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Execut i ve Summary 

Purpose Recent proposa l s from the federa l execut i ve branch and pr ivate groups 
have drawn unprecedented attent ion to the i dea of a nat i ona l  exam inat i on 
for e l ementary and secondary students. The House Comm ittee on 
Educat i on and Labor asked GAO to l ook at schoo l  test i ng as it ex i sts today, 
descr i be its nature, est imate its extent and cost, and assess h ow a new, 
nat i ona l  test m ight affect those factors. 

Background Most of the debate on expanded nat i ona l  test i ng has centered on ma j or 
i s sues of what to test, h ow to test, and h ow to use the resu lts. Not much  
attent ion has been g i ven to date to the quest i on of h ow much  and what 
k i nd of test ing there is now. Yet the l i ke l y success of future test ing may  be 
re lated to the s i ze, nature, and cost of current efforts about wh i ch there 
ex i st on l y w ide-rang i ng, conf l i ct i ng, and h i gh l y uncerta i n est imates. These 
range from 30 mi l l i on to over 127 m i l l i on standard i zed tests adm in i stered 
per year, at a cost of from $100 m i l l i on to $915 mi l l i on. The 
congress i ona l l y  mandated Nat i ona l  Counc i l  o n Educat i on Standards and 
Test i ng (NCEST) dec l i n ed to prov i de a cost est imate in its report 
recommend i n g a nat i ona l  test i ng system, and others’ est imates have 
ranged from a few mi l l i on do l l ars a year up to $3 b i l l i on. 

GAO wanted to obta i n va l i d nat i ona l  data on at l east a l l  s ystemw ide tests; 
that is, those g i ven to a l l  students at any one grade l eve l  i n a schoo l  
d istr ict. Th i s exc l u des tests that on l y se l ected students take, such as 
i nd i v i dua l  teachers’ exams, spec i a l  educat i on d i agnost i c tests, or co l l e ge 
adm i ss i o ns exams. In the fa l l of 1991, GAO surveyed test ing off ic i a l s i n a l l  
the state educat i on agenc i e s and in a random samp l e  of U.S. schoo l  
d istr icts. The survey i nc l uded quest i ons about each test adm in i stered and 
about the test ing off ic i a l s’ v i ews on the ba l a nce of costs and benef i ts in 
the ir current test ing effort, on trends in the f ie ld, and on the i dea of a 
nat i ona l  test. GAO rece i ved comp l eted quest i onna i res from 74 percent of b 
the l oca l  d istr icts in the nat i ona l  s amp l e  and from 48 of the 50 states. The 
resu lts are genera l i zab l e nat i onw ide. 

Resu l ts in Br ief In 1990-91, U.S. students do not s e em to have been overtested. Systemw i de 
test ing took up about 7 hours per year for an average student (ha lf i n 
d irect test ing and ha lf i n re lated act iv i ty) and cost about $16 per student 
i nc l ud i ng the cost of the test and staff t ime. The typ i ca l  test was the 
fami l i ar, commerc i a l l y  deve l o ped four- or f i ve-sub j ect mu lt i p l e-cho i ce 
exam. The l ess c ommon  performance-based tests- in wh i ch students 
wr ite out s ome answers-cost more (an average of about $20 per student), 
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Execut ive Summary 

but were cons i dered by some test ing off ic ia ls to be an improvement and a 
preferab le d irect ion for further deve l opment. GAO est imates the overa l l  
cost of systemwide test ing in 1990-91 at $616 mi l l i on. 

Three mode l s are common l y d i scussed for future nat iona l  test ing, 
inc l ud i ng (1) a s ing le nat iona l  mu lt ip l e-cho ice test, (2) a s ing le nat iona l  
performance-based test, and (3) a decentra l i zed system of c lusters of 
states, each c luster us i ng d ifferent performance-based tests. GAO est imated 
that none of these wou l d cost as much as the mult i-b i l l i on-do l lar est imates 
that some have put forth. The first opt i on wou l d b e least expens i ve 
($160 mi l l i on per year). The th ird (c lusters), the one advocated by NCEST, 
wou l d l ike ly cost about $330 mi l l i on per year after about $100 mi l l i on in 
start-up deve l opment costs, and the costs cou l d b e expected to dec l i ne 
over t ime. Any cho i ce among the three opt i ons wou l d invo lve trade-offs. 
For examp l e, the least expens i ve mu lt ip l e-cho ice test wou l d b e fami l iar 
a nd prov i de the most comparab l e data, but wou l d b e the most dup l i cat ive 
and m ight not be as va l ued by many state and loca l test ing off ic ia ls. 
Clusters of performance tests wou l d cost more and wou l d not necessar i l y 
b e  comparab l e, but may be better l i nked to loca l teach i ng and wou l d b e 
v i ewed more favorab ly by many test ing off ic ia ls. 

Those off ic ia ls respond i ng to GAO’S survey d id not oppose more tests, but 
expressed concerns over the purpose, qua l i ty, and l ocus of contro l over 
the content and admin istrat ion of further tests. They preferred tests of 
h i gh techn ica l  qua l i ty that wou l d b e usefu l for d i agnos i ng prob l ems at the 
state or loca l leve l. However, many respondents expressed oppos i t i on to 
the genera l  i dea of a nat iona l  test. 

Princ ipa l F ind ings a 

The Current Extent a n d  
Natyre of Schoo l Test ing 

Though the average student spent on ly 7  hours annua l l y o n  systemwide 
test ing, GAO found w ide var iat ion and tota ls as h i gh as 30 hours a year. A 
major ity of systemwide test ing was state-mandated, with state educat i on 
agenc i es deve l op i ng most of these tests, usua l l y in con j unct i on with test 
deve l opment contractors. Almost 60 percent of the tests used were 
commerc ia l l y ava i l ab le, with ach i evement tests from three pub l i shers 
account i ng for 43 percent of a l l systemwide tests. Test i ng rema i ned 
trad it iona l in format, with 71 percent of a l l tests inc l ud i ng on l y 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice quest i ons. 
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GAO’S survey showed that n ew approaches to test ing are f ind ing l im ited 
acceptance. By 1990-91, performance-based tests (with the except i on of 
fa ir ly c ommon tests ask i ng for a wr it ing samp le) were in use in on l y seven 
states or in spec ia l i zed app l i cat ions such as read i ness tests for very young 
students. However, these seven states, and severa l others that have 
deve l o ped h igh-qua l i ty mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests, have deve l o ped fa ir ly 
soph ist i cated test ing programs and have ga i ned an expert ise in test 
deve l opment that cou l d b e usefu l to the deve l opment of a nat iona l  
exam inat i on system. Most of these states, moreover, emp l oyed loca l 
teachers and admin istrators in test deve l opment and scor ing and reported 
that the ir i nvo l vement fac i l i tated acceptance of the test and the a l i gnment 
of the test to the sub ject matter that teachers actua l l y teach. 

The Current Cost of 
Test ing 

The $15 per-student average cost of test ing i nc l uded $4 in purchase costs 
and over $10 in state and loca l staff t ime, but costs var ied for d ifferent 
types of tests. In a subset of states where GAO obta i ned the best 
comparat i ve data, mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests averaged less than ha lf the cost of 
performance-based tests ($16 versus $33, respect ive ly). 

In budgetary terms, test ing rare ly accounted for more than 1 percent of 
schoo l  d istr ict budgets, averag i ng about one-ha lf of 1 percent. State test ing 
programs averaged less than 2 percent of state educat i on agency budgets. 
For on ly three tests in the country d id state costs average more than 
d istr ict costs. 

The Future Cost a n d  
Extent of Test ing 

GAO est imates that a nat iona l  test mode l e d on the common mu lt ip l e-cho ice 
tests, if taken by 10 mi l l i on students a year, wou l d cost about $160 mi l l i on; 
a nat iona l  performance-based test s imi lar to those n ow deve l o ped in 
severa l states wou l d cost $330 mi l l i on per year, or a lmost two th irds of the . 
$516 mi l l i on GAO est imates is n ow spent on systemwide test ing. Start-up 
deve l opment costs cou l d a dd another $100 mi l l i on. 

But GAO found n ew costs wou l d vary depend i n g on the p lan. Look i ng at 
dec i s i ons made in schoo l  d istr icts that in the past faced a cho i ce between 
an o ld test and a n ew state-mandated test, GAO found that 82 percent 
dropped the o ld test when the state’s large ly dup l i cated it, but were much 
more l ike ly to use both if the tests d iffered in purpose or coverage. If the 
same pattern he l d true in response to a nat iona l  test, a nat iona l  
mu lt ip l e-cho ice test wou l d cost the d istr icts on l y $ 42 mi l l i on more and 15 
m inutes per student in n ew costs, a l l from add it i ona l test ing in 2 6 percent 
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of U.S. schoo l  d istr icts. The other 74 percent of d istr icts wou l d s imp ly 
drop a current test, rep lac i ng it with the nat iona l  test. Because many fewer 
d istr icts use such tests now, a nat iona l  performance-based test wou l d a dd 
more n ew costs in money and t ime: $209 mi l l i on a nd 30 m inutes per 
student. 

