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alifornia is struggling to create and
implement an assessment system

that would support standards-based
reform and would be acceptable to all

stakeholders—students, parents, educators,
policymakers, education researchers, and busi-
ness and community members. At EdSource’s
24th Annual Forum in April 2001, “Tests and
More Tests: The Road Ahead for Student As-
sessment,” speakers focused on the issues cen-
tral to that challenge.

Gerald Hayward, director of Policy Analysis
for California Education (PACE), who moder-
ated the EdSource event, discussed the differing
perspectives. “The researchers and testing peo-
ple are really pushing hard for accuracy, for lim-
iting consequences to what they feel the tests
can accurately measure. That usually means
going slowly and cautiously, and often having
long and expensive and multiple tests,” he said.
Business leaders, on the other hand, are “will-
ing to trade off some accuracy for speed. They
would argue that we’ve dithered long enough.”

Educators, Hayward added, want the testing
system to be fair. They want clear signals, lead
time, curricula and textbooks aligned with the
state’s academic content standards, a competent
teaching force, and adequate preparation.

“When you begin to see some of the issues
that policymakers grapple with, and some of
the very legitimate points of view often coming
at them from different directions, you’ll appre-
ciate the complexity of this issue,” Hayward
said. Out of these competing demands “emerges
an assessment system that probably pleases no
one, but may survive if we are explicit about
what we are doing and why.”

State Board director 
outlines new direction
At the April Forum John Mockler, executive
director of the State Board of Education, 
took on the challenge of clarifying where state
leaders are planning to go with California’s

mandatory
assessment system.
When Gov. Gray Davis, a new state Legisla-
ture, and a new State Board of Education took
over in January 1999, they brought a fresh look
to California’s education system, Mockler said.
Twenty-seven months and $12 billion in addi-
tional programs and services later, the state is
well on its way to helping its students meet its
new, higher standards, he said. Teacher train-
ing, professional development, curriculum, and
textbooks are all being aligned to the state’s
academic content standards.

Mockler admitted that this fast pace plus 
a lack of communication has left many educa-
tors who must implement the new standards
confused. But, he said, the state is clear in its
direction and is working to improve its com-
munication with educators. To measure the
impact of this outpouring of time and money,
the state needed to move quickly with its as-
sessment system, Mockler said. In 1999, the
system did not yet include tests based on the
state’s academic content standards.

“We had no way of measuring the system
against itself,” he said. “We had no system to
recognize those schools that made extraordi-
nary progress. We had no goals, no expecta-
tions. We always talk about schools having
higher expectations for students; we also have
to have higher expectations for schools. I
think they work together.”
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STAR assessment program
faces reauthorization this year  
A year ago, Mockler said, the State Board of
Education and the Superintendent of Public
Instruction agreed on recommendations for
a long-term assessment plan. State law re-
quires the reauthorization of the Standard-
ized Testing and Reporting (STAR) program
this calendar year, giving policymakers the
opportunity to put that long-term plan into
law. The goal is for state tests to conform to
high technical standards and focus instruc-
tion on the mastery of the state content
standards, Mockler said. This would mean
moving away from the current reliance on a
nationally normed test such as the Stanford-
9 (a multiple-choice, “basic skills” test that
compares California students to a national
sampling of students) toward a system that
relies primarily on standards-based tests. 

Currently the STAR program includes
the Stanford-9 plus some tests that are di-
rectly aligned with California’s content stan-
dards. However, for 2000–01, the results of
the Stanford-9 tests alone determined a
school’s Academic Performance Index (API)
score. California’s new accountability system
ranks and rewards schools based on their
API score and sets goals for each school
based on raising that score. The state also 
finances intervention programs for schools
with low API scores.

Mockler predicted that the standards-
based tests, rather than the Stanford-9, would
become the core of the state accountability
system in the future. The API will “rapidly
become a standards-driven index,” he said.

Plan emphasizes standards-
based assessments and
streamlining of tests
Mockler gave a sneak preview of this new
plan, which he hopes will eventually create
a seamless, standards-based assessment and
accountability system from second grade
through university. 

“We will eliminate redundant tests,”
Mockler said, “and we will provide contin-
uity over time. That’s the core direction 
we’re going.”

The new direction includes the standards-
based High School Exit Exam; a nationally

normed test of basic skills, such as the 
Stanford-9; the Golden State Exams; the
California English Language Development
Test; and some changes to the standards-
based tests, which are in four core academic
subjects (English/language arts, math, 
science, and history/social science). 
(See Figure 1.)

✔ In English/language arts, all students in
grades 2–11 will take augmented standards-
based and nationally normed tests as they
are doing today, according to Mockler.
The writing assessments in grades 4 and 7
are expected to continue, he added. 

✔ In math, all students in grades 2–11 
currently take a nationally normed test, 
the Stanford-9, as well as augmented
standards-based tests. In the future, the
nationally normed test would be short-
ened, Mockler said. Stanford-9 questions
now included in the standards-based tests
would be removed so the two tests would
be entirely separate, he predicted. “This
system will save us time and provide us a
lot more room to make the tests as good
as they can be,” he said. 

For students taking Algebra I or
above, the standards-based content test
currently is linked to the course the stu-
dents are taking. When a student takes 
Algebra I, for example, the standards-based
test covers Algebra I. Thus standards-based
tests act as end-of-course tests, Mockler
said. This approach was implemented in
2000 and is part of the proposed STAR
reauthorization plan, he said. In grade 11,
students who have completed the se-
quence of math courses (Algebra I, Geom-
etry, and Algebra II or the Integrated
Math series) would continue to complete a
cumulative standards-based test as well as
a nationally normed test, as they do today,
he said. Under the new plan, high school
students not enrolled in those specific
courses would probably take a standards-
based test on material up to and including
Algebra I, very similar to the range of the
High School Exit Exam, Mockler said. 

