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Where are we headed in large scale assessment? Who 
is determining what the direction should be? WhB does 
instructional enhancement take a back seat to educa- 
tional accountability? 

n recent years, “large scale edu- I cational assessment” could be 
more accurately described as “larger 
and larger scale educational assess- 
ment.” Not only are there loads of 
important district-level assessments, 
but, with the exception of Iowa, 
every state will soon have at least 
one form of a statewide test. In ad- 
dition to the international assess- 
ments that have been around for 
quite some time, there continues to 
be discussion of voluntary national 
tests. In a nonhallucinogenic sense, 
large scale educational assessment 
is definitely mushrooming. But, be- 
cause some mushrooms are poison- 
ous, that is my fear about today’s 
large scale educational assessment. 

A Mission Forsaken 
Educational assessors are generally 
considered to be members of the ed- 
ucation profession. Granted, educa- 
tional assessors deal with a very 
specialized aspect of the educational 
enterprise -namely, measuring the 
status of students. And, if the adjec- 
tive educational signifies anything 
meaningful, one would think that 
the assessing done by educational 
assessors ought to have a direct 
bearing on education. Yet, I believe 
that large scale assessors are, per- 
haps not deliberately, distancing 
themselves from the central mission 
that guides the profession to which 
they belong. 

The central mission of education is 
the instruction of children. To the ex- 
tent that the large-scale-assessment 
community is unconcerned about 
that mission, I think that large scale 
assessment is headed in an inappro- 
priate direction. 

Distinctive Uses of Assessment- 
Based Inferences 
The fundamental function of almost 
all educational assessment is to 
measure students so that we can 
make assessment-based inferences 
about their status with respect to 
educationally relevant cognitive, 
affective, or psychomotor domains. 
There are varied uses to which 
these assessment-based inferences 
can be put, but I believe the two 
most important uses of large-scale 
assessment-based inferences are 
the following: 

Educational accountability: Accu- 
mulating evidence to help determine 
if educational expenditures (both 
of energy and money) are achieving 
their intended consequences. 

Instructional enhancement: Im- 
proving the quality of the educa- 
tional experiences provided to 
students. 

For brevity’s sake, I’ll simply refer 
to these two uses of assessment- 
based inferences as accountability 
and instruction. 

It is my contention that, during 
the past 2 or 3 decades, large scale 
assessment has oriented itself al- 
most exclusively toward the ac- 
countability uses of assessment 
results. Although occasional rhetoric 
has been voiced in favor of assess- 
ment’s support of instruction, where 
the heads and hearts of most large 
scale assessors have been is clearly 
in the accountability camp. This im- 
balance of emphases is depicted in 
Figure 1. 

To verify the accuracy of Figure 
1’s representation of large scale as- 
sessment as being preoccupied with 
accountability, all you have to do is 
read the journals in which edu- 
cational assessors publish their 
writings. See what the authors are 
writing about. Or, try attending any 
conference frequented by large scale 
assessors. There will be all sorts of 
sophisticated psychometric presen- 
tations, most of which bear directly 
on accountability-and least of 
which have anything to do with 
teaching kids. 

One should not be surprised by 
this state of affairs. For years, state 
and federal lawmakers have been 
racheting up the pressures on edu- 
cators to produce evidence that 
educational tax dollars are being 
well spent. These legislators mirror 
our citizenry’s doubts about the 
effectiveness of public schooling. As- 
sessments that yield credible ac- 
countability evidence are obviously 
needed, and large scale assessors 
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FIGURE 1. Large scale educational asse 
accountability and instruction 

are busily striving to provide that 
evidence. 

There’s another reason that a 
test’s instructional implications get 
such short shift from large scale 
assessors. It is because of the indi- 
viduals who conceptualize and im- 
plement large scale assessments. 
The measurement professionals 
who devise and deliver the nation’s 
large scale assessments are, for the 
most part, well trained in the sub- 
tleties of psychometrics. They can 
do horizontal equating, vertical 
equating, and, if required, can even 
equate on a 45-degree angle. They 
know tons and tons about measure- 
ment. But most of them don’t know 
all that much about instruction. 

The truth is that most assessment 
specialists are not really all that 
conversant with the formidable 
body of empirically grounded truths 
that now constitute the field of in- 
struction. And why should they be? 
After all, they’re measurement spe- 
cialists. And, by definition, special- 
ists should specialize in what 
they’re special at. 