_-_--_.___. _I _ _.._ ----- 
Test ing Offic iak’ Views on  Seventy-f ive percent of state test ing off ic ia ls a n d 43 percent of loca l 
Present a n d  Future Test ing test ing off ic ia ls cons i dered the net benef its of the ir present test ing 

programs to be pos it ive, and most be l i eved that these benef its wou l d 
cont i nue or even i ncrease if more tests were added. 

Ma jor it ies ment i oned performance-based test ing as a pos it ive trend and 
conf i rmed a trend away from norm-referenced mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests 
toward tests with a h igher degree of curr icu lum a l i gnment. Less than ha lf 
the states had a curr icu lum that the ir d istr icts were ob l i ged to fo l l ow, 
however, wh i l e 1 0  states had unrequ i red curr icu la. 

The survey revea l ed s ign if icant oppos i t i on to the concept of a nat iona l  
exam inat i on system. Forty percent of loca l respondents and 29 percent of 
state respondents saw no advantages to a nat iona l  system, and they 
forecast some d i sadvantages, part icu lar ly a  potent ia l  for m isuse of test 
resu lts. Th irty-two percent of loca l respondents and 63 percent of state 
respondents, however, spec if ica l l y c ited the potent ia l  for compar i ng test 
scores nat iona l l y as an advantage of a nat iona l  test ing system. Whe n  asked 
under what cond it i ons they wou l d dec i de to use a vo luntary nat iona l  test, 
they rated most important whether or not the test was of h i gh techn ica l  
qua l i ty, usefu l to the ir needs, and not cost ly to them. 

Matters for 
Congress i ona l  
Cons iderat i on 

4 
GAO be l i eves that if a  dec is i on is made to imp l ement a nat iona l  
exam inat i on system, the Congress may w ish to ensure the i nvo l vement of 
loca l teachers and admin istrators in test deve l opment and scor ing and of 
state test ing off ic ia ls in p l ann i ng and imp lementat ion. Th is shou l d bu i l d 
support and improve the l i ke l i hood of success as state and loca l educators 
wi l l probab l y p l ay a cons i derab l e ro le in the admin istrat ion of any nat iona l  
test. 

If the Congress w ishes to encourage the deve l opment of a we l l -accepted 
and wide ly used nat iona l  exam inat i on system, it shou l d a l so cons i der 
means for ensur i ng the techn ica l  qua l i ty of the tests. Test qua l i ty wi l l 
requ ire an endur i ng commitment and suff ic ient resources. 

Page 5 GAO/PEMD-93-S Student Tehng 



Contents 

Execut ive Summary 2 

Chapter 1 
Introduct ion Nat iona l Test Proposa ls 

The Debate Over Nat iona l Test ing 
Ob ject ives 
Scope 
Methodo logy 
Organ izat ion of the Report 

10 
10 
10 

Chapter 2 
The Current Extent Amount of T ime Spent in Test ing 

and Nature of Schoo l 
Types of Tests 
Sources of Tests 
Test Des ign 
Purnoses of Tests 
Re lat ionsh ip of Tests to Curr icu lum 
Trends in State Test ing Programs 
S-arY 

18 
18 
20 
21 
22 
25 
26 
26 
27 

Chapter 3 
The Current Cost of Dol lar and T ime Costs of Tests 

Differences in State and Loca l Costs 
32 
34 
36 
37 

Test ing Mult ip le-Cho ice and Performance-Based Test Costs 
Econom ies in Test ing 
Test Deve l opment Costs 
summary 

Chapter 4 
The Future Cost and 
Extent of Test ing 

39 
Cost of a Nat iona l Examinat ion System 
The Effect of Add ing a New Test 
Three Alternat ives for a Nat iona l Examinat ion System 
Poss ib l e Responses to Each Plan 
Inc identa l Costs and Benef its of Add ing a Nat iona l Test 
summary 

39 b 
43 
46 
46 
47 
49 

Page 6 GAOiPEMD-93-8 Student Test ing 



Content8 

Chapter 5 
Test ing Off ic ia ls’ 
V iews on the Benef its 
and Costs of Present 
and Future Test ing 

Benef its and Costs of Current Tests 
The Future of Test i ng 
React i on to a Nat iona l  Exam inat i on 
A Trade-Off Between Test Qua l i ty a nd Cost 
summary 

51 
51 
52 
54 
56 
57 

Chapter 6 
Conc lus i ons and 
Matters for 
Cons iderat i on 

Conc l us i ons 
Matters for Congress i ona l  Cons i derat i on 

69 
59 
60 

Append i xes Append i x I: Samp l e Survey: Stat ist ica l Ana lys is 
Append i x II: Marg ina l  Effect of Proposed Test i ng Over Current 

Test i ng 

64 
67 

Append i x III: The Extent and Cost of Other Standard i zed Test i ng 74 
Append i x Iv: Other Est imates of the Extent and Cost of Test i ng 77 
Append i x V: Ma jor Contr ibutors to Th is Report 80 
Glossary 81 
Bib l i ography 84 

Tab l es Tab l e 1.1: Sources We  Used to Answer Eva luat i on Quest i ons 
Tab l e 2.1: Compar i son of Performance-Based Tests W ith Al l Tests 
Tab l e 3.1: Factors Re l ated to H igher and Lower Test ing Costs per 

Student 

14 
25 
31 

Tab l e 4.1: Pro jected Costs of Nat iona l  Test i ng Opt ions 
Tab l e 4.2: Schoo l  Distr ict Responses to State Test i ng Mandates 
Tab l e 4.3: Schoo l  Distr ict Responses to Three Nat iona l  Test 

Alternat ives 

43 
44 
46 b 

Tab l e 4.4: Inc identa l Costs and Benef its of Proposed Tests 
Tab l e 5.1: Pos it ive and Negat i ve Trends in Test i ng 
Tab l e 5.2: Advantages and D isadvantages of a Nat iona l  

Exam inat i on System 

49 
54 
55 

Tab l e 6.1: Eva luat i ng the Three Nat iona l  Test Alternat ives 
Tab l e I. 1: Ch i-Square Tests Compar i ng Survey Response Rates 

Among Respondent Groups 

60 
64 

Tab l e 1.2: S&Percent Conf i dence Interva ls for Key Var iab les 66 

Page 7 GAO/PEMD-93-8 Student Test ing 



- 
Cbntsntr 

F igures F igure 2.1: Types of Tests 
F igure 2.2: Sources of Commerc ia l l y Deve l o ped Tests 
F igure 2.3: Test Des i gn Features 
F igure 3.1: Per-Student Costs of Two Test Types in States Hav i ng 

Both 

21 
2 2  
2 4  
3 4  

F igure 3.2: Econom ies of Sca le in State Performance Test i ng 
F igure 3.3: Econom ies of Scope in State Performance Test i ng 
F igure 11.1: Degree of Over lap W ith a Sing le Nat iona l  

Mu lt i p l e-Cho ice Test 

3 5  
3 6  
6 8  

F igure 11.2: Degree of Over lap W ith a Sing le Nat iona l  
Performance-Based Test 

7 0  

F igure II.3 Degree of Over lap W ith a Cluster System 7 2  

Abbrev iat ions 

ETS 
IQ 
NAEP 

NCEST 

NCTPP 

OTA 

SAT 

UCLA 

Educat i ona l  Test i ng Serv ice 
Inte l l i gence quot i ent 
Nat iona l  Assessment of Educat i ona l  Progress 
Nat iona l  Counc i l  o n  Educat i on Standards and Test i ng 
Nat iona l  Commiss i on on Test i ng and Pub l i c Po l i cy 
Off ice of Techno l ogy Assessment 
Stanford Ach i evement Test or Scho last ic Apt itude Test 
Un ivers ity of Ca l i forn ia at Los Ange l es 

Page 8 GAfYPEMD-93-8 Student Test ing 



Page 9 

a 

GMWPEMD-93-S Student Test ing 



Chanter 1 

Introduct ion 

In the summer of 1991, the country was debat i ng in earnest the 
propos it i on that the Un ited States adopt a nat iona l exam inat i on for 
e l ementary and secondary schoo l  students. Severa l  proposa l s w ith s ome 
measure of deta i l  were put forth by var i ous po l i cy-or iented groups.’ One 
ma j or st imu lus for the proposa l s was the cont i nu i ng interest in measur i ng 
progress toward the nat iona l educat i ona l  goa l s that emerged from the 
September 1989 “educat i on summ it” meet i ng between the state governors 
and the Pres i dent at Char lottesv i l l e, Va. 

Nat iona l  Test 
Proposa l s 

Since 1990, many in the f ie ld have offered a var iety of proposa l s for s ome 
type of nat iona l test ing. These inc lude: 

l the Amer i can Ach i evement Tests segment of Pres i dent Bush’s Amer i ca 
2000 educat i on strategy; 

. innovat ive performance-based tests urged by a coa l i t i on of un ivers ity 
researchers work i ng on the New Standards pro ject; 

. a s ing l e nat iona l mu lt i p l e-cho ice test advocated by Educate Amer i ca, an ad 
hoc group; 

l work-re lated sk i l l tests recommended by the Secretary of Labor’s 
Commiss i o n on Ach i evement of Necessary Ski l l s; and 

l a var iety of state tests merged into a nat iona l system, proposed by the 
congress i ona l l y mandated Nat iona l  Counc i l  o n Educat i on Standards and 
Test ing. (The Counc i l ’s i deas are d i scussed in more deta i l  in chapter 4.) 