✔ In science, Mockler said, the future plan
calls for a standards-based test in at least
one upper elementary grade, which is not
currently required. Grades 9–11 would
take a shortened form of a nationally
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normed test, he predicted. (Cur-
rently students in grades 9–11 take
the full Stanford-9 science test.)
High school students who are en-
rolled in specific science courses (bi-
ology, chemistry, physics, or earth
science) would also continue to take
a standards-based test tied to a par-
ticular course, so the tests would act
as end-of-course tests. 

✔ In history/social science, students
would continue to take standards-
based tests in grades 9–11 as is cur-
rently done, Mockler said. The future
plan, he noted, calls for at least one
test in the upper elementary grades,
which is not done today. “We will
eliminate the nationally normed test
for history/social science in high
school,” he predicted, because that
test is the least synchronized to what
California does. “It tests course
knowledge in grades that are out of
sequence with our standards, and so
it really has no connection,” he said. 

✔ In the future, some of the Golden
State Exams would be merged with
the standards-based tests to denote
high achievement, Mockler pre-
dicted. (Golden State Exams are 
voluntary, end-of-course tests recog-
nizing high student achievement.)
“We will also investigate that merger
and the use of those two tests 
[standards-based and Golden State]
to serve as at least a post-secondary
placement test,” he said, adding that
eventually they might be used as ad-
mission criteria to post-secondary 
institutions. There is no reason, he
said, why California cannot have its
own tests that are equal to the Ad-
vanced Placement or International
Baccalaureate tests.

✔ The new California English Lan-
guage Development Test (CELDT)
would be used to track the progress of
English learners toward proficiency in
English, Mockler said. The SABE/2
(Spanish Assessment of Basic Educa-
tion, Second Edition) will still be used
to test Spanish-speaking students who
have been in a school district for less
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By law, STAR is scheduled to be reauthorized in 2001 and may, or may not, include the Stanford-
9 as the nationally normed test.The items under “2002 and beyond” reflect recommendations
from the State Board of Education for that reauthorization.

English/Language Arts
Grades 2001 2002 and beyond (proposed) 

2–11 Full nationally No change
normed test 
(Stanford-9)

Augmented No change
Standards-based test

4 and 7 Writing assessment No change

Math
Grades 2001 2002 and beyond (proposed)

2–11 Full nationally Shortened nationally normed test
normed test 
(Stanford-9) 

2–7 Augmented Standards-based test entirely separate
Standards-based test from nationally normed test

8–11 End-of-course No change
Standards-based 
tests (Algebra I/
Geometry/Algebra II 
or Integrated Math I,II,III)

11 Cumulative Standards Cumulative Standards-based test
-based test (Algebra I/ (Algebra I/Geometry/Algebra II or
Geometry/Algebra II Integrated Math I,II,III)
or Integrated Math I,II,III)

For those who have completed 
only Algebra I, a Standards-based 
test through Algebra I

Science
Grades 2001 2002 and beyond (proposed)

K–8 None required Standards-based test at one grade 
between 5 and 8

9–11 Full nationally Shortened nationally normed test
normed test (Stanford-9)

End-of-course End-of-course Standards-based tests
Standards-based tests (biology, chemistry, physics, earth science)
(biology, chemistry, physics,
earth science)

History/Social Science
Grades 2001 2002 and beyond (proposed)

K–8 None required Standards-based test at one grade 
between 5 and 8

9–11 Full nationally normed Standards-based test only
test (Stanford-9)

Standards-based test

Figure 1
California’s Current and Future Testing Plans



than a year. The state hopes to simplify the English 
Language Development test, perhaps by using parts of 
the standards-based tests to determine proficiency, with
separate oral language and writing assessments, he said.

✔ Mockler said the state is working on establishing a pass-
ing (or cut) score on the new High School Exit Exam,
which was taken for the first time by many high school
freshmen in March 2001. (See a discussion of the exam
on page 5.) “We won’t set [the cut score] on time be-
cause we don’t have the information to do a cut score in
a proper fashion,” Mockler said. “It won’t be within the
eight weeks allowed by law, but we’ll set that cut score.” 

For standards-based tests to be used effectively, the state
must set “performance levels” to evaluate student perfor-
mance. The State Board of Education already has these levels
for standards-based tests in English/language arts and plans to
set them for math, science, and history/social science before
the end of 2001, Mockler said. Students would be scored
from a range of “far below basic” to “advanced.” The state
has also approved using the English/language arts standards-
based spring 2001 test results as part of the API, beginning in
January 2002. Mockler predicted that math, science, and his-
tory/social science spring 2002 test results would be included
in the API beginning in January 2003. The state would con-
tinue to have a nationally normed test to provide national
comparisons, Mockler said, but this test would be reduced in
size and importance in relation to the API.

New state standards are set very high
The state’s academic content standards are based on some of
the toughest standards in the world, according to Scott Hill,
California’s chief deputy superintendent of public instruction. 

Hill, who was director of the Commission for the Estab-
lishment of Academic Content and Performance Standards,
said the commission “took seriously the charge in the legis-
lation (Assembly Bill 265, 1995) to develop standards com-
parable to this country’s global economic competitors.” The
commission began the conversation for each content area,
he said, by looking at:

✔ Other states’ standards

✔ National standards efforts

✔ Earlier standards efforts in California 

✔ Other nations’ standards and curriculum

Regarding other countries, Hill said, “we looked far and
wide, focusing especially on successful TIMSS [Third Inter-
national Math and Science Study] nations, such as Japan
and Singapore.” The group also reviewed the standards set
by many European nations. 