But the preoccupation of large 
scale assessment with the account- 
ability applications of test results is, 
in my view, contributing to a regret- 
table and potentially harmful situa- 
tion. Public school educators are 
being scrutinized ever more relent- 
lessly, and the measuring stick 
being used to judge their effective- 
ness, without exception, consists 
of students’ performances on large 

ssment’s relative emphases on 

scale assessments. In most in- 
stances, however, the measuring 
devices being developed and distrib- 
uted by the large scale assessment 
community are not designed to de- 
tect the effects of instruction-even 
first-rate instruction. The nation’s 
educators, the ones who are trying 
to teach children, find themselves 
in a no-win situation. They are 
under increasing pressure to boost 
achievement scores, yet the tests 
being used to obtain those scores are 
large scale assessments designed 
specifically to fulfill an accountabil- 
ity function rather than an instruc- 
tional function. 

Calamitous Consequences 
There are two likely consequences of 
large scale assessment’s insufficient 
attention to instruction. Both are 
negative, but one is far more serious 
than the other. The less serious 
downside of large scale assessment’s 
almost exclusive attention to ac- 
countability is that educational as- 
sessors may become the continual 
providers of bad news. And public 
school educators, pummeled with- 
out relief by large scale assessment, 
will most likely strive to suppress or 
discredit the assessment instru- 
ments being used to portray those 
educators as ineffectual. 

In a report cited in Education 
Week (March 25, 1998), Anthony S. 
Bryk, Senior Director of the Consor- 
tium on Chicago School Research, 

observed that, although standard- 
ized achievement tests can perform 
some functions, they are inappropri- 
ate tools to use when evaluating ed- 
ucational quality. Bryk pointed out 
that: 

These tests serve a useful pur- 
pose of telling us how our kids are 
doing relative to a national sam- 
ple. They’re problematic when we 
want to make judgments about 
the increasing productivity of 
schools or teachers or principals. 

I am worried about the negative 
manner in which large scale assess- 
ment is almost certain to be viewed 
by the educational community. Edu- 
cators who are continually on the 
receiving end of large scale assess- 
ment’s negative messages will, in 
time, find ways to subvert that 
naysaying enterprise. The dramatic 
increase in teachers’ item-focused 
instructional efforts is one clear sign 
of such subversion efforts. 

I believe in the virtues of large 
scale educational assessment, and I 
believe in the importance of its ac- 
countability function. For the sake 
of educational quality, I do not wish 
to see that function eviscerated- 
politically or otherwise. If the rigor 
of large scale assessment’s account- 
ability function is relaxed, the 
quality of education that children 
receive will be lowered. 

The most serious consequence of 
large scale assessment’s current ac- 
countability obsession, however, is 
that it contributes only modestly, if 
at all, to the central mission of edu- 
cation -namely, teaching children 
the things they need to know. Ac- 
cording to  Aristotle, the most re- 
pugnant metaphysical evil is 
“unactualized potency”- that is, the 
failure of an entity to achieve its in- 
herent potential. Because I am cer- 
tain that our children can be 
learning more effectively, I am 
metaphysically miffed that large 
scale assessment is doing so little to 
foster improved educational quality. 

We have learned all too well about 
the enormous catalytic power of 
large scale assessment, .hy  time a 
state’s policymakers alter the as- 
sessment emphases of a high-stakes 
statewide test, you can hear a 
Richter-scale rumble as that state’s 
classroom teachers scramble to re- 
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orient their instructional programs. 
Important tests can influence what 
goes on in classrooms. I am offended 
most by the unachieved potential of 
large scale assessment to contribute 
its share in improving the caliber 
of schooling our children receive. 
Large scale assessment could be 
doing so much more. 