The stated pr inc ipa l ob ject ive of each of the test proposa l s was to 
encourage better teach i ng and more learn ing- in short, to ra ise educat i on 
standards, and in turn, to improve the econom i c compet i t i veness of the 
nat ion. 

The Debate Over 
Nat iona l  Test i ng 

Advocates for nat iona l test ing argued that to compete in a techno log i ca l l y 
advanced wor ld, Amer i can students must ach i eve h i gher leve ls of 
know ledge and sk i l l s. Some argued that the n ew tests shou l d improve 
academ i c ach i evement by dr iv i ng instruct iona l pract ices and curr icu la to 
be more focused and cha l l eng i ng than they have been. Some argued, 
further, that the n ew exam inat i ons shou l d fac i l i tate compar i sons across a l l 
states and schoo l  d istr icts, ca l l i ng attent ion to the most successfu l  and 
def ic ient educat i on programs. 

‘See, for examp l e, Educat i on Commiss i on of the States, “Nat i ona l  Efforts,” State Educat i on Leader, 
11: l (spr i ng 1992), pp. 6-10. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduct ion 

Crit ics agreed tha ia nat iona l  test wou l d focus instruct iona l pract ices and 
curr icu la, but thought th is wou l d b e harmfu l if the focus was too narrow 
and some sk i l ls a n d sub ject matter lost out. Some crit ics argued, further, 
that interpretat ion of academ ic resu lts shown in the tests shou l d b e 
ba l anced with informat ion on students and schoo l s because students 
come to schoo l  from wide ly d ifferent backgrounds and attend schoo l s 
with wide ly d ifferent leve ls of resources. Other arguments revo l ved 
around format and admin istrat ion. Shou l d test quest i ons have a 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice or performance-based format? Shou l d they be based on a 
nat iona l  curr icu lum, and if so, shou l d the curr icu lum be deve l o ped first or 
s imu ltaneous l y? Shou l d a  nat iona l  body deve l op and admin ister the test, 
or shou l d both tasks be left to the states to coord i nate by some sort of 
compact among them?2 

Ear ly in the debate over nat iona l  test ing, dec i s i onmakers saw that they 
l acked some key informat ion, What was the current extent and cost ( in 
both t ime and do l lars) of test ing in the schoo ls, and h ow much wou l d a  
nat iona l  exam inat i on cost? Some opponents of a nat iona l  e xam asserted 
that Amer ican students and teachers were a lready overburdened with 
standard i zed tests3 Other opponents asserted that a nat iona l  exam inat i on 
wou l d b e proh ib it ive ly expens i ve; they often based the ir est imates on the 
cost of one part icu lar test ser ies.4 

Est imates of the extent of standard i zed test ing in the Un ited States ranged 
from 30 mi l l i on to over 127 mi l l i on tests adm in i stered annua l l y. Simi lar ly, 
est imates of the current annua l  cost of standard i zed test ing ranged from 
$100 mi l l i on to $916 mi l l i on.6 We  d iscuss some est imates of the extent and 
cost of test ing in append i x IV. Est imates of the cost of a n ew nat iona l  test 
var ied wide ly, too. Our survey of the l iterature revea l ed seven thoughtfu l  
est imates that ranged from severa l mi l l i on do l l ars annuahy for a s 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice test l ike the Armed Serv ices Vocat i ona l  Apt itude Battery 

2Many of these same issues are a l so addressed in our ana lys is of sett ing a n d  measur i ng standards for 
student ach i evement to b e  u s e d  with the Nat i ona l  Assessment of Educat i ona l  Progress, the sub j ect of 
a  forthcom ing report. 

Vhey often referred to a  report of the Nat i ona l  Commiss i on o n  Test i ng a n d  Pub l i c Pol icy, Prom 
Gatekeeper to Gateway: Transform ing Test i ng in Amer ica (Boston: Boston Co l l ege, lQQO), pp. 14-18. 

?h i s is the Advanced P lacement exam inat i ons of the Educat i ona l  Test i ng Serv ice, wh i ch are 
expens i ve for severa l  reasons: e a c h  sub j ect-area exam is adm in i stered separate l y, to d i fferent 
popu l at i ons, in h igh ly secure cond i t i ons, a n d  test scorers are f l own in from many states to centra l  
s ites. 

‘The l ow est imates of number of tests a n d  costs come from Doug l a s J. McRae, “TOPIC: Too Much 
Test i ng?,” press re l ease, Monterey, Cal if.: CTB Macmi l l an/McGraw-Hi l l , Nov. 16, 1 9 9 0 ;  the h i gh 
est imates are from the Nat i ona l  Commiss i on o n  Test i ng a n d  Pub l i c Pol icy, Prom Gatekeeper to 
Gateway (Boston: 1990). 
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to $3 b i l l i on a  year p lus $10 b i l l i on in deve l opment costs for a system of 
performance-based exams s imi lar to the Advanced P lacement ser ies. 

Ob ject ives 

. 

To obta i n more re l i ab le est imates, the House Committee on Educat i on and 
Labor and its Subcommittee on Elementary, Secondary, and Vocat i ona l  
Educat i on asked us to exam ine the present extent and cost of test ing in 
the Un ited States. Spec if ica l l y, we addressed the fo l l ow ing quest i ons in 
our study: 

What is the nature of current standard i zed schoo l  test ing, and what is its 
extent, inc l ud i ng tests in it iated by loca l schoo l  d istr icts as we l l  as by 
states? 
What are the costs of these tests? 
How wou l d n ew nat iona l  tests affect those factors, and is there any 
over l ap between current assessments and those be i ng proposed? 
How do test ing off ic ia ls v i ew the costs and benef its of present and future 
test ing? 

Scope We restr icted the doma i n of tests to inc l ude on l y “systemwide” tests; that 
is, those adm in i stered to every student, to a lmost every student, or to a 
representat ive samp l e of a l l students in at least one grade leve l in a  d istr ict 
or state. S ince we i ntended to use quest i onna i res as our pr imary source of 
data, we rea l i zed it was imposs ib l e to ask about a l l tests, or even a l l 
standard i zed tests, because the report ing burden wou l d have been too 
great and our response rate wou l d have decreased in consequence. The 
doma i n of systemwide tests inc l udes a l l standard i zed tests except those 
adm in i stered to spec ia l  popu l at i ons, such as spec ia l  educat i on and g ifted 
and ta l ented students; opt iona l  tests, such as co l l ege entry exams; and 
many tests used for Chapter 1 eva l uat i on.6 Thus, the set of systemwide 
tests seemed the most appropr iate for our study, s i nce it cons ists of the 
tests most l ike the nat iona l  tests proposed for a l l students. We  attempt to 
account for the extent of other standard i zed test ing in append i x III. 

We  def i ned “costs” by its two re levant components. Purchase costs (do l lar 
costs) represent the first cost component of test i ng-money spent on 
test-re lated goods or serv ices purchased at set pr ices. The test forms and 
book l ets used with a standard i zed test are purchased from test compan i es 
at a contracted pr ice, for examp l e. L ikew ise, the scor ing of 

vests u s e d  for federa l  Chapter 1  program eva l uat i on wou l d  on l y b e  i nc l uded in our survey data if the 
tests were adm in i stered at al l schoo l s in a  schoo l  d istr ict. 

4  
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mach i n e-readab l e  forms i s a serv i ce purchased at a contracted pr ice. T im e  
spent b y  educat i on personne l  represents the second cost c omponent  of 
test ing; that is, the amount of t im e  spent i n a l l  the test-re lated act i v i t i es of 
deve l op i ng, adm in i ster i ng, prepar i ng for, tak i ng, grad i ng, and interpret ing 
tests b y  a l l  the part i es i nvo l ved-teachers, adm in i strators, c l er i ca l  staff, 
and others. S ome  of th i s t im e  i s exp l i c i t l y pa i d for, and we  gathered 
i nformat i on on its cost, Th i s  cost can a l s o be ind irect, or in-k i nd, if it i s not 
pa i d for. 

In genera l , a n y one test shou l d  not necessar i l y  b e preferred over another 
s imp l y  b ecause it i s l e ss expens i v e, a s  it m a y  a l s o be l e ss benef i c i a l . W e  
d i d not attempt to ma k e  a quant i tat i ve est imate of tests’ benef i ts, a s  they 
do not l end themse l v e s  to prec i se measurement. But we  d i d a s k  
know l edgeab l e  off ic i a l s to g i v e u s  the ir a s s e s sment of the benef i ts of 
test i ng re lat i ve to the costs. W e  d i d not l im i t the type of test or test format 
we  asked about. Ma n y  advocates of a nat i ona l  exam i nat i o n s y s t em 
proposed that it emp l o y  s ome  of the newer test i ng techn i ques, s u c h  a s  
performance-based formats ( in wh i c h  students mus t  wr ite, perform a 
laboratory exper iment, or i n s ome  other way  do more than s imp l y  answer 
a mu l t i p l e -cho i ce quest i on), s i n ce ma n y  experts cons i der s u c h  tests of 
h i gher qua l i ty. So  we a l s o sought i nformat i on perta i n i ng to the ir cost and 
extent of use. W e  buttressed our cost est imates for performance test i ng 
with f i gures obta i ned from our i nterv i ews w ith educat i on off ic i a l s i n two 
Canad i a n  prov i n ces that emp l o y  performance tests7 W ith adequate data o n  
the cost and extent of mos t  types of current tests, we  a l s o p l a nned to 
est imate both the expense of any proposed nat i ona l  test that wou l d  be 
s im i l a r to current tests and its over l ap w ith current test ing. 

