chicago, have signed on to participate in the tests, and many more
have expressed interest. But if congressional Republicans succeed
in blocking the $16 million allocated for development, there may be
no tests at all--even for districts that want them.
House Speaker Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) has tried to muddy the
* issue by pushing a rival education plan that calls for vouchers and
other measures to help expand a family's choice of schools. Nothing

Source: Chicagé 'fribuxw, September 11, 1997
Copyright © 1997 Dow Jones & Cnmpiny, Inc. All Rights Reserved. ‘ ‘ ‘ . Pagel
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wrong with that, but it's not an either-or proposition. There's no

reason those measures can't exist alongside national testing.
More foolish still are the objections of special-interest

groups claiming that national tests would stigmatize the poor and

minorities or would be unfair to kids with limited English skills.

* If poor and minority children are getting substandard education in
this country, then their parents have a right to know it and to ask
why.- ‘

* In fact that may be one ¢ of the questions test- shy
politicians don't want to have to answer.

[0607 * End of document.

Source: Chicago Tribune, September 11, 1997
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F ROM the reawood forests-to A cellular phone user is at Jeast as
the Gulf Strearn waters. two . . )
plus two equals four. But we impaired as a drinker. Why should
have no way of knowing whether  the laws be any different?
Carlos in Califor- ' ,
ria can do math  — Letter writer Ron Hull %‘9\“\
as well as Mary The alternative is to lie to par- : Q/UJ/S
in Mississippi. | ents about how their kids are do- N
President ing, hand out “student of the | ,
Clinton’s  pro- month” stickers like condoms, and

g;aduate students with phony
diplomas, .
Hispanic groups oppose the

posed national
assessment — 2
reading test for

,ing.

fourth-graders, a math exam for
eighth-graders — is facing heavy
opposition in Congress for a vari-
ety of reasons, most of them spe-
cious. Clinton has vowed to veto

. the education, labor and health

spending bill if it passes with an
amendment banning national test-

This is a fight Clinton should
win. While most states, like Cali-
fornia, are working on their own
standards, we need a national
benchmark to show whether
young Americans are learning the
skdlls they need to succeed.

Critics on the right say the fed-
eral education bureaucrats will
use a national test to meddle in lo-
cal decisions. Some fear the exam
will favor “whole language” over
phonics, or “fuzzy math" over
computation.

The answer to that is that the

. program is voluntary. So far, only

six states and 15 big<ity school
districts have pledged to use the
tests, starting in March 1999, If the
national tests are based on poorly
devised standards or don't mea-
sure achievement credibly, then

they won't be used or heeded.

Critics on the left fear that black
and Hispanic kids will earn low
scores; and be shunted into low-
level classes or stigmatized when
they try to get into college or get
jobs.

Many kids will do poorly. But a

fourth-grade or eighth-grade test is

i

meant to diagnosé problems or
distover success, not to decide a
student's fate. The tests will give
students the chance to improve
their skills before they find oy
they can't read a college textbooi
or a job application.
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yeu Gaat to kew b your il
s realy doing or do you want to pretend?

ven in English only, handicap-

ping students who aren't yet profi-

cient in English. Los Angeles Uni-

fied backed out of the reading test’

for that reason. (Meanwhile, con-
servatives are upset

that the math test

will be given in

Spanish as well as

English.)
Again, the ques-
tion is: Do you
- want to know how
well students are
leaming, or would
you rather play
pretend? Reading
~ in English is the
goal for all students.
Let’s find out how rapid-
ly students from immigrant fami-

lies are moving toward that goal.

California exemplifies the im-
_portance of national testing:
When students earned abysmal
scores on the National Assess-

ment for Educational Progress
the failure of the state’s “V%'hole.,
language” reading program was
exposed; :

~ NABRP tests sample students to
Create state rankings. Clinton's
test a:lso would produce scores for
Individual students, schools or
school districts. -

It shaufd be possible to develop

a test that measures adequate,
good and excellent fourth-grade -
readmg,, and eighth-grade math. If
We can't agree on national bench.
marks for the two fundamental
subjects, we might as well give up
hope oftreaching world-class stan.