Mockler said that the public, including parents and ed-
ucators, may be surprised at how poorly students initially
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To put California’s testing effort in perspective, Moderator 
Gerald Hayward, director, Policy Analysis for California Educa-
tion (PACE), offered a list of policy choices that must be consid-
ered and reconciled when creating an assessment system.His 10
“dilemmas” follow:

Race, primary language, and socioeconomic status: In an ac-
countability system, how do educators balance the need to in-
clude children disadvantaged by race, language, or poverty with a
need to be fair to schools with large numbers of those children?

Validity:Tests must be aligned with the standards to have mean-
ing, but what about aspects of schooling that are not measurable
by tests?

Reliability: Tests are snapshots. Will a snapshot on one day
match the snapshot on another day? And what is the appro-
priate balance between simple but objective multiple-choice
items and deeper but more subjective performance indicators
such as essays?

Different audiences—different approaches: Policymakers care
about the quality of education generally, parents care about
their children’s education, and educators care about the child,
the school, and information that will improve instruction. Can
the tests satisfy all these concerns?

Criterion-referenced or normative,or both:What is the proper
balance between criterion-referenced tests that measure per-
formance against the state’s academic content standards and
nationally normed tests that compare California students to
other groups? 

Nature of consequences and for whom:Tests have to matter
to test-takers. But as consequences increase, the accuracy of
the test becomes more important. If a school is closed down,
a teacher fired, or a student kept from graduating, the burden
on the test becomes huge. Can the tests carry the burden?

Outcome measures or process variables: An assessment sys-
tem needs outcome measures such as test scores, but should
not ignore process variables such as access to the course con-
tent being tested.

Stability or flexibility: Should a test’s content be relatively un-
changing and include all the standards, sending a clear and un-
ambiguous message? Or is it fairer, even if more confusing, to
start easy and add difficulty later?

Cost: Costs can rise exponentially with the need for increasing
accuracy. How much accuracy can California afford?

Time: What is the balance between increasing the number of
items or tests in a search for accuracy and an overemphasis 
on testing?

Speaker offers 10 “dilemmas” to consider



perform on standards-based assessments compared to their
ranking on nationally normed tests, such as the Stanford-9. 

He gave the example of the content standards for 10th
grade. “If your student meets the content standards in the
10th grade, your student is [academically speaking] University
of California eligible,” he said. “Essentially that means we’ve
set our standards at a level in the 10th grade that fewer than
12% of our 12th graders now achieve. That’s really high.”

“Results of standards-based tests will show us a long
way from our goal,” he said. “We have set our bar so high
that it will take us a long time to get there.” And, he
added, “explaining this to the public is going to be hard.”

High School Exit Exam reflects
the state’s content standards
In March 2001, about 350,000 high school freshmen took
the state’s new High School Exit Exam for the first time.
Developed by the American Institutes for Research (AIR)
for use in California alone, the exam is meant to measure
knowledge of basic academic skills. It covers English/lan-
guage arts through 10th grade and math through Algebra I.
The test questions are based on the state’s academic content
standards. It is a pass/fail test that students starting with the
class of 2004 must pass to receive their high school diploma. 

At the April EdSource Forum, George Bohrnstedt, senior
vice president for research at AIR, described the rigorous re-
view process involved in creating a test that meets the state’s
academic content standards.

State creates test blueprints
AIR worked with the State Board of Education, which
adopted a subset of the academic content standards for inclu-
sion in what they called the “test blueprint.” They had sepa-
rate blueprints for mathematics and English/language arts.
(See box on this page.)

AIR developed, and the state review committees ap-
proved, content or item specifications for each of the stan-
dards that were in the state’s blueprint in the two subject
areas. These content or item specifications were used to
clarify and elaborate the standards, and then were put into
a guideline for item writers. Writers had explicit instruc-
tions as to how to write items to those standards. This was 
a way to guarantee the content validity for the test.

These items were then reviewed and edited by the State
Department of Education and by four state committees, in-
cluding a community panel that read them for bias and cul-
tural sensitivity.

“Each step of the way,” Bohrnstedt said, “we asked these
groups to ensure that we were fairly representing the con-
tent and also that no subgroup was either advantaged or
disadvantaged by a particular test item.”

AIR conducts field tests before the 
official March testing
Then AIR twice conducted field tests at high schools—once
in the spring and once in the fall of 2000. AIR analyzed the
data statistically to see how well the questions correlated
with the specific content area they tested and whether the
items operated in the same way for major subgroups. 

“For example, we want to make sure that if an item is mea-
suring statistics and probability for whites, that it’s measuring it
for African Americans and for Hispanics as well,” he said.

In the field tests, multiple forms were used so that AIR
could test a larger number of items. Eventually the test in-
cluded 80 multiple-choice items for mathematics and 82
multiple-choice items plus two constructed response (essay)
items for English/language arts. 

Independent group evaluates exam
Human Resources Research Organization (HumRRO) con-
ducted an independent evaluation of the exam, using sur-
veys and questionnaires of teachers and administrators as
well as direct observation of the scoring, Bohrnstedt said.
They found there was a very close relationship between the
items being used and the academic content standards that
were being measured, he said. “The content validity of the
test was high.” They also found that a high percentage of
the items survived the field test—in other words, they were
good enough to be used on the final test, he said. 