Methodo l o gy a 

Surveys on State and Loca l  We  gathered the pr imary data to answer the four eva l uat i on quest i o ns 
Test i ng through surveys of state test i ng off ic i a l s and l oca l  schoo l  d istr ict 

adm in i strators. (Tab l e 1.1 s h ows the data sources we  used for each of the 
four eva l uat i on quest i ons.) 

T h e s e  i nterv i ews were  conducted a s  part of a  re l ated study. A  deta i l e d d i s cuss i o n of Cana d i a n  
prov i n ces’ exper i e n ce w ith schoo l  test i ng wi l l  a p p e a r  i n a  forthcom i ng report. 
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Tab le 1 .l : Sources We Used to Answer 
Eva luat ion Quest ions Quest ion Data source 

Current nature and extent of schoo l test ing Surveys of al l states and a samp le of 
districts; data on each test 

Cost of test ing Surveys, data on each test, p lus interv iews 
with offic ia ls of test ing firms, interv iews 
with Canad i an offic ia ls 

Potent ia l effects of new nat iona l tests on Surveys, case stud ies of 50 districts, our 
nature, extent, and cost of test ing, and ana lys is of nat iona l test proposa ls, p lus 
over lap between current and proposed tests interv iews with offic ia ls of test ing f irms 
Test ing offic ia ls’ v iews on the costs and 
benef its of current and future test ina 

Surveys 

Dur ing Ju ly a nd August 1991, 10 state and loca l test ing off ic ia ls from four 
states rev i ewed ear ly vers ions of our quest i onna i res and suggested 
rev is ions.* We  then pretested the rev ised vers ions with four loca l schoo l  
d istr ict off ic ia ls a n d one state test ing d irector in Mary l and and Virg in ia. 
The four loca l d istr icts represented sma l l, large, and very large student 
popu l at i ons and urban, suburban, and rura l areas9 

We  des i gned two quest i onna i res for our state or loca l respondents. The 
first requested genera l  i nformat ion about the state or d istr ict and the 
respondents’ v i ews on genera l  test ing issues, The second requested 
informat ion about each systemwide test, part icu lar ly deta i l ed informat ion 
on t ime and do l l ar expend i tures. Respondents were to fi l l out a separate 
quest i onna i re for each test. In hopes of increas ing the wi l l i ngness of 
off ic ia ls to respond, with the agreement of the congress i ona l  requesters 
we prom ised not to ident ify any spec if ic state or schoo l  d istr ict. 

In September 1991, we sent the quest i onna i res to a l l 6 0  state test ing 
d irectors and to 663 loca l pub l i c schoo l  admin istrators (d irector of test ing 
or super i ntendent) in schoo l  d istr icts conta i n i ng more than 50 students. To b 
ach i eve a h i gh response rate, we sent the survey twice, if necessary, and 
then sent two postcard reminders. We  te l ephoned many of the 
respondents who returned i ncomp lete quest i onna i res in order to fi l l in 
m iss ing informat ion. 

Of the 663 loca l d istr icts that rece i ved quest ionna i res, 16 e ither had fewer 
than 60 students, were defunct (usua l l y through merg i ng with another 
d istr ict), or were unab l e to respond, g iv i ng us a tota l samp l e s ize of 648 

Those four states were Ca l i forn ia, Mary l and, North Caro l i na, a n d  Virg in ia 

‘We  c lass if ied d istr ict s ize as smal l (from 6 1  to 3 , 6 0 0  students), l arge (from 3,600 to 3 5 , 0 0 0  students), 
a n d  very l arge (over 3 6 , 0 0 0  students). 
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l oca l schoo l  d istr icts. Of those d istr icts, 600 formed a nat iona l l y 
representat ive samp l e we had des i gned to produce genera l i zab l e est imates 
for the Un ited States.1o We  rece ived 368 comp l eted quest i onna i res from 
th is group, for a 74-percent response rate. We  rece ived comp l eted 
quest i onna i res from 48 of the 50 states. The two rema in i ng states d id not 
admin ister statew ide tests in 1990-91. Append i x I conta i ns our ana lys i s of 
the samp l e survey response rates among d ifferent respondent groups. 

We  searched for pub l i shed informat ion on var iat ions in test ing programs 
among loca l schoo l  d istr icts so that we cou l d target our surveys to cover 
the d ifferent s ituat ions. We  found no usefu l i nformat ion as i de from the 
types of state-mandated tests. We  therefore des i gned our strat if ied samp l e 
us i ng some schoo l  d istr ict character ist ics that were ava i l ab l e to 
us-d istr ict s ize, metropo l i tan status (urban, suburban, or rura l), and type 
of state test-that we thought to be re lated to the leve l a n d cost of 
test ing. l1 

In add it i on to survey i ng the 500 schoo l  d istr icts that formed our nat iona l  
samp le, we oversamp l ed in certa in states that were us i ng 
performance-based formats in state-spec if ic a n d statemanaged tests.12 We  
attempted to get more responses from distr ict off ic ia ls in these states 
because there are few data ava i l ab l e e l sewhere on the imp lementat i on of 
these techn i ques and the ir admin istrat ion costs. Oversamp l i ng a l l owed for 
more prec ise est imates of the cost of performance-based tests. 

In summary, the surveys prov i ded d irect answers to the first two quest i ons 
concern i ng the nature, extent, and costs of current test ing programs. We  
a lso gathered data on test deve l opment and’its costs from state test ing 
off ic ia ls a n d representat ives of commerc ia l  test ing f irms. The surveys 
were a lso usefu l in answer i ng the th ird quest i on--concern ing the over l ap 
between current and proposed tests-by prov id i ng informat ion on schoo l  4  
d istr ict react ions in the past when they faced n ew state test mandates and 
had to choose between s imp ly add i ng another test to the ir programs or 
dropp i ng a current test in favor of the n ew state test. The surveys a lso 

‘0 T h e  rema i nder of the 6 4 8  loca l schoo l  d istr icts (148 d istr icts were not i nc l uded in the nat iona l l y 
representat i ve samp le) were use d  to oversamp l e in certa i n categor i es of schoo l  d istr icts, inc l ud i ng 
those in states that we  kn ew emp l oyed statew ide performance-baaed tests. 

“We  c lass if ied state tests into four types: n o  state test, on l y norm-referenced mu lt ip l e-cho ice test(s), at 
least o n e  cr i ter i on-referenced mu lt ip l e-cho ice test, a n d  at least o n e  performance-based test. 

‘“These states i nc l uded Ar izona, Connect i cut, Ma ine, Mary l and, Massachusetts, New York, a n d  
Vermont. We  oversamp l ed d istr icts in Ar izona a n d  Vermont to obta i n d ata o n  the imp lementat i on of 
portfo l i o assessments. That effort proved unsuccessfu l , as most of the respondents in those states d i d 
not cons i der portfo l i os to b e  “tests” a n d  thus d i d not comp l ete surveys a b o u t  th is act iv ity. 
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prov i d ed d i rect a n swer s  to the fourth quest i o n regard i ng test i ng off ic i a l s’ 
v i ews on the c o s t s  a n d  benef i ts of present a n d  future test i ng. 

Cas e  Stud i es of the Effect 
of Test i ng Manda t e s  

T o  f ind further i nformat i on o n  the th ird quest i on, concern i n g  the poss i b l e  
effects of n ew nat i ona l  tests o n  the nature, extent, a n d  c o s t  of current 
test i ng programs, we  mad e  a separate s t u d y  of past i n s t ances where states 
mandate d  that the ir d i str i cts adm in i s ter n ew tests. G i v e n  n ew nat i ona l  
tests, schoo l  d i str i cts wou l d  face the cho i c e  of add i n g another test to the ir 
l i neup, d i s card i n g a n  ex i st i ng test in favor of a  nat i ona l  test, or re j ect i ng 
the nat i ona l  test in favor of the ex i st i ng tests. 

Before the late 1 9 7Os, few states mandate d  statew i de tests. By  the e n d  of 
the 1 9 8Os, the s i tuat i on r e v e rsed s o  that on l y  a  few states d i d not d o  so. 
F r om our s u r v e y  r e s p o n s e s ,  we  ident if i ed about 2 0 0  schoo l  d i str i cts that 
h a d  b e e n  adm in i ster i ng tests of s im i l ar sub j e c t s a n d  p u r p o s e s  at the t ime 
the ir states impos e d  statew i de tests, Some  of these d i str i cts kept the ir o l d 
tests; s ome  d i s c arded them. W e  a s k e d  a l l of t h em in the ma i n  s u r v e y  h ow 
s im i l ar in p u r p o s e  or content the n ew test wa s  to the o ld, a n d  spec i f i ca l l y , 
if they dropped the o l d test and, if so, why.  W e  i nterv i ewed off ic i a l s b y  
te l e phone in a  s y s t emat i c  s amp l e  of 5 0  of these d i str i cts to l earn more  
about h ow they ma d e  the ir dec i s i o n s  a n d  h ow the n ew tests affected the 
l eve l  a n d  c o s t s  of the ir test i ng programs. 