- dards in education.
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A proficient pian

National tests would raise education standards.

Sound the alarm. hit the streets.
man the barricades: Washington has

“found another way to exert control

of the minds of innocent schoolchil-

"dren - a national test of how well

fourth graders read and eighth grad-
ers do math!

That's been the reaction of many
people to President Clinton's modest
proposal to establish voluntary. na-
tional proficiency tests. to begin in
March 1999. 50 {ar. six states and 15
school districts (only the city of Phil-
adelphia in this region) have em-
braced the plan.

Just think what the tests could
lead to: consistently collected dataon
what students need to learn to mas-
ter these skills and what more adults
can do. including higher academic
standards. Shocking!

[t strains common sense to view
such a limited project as the thin
edge of a federal wedge into the long-

" cherished local control of schools.

(Of course. most local school boards
grab for every dime of federal money
they can gét lor extra books. aides
and computers. but that's different.
right?}

The price tag is modest: The Presi-
dent's program would cost an esti-
mated $16.5 million for two years to
develop and implement the tests. It's
not clear whether the federal sup-
port would continue after 1999.

~ The tests’ value lies in their poten-
- tial to build the case {or continuing

the struggle for higher academic
standards by providing yet another
link hetween standards and achieve-
ment. [n international competition.
American students are among the
best in science and well above aver-
age in math. {t's no accident that
goud news comes in the two areas

where most schools have adopted

standards developed by a national ed-
ucational organization. .

The project’s most formidable
congressional opponent is US. Rep.

" William Goodling. the Pennsylvania

Republican who chairs the House
Education Committee.

Rep. Goodling wants to kill the
plan on the grounds that it is unnec-
essary. Over the last decade. he ar-
gues. 46 states have set higher stand-
ards and administered tests. His
analogy is: "You can keep weighing a .
hog, but he won't get any fatter.”

There's a flaw in that sound bite.
State standards vary widely, and
some are so weak they're meaning-
less to teachers and useless to par-
ents. Consider Louisiana, where 88
percent of the fourth graders meet

. the state's standard — but only 15

percent show proficiency on the Na-
tional Assessment. of Educational
Progress (NEAP).

Senate Republicans reportedly are
ready to compromise. On Monday, ne-
gotiators said they were close to an
agreement that the GOP withdraw its
amendment 1o block the Education
Department f{rom 'developing the
test. Instead the tests would be de-
signed by the bipartisan. independ-
ent National Assessment Governing
Board.

Testing goes hand-in-hand with
accountability, which should reso-
nate with promoters of choice. -
vouchers and competition. If public
money is to {und such experiments.
then the public — parents. especially
— should be able to hold the schools
accountable {or results, using a com-
mon yardstick.

Coming on the heels of a biparti-
san budget agreement that left parti-
sans of both parties unhappy. this
clash seems more like an effort to
stake out turf for the 1998 congres-
sional races than a crusade 10 save
schools from the evil feds. '

Measuring student mastery of

“basic skills across school districts

and state lines is too vital to Ameri-
ca's future to fall victim to political
tomfcolery.

M To comment briefly on these
editorials. call 215-854-5060. The
Editorial Boarg will respong 1o as
many calls as possible.

Editorsal Board: John Timpane. Associste Editor: Kevin Ferrs, Readers Editor: Cyntiua Henry, Assistant Editorsal
Page Editur: Henry Brvan. Russel! Cuoke. Alexis Muore ana Douglas Pike, editaral writers: Trudy Rubrn, editoral
vrier cotumnist; Claude Lewss. columnist: Tony Auth. editor:ar cartoomst,



New York Newsday
September 10. 1997

Failing the Exam / A coalition of Izberals and
conservatzves lets down our kids by opposmg national

tests.