However, HumRRO recommended postponing by a year
or two which class would be the first required to pass the test
in order to graduate. (Currently it is the class of 2004.) Hum-
RRO made this recommendation, Bohrnstedt said, so that: 
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In English/language arts, the High School
Exit Exam test questions cover:

✔ word analysis,

✔ reading comprehension,

✔ literary response and analysis,

✔ writing strategies,

✔ writing conventions, and

✔ writing applications.

Math content strands cover:

✔ probability and statistics,

✔ number sense,

✔ algebra and functions,

✔ measurement and geometry,

✔ Algebra I, and 

✔ mathematical reasoning.



✔ Students would have an opportunity to learn what is
being tested, particularly Algebra I, which has never be-
fore been required in California for graduation. The re-
port suggested that the state needed to be careful in this
area to avoid potential lawsuits.

✔ Teachers would have time to get the instructional mate-
rials and professional development they need to teach to
the higher standards.

✔ There would be time to develop a clear performance
standard or cut score for passing, which has not yet been
determined.

HumRRO also recommended showing moderation in 
setting the passing point. And the evaluators said the state

should provide appropriate accommodations to special-needs
students and to English language learners. Bohrnstedt said
that the test administrators in March followed the Individual
Education Programs (IEPs) of students who had them. 

Workshop grapples with passing scores 
A workshop in mid-May tackled the issue of setting two
passing scores, one for English/language arts and one for
mathematics. The workshop included about 50 teachers,
parents, educators, and business people on an English/lan-
guage arts panel and another 50 from the same groups on a
math panel, he added.

Based on the outcome of that standard-setting exercise,
AIR is expected to make a recommendation to the California
Department of Education, Bohrnstedt said. The plan is for
the State Board of Education to determine the cut point for
passing the exam at its meeting in June.

Bohrnstedt said that a concern will be the degree to
which the cut point for the High School Exit Exam relates
to the cut points on the STAR standards-based tests in
English/language arts and math.

“This is something that’s going to have to be addressed
over time to try to bring them into alignment,” he said, “so
that we do move toward an integrated testing system in
California.”

Bohrnstedt said the state plans to give the exam in
spring 2002, and then multiple times in the following years.
The CDE plans to administer the HSEE six times a year,
three times for traditional schools and three times for year-
round schools.

Researcher explores criteria for 
a workable assessment system
In response to the descriptions of the state’s new student 
assessment system, Joan Herman, co-director, Center for 
Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing
(CRESST), described what her organization believes makes
a strong system and the extent to which California is meet-
ing those criteria. She discussed the issue of alignment and
other concepts—accuracy, fairness, inclusiveness, and conse-
quences—at the EdSource Forum.

Tests should reinforce standards 
Ideally, Herman said, the state would start with the aca-
demic content standards—what the state expects all children
to know—and then develop tests based on those standards.
“We’ve reversed it a little bit in California, and now we’re
going to have to catch up and transition, which is going to
cause us a few problems,” she said. “But the idea is that the
assessments become a primary vehicle for communicating
what the standards really mean, because the tests make real
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The 24th Annual EdSource Forum took place on Thursday,
April 5, 2001, in Southern California, and on Friday, April 6, in
Northern California.

Moderator:

✔ Gerald Hayward, director, Policy Analysis for California
Education (PACE); EdSource Board member

Morning Speakers:

✔ John Mockler, executive director, State Board of Educa-
tion; EdSource Board member

✔ George Bohrnstedt, senior vice president of research,
American Institutes for Research

✔ Joan Herman, co-director, Center for Research on Evalua-
tion, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST)

Afternoon Panelists:

✔ Carl Cohn, superintendent, Long Beach Unified School
District; EdSource Board member

✔ Scott Hill, chief deputy superintendent of public instruc-
tion, California Department of Education

✔ Jeff Orlinsky, classroom teacher; chair of Assessment and
Testing Committee, California Teachers Association (CTA)
(Friday only)

✔ Peter Schrag, columnist, Sacramento Bee; EdSource Board
member

✔ Suzanne Tacheny, executive director, California Business
for Education Excellence; appointed to the State Board of
Education in March 2001

✔ Andrea Venezia, director, Stanford University K–16 Bridge
Project

✔ Marilyn Whirry, National and California Teacher of the
Year (Thursday only)

Forum presenters and panelists



what subject matter content counts and how well
kids need to do. So the tests provide a signal to
teachers and schools about what’s important to
teach and what students should be learning.”

Besides providing information on how well stu-
dents are doing, assessments should also provide 
diagnostic feedback, Herman said, so educators can
determine better ways to teach. 

Accurate information is key
Besides alignment to the state’s academic content
standards, Herman said, sound and accurate infor-
mation clearly is key. She reported on the work 
of CRESST colleague David Rogosa, who has ex-
amined the accuracy of Stanford-9 scores. Rogosa
asks, “What is the likelihood that when a student
is tested, the score that student receives will be
considerably different from the student’s true capa-
bility?” In the extreme case, which was grade 8
mathematics, Rogosa found that there was only a
50% chance that a student whose true capability
was at the 50th percentile would receive a score
between the 40th and 60th percentiles.  “It is 
essential,” Herman noted, “that we understand 
the margin of error in our scores before we make
important decisions based on tests.”

Herman’s approach is reinforced by her col-
league Robert Linn in CRESST Policy Brief 3
(Spring 2001). “To avoid improper use of test scores,
states should report the probability that a student or
school has been misclassified,” Linn wrote.