Study Strengths a n d  
L im itat ions 

T h e  mos t  important strengths of our s t u d y  are four. F irst, it i s un i que, 
s i n c e  n o  other up-to-date i nformat i on o n  current test i ng i s ava i l ab l e, a n d  
n ew test c o s t s  h a v e  typ i ca l l y  b e e n  crude l y  est imated. Second, our f i nd i ngs 
are c omprehens i v e ,  cover i n g  the ent i re country, c l o s e  to the fu l l 
popu l at i on of states a n d  a  representat i v e s amp l e  of l oca l  s c h o o l  d i str i cts. 
Th i rd, w ith the strat if i ed s amp l e  des i g n, we  c a n  ma k e  stronger est imates 
of the extent a n d  c o s t  of test i ng in the Un i ted States than we  otherw i se 
cou l d, Fourth, we  ov e r s amp l e d  in certa i n g r o u p s  that otherw i se wou l d  not 
h a v e  b e e n  we l l  represented, s u c h  a s  v e r y  l arge s c hoo l  d i str i cts a n d  
d i str i cts in states w ith statew i de performance-based tests. 

Of course, the s t u d y  h a s  s ome  l im itat ions, too. It c o v e r s  1  year on l y-the 
1990-91 schoo l  y ear-and we  on l y  s u r v e y e d  pub l i c  s choo l s .  W e  d i d not 
gather i nformat i on o n  a l l test i ng, or e v e n  o n  a l l s tandard i z ed test i ng, nor 
d i d we  ma k e  f i i t+hand‘-;;bservat i ons to c h e c k  s u r v e y  a n swers,  a n d  s o  a n y  
effort o n  our part to portray the tota l test i ng burden o n  e l ementary a n d  
s e c o n d a r y  students (or its cost) from the est imates our respondents g a v e  
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can on ly b e rough l y approx imate. We  were not ab l e to co l l ect much data 
perta in i ng to assessment methods that test ing off ic ia ls often do not 
cons i der to be tests, the most prom inent examp l e be i ng student portfo l i os. 

Some usefu l data were beyond our ab i l i ty to co l l ect, such as the v i ews of 
parents, advocacy groups, and students on the costs, burdens, and benef its 
of test ing or the mer its of expanded nat iona l  tests. Simi lar ly, we cou l d not 
gather f irst-hand data on key top ics such as h ow tests are used or h ow 
they affect instruct ion; the v i ews of our survey respondents g ive on l y some 
aspects of these matters, and from a part icu lar po int of v iew. F’ina l ly, 
because we asked respondents in fa l l 1 9 9 1 the ir genera l  v i ews on nat iona l  
tests, the answers do not ref lect the spec if ics of any proposa l s made s ince 
then. 

Organ izat ion of the 
Report 

Chapter 2 addresses the first of our four quest i ons, with est imates of the 
current nature and extent of systemwide test ing in the Un ited States and 
the re lat ive prom inence of d ifferent types of tests. Chapter 3 answers the 
second quest i on, on the current costs of systemwide test ing in the Un ited 
States, in t ime and in do l l ars, and for d ifferent types of tests. Chapter 4 
responds to the th ird quest i on with informat ion on the poss ib l e effects on 
d istr ict test ing programs of add i ng a n ew test and the cond it i ons under 
wh i ch d istr icts wou l d adopt n ew tests. Chapter 5 answers the fourth 
quest i on, prov id i ng the v i ews of our respondents on the \benef its of the ir 
test ing programs, and it i nc l udes add it i ona l v i ews on trends in test ing, a 
nat iona l  exam inat i on system, and current leve ls a nd costs of test ing 
programs. Chapter 6 proposes some matters for congress i ona l  
cons i derat i on ra ised by th is study. 
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Many c l a ims have been made concern i ng the number of tests students in 
the Un ited States are requ i red to take and the amount of t ime they spend 
tak ing them. On the one hand, s ome state- leve l educat i on reformers of the 
past 2 decades thought that there was too l itt le test ing to ensure 
accountab i l i ty for educat i on expend i tures, and they successfu l l y urged 
expanded statew ide test ing. On the other hand, s ome test ing cr it ics have 
asserted that U.S. students take the most tests of any students. In the 
d i scuss i ons on nat iona l test ing, observers reacted to n ew test ing 
proposa l s, in part, based on the ir v i ew of the extent of test ing at the t ime. 

Th i s chapter presents our nat iona l survey data, a l l ow ing us to descr i be the 
extent and nature of systemwide schoo l  test ing for the year 1990-91, 
inc l ud i ng the amount of t ime students spent in test ing, the types of tests 
they took, who des i gned these tests, what des i gns they used, and for 
wh i ch purposes they i ntended to use them. We  a lso present informat ion 
on h ow test ing off ic ia ls see tests l i nked to curr icu l um. 

Amount of T ime Spent For the systemwide tests we l ooked at, the burden of test ing on U.S. 

i n Test i ng 
students was modest in 1990-91. On average, students spent less than 4 
hours each tak ing systemwide tests, or less than one-ha lf of 1 percent of a 
student’s schoo l  year.’ Count i ng a l l the t ime devoted to test-re lated 
act iv it ies, such as learn ing test-tak ing sk i l l s or l i sten ing to test instruct ions 
or resu lts, the mean t ime burden sti l l averaged less than 7 hours for the 
year (with the med i a n at less than 6 hours). 

There was a w ide range to th is t ime burden, however. One schoo l  d istr ict 
gave no systemwide tests at a l l in 1990-91;’ s ix d istr icts in our samp l e 
adm in i stered 10 or more. Eighty-f ive percent of schoo l  d istr icts 
adm in i stered one to three tests (the mean was 2.5; the med i an, 2 tests a 
year). F i ve states requ i red no statew ide tests, wh i l e one of them requ ired 4 
four. The mean number of tests among a l l states was 1.7; the med i a n was 1 
test. 

At the h i gh end of the range of test ing effort, we found severa l  d istr icts 
adm in i stered over 27 hours of systemwide tests in 1990-91.2 Count i ng 
student t ime devoted to a l l test-re lated act iv it ies ( inc lud ing preparat ion, 

IThe exact n umber is 3.4 hours. Th is stat ist ic represents the mea n  for al l U.S. students; the med i a n was 
3  hours per student. 

%s is the sum of the hours requ i r ed to adm in i ster a l l of the d istr ict’s tests. No  ind iv i dua l student in 1  
year wou l d  have taken al l of them, ow i ng to the c ommon pract i ce (as we  descr i be) of scatter i ng 
systemwide tests across the grades. 
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l i sten ing to resu lts, and the l ike), severa l d istr icts c l a imed over 100 hours. 
Whe n  we d iv i ded each d istr ict’s tota l hours by the number of students in 
the d istr ict, we found d istr icts have made a w ide range of cho i ces of h ow 
much t ime to devote to test ing: from zero to over 13 hours for the average 
student just wr it ing exams in 1990-91 and from zero to over 40 hours 
a ltogether (or a fu l l week of 6-hour schoo l  days) in test-re lated act iv ity. 

The most t ime-consum ing test was a certa in state test that covered four 
sub ject areas. Pass i ng th is test was requ ired for graduat i on. Because the 
stakes were h igh, students took the test dur ing a 3-day per iod with 
v irtua l ly n o  t ime constra int on each sect ion of the test. (The off ic ia l who 
comp l eted our survey est imated 18 hours for the fu l l test.) Also because 
the stakes were h igh, some d istr icts in the state spent a cons i derab l e 
amount of t ime in test preparat ion act iv it ies.3 Few tests with more 
convent i ona l  t ime l imits occup i ed more than 10 hours tota l test-tak ing 
t ime. 

We  found more hours of systemwide test ing in the schoo l  d istr icts with 
more exper i ence in test ing, that have a re lat ive ly h i gh leve l of poverty, that 
admin ister h i gh-stakes tests, and that are l ocated in Northeastern or 
Southern states.4 Northeastern states’ test ing programs common l y used 
longer, performance-based tests that contr ibuted to more hours of test ing 
there. H igh-stakes test ing in Southern statew ide test ing programs 
contr ibuted to more hours of test-re lated act iv ity there, though not more 
hours of test wr it ing t ime. On average, h igh-stakes tests requ ired 
43 percent more t ime in test-re lated act iv it ies other than tak ing the test, 
most ly in test preparat ion act iv it ies. 

We  found fewer hours of systemwide test ing in schoo l  d istr icts with h i gher 
profess iona l sa lar ies and in Western states6 Metropo l i tan locat ion, d istr ict 
s ize, and the presence of b i l i ngua l students seemed to have l itt le c lear 

a 

re lat ionsh ip to the amount of d istr ict test ing one way or another. 

these were def i n ed in our survey as “m inutes of instruct ion in test4ak i ng ski l ls, of tak i ng pract ice 
tests, or in mot ivat iona l act iv it ies g e a r e d  to th is test.” 