After ail the complaints about the.

mediocre performance of Amencan
students and with 2 pie of evidence
showing that scholastic ngor varies
wiidly from one school
antother. the Clinton admunstration s
trving to  accomplish  something
worthwhile. [t wants natonal tests in
reading and math to give parents. schoals
and even employers the basic
information they need to determine if the
kids measure up.

This should not be a pohuc:uly

arduous endeavor but 3 rallying point for

everyone concerned about the nation's
need to upgrade the schooling of all
children to prepare them for the new
work force.

‘Yet  conservative  Republicans
including House Speaker Newt Gingrich

district 1o

(R-Ga). in an alliance of convenience

with some liberal Democras. are trying .

to beat back the pian by denying funding.
That woulid be a tnumph of ideclogy and
politics over common sense.

No modem nation but the LUnited
States has such a fragmented education
system. in which there are effectively no
checks (o ensure that schools perform as

they should. Yet President Bill Clinten,

mindful of the enduring anachment
Amencans have 1o local contol of public
schools. specifically has proposed to
make the nauonal tests voluntary. No
district or staze can be forced to
administer them - but the more that do.
the sharper the picture will be about
where the failings. are. Clinton aiso has
wisely bowed to demands that the test be

rgrab. no

deveioped by a bipartisan tesung board.

Desprte the conservatnves' chetone that
decnies Clinton's plan as a federal power
one proposes © have
Washington bulldoze through the litle
red schooihouse. Liberals wormed that
disadvantaged swdents will perform
poorly are probably nght wn ther
issumption but wrong 1n their remedy:
Not tesung won't make things better, and

-testing could. once and for all, pinpoint

the worst failings for remediation.

No marter how much the two extremes
argue. there's no runming fram the
consensus that exists among hundreds of
businesses and mast educatars: IU's time
to .get serious about demanding
high=quality educational outcomes.
Clinton 15 nght o push toward it. M
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1. Portland Press Herald
"September 8, 1997

PRESIDENT'S PROPOSAL: With national

testmg, schools will improve
Changing times challenge Amencan schools. Testmg

should be part of the response.

@COpynght 1997 Guy Gannett Communications

The United States has the most decentralized education system in the industrialized
world. Unlike Europe or Japan, Americans leave decisions about education standards and
curriculum largely to local school boards, usually with some state input. ‘

This system has served the nation well, but it is being challenged by changing times.
Those challenges can be met, in part, through nationwide standardized tests.

Local control of education policy has has traditionally given our schools an ability to
respond to the local needs. Rural schools could ‘relate their courses to farming. Urban
schools could have courses geared to fictory work.

More importantly, local control has given parents a greater voice in their kids' schoals.
This has created school systems that reflect local values. [t has also drawn parents into the
system, something which can greatly enrich a child's educational experience.

"In recent years, though, a changing economy has strained the system.

Distinctions between local economies have diminished as new technology and freer trade
practices have allowed goods, services and capital to flow more freely from place to place.
Tosucceed in today's economy, graduates of every school system need basic skills. Work

- on the farm or factory floor is highly technical, and any good-paying service job also
requires a good education.

That's why President Clinton's proposal to create national testing makes so much sense.
Such testing will give school systems, parents-and kids an idea of how they stack upina -
competitive world. As a result, the testing will be a powerful incentive for teachers and
administrators to raise standards when needed.

Clinton's testing program is also worthy because of what it will not do. The president
does not propose a comprehensive test that would lead to a national curriculum, but a basic
test that will measure math and reading skills. Rather than have the test developed by the
party in power, Clinton proposes a bipartisan, mdependent panel draw them up. This will
assure that the test focuses on the basics.

" This approach will leave local school boards in charge of vast areas of the curriculum,
keeping intact the ability of parents to have an impact on their schools. At the same time,
it will set standards that, in our global economy, all schools should be meeting. B
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1. Boston Globe
September 8, 1997 '

Worthwkile tests

By Globe Staff

President Clinton's push for national testing in the fourth and eighth grades deserves
enthusiastic support. In a broad national commitment to improve the nation's schools, testing
is only one part, but a part that is crucial in two ways:

Evaluating the myriad attempts at reform.