Test scores also tend to rise each year they are given
as teachers and students become more familiar with the
test. “Do the increasing scores represent true learning,
or do they represent test preparation and gaming the
test?” Herman asked. One way to tell, she said, is to
track the scores every time a test form changes. Typi-
cally, she explained, scores drop when the new forms are
introduced and then begin to rise in subsequent years as
the test becomes familiar. (See Figure 2.)

“These bizarre relationships are one reason why
most measurement people will tell you it’s not a good
idea to give the same test form from year to year to year,
or use exactly the same test items,” Herman said. “By
changing test forms or changing the items, you prevent
schools from over-focusing on the specific items that are
on the test.” Changing test items also allows policymak-
ers to broaden what is tested, giving better coverage of
the state’s academic content standards, she said. 

Herman also recommends validating any trends in
test scores with results from other indicators, such as
the National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP), other state or local tests, or results from col-
lege admissions and placement tests “that are intended
to measure similar constructs.” That way the state can
be more certain that any upward or downward trend re-
flects real changes in learning.

Another accuracy issue, Herman said, occurs when
tests are asked to fulfill many different purposes, such as
“assessing individual student progress; determining the
quality of schools; evaluating curriculum; providing diag-
nostic feedback; assessing teachers or administrators;
making promotion or placement decisions; etc. The type
of test that is reliable and valid for one purpose may well
not be reliable and valid for another purpose,” she said. 

For example, a matrix-type test covers a wider range
of knowledge because each child takes only one part of
the test. Thus more items can be covered without caus-
ing test-taking fatigue. But matrix-type tests do not give
individual scores, making it impossible to assess how
well any particular child has learned the content. 

“A single test simply cannot tell us what we need
to know about students’ and schools’ accomplish-
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Standardized tests generally contain the same questions for several
consecutive years. Periodically the tests are updated with a new form
that has different questions and a new national norm is set. Research
shows that when this occurs, an initial dramatic drop in test scores can
be expected.

Data: National Center for Research on Evaluation,
Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST) EdSource 6/01
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Figure 2
Changes in Test Forms Can Affect Student
Scores Dramatically
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ments and progress toward standards,” Herman warned.
“Students and schools need multiple and diverse opportu-
nities to show what is being learned.” Multiple-choice
tests, for example, often are not good indicators of
whether a student has learned critical-thinking or 
problem-solving skills. 

“California should not be using a single test for a 
‘high stakes’ purpose such as graduation from high school 
or generously rewarding or severely punishing schools for 
performance,” Herman said. “The state should consider 
a two-tiered process, where the second tier independently
confirms important decisions based on the first, because 
our assessment results simply are not as accurate as we 
give them credit for.”

Fairness and inclusiveness are crucial 
Another important quality of a testing system is fairness,
Herman said. Being fair includes developing assessments
that are culturally sensitive, that avoid negative stereotypes,
and that don’t show bias for various subgroups. But tests also
need to be fair in the sense of enabling all children to show
what they know, she said, which is a big issue for English
language learners. “Testing them in English certainly places
a few barriers on their ability to show their content knowl-
edge in other subject areas,” she said. 

Fairness also demands that all children have the oppor-
tunity to learn what is being assessed, Herman added. “Chil-
dren don’t enter school on a level playing field,” she said.
The socioeconomic status of a student accounts for 75% of
the variance in school performance, she added. And poor
kids are often in schools with the worst facilities, the fewest
textbooks, and the least-trained teachers. 

“Setting the bar so high that many underprivileged chil-
dren cannot jump it will be counterproductive—certainly
for the children whose life chances will be affected, but for
the education system as well,” Herman said. “Many states
are facing this problem and are considering slowing down
the time when the test results ‘count’ to give teachers, par-
ents, and students adequate time to prepare. Some are also
planning to gradually increase the passing score over time.
You don’t want to jump too quickly and leave too many
children behind.”

However, students who face issues of poverty or lan-
guage should not be excluded from the testing system, Her-
man said. “Because if they’re not included, they’re invisible;
and if they’re invisible, their needs are ignored.” But, she
added, it’s one thing to say everyone needs to be tested; it’s
another thing to know how to do it in a valid and reliable
way. For example, researchers do not know how to make
tests with accommodations for students with disabilities or
English language learners comparable, reliable, and valid,
she said. “We don’t know what the results mean.” 

One way to avoid negative consequences of testing such a
group is to place more emphasis on school improvement than
current performance, according to Linn in the CRESST pol-
icy brief. “This allows for differences in starting points while
maintaining high standards and expectations for all.” Califor-
nia has used this approach with its accountability system.

Consequences must be positive
Finally, “we want the consequences of our assessment sys-
tem to be positive,” Herman said. “We want it to help and
not hurt children. If history is any guide, we better worry
because we’ve had lots of testing systems with lots of good
intentions.”

Assessment, Herman said, can start the education sys-
tem moving in the right direction. “The good news is that
teachers and schools indeed listen to the signal sent by
large-scale assessment programs and try to respond accord-
ingly. They modify their curriculum to focus on what they
understand is important, and they use the assessment as a
model for their own instruction.”

“The bad news, at least initially, is that they may overly
focus on the test,” she said. “They don’t teach the subjects
that aren’t tested, and they don’t teach [some] elements of
tested subjects that don’t appear on the test. So it’s the test
and not the standards that becomes the thing, which seri-
ously narrows the curriculum and, by the way, kills the va-
lidity of the test. After all, we don’t really care how kids 
do on the 60 items or so in reading on the Stanford-9; we
care because we think that test represents something larger.”