‘Poverty was measured by the proport i on of students rece iv i ng free or reduced-pr i ce l unches. 
H igh-stakes tests are those u s e d  to determ ine promot i on, retent i on, or graduat i on. “H igh-stakes” tests 
a n d  tests u s e d  for ‘student- l eve l  accountab i l i ty” are cons i dered synonymous. 

“Sa lar ies a n d  expend i tures represent both the wea l th a n d  the cost of l iv ing in a  reg i on. Th is i nc l udes, 
genera l l y, the Pla ins, the Rocky Mounta i n  states, a n d  the Pac if ic states. 
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l&-pes of Tests One way to categor ize tests d iv i des them accord i ng to the ma i n purpose 
i ntended by the test makers. Class if i ed th is way, 81 percent of a l l 
systemwide tests taken in 1990-91 were ach i evement tests, those that 
attempt to measure a student’s accumu l ated know l edge or ski l l. Most of 
the ach i evement tests were commerc ia l l y ava i l ab le; many of them were 
state-spec if ic ( i.e., des i gned or adapted to match a state’s curr icu lum). 
Examp l es of the more wide ly used commerc ia l  ach i evement tests i nc l uded 
the Iowa Test of Bas ic Ski l ls, the Comprehens i ve Test of Bas ic Ski l ls, the 
Stanford Ach i evement Test (SAT), the Ca l i forn ia Ach i evement Test, and the 
Metropo l i tan Ach i evement Test. 

Another 8 percent of systemwide tests were des i gned to measure apt i tude 
or ab i l i ty ( i.e., future performance). IQ tests fa l l in th is category. Examp l es 
of commerc ia l l y ava i l ab l e apt i tude tests inc l ude the Ot is-Lennon Schoo l  
Abi l ity Test, the Cogn it i ve Abi l i t ies Test, and the Test of Cogn it i ve Ski l ls. 
Six percent of systemwide tests were des i gned to measure vocat iona l  
interests in order to he l p students with career p l ann i ng. Another 3 percent 
of tests taken in 1990-91 were deve l o ped to measure “read iness.” 
Read i ness tests are norma l l y g i ven to k indergarten or pr imary schoo l  
students. F igure 2.1 summar izes test types accord i ng to the ir ma i n 
purpose. 

Another way to categor ize tests d iv i des them accord i ng to the sub ject 
areas covered, of course, any one test cou l d address from one to severa l 
sub jects. Systemwide tests in 1990-91 most ly covered schoo l  ach i evement 
in f ive core sub jects: math, read ing, grammar, sc ience, and h istory or 
soc ia l sc i ence.” Our respondents c l a imed that 25 percent of systemwide 
tests addressed apt i tude or ab i l i ty a nd 10 t iercent addressed read iness, 
though for that to be true, some schoo l  d istr icts must have been us i ng 
tests that were des i gned to measure ach i evement as an ind icator of 
apt itude, ab i l i ty, or read iness. As the prev i ous sect ion exp l a i ned, on ly a  
8 percent of tests were des i gned to measure apt i tude and on ly 3  percent of 
tests were des i gned to measure read iness. 

Our respondents a lso to ld us that 36 percent of tests addressed writ ing, 
12 percent “cr it ica l th ink ing,” 7 percent c iv ics or c it izensh ip, 6 percent 
vocat iona l  interests, and 1 percent att itudes. Notab l e in the ir absence (at 
less than 1 percent of d istr icts) were tests that i nc l uded fore ign l a nguage 
or art. Se l dom do a l l students in a  d istr ict take art or any s ing le fore ign 
l anguage, so these sub jects tend not to be tested systemwide. 

%eventy-e i ght percent of tests addressed math know l e dge or ski l ls, 7 0  percent read i ng, 4 9  percent 
grammar, 4 4  percent sc i ence, a n d  4 2  percent h istory or soc ia l sc i ence. Percentages d o  not tota l 1 0 0  
because many tests cover mu lt ip le sub j ect areas. 
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F igure 2.1: Types of Tests’ 

6% 
Vocat iona l Interest 

‘I 84/ 
A&de or Abi l ity 

I Ach ievement 

a T h e  sum of the percentages exceeds 1 0 0  because of round i n g. 

On the quest i on of the grade- leve l at wh i ch tests were g iven, we found, 
first, that loca l tests were d istr ibuted fa ir ly’even l y over a l l the e l ementary 
and secondary grade leve ls, with some drop-off at 12th grade. The 
d istr ibut ion of state tests over the grade leve ls was more uneven. More 
state tests were g i ven in grades 3,4,6,8, and 11. Very few state tests were a 
adm in i stered to lst, 2nd, or 12th graders. 

Sc&ces of Tests State educat i on agenc i es strong ly i nf l uence loca l schoo l  d istr ict test ing 
programs. States mandated just over ha lf of a l l the systemwide tests 
adm in i stered in US. schoo l  d istr icts. State educat i on agenc i es deve l o ped 
most, but not a l l, of these state-mandated tests, usua l l y in con j unct i on with 
test deve l opment contractors. Ha lf the state educat i on agenc i es requ ired 
that the ir loca l d istr icts admin ister spec if ic commerc ia l l y deve l o ped tests. 
In four cases, states mod if i ed these tests to match state curr icu lum 
standards. Another four state educat i on agenc i es requ ired on l y that the ir 

Page 21 GAO/PEMD-93-8 Student Test ing 



Chapter 2 
The Current Extent and Nature of Schoo l 
Tee&g 

l oca l d istr icts admin ister some commerc ia l l y deve l o ped test from an 
approved l ist. 

Thus, d irect ly or through state mandates, commerc ia l  test pub l i shers are 
a lso a force shap i ng schoo l  d istr ict test ing programs. Almost 60 percent of 
the systemwide tests reported to us were commerc ia l l y deve l oped. In fact, 
ach i evement tests produced by the three largest commerc ia l  test 
pub l i shers compr i sed 43 percent of a l l tests.’ F igure 2.2 summan ‘zes these 
data on sources of tests. 

F lgure 2.2: Sources of Commerc ia l l y 
Deve l oped Tests’ CTB MacMi l l an/McGraw-Hi l l 

Rivers ide Pub l ish ing 

Psycho log ica l Corporat ion 

BThe sum of percentages exceeds 1 0 0  because of round i n g. Tests Inc l ude four categor i es: 
ach i evement, apt i tude, read i ness, a n d  vocat i ona l  i nterest. CTB MacMi l l an/McGraw-Hi l l  pub l i s hed 
the Comprehens i v e Test of Bas ic Ski l ls, Ca l i forn ia Ach i evement Test, Sc ience Research 
Assoc iates tests, Test of Cogn i t i ve Ski l ls, a n d  Kuder Occupat i ona l  Interest Survey. The a  
Psycho log i ca l  Corporat i o n pub l i s hed the Stanford Ach i evement Test, Metropo l i tan Ach i evement 
Test, Ot i s-Lennon Schoo l  Abi l it ies Test, Different ia l Apt i tude Test, a n d  Oh i o Vocat i ona l  Interest 
Survey. Rivers ide Pub l i sh i ng pub l i s hed the Iowa Test of Bas ic Ski l ls, I owa Test of Educat i ona l  
Deve l o pment, Tests of Ach i evement a n d  Prof ic iency, Cogn i t i ve Abi l it ies Test, a n d  the 3-R’s Test. 

Test Des i gn When  we asked about the techn ica l  des i gn of current tests, we found most 
were qu ite trad it iona l, desp i te l ive ly debate in recent years about needed 
improvements, That is, most systemwide tests were des i gned to show how 
a student performs in re lat ion to the norm or average of a l l others 

%ome of the tests were custom ized to state or loca l spec if icat ions. The three pub l i shers are: CTB 
MacMi l l arVMcGraw-Hi l l , the Psycho log i ca l  Corporat i orVHarcotu%BraceJovanov i ch, a n d  Rivers ide 
Pub l i sh i ng/Houghton-Miff l i n. 
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(norm-referenced) and to measure know l edge by ask i ng students to 
choose one answer among severa l cho i ces for each of a battery of 
quest i ons (mu lt ip le-cho ice format). The a lternat ives are to measure a 
student aga i nst some standards or cr iter ia externa l to the group 
(cr iter ion-referenced) or to exam ine more types of sk i l ls a n d learn ing by 
ca l l i ng for short wr itten answers, essays, or other more creat ive act iv it ies 
(performance-based format). 

In the cr it ica l appra isa l s of a ma jor ity of test ing experts and the larger 
commun i ty of educat i on profess iona ls, cr iter ion-referenced and 
performance-based tests are more popu l ar than the trad it iona l 
norm-referenced and mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests. Responses to the op i n i on 
quest i ons of our survey aff irm th is (see chapter 5). Yet, test ing pract ice 
l ags beh i nd these preferences. We  found that 71 percent of the tests 
adm in i stered last year were norm-referenced, ref lect ing the dom i nance of 
nat iona l  commerc ia l l y deve l o ped tests, And 71 percent of the tests were 
formatted exc lus ive ly w ith mu lt ip l e-cho ice responses. Th irty percent of 
the tests d id conta i n some performance e l ement, but 40 percent of them 
were wr it ing samp l es a l one or test batter ies that i nc l uded a wr it ing samp l e 
but were mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests. On ly 1 8 percent of a l l tests asked students 
to perform in more than one sub ject area us i ng performance formats. 
F igure 2.3 s ummar izes the test des i gn features we found. 
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F igure 2.3: Test Des ign Features’ 

Writ ing samp les or mult ip le-cho ice 
tests with writ ing samp le 

Mult ip le-sub ject performance tests 

I Mult ip le-cho ice tests 

BThe sum of the percentages exceeds 1 0 0  because of round i n g. 