Identifying states and districts that are performing poorly, often without realizing just
how poorly, and giving them a swift kick.

An odd mix of liberals and conservatives opposes natlonal testing, but with different
arguments that have ready answers.

Some liberals feel that testing detracts from learning - that teachers interrupt their own
classroom strategies to prepare for standard exams. But limited testing of accepted material
does not dictate teaching methods. The American Federauon of Teachers supports Clinton's
plan.

- More troubling is the fact that testing can accentuate the weak performance of many poor,
often minority, students, potentially widening the learning gap. This problem can be
overcome of it is faced head-on with special programs for those who do not test well.

From conservatives, the chief complaint’ is that national testing will lead to national
curricula, with big govemment in Washington dictating politically correct course materials
for classes across the country. This worry bears no relation to the proposal from Clinton,
who is only recommending a single reading test for fourth graders and a math test in the
eighth grade. No ideology is needed to solve an algebralc equation or to agree that every
eighth-grader should have that skill. .

In fact, Clinton is proposing that the tests be voluntary, while universal testing would
provide much more useful information.

Americans treasure local control of schools and should not give it up, but it has fail ed
millions of children because of too little oversight. [n many states, only the courts have
saved the poorest districts from the dust bin.

Tests do not teach, but they help identify what teaching works and where it is needed M
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WITH the kiddies tucked safely - or not so safely - back in
their classrooms for another school year, questions
about education policy are up for discussion. Raise your
hand if you want to speak..

American schools are a terrible failure, critics carp.
We're submerged in the international rankings. Maybe
there's no longer a Sputnik gap, but there are plenty of
other reputed scholastic chasms showing our kids to be
-dumber than Korean kids, Irish kids or Slovenian kids.
Horrors abound - not enough books, too many drugs. Our
kids can't read, they drop out and they don't have a clue
who the secretary of Energy is (do you?). Employers
complain that high school grads have to be trained all
over again in basic skills.

Such dire analyses seem strange stacked next to the fact
that the United States leads the world in technology,
biomedical research, space exploration and dozens of
other fields. Americans win more than our share of Nobel
prizes. : :

Still, the suspicion sticks that American education is
not all it could be. Millions of children aren't learning
to read, write and do sums well, and millions more are
deprived of a truly excellent educational expenence.

What to do? ‘ ~

President Clinton is pushing hard for standardize

* national tests, much to the horror of Republicans who aim
to safeguard local control of schools. To us, the

[)
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president's plan makes sense. Why, in an age of global
competition and instantaneous communication, would we
expect - Or want - students in San Francisco to leam a
totally different set of skills from kids in Red Bank,
N.J.?
Then there's the issue of accountability. School

administrators, teachers and students ought to be held to
answer for what is, and isn't, leamned in the classroom.
Failure should be recognized and dealt with. Sometimes
there are so much fuzz and feel-good that the real
business of school - educating students - is demoted.

* National tests are a good way to get back to basics.

What's at stake here are not moral values. No one's
talking about teaching witchcraft, or even birth control
- just hard-nosed math and science and reading.

When Johnny can't read, we often find about it throug.h
tests. California went back to phonics after testing
showed that fewer students were learning to read
proficiently in the early grades using the trendy whole
language method. '

Local control isn't a bad idea. And the president doesn't
disagree. He's glad to leave course content and teaching
technique up to local educators. But it's fair to
everyone, especially parents, to see how well the »
curricula and methods fare in comparison with other
programs around the country. Then, 1deally, the rest
would learn from the best.

* Clinton has agreed to make the tests voluntary and to
leave their composition up to a bipartisan panel of
experts independent from the U.S. Department of
Education, a GOP candidate for extinction.