Another potentially negative consequence is the cost of
tests—in time as well as money. “The better our assessment
systems become, the more expensive they’re going to be-
come, both in the amount of student time they take and in
their costs,” she warned. 

System is becoming better aligned 
From Herman’s point of view, California’s glass is at least half
full. “The system is more aligned than we give it credit for,”
Herman said.  “Teacher preparation is being brought in line
with the standards. Professional development is being brought
in line with the standards. Instructional resources are being
brought in line with the standards. We have to find a way to
help the schools understand that that indeed is the case.”

In the future, the state must make sure the tests “mea-
sure the depth and breadth of the standards,” include a
number of assessments, and do not assign high stakes to in-
accurate measurements, Herman said. Policymakers must
also realize that the system is not perfect, she said.

“We need continuous scrutiny to make sure the assess-
ment system doesn’t do damage and that it promotes the
goals we want it to promote,” she concluded.
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Panelists present multiple 
perspectives on testing 
“Country people know that weighing the pig
doesn’t make it fatter,” said John Mockler, ex-
ecutive director of the State Board of Educa-
tion, at EdSource’s Forum. “But if you go out
and buy a lot of food and the pig doesn’t get
fatter, you get kind of upset.

“And so when 27 months ago we made 
a decision to invest an additional $12 billion
in programs and services in public education
over a three-year period, we had to know
whether this food we were going to add was
going to make that pig better for market.”

But the assessment system created by the
state to measure this improvement effort has
ignited controversy. What follows is a report
on the wide variety of views on this issue, with
comments from both the morning speakers and
the afternoon panel of experts interspersed. 

Is the system here to stay?
Peter Schrag, a columnist with the Sacramento
Bee, noted the cyclical nature of education re-
form and warned that issues such as the energy
crisis could derail current efforts. The school re-
form pendulum swings back and forth because
of a basic disagreement about whether tougher
standards and assessments work for all students,
he said. “Our whole sensibility is divided be-
tween the desire for high standards and merito-
cratic demands and a democratic sense of giving
people perpetual second chances and being
open and democratic in access.”

But Scott Hill, the state’s chief deputy su-
perintendent of public instruction, believes
this pendulum has stopped—that school re-
forms are here to stay. He also said the assess-
ment system is well on its way to reflecting the
new academic content standards, the basis of
the reform effort. “There is a broad consensus
about where we think the system is going to go
over the next few years,” he said, “the corner-
stone of that being a movement to standards
testing, shortening the amount of time we
spend on norm-referenced testing, and then
looking at a lot of consolidation efforts.”

Carl Cohn, superintendent, Long Beach
Unified School District, is not so sure. “I just
think Sacramento insiders talking to each
other about becoming coherent in this is just
Sacramento insiders talking. And it may not

have any real impact on what goes on in the
classroom.”

Suzanne Tacheny, executive director, Cal-
ifornia Business for Education Excellence,
disagreed with Cohn. She said the consensus
reached beyond insiders, with lobbyists from
school districts and teacher unions, for exam-
ple, also being involved. 

The current debate is not about whether
to test or even what to test, she said. “That’s
a fundamental fight. The conversations that
are currently happening in Sacramento are
around the little pieces of how to implement
a policy we have all agreed to.”

Are tests fair to all students?
Marilyn Whirry, National and California
Teacher of the Year, touched on a topic that
stirred debate: What about children who enter
the school system disadvantaged by race, lan-
guage, poverty, or parents’ education level?

Whirry has been a member of the Na-
tional Assessment Governing Board in Wash-
ington, D.C., which oversees the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
test that measures student progress across the
United States. 

“If you could have been in my position
over these past eight years and have seen
some of the low expectations we have for
some of our children across this country, you
would praise standards,” she said. “Every-
where people are crying for higher standards.”
But, she added, NAEP test results show that
“the top kids keep getting better and the bot-
tom kids keep getting lower. We are not ful-
filling our need for higher standards for all
children. Our expectations cannot be just for
the top kids but for all kids.” 

Joan Herman, co-director, Center for Re-
search on Evaluation, Standards, and Student
Testing (CRESST), warned that standards-
based testing can backfire for underprivileged
children. “If we don’t watch out, high-stakes,
standards-based assessment is liable to add to
the problem rather than help to ameliorate it
by leading to a shadow curriculum for tradi-
tionally underperforming kids,” Herman said.
When teachers worry about kids not being
able to pass a high-stakes test, the educators
tend to “drill them ad nauseum” until they
think the kids can pass, she said.
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Tacheny suggested investing money in the system to
mitigate the impacts of socioeconomic issues. But, she said,
assessment is key in determining how to invest.

“We haven’t been able to measure how kids are per-
forming and the investment against that to see if it’s ade-
quate,” she said. “We can use assessment to hold the system
accountable and make sure that if you do come to school
poor, tired, and hungry, you still have a shot.”

Mockler said the current school ranking system based
on the Academic Performance Index (API)—which ranks
schools from 1 (low performing) to 10 (high performing)—
could give the state some clues. 

“We know that poor kids and kids that don’t speak
English tend to score low,” he said. “But we also know that
there are about 20 schools in California that should be in
the lowest API decile because they have poor kids, kids
that don’t speak English, and immigrants. And yet those
schools are up there in the five, six, seven, eight, nine, and
even 10 API rank.

“So it informs us that it is possible to overcome the na-
ture of our bias,” Mockler argued. “Our bias, fueled by long-
time beliefs and results, is that there are certain kids who
can’t learn. As I talk to people and hear the notion that
poverty and linguistic circumstance impede instruction, I
say to them that the parents are sending us the best kids
they’ve got. They’re not holding the good ones back. And
it’s our job, with the six or eight thousand bucks the tax-
payers allow us to spend—perhaps not enough, but it is six
or eight thousand bucks—to move those kids along.