A Balance-Bar Bent 
But if large scale assessors decide to 
devote energy to the improvement of 
instruction, wouldn’t this require at 
least a partial repudiation of assess- 
ment’s accountability function? I 
think that the answer is no. I believe 
that to design large scale assess- 
ments so they contribute meaning- 
fully to both accountability and 
instruction will take both creativity 
and additional effort. But I am con- 
fident that there is nothing inher- 
ently contradictory about the two 
assessment functions of account- 
ability and instruction. Indeed, Fig- 
ure 2 clearly demonstrates that 
one can give equal attention to in- 
struction and accountability without 
reducing the energy devoted to ac- 
countability. Figure 2’s fairly cava- 
lier bending of a balance-bar neither 
defies physical laws nor the time- 
honored utility of a balancing mech- 
anism. It simply suggests that in 
order for large scale assessors to ac- 
complish more in the instructional 
realm, without diminishing the ac- 
countability virtues of their assess- 
ments, substantially more energy 
must be devoted to  the instructional 
side of the enterprise. We are not 

dealing with a zero-sum game in 
which increased attention to instruc- 
tion requires decreased attention to 
accountability. Given sufficient as- 
sessment cleverness, this is a situa- 
tion permitting simultaneous cake- 
having and cake-eating. 

Five Guidelines 
Consonant with the aforementioned 
concerns, I’d like to offer a set of five 
specific recommendations directed 
toward members of the large-scale- 
assessment community. Were these 
recommendations to be adopted, a 
meaningful shift would result in the 
orientation of large scale educa- 
tional assessment. It is, to me, a re- 
orientation devoutly to be desired. 

Recommendation 1. In  a fun- 
damental fashion, revise large scale 
assessment priorities so that in- 
structional enhancement is equiv- 
alent in import to educational 
accountability. 

This first recommendation is al- 
most a requisite precursor of the 
four recommendations that follow. 
Unless large scale assessors really 
do a bit of perceptual paradigm- 
shifting, so that instructional en- 
hancement is viewed as an equal 
partner along with accountability, 
not an overlooked stepchild, there 
will never be a meaningful alter- 
ation of large scale educational as- 
sessment. And a failure to modify 
today’s version of large scale educa- 
tional assessment is apt to lead, as 

previously suggested, either to edu- 
cators’ repudiation of large scale as- 
sessment or, more importantly, to 
the continuing lack of large scale as- 
sessment’s contribution to improved 
educational quality. 

Recommendation 2. Augment the 
instructional acumen of those 
charged with the design, develop- 
ment, and delivery of large scale ed- 
ucational assessments. 

The most simple way of accom- 
plishing this recommendation would 
be to make sure that each test- 
development group contains one or 
more instructionally astute individ- 
uals whose mission it would be to 
make sure the assessment develop- 
ers paid continuing attention to the 
instructional implications of what 
was being measured. 

I realize that all of the folks cur- 
rently developing large scale assess- 
ments have, at some point in their 
lives, gone to school. But going to 
school does not render someone ex- 
pert in the instructional process. As- 
sessment development teams need 
someone who is intimately familiar 
with what works instructionally 
and, at the same time, has a realis- 
tic picture of what goes on in typical 
classrooms. The advice of these 
instructionally astute staff mem- 
bers needs to be heeded even if it 
means overriding a desired item- 
discrimination index or lowering a 
Cronbach Alpha coefficient. 

The role of this instructional spe- 
cialist in any test development team 
should be pivotal, not peripheral. 
The instructional specialist must 
not be a psychometric sycophant 
whose mission it is to lavish instruc- 
tional applause on whatever the test 
developers have done. Instead, an 
instructional specialist should be a 
strong teachers’ advocate who is con- 
stantly challenging a firm’s mea- 
surement minions with questions 
such as, “Can teachers actually help 
children learn the knowledge and/or 

“Is this item really anything other 
than a measure of someone’s in-born 
intellectual capacity?” The instruc- 
tional specialist must relentlessly 
re-direct a test-development group’s 
measurement people toward a peda- 

In passing, let me suggest that the 
university programs now preparing 

FIGURE 2 .  A bent-balance-bar depiction of how to give equal attention to gogkal perspective. 
accountability and instruction without diminishing the usefulness of large 
scale assessment’s accountability function 
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tomorrow’s psychometric whizbangs 
should require those testers-in- 
training to take a few courses in in- 
structional psychology. Even a course 
in curriculum wouldn’t be a bad 
idea. Let’s try to equip future large 
scale assessors so they can deal with 
both the accountability and the in- 
structional uses of measurement. 

Recommendation 3. Conceptualize 
any skill to be assessed not only so 
it is important for children to ac- 
quire but also so teachers can effec- 
tively and efficiently promote its 
attainment. 