The only thing that really makes the president's proposal
disagreeable to Republicans is the slippery-siope
argument: Let the feds get a foot in the schoolhouse door .
.and pretty soon they'll be running the place. But by that
time, the GOP will have everyone in private schools
courtesy of government vouchers. Ah, well.

Dread not. The more probable consequence of standardized

* national tests is that more kids will learn more. The GOP
should appreciate the wonderful marketplace competition
that will help make this happen. Everyone will want to
keep up with New Trier High School.

It's said we learn from our mistakes, and one of our

. * mistakes has been not having national tests to act both as
a gauge of how well we are educating our youth and as a
stimulus to doing the job better next term.

Source: San Francisco Examiner, September §, 1997
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A Put Schools to the Test

MERICAN children won't no-
Atice. but the public schools they
return to this fall lack some-
_thing important: a reliable, uniform
means of assessing how well they're

*Zoing their job.

. Erasing that lack is what President
Clinton has in mind when he calls for
national tests, at the fourth and eighth
grades, to assess students' perfor-
mance in reading and math. The De-
partment of Education has

math. Many big-city educational lead-
ers are squarely behind national stan-
dards and tests. tog, seeing them as a
way of raising community involve-
ment and student performance in
their often-blighted school systems.
There are, of course, various ways
of taking these steps. Some education
analysts say the approach being taken
by the administration, having the Ed-
ucation Department guide the devel-
opment of the tests

hastened the response to VNN hrouch its contract with
that call, letting a $13 mil- Reliable an ‘alliance of publishers
lion contract for develop- . and education groups, will
ment of such tests. ®" national tests heighten the chances of po-
Administration planners are a key litical and bureaucratic ma-
hope the tests will be ready element in nipulation.
by 1999. Though use of the rebuildin Why not simply expand
exams will be voluntary, it's . ) the already existing - and
assumed most school dis- PUbllC bighly respected - National
tricts will participate. Opt- education. Assessment of Educational

ing out might be tacit ad-
mission that the local
schools don't measure up.

But the administration's time frame
could run into problems. The move to
institute voluntary national tests faces
opposition from a number of direc-
tions. Some Republicans in Congress
hope to block any funding for test de-
velopment. They are concerned about
federal intervention in local school de-
cisionmaking, and worry that a na-
tional test, even if voluntary, is a step
toward a federally set curriculum.
They are distrustful of anything con-
ceived by the federal education bu-
reaucracy.

On the other side of the political

spectrum are liberal critics who see’

standardized tests as inherently unfair
to ethnic and cultural minorities.
There are already efforts, for instance,
to have the math, and even the read-
ing, tests administered in Spanish as
well as English.

Countering these arguments is the
need to bring a degree of consisteny
and accountability to American educa-
ton. The slowly progressing move to-
ward national standards, and the re-

‘aated effort to develop -uniform
testing, address this need. Such steps
have strong backing from business
leaders, who rely on public schools to
produce workers who, at the least,

Progress testing program?
Currently, that program is
restricted by law to sample testing
that can be used to compare educa- |
tional performance among the states.
The Department of Education has an-
nounced that its tests will, in fact. be
based on the NAEP model. S
No matter how carefully conceived. . |
and no matter how focused on the fun- -
damentals of reading and math, the
tests are likely to generate contro-
versy. Both fields have deep philo-
sophical divides, between new math
and old math, whole language and
phonics. The debate should, however,
be much less heated than the eruption
over proposed national history stan-
dards a few years ago. ‘
For the sake of America’s students,
the political and philosophical hurdles
have to be cleared. Reliable national

‘tests won't in themselves rebuild pub-

lic education, but they’'re an important
foundation stone. Secretary of Educa-
tion Richard Riley has it right: “Rais-
ing expectations and standards in ed-
ucation motivates students to learn
more and work harder. For the first
time, the tests will inform parents,
teachers, and students themselves
azbout what it takes to reach national
and even international standards of
achievement in this great country -
something no other test currently
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Yes on Tests

national reading test for fourth-graders and a

PRESIDENT CLINTON wants to create a
" math test for eighth-graders. House Republi-

cans propose to deny him the funds. They say the

tests aren’t needed, won't help raise achievement
levels and may in fact do harm if they lead to a national
carriculum or cause underperforming students,
$chools or school districts to be written off. The critics
are'wrong. The funds should be provided. ‘