“And so the assessment system informs us whether that
is really possible, whether it’s a dream or some kind of a po-
litical statement, or it can be done. And when you look at
the results of the assessment system, the answer is ‘yes.’ It’s
not done enough, it’s not done everywhere, but it is done.”

Do students have a chance to learn?
Mockler touched on the school and teacher capacity
issue—whether the support and resources are there to help
students reach the new, more demanding goals. Other pan-
elists also expressed their concerns about capacity.

Andrea Venezia, director, Stanford University K–16
Bridge Project, is skeptical that enough resources have been
allocated. “It’s hard for me to get on board with strict ac-
countability measures when there’s not enough capacity to
meet what’s being asked,” she said. “I have concerns with
access and equity issues for students. The concept of hold-
ing all students to high standards and ensuring that that’s
happening at a local level is laudable, but we need to make
sure that students of color aren’t being exempted by putting
them into Special Education classes, that all students have
access to Advanced Placement courses. 

“There needs to be a focus on making sure that all stu-
dents have access to high quality learning,” Venezia said.
“How do you take the mechanisms that we have right now
and put it together in a way that’s fair for teachers and other
people at the school site to meet expectations?” 

Whirry agreed that teachers need more support. “After
traveling through the states for all these months, I’m more
convinced than ever of the importance of teachers. I think our
success and the success of any state depends on teachers. If I
were in charge of professional development for this country, I
would pour money into substantial retraining of all teachers,
starting with early reading especially; and then I would work
in other areas that teachers feel they need help in.”

Is the state communicating with 
educators about assessment?
Besides more support, teachers also need to be consulted
more in the development of an assessment system, many
panelists agreed. They criticized the state for keeping teach-
ers too distant from the process.

Jeff Orlinsky, classroom biology teacher and chair of the
California Teachers Association’s Assessment and Testing
Committee, said teachers often see problems with tests—
such as the amount of time allowed or children’s ability to
focus long enough—but feel unable to communicate these
issues because they sign an agreement not to discuss the test
with anyone, including other teachers and administrators.
“There’s no avenue to send a message up,” he said.

Superintendent Cohn agreed. “There’s a huge discon-
nect right now between state policymakers and what is actu-
ally happening at the classroom level,” he said. 

Columnist Schrag said there is nothing new about this
disconnect. “There’s a rather substantial gap and always has
been between the profession and the political system,” he
said. “And the political system, and to some extent the busi-
ness community, have driven school reform, and the profes-
sion has often been reluctantly (not always, and I don’t
want to generalize) dragged along behind that.”

Whirry agreed there “is too much space between the
teacher and the test,” but she encouraged teachers to speak up.
“We have to stop being wimps as teachers,” she said. “If we
are against this test, let’s find out what the test is, then let’s
say this is why; because when we find out what it is, I don’t
think we will be against it. There are problems, of course,
but we must hit the base problem of teachers in the class-
room afraid to speak out, afraid of what that accountability
might be, afraid of what his or her students don’t know. I
think we have to attack those questions.”

Are assessments hurting teaching?
Researcher Joan Herman is concerned that the current as-
sessment atmosphere might discourage talented people from
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entering the profession. “This high pressure environment
may not attract and retain high quality professionals,” she
said. “Who would want to live or work in such an environ-
ment, where you live and die based on a single test score?”

Mockler disagreed that anyone is living or dying by a
single test score and pointed out that teacher retention is
going up. “I think that people like to come to work where
there is an agreed-upon focus, a common vision, where
training is connected to the task, and where there are mea-
surable results. If teaching those children more (as mea-
sured by a test) is somehow viewed as degrading, then that’s
a real sad situation.”

“I don’t think it’s the case that teaching children more
is degrading,” Herman countered. “I think it’s perhaps the
limited measures that are used of one’s performance.”

Hill believes that accountability is “fundamentally a
good thing. It motivates us; it disciplines us; it focuses us,”
he said.

But Cohn said external pressures not perceived as mean-
ingful or credible can sometimes make people dig in. “Can
anybody think of something more empty than the threat of
state takeover of a school?” he asked. 

Tacheny argued for perspective, saying that although
the teaching profession is going through rapid change, it 
is not alone. “High-tech manufacturers are experiencing
the double whammy of the energy crisis and the bottom
falling out of the stock market in Silicon Valley,” she said,
referring to one person she knows whose stock dropped
“pretty much overnight from $141 a share to $9 a share.
That’s chaos. That’s high pressure. We forget sometimes
the nice thing about working in education is we do have 
a level of security.”

How many tests are too many?
Other panelists talked about the chaos they see in the 
current assessment system. 

“You keep changing tests, you keep changing rules,” 
Orlinsky said. “You change rules within six months, even
within days recently for the High School Exit Exam.”

Cohn said his district alone requires teachers to do 14
different assessments. “Because we don’t have confidence in
the current state system, we think it’s very important to build
these assessments that actually do, in fact, focus on the stan-
dards. But when you look at the burden on teachers—14
coming from us, all that’s coming from the state, and then
whatever assessments they are doing as classroom teachers—
you can see the real potential for meltdown, and why all of
us who have positions of authority need to get at this issue.”

Both Mockler and Tacheny said the state is working to
reduce the number of tests, particularly for the transition

from high school to college. “There is agreement that
there are way too many tests and that needs to be fixed,”
Tacheny said. “There is fundamental consensus around
that broad direction.”