Writ ing samp les, read i ng comprehens i on and response exerc ises, and 
math or sc i ence prob lem-so lv i ng predom inated among the 
performance-based test formats. Less frequent ly, we found some use of 
other types of performance formats, such as sc i ence laboratory work, 
group work, or sk i l ls observat ions. But laboratory work and group work 
compr i sed on l y 4  percent of a l l performance formats used in 1990-91. 
Ski l ls observat i ons compr i sed a larger percentage-12 percent-but 
large ly because of the ir use in read i ness tests. Thus, performance formats 
rema in dom inated by the more trad it iona l paper-and-penc i l  essay 
quest i ons. 

States and schoo l  d istr icts, rather than the test ing industry, seem to have 
managed most of th is type of test ing up to now. Tab l e 2.1 shows that 
performance-based tests in 1990-91 tended more often to be 
state-mandated and to be much more often deve l o ped by or for a state or 
schoo l  d istr ict than tests in genera l. 
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Tab le 2.1: Compar l oon of 
Performance-Based Tests With All 
Tests 

Test character lst lc Performance-based tests All tests 
State-mandated 8 8% 58% 
Deve l oped by or for schoo l d istrict 14 7 
Deve l oped by or for state 76 35 
Commerc ia l l y deve l oped 9 55 
Grades K-8 77 82 
Grades 9-l 2 55 56 

A few more states are n ow try ing cr iter ion-referenced, performance-based 
statew ide tests, and a l l of the three largest test pub l i shers expect to have 
the ir ma jor ach i evement exams ava i l ab l e w ith performance formats with in 
the next 2 years. The costs of performance-based tests are d i scussed in 
chapter 3. 

Purposes of Tests Another debate over test ing concerns the stakes that shou l d r ide on the 
resu lts, with h i gher stakes thought by some to strengthen teacher and 
student mot ivat ion, but by others to d ivert too much t ime from regu lar 
c l asswork and even to prompt cheat i ng by teachers and students. In fact, 
most d istr icts reported l ow stakes. Distr icts gave tests because the ir states 
requ ired them and because they be l i eved tests offered usefu l i nformat ion 
on the students, schoo ls, or curr icuhun. Thus, we found that loca l d istr icts 
were least l ike ly to report us i ng tests for student or schoo l  accountab i l i ty 
or for student p l acement. Twenty-four percent were reported forma l ly 
used for student accountab i l i ty and, therefore, as “h igh-stakes” tests. (See 
g lossary.) For over ha lf of the tests admin i stered, the respondents rated 
student or schoo l  accountab i l i ty measures of l itt le or no importance or not 
app l i cab le. 

At the state leve l, however, d istr ict or state accountab i l i ty was a v iv id 
purpose for test i ng-though not student or schoo l  accountab i l i ty. States 
reported a c lear purpose in mak i ng test resu lts pub l i c to encourage voters 
or schoo l  boards to inst igate needed systemwide changes. As was true at 
the d istr ict leve l, though, state educat i on agenc i es most common l y 
adm in i stered statew ide tests for purposes of eva l uat i on and d iagnos is. The 
least popu l ar uses of statew ide tests invo l ved state- leve l management 
(p lann ing, track ing, or resource a l l ocat ion) or group i ng and p l acement of 
ind iv idua l students. 
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Re lat ionsh ip of Tests Whether students have had enough opportun ity to learn the mater ia l o n  

to Curr icu lum tests is another cont i nu i ng i ssue in test ing po l i cy debates. The match of 
what is tested with what is taught-or requ ired to be taught- is somet imes 
referred to as the a l i gnment of the two, and state curr icu lum requ i rements 
are one means toward that end, Desp i te cons i derab l e d i scuss i on of the 
need for standards prescr ib i ng course content, not a l l states had a 
statew ide curr icu lum in 1990-91, and not a l l of those that d id requ ired the ir 
loca l d istr icts to fo l l ow it. At least 17 states had no curr icu lum and at least 
10 others had curr icu la the ir loca l d istr icts were not ob l i ged to fo l l ow. 
On ly 1 4 states both requ ired that loca l d istr icts fo l l ow a state curr icu lum 
and adm in i stered a statew ide test. For 65 percent of the statew ide tests in 
those states with a curr icuhun, off ic ia ls to ld us they be l i eved the tests 
were large ly or perfect ly a l i gned with the curr icu lum, and for another 
30 percent, off ic ia ls be l i eved the tests were moderate l y a l i gned. 

Loca l  d istr ict respondents reported that 37 percent of the d istr ictwide 
tests in use in 1990-91 had caused some curr icu lar rea l i gnment, 27 percent 
to a moderate or large extent. The inf l uence of tests on curr icu lum was 
j udged pos it ive ly, by and large. Where loca l off ic ia ls reported sh ifts in 
curr icuh~~-~ in response to tests, about two-th irds thought that the 
rea l i gnment had strengthened learn ing in the ir d istr ict, wh i l e on l y 
2  percent thought that it h ad weakened learn ing. 

The i ssue of a l i gnment ra ises the quest i on of a l i gnment to what, espec ia l l y 
if loca l teach i ng and curr icu lum do not match the breadth or depth of 
content nat iona l  experts recommend in a n area. As shown in chapter 5, 
some state test ing off ic ia ls to ld us they prefer tests geared to the ir 
curr icu la, though that may to some degree be at odds with the current 
pressure for schoo l s to adopt nat iona l  standards and be tested aga i nst 
them. a 

Trends in State 
Test ing Programs 

As was ment i oned in the prev i ous chapter, few states mandated statew ide 
tests before the late 197Os, but by the end of the 19809, few d id not do so. 
Many of the first statew ide tests, ar is ing from the “back-to-bas ics” 
emphas i s of the per iod, were meant to measure “m in imum competency.” 
They tested on ly the ma jor sub jects and somet imes just read ing, writ ing, 
or math. More often than not, states mere ly purchased, or requ ired that 
the ir loca l d istr icts purchase, commerc ia l  norm-referenced tests. Part ly in 
react ion to perce i ved shortcom ings in th is method of assessment, state 
educat i on off ic ia ls argued for d ifferent test ing programs. In many states, 
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they were a l l owed to des i gn test ing programs that large ly matched the ir 
des ires. 

Greater contro l over student test ing by state educat i on off ic ia ls has 
fostered severa l trends. They inc lude: more i nvo l vement in test 
deve l opment by state and loca l educat i on off ic ia ls; more 
cr iter ion-referenced test ing and less norm-referenced test ing; more 
performance-based formats; teacher i nvo l vement in test deve l opment and 
scor ing; test deve l opment procedures that inc l ude consensus-bu i l d i ng 
among most interested groups; co l l ect ing and re leas ing soc ia l a n d  
econom ic ind icators, a l ong with test resu lts, to descr i be schoo l  d istr ict or 
performance; and statew ide test ing programs incorporat ing more than one 
test. 

Loca l  teacher and admin istrator i nvo l vement in test deve l opment and 
scor ing has genera l l y worked to the sat isfact ion of a l l part ies in many 
states and Canad i a n prov inces. Moreover, survey respondents in states 
with cr iter ion-referenced performance-based tests-wh ich prov i de an 
opportun ity for teacher i nvo l vement in deve l opment and scor ing-usua l l y 
c ited teacher i nvo l vement as one of the ma jor strengths of the ir test ing 
programs. Not al l teachers and admin istrators need to be invo lved, just 
enough, on a rotat ing bas is, to g ive loca l educat i on profess iona ls a  sense 
that the ir group is inf luent ia l in the process. 

Some deve l opments, occurr ing in too few states and too recent ly to be 
ca l l ed trends, po int to ways in wh i ch state test ing programs might be 
expanded. Two states are attempt ing to deve l op programs that are 
re lat ive ly comprehens i ve in sub j ect matter, inc l ud i ng tests in art, mus ic, 
many vocat iona l  educat i on sub jects, and more. F’ive states are in the ear ly 
stages of deve l opment for statew ide end-of-course tests. Two states a 
a l ready admin ister statew ide ach i evement tests for advanced h i gh schoo l  
sub jects, and other states may jo in in that effort. 

Thus, state educat i on agenc i es are act ive ly i nvo l ved in test ing and are 
gett ing more so. Test i ng act iv ity has been sta l l ed some in severa l states 
ow ing to current poor state f isca l cond it i ons. But though some states have 
been forced to sk ip a  year or stretch out deve l opment schedu l es, few have 
g i ven up on statew ide tests w ithout rep lac i ng them with other tests. 

Summary Our survey resu lts suggest that test ing off ic ia ls d i d not ascr ibe much 
importance to tests as student-accountab i l i ty measures but that 
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onequarter of a l l tests were, nonethe l ess, h i gh-stakes tests. And with the 
except i on of wr it ing samp les, desp i te a l l the enthus i asm surround i ng 
cr iter ion-referenced, performance-based test ing, by 1991 it was sti l l 
pr imar i ly imp l emented in the seven states with statew ide performance 
tests and cou l d otherw ise be found most ly in ear ly grades’ 
schoo l -read i ness tests. 