The critics create the specter of federal control of
education. That's what gives the issue its political
resonance. The tests become a symbol of the big

government that Republicans like to say Democrats are -

for and they are against. But things are a long way from
that. The president and Education Secretary Richard
Riley. both are former governors; neither seeks to
engroach on traditional state prerogatives in education.
testing they propose would be voluntary. No
federal aid would be conditioned on participation. -
“Under a compromise just offered to assuage the
critics, the tests would be developed and administered
by an independent national board that is successfully

administering some national tests already. The main

difference is that the results of the new tests would be
available for individual students, classes, schools and
school districts, rather than expressed in broad nation-
al or régional terms. The idea is that, yes, they might
then become instruments for change, but not dictated
from above. Rather, parents and others would use
them as a standard for comparison, and for demanding

improvement on the ground, at the local level.

The subjects were chosen to avoid the controversy
that has sometimes, rightly, surrounded other efforts
to develop national tests. There are- great disputes
about how best to teach reading and math. Sometimes
these become surrogates for the deeper disputes
about going back to basics, imposing stricter_ disci-
pline, etc. But reading and math aren’t valueladen
subjects like, say, national history or literature. They
are basic, measurable necessary skills in the democ-
racy and work force alike. Business groups are among
those seeking the improvements in the schools that
the national tests are meant to help bring about. Their
concern is with the quality of the work force of the
future: Will it be competitive? .

Nor does it make much sense to look on tests asa
threat to students or districts or schools that don't
score well. In the long run, it seems to us that it can
only help to have it known how well or poorly a school

_or its students are performing. Tests don't tell you

everything, but they are what the schooling is; or
ought to be, about. You balance risks in enterprises -
such as this. The danger is not that the federal
government is going to take over the nation’s schools.
The danger. rather is that poor. performance will
continue to be tolerated and obscured. A high, albeit
voluntary, national standard embodied in tests such as
contemplated here will help combat such perfor-
mance. It was conservatives who early on proposed
such tests as a kind of discipline for the schools. They
should pocket their victory and move on.
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N FEBRUARY'S State of the Union address,
President Clinton chailenged states to go
further than the familiar cail to adopt high

" education standards. “By 1999, every state

should test every fourth-grader in reading and
every eighth-grader in math to make sore these
standards are met,” he said. Six months later, the
bureaucracy is revving up to create the eavi-
sioned voluntary national test, but the plan has
bogged down in politics and process,

National testing for individual students of the
type used by our trade competitors in Europe and
Asia is a good idea. Currently, the only available
“nation’s report card” is the National Assessment
of Educational Progress, a sampling of student

achievement in groups. Famiiies and schools

need uniform measures with which to identify a
child’s academic weaknesses and plan improve-
ments. The entire movement for natonal stan-
dards over the past decade always inciuded the
eventuality of some kind of assessment, dis-
cussed most frequently as curriculum-tailored
and voluntary.

But so far the Education Department has

attracted only six states to its testing plan.
Home-schooling advocate Michaei Farris warms
_ that testing is “the last nail in the coffin of local
control.” Some in the minority community fear
testing merely will embarrass low-performing

Get On With Student Testing

students. The most active opponents—railying
around House Education chairman. Bill Goodling
(R-Pa.)—will seek in September to block funds
for deveiopment of testing. They see it as a
power grab by the Education Department and
educators whom they accuse of ignoring Con-
gress and favoring hazy “critical thinking” skills
rather than a back-to-basics philosophy.

The “process” question is whether the tests
should be created and run by a contractor. an
approach the Clinton team is already weil into

preparing