Venezia said she was excited about University of Cali-
fornia President Richard Atkinson’s proposal to eliminate
the use of the SAT for admission and Mockler raising the
possibility of looking at standards-based tests, Golden
State Exams, or a combination to determine eligibility for
college admissions. 

“You add the 14 tests that Carl Cohn mentioned onto
approximately 10 differing assessments in the transition be-
tween high school and college, and that doesn’t count the
multiple Advanced Placement tests, the multiple SAT IIs—
it’s just a tremendous testing burden,” Venezia said. “And
there’s that balance between having only one indicator of
readiness and having indicators that everyone wants to
have for all their different personal reasons. So  I’m excited
about what California is thinking of doing.”

George Bohrnstedt—senior vice president for research,
American Institutes for Research, which developed the
High School Exit Exam—said the state needs to create more
time for instruction by combining and eliminating exams so

California’s Student Testing System: Hard choices and new directions ● June 2001

11

Examples of test items, the independent evaluation of the
High School Exit Exam, and other related information can
be found at the California Department of Education 
website: www.cde.ca.gov/statetests 

Or click on Education Issues on our website for back-
ground information on assessment, including related re-
search and a wealth of links.You can download our free
parent guides and EdFacts on this topic. www.edsource.org

If you want to track the Senate bills related to assessment,
go to www.leginfo.ca.gov to keep up to date on Senate Bill
(SB) 233 (author:Alpert) and SB 245 (author: O’Connell).

For research information on assessment, check the website
of the National Center for Research on Evaluation, Stan-
dards, and Student Testing (CRESST): www.cse.ucla.edu

For more information on standards-based reforms, see
Crucial Issues in California Education 2000:Are the Reform
Pieces Fitting Together? by Policy Analysis for California Edu-
cation (PACE). Call 510/642-7223 or go to PACE’s website:
http://pace.berkeley.edu

Or see the following EdSource publications:

Aligning California’s Education Reforms (1/01)

STAR 2000: Rising Scores and Some Widening Gaps (11/00)

TO LEARN MORE



that the testing system is the most efficient it
can be. “I think we’re in a state of disarray at
this point, but John Mockler gives us hope that
maybe in three or four years we’ll be more effi-
ciently testing, and testing the standards that
we want to test.”  

Should tests have high stakes?
How these tests are used was also brought up
as a matter of concern by some panelists, 
particularly with “high-stakes” tests that have
serious consequences, such as firing a teacher,
closing a school, or preventing a student from
graduating. Panelists stressed the frequent 
disconnect between the classroom and 
Sacramento.

Venezia said it is imperative that educators,
students, and policymakers be on the same
page. “It’s a little scary to me with high stakes
now,” she said. “Everyone needs to be on the
same page before the stakes get implemented,
before people start drastically changing what
they’re doing, and before students get terrified
about what is going to happen to them when
they’re trying to graduate.” 

Herman said, based on Mockler’s speech,
that there appears to be more coherence in the
system than most people realize. “But it doesn’t
feel that way when you get in schools,” she
said. “I think that people are feeling like
they’re getting jerked around, and the ground
rules change from day to day. And people don’t
feel good when they feel jerked around.”

Herman advocated a more gradual change
in the testing program. “Our assessment results
simply are not as accurate as we give them
credit for,” she said. “Given that they’re so 
imperfect, we really ought to worry before we
attach high stakes to the results of a single 
assessment. We need safety nets.”

Orlinsky also questioned the high-stakes
use of tests, saying that the best use of a test is
to inform classroom instruction.

“I learned a lesson in my second year of
teaching a biology course when in class I would
say: ‘You’re not doing as well as my first-period
biology class.’ And finally one day a student
stood up and said: ‘Why do you keep compar-
ing us? I’m not in your first-period class. I am
in your second-period class. I am learning what
you’re teaching in second period.’

“There’s no need to compare,” Orlinsky said.
“Give the test results to the teacher. They’ll use
the results; they’ll do what they need to do to
help those students. And we don’t have a police
performance indicator. We don’t have a city
performance indicator. It’s just teachers.”

Mockler agreed that the “issue of assess-
ment is not just about how to blame. It’s also
about how to inform. So it’s important that it’s
accurate and focused, and we’re trying to make
it that way.”

Policymakers are facing
high stakes too
The state is clearly on its way toward imple-
menting and aligning its assessments to its
standards. But the high stakes involved for
both schools and students mean that all eyes
will be on how California’s leaders balance the
many conflicting priorities as they craft the
next edition of the state’s testing system—the
STAR reauthorization in 2001.

As the speakers at the EdSource Forum
made clear, policymakers face a variety of com-
plex balancing acts: 

✔ The need for accountability vs. fairness to
disadvantaged students and the schools that
serve them;

✔ The objectivity of a multiple-choice test vs.
the depth of essay questions;

✔ The need to know how individual students
are performing vs. how a school or the state
as a whole performs;

✔ The cost in terms of time and money vs. the
reliability of test results; 

✔ The ability to compare California to the na-
tion vs. holding students and educators ac-
countable to the state’s own high standards.

But perhaps the most difficult balancing
act of all will be determining the appropriate
consequences of the assessments. How do poli-
cymakers convince educators and students to
take the tests seriously without making the
stakes too high in terms of fairness and reliabil-
ity? Will the public support the idea that test
results can determine whether a student gradu-
ates, a teacher is fired, or a school is shut
down? As Forum Moderator Jerry Hayward
asked: “Can the tests carry this burden?”
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