Typically, the skills measured by 
large scale assessments are impor- 
tant for students to  attain. But 
sometimes those measured skills are 
not. Care must be taken, especially 
in the case of state-developed tests 
in which content-to-be-assessed is 
influenced by that state’s educators, 
not to assess skills of insufficient 
significance. It is, distressingly, still 
true that, in order for there to  be 
fewer lower scores (hence, fewer ed- 
ucational “failures”), some teachers 
and administrators continue to rec- 
ommend the assessment of insuffi- 
ciently demanding skills. 

But, assuming that a skill is gen- 
uinely meritorious, it is still possible 
to conceptualize that skill in ways 
that are more or less addressable in- 
structionally. For instance, if a 
rubric is to be employed to deter- 
mine a student’s skill-mastery, make 
sure that each of the rubric’s evalu- 
ative criteria can be directly taught. 
Some rubrics that I’ve recently seen 
in large scale assessments, when re- 
viewed carefully, can be reduced to a 
single evaluative criterion based on 
the student’s innate intelligence. 
When you sift through such a 
rubric’s rhetoric, what you’re left 
with is the core notion that smart 
students will succeed and not-so- 
smart students won’t. To pay heed 
to large scale assessment’s instruc- 
tional obligations, any assessed skill 
must be one that, realistically, can 
be successfully taught. If, from year 
to year, increasing numbers of stu- 
dents are acquiring the skill, then 
that’s what we want educationally. 
Skills-to-be-assessed must be crafted 
so that those skills can be success- 
fully taught. 

These requirements translate to 
the need for rubrics conceptualized 

around a skill, not the particular 
assessment task that allows us to 
infer the student’s skill-mastery. 
Rubrics used to assess skills in large 
scale assessments, therefore, should 
not be task-specific-that is, de- 
signed to score responses to only 
a specific task. Rather, instruction- 
ally useful rubrics must be skill- 
focused - that is, designed to evalu- 
ate responses to any task represent- 
ing the skill. 

And skills are not necessarily well 
assessed from an instructional per- 
spective simply because the skill- 
determining tasks being employed 
are “clever.” I’ve recently run into a 
load of “inventive” and “creative” 
tasks for students that, unfortu- 
nately, permitted teachers to draw 
few insights regarding how to pro- 
mote the skill ostensibly assessed by 
the “cute” task. Sometimes, in fact, 
these so called skill-determining 
tasks were never even accompanied 
by a skill description. Clever they 
were; instructionally useful they 
weren’t. 

Recommendation 4 .  I f  the stu- 
dent’s knowledge is to be assessed, 
delineate the entire knowledge do- 
main prior to item development, and 
then sample from that domain as 
representatively as possible. 

Sometimes large scale educa- 
tional assessments attempt to mea- 
sure students’ knowledge. There’s 
nothing wrong with knowledge. But, 
if an assessment is going to play an 
instructionally facilitative role, the 
entire content domain should be ex- 
plicated and, thereafter, made avail- 
able to teachers. If, for example, the 
20-item vocabulary section of a lan- 
guage arts examination is going to 
focus on the student’s knowledge of 
many specific words, then the test 
developers should set forth a list of 
all the eligible vocabulary words 
from which the 20 words on the test 
will be drawn. For example, suppose 
the complete set of eligible vocabu- 
lary terms contains 300 words. It’s 
up to the teacher, then, to promote 
students’ mastery of the entire set of 
specified words. 

By laying out the knowledge do- 
main clearly, just as should be done 
with a skill domain, teachers can di- 
rect their instruction toward appro- 
priate content domains rather than 

the assessments themselves. The 
delineation of the complete knowl- 
edge domain makes this possible. 

When I plead for clarity of assess- 
ment-domain definition, I am not 
talking about the level of descriptive 
rigor associated with many of to- 
day’s so-called standards-based tests. 
Such tests are allegedly linked to a 
state’s content standards. Most of 
the state-level content standards 
I’ve seen represent little more than 
pious wish-lists at generality levels 
little better than the gunky state- 
level curricular syllabi of yesteryear. 
If content standards focused on 
knowledge are going to make a 
meaningful instructional contri- 
bution when assessed, then the 
standards need to be crisply circum- 
scribed, and the test developers need 
to set forth all the knowledge eligible 
to be assessed. Many current con- 
tent standards do little to advance 
the cause of clear curricular think- 
ing. This fourth recommendation 
calls for all potentially testable 
knowledge to be laid out in an un- 
ambiguous manner that, thereby, 
permits teachers to teach it. 

Recommendation 5. Quit contend- 
ing that nationally standardized 
achievement tests, or state-developed 
clones of those tests, should be 
employed to evaluate educational 
quality. 

By all odds, the single most 
widely accepted indicator of educa- 
tional quality these days is stu- 
dent performance on standardized 
achievement tests. Although test 
publishers provide caveats advising 
against the use of test scores as a 
single criterion by which to evaluate 
an instructional program’s quality, 
there is typically still an overt or im- 
plied endorsement of using stan- 
dardized achievement test scores in 
some way as an indicator of edu- 
cational program quality. In its 
1997 Teacher’s Guide to Terra Nova, 
for example, CTBiMcGraw-Hill con- 
tends that “when used in conjunc- 
tion with other measures, such as 
classroom observations and teacher- 
made tests, a standardized achieve- 
ment test can provide valuable 
information about the progress of 
individuals and groups and the ef- 
fectiveness of educational programs 
[italics added]” (p. 16). 
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I believe there is an important role 
for standardized achievement tests. 
Those tests, based on a necessarily 
small sample of a large domain of the 
knowledge and skills a child of a 
given age might possess, allow par- 
ents to compare their child’s status 
with that of a nationally representa- 
tive comparison group. That’s an 
important function. At the 1998 An- 
nual Meeting of the National Coun- 
cil on Measurement in Education, 
H.D. Hoover, current cognitive care- 
taker of the Iowa Tests of Basic 
Skills, pointed out that standard- 
ized achievement tests allow educa- 
tors to (a) identify students’ relative 
strengths and weakness-for exam- 
ple, a 45th percentile performance 
in reading comprehension versus a 
85th percentile performance in 
mathematics- and (b) monitor stu- 
dents’ growth, at least generally, 
over time. I agree with him. 

However, a good many items 
on standardized achievement tests 
measure content not taught in 
schools. Some items blatantly mea- 
sure students’ native academic apti- 
tude. And, because a good many of 
the items in standardized achieve- 
ment tests depend on the breadth of 
a child’s out-of-school experiences, 
students’ socioeconomic status is 
heavily confounded with students’ 
performances on many items in 
standardized achievement tests. 

I sympathize with the developers 
of standardized tests. They need 
to draw performance distinctions, 
sometimes subtle ones, among ex- 
aminees. And they have very few 
items to rely on when doing so. 
That’s why the developers of stan- 
dardized tests so often employ items 
of mid-range difficulty that discrim- 
inate between those who score well 
and those who score poorly on the 
total test. 

But this quest for an efficiently 
discriminating test, a quest alto- 
gether consonant with an account- 
ability orientation, does not lead to 
the creation of a test on which edu- 
cators have a decent opportunity to 
display their instructional prowess. 
Current standardized tests, because 
they contain too many items that re- 
ally do not tap a talented teacher’s 
instructional skill, should not be 
used to evaluate the quality of in- 
structional programs whether at the 
national, state, district, school, or 

teacher levels. And purveyors of such 
tests should do a more diligent job of 
disabusing both the public and edu- 
cational policymakers of the notion 
that educational quality should be 
judged chiefly by standardized test 
scores. 

One Tiny Step 
Okay, so what’s a large scale assessor 
to do? I think that if all five of my 
recommendations were followed, it 
would be possible to create assess- 
ments that were equally attentive to 
accountability and instruction. How 
would this be done? Well, alt test 
items would need to satisfy both an 
accountability and an instruction 
function. Because that would require 
more item-development effort, costs 
would clearly rise. But, in 
the final analysis, I believe educators 
would be willing to underwrite those 
increased costs because, finally, 
they’d be held accountable on tests 
assessing content they could teach. 

It is said that “the journey of a 
thousand miles begins with a single 

step.” I think that the large scale ed- 
ucational assessment community 
needs to reconsider where its jour- 
ney of recent decades has been tak- 
ing it and the profession with which 
it is affiliated. I have argued that 
the current preoccupation of large 
scale assessors with accountability 
will, in both the short and long 
term, prove educationally dysfunc- 
tional. It’s time for large scale edu- 
cational assessment to move in a 
different direction. It’s time to take 
that first step. 

Notes 
This article was adapted from an open- 

ing session address presented at the 28th 
Annual National Conference on Large 
Scale Assessment, sponsored by the 
Council of Chief State School Officers, 
June 14,1998, Colorado Springs, GO. 
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