In the ma in, students in 1990-91 were tested in four or f ive sub ject areas, 
us i ng commerc ia l l y deve l oped, mu lt ip l e-cho ice, norm-referenced, and 
state-mandated tests. But if state test ing off ic ia ls have the ir way, more 
tests in the future wi l l b e  performance-based, cr iter ion-referenced, and at 
least part ly deve l o ped by state and loca l off ic ia ls. 

At least on average, and cons ider i ng on l y systemwide tests, students do 
not seem to have been over ly tested. The average student spent less than 4 
hours in the year tak ing exams. Thus, an argument that a nat iona l  
exam inat i on system shou l d b e opposed on those grounds demands other 
ev i dence than what we found. However, there was a range to the amount 
of test ing from distr ict to d istr ict. Some d istr icts tested qu ite a lot, and 
some not at a l l. 
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Chapter 3 

1 The Current Cost of Test i ng 

Of a l l  the unsett l ed i s sues in the debate over a nat i ona l  exam inat i on, none 
has provoked such a d i verse set of c l a ims as its est imated cost. These have 
ranged w ide l y-from a few mi l l i on do l l ars to severa l  b i l l i on do l l ars a year. 
The costs of current tests arouse controversy, too, and are not a lways 
known prec i se l y. Th i s i s true even for tests that are commerc i a l l y  
deve l o ped and so l d at a f i xed pr ice, for wh i l e the test ing f i rms know the ir 
costs, var i at i ons in use by the purchas i ng schoo l  d istr icts affect the overa l l  
costs in ways that have not been thorough l y documented. 

Th i s chapter answers part of the second eva l uat i on quest i on w ith the 
resu lts of our surveys on the costs of part icu lar types of tests and on the 
aggregate cost of test ing in the Un i ted States. Both a l l ow us to make  
reasonab l e est imates of the potent ia l  cost of d ifferent k i nds of nat i ona l  
exam inat i on systems, a task undertaken in chapter 4. The f irst part of th is 
chapter d i s cusses the ma j or components that make  up the cost of a test, 
wh i ch part ly exp l a i n why cost est imates can vary so much  when tak i ng 
on l y s ome of these components into account. W e  then present our cost 
est imates for systemw ide test ing in the Un i ted States, for part icu lar types 
of tests, and for test deve l opment. W e  a l so i nvest i gate the presence of 
econom i e s in l arge-sca l e test ing. 

Dol l ar and T ime Costs Cost est imates can be thoughtfu l  a nd accurate and st i l l  vary w ide l y, s i nce 

of Tests 
a test’s cost has many  components, not a l l  of wh i ch are a lways i nc l uded in 
est imates. Some are obv i ous. The l ength of the test is one component, for 
examp l e, and l onger tests tend to be more expens i v e to deve l op, 
adm in i ster, score, and report than shorter tests when a l l  other factors are 
equa l . Some components are not so obv i ous. The t ime taken from a 
teacher’s schedu l e  to adm in i ster a test, for examp l e, is often neg l ected in 
cost ca l cu l at i ons. Test deve l o pment costs, l i kew ise, often get left out. 

S i nce we asked about a l l  costs in our surveys, we can use the responses to 
est imate a l l  costs i nvo l ved in adm in i ster i ng systemw ide tests in U.S. 
schoo l  d istr icts in the year 1990-91.’ Our respondents accounted for test ing 
costs in two ways: by l i st ing the do l l ars they pa i d out for tests or 
test-re lated serv i ces or supp l i e s and by est imat i ng the personne l  hours 

IWe d i d not ask about costs i nc l u ded in genera l  schoo l  d istr ict or state a g e n c y  o v e r h e a d  expenses, 
such as the costs of bu i l d i ng s p ace u s e d  for tests. Such ind i rect costs wou l d  h a v e  b e e n  d iff icu lt for 
respondents to a l l ocate cons i stent l y. 
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devoted to test ing and to test-re lated act iv it ies.2 For state-mandated tests, 
we incorporated costs from both the state and the loca l d istr ict leve l. We  
ca lcu l ated the t ime cost by mu lt ip ly ing the number of hours spent on 
test-re lated act iv ity by the hour ly emp l oyee ~a lary.~ Add i ng the t ime costs 
to the other costs gave us the tota l for each test. 

W ithout except i on, every test incurred some expend i ture of personne l  
t ime. Schoo l  personne l  (usua l l y teachers) adm in i stered a lmost a l l the tests 
taken by the ir students. Schoo l  d istr icts a l so expended cash when they 
purchased tests from commerc ia l  test pub l i shers. In many cases, however, 
schoo l  d istr icts pa i d noth ing- in cash-for tests: states that deve l o ped 
the ir own tests common l y d i d not charge the d istr icts for them. 
Occas iona l l y, tests were a lso prov i ded free when a schoo l  d istr ict served 
as a p i lot for a n ew test or when it used the Armed Serv ices Vocat i ona l  
Apt itude Battery. 

In the year 1990-91, state and loca l educat i ona l  agenc i es pa i d a n average of 
about $4 for each ind iv idua l student test admin istrat ion. At the same t ime, 
they devoted s l ight ly over $10 worth of state and loca l educat i on 
personne l  t ime for each ind iv idua l student test admin istrat ion (that 
amounts to about 35 m inutes of personne l  t ime per student test, or about 
620 hours per d istr ict test). So each t ime a student took a test, it cost 
about $16. On average, each schoo l  d istr ict expended about 1,500 
personne l  hours last year on systemwide test ing and spent, in do l l ars and 
t ime, about $34,500q4 In budget terms, test ing d i d not often account for 
more than 1 percent of schoo l  d istr ict budgets, averag i ng about one-ha lf of 
1 percent. State programs averaged less than 2 percent of state educat i on 
agency budgets. 

We  found w ide var iat ion in these f igures (from less than $1 to over $90 per 
student test), so we l ooked for exp l anat i ons of those var iat ions. F irst, the 6 
type of test inf l uences costs. Mu lt ip l e-cho ice-on ly tests averaged around 
$14, wh i l e tests with at least some performance component averaged 
about $20. Second, d ifferent d istr icts face d ifferent s ituat ions that seem to 

Qespondents were asked to account for the amount of personne l  t ime devoted to: deve l op i n g the test; 
prepar i n g students to take the test; gett i ng tra i ned to admin i ster or score the test; tra in i ng others to 
admin i ster or score the test; admin i ster i ng the test; co l l ect ing, sort ing, and mai l i ng comp l eted tests, 
scor i ng the tests; a n d  ana l yz i ng a n d  report i ng the resu lts. 

“We  asked for the t ime spent o n  test ing by three leve ls of staff manager i a l , nonmanager i a l  
profess i ona l , a n d  c ler ica l. We  a lso asked e a c h  state or d istr ict to g i ve the average sa lary of e a c h  of the 
three leve ls, wh i ch we  then u s e d  to ca lcu l ate the do l l ar costs of the t ime spent. 

4These part icu lar d istr ict averages for personne l  hours e x p e n d e d  a n d  cost d o  not i nc l ude any state 
t ime a n d  cost f igures. 
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be systemat ica l l y re lated to the costs they incur for test ing. These factors 
are summar i zed in tab le 3.1. 

Some cost var iat ions ref lect character ist ics of the student body, such as 
more l ow- income or non-Eng l i sh-speak i ng students. Sti l l others ref lect 
state mandates. The cho i ce to use more of the more expens i ve 
performance tests carr ies obv i ous cost consequences. Northeastern and 
Southern states may have h igher test ing costs because they admin ister the 
more expens i ve performance-based tests ( in the Northeast) and 
h igh-stakes tests with h i gher leve ls of test secur ity. In s ituat ions where we 
found a d istr ict spend i ng less per student on test ing, we a lso found such 
features as larger s ize of d istr ict, more grade leve ls tested, and more 
exper i ence with the chosen tests, as we l l  as more test ing overa l l . We  a lso 
found more use of h igh-stakes tests assoc i ated with lower costs6 

Tab le 3.1: Factors Re lated to Higher 
and Lower Test ing Costs per Student’ Test ing costs 

Higher 

Lower 

Contr ibut ing factors 
Higher number of performance tests 
Higher proport ion of low- income students 
Higher proport ion of b i l ingua l students 
State mandates to test 
Northeastern locat ion 
Southern locat ion 
Higher number of tests admin istered 
Higher number of grade leve ls tested 
Higher number of years of exper ience with 
a test 
Higher number of h igh-stakes tests 
Larger district s ize 

aAs measured by cost per student test hour. a  

D ifferences in State 
and Loca l Costs 

As might be expected, loca l schoo l  d istr icts and state agenc i es d iffered in 
the contr ibut ion of d ifferent k i nds of staff and act iv it ies to the overa l l  cost 
f igures. For examp l e, in the loca l d istr icts, teachers and spec ia l i sts 
contr ibuted 86 percent of the t ime spent in test-re lated act iv ity, and 
admin istrators and c ler ica l emp l oyees on ly 1 2 percent. In contrast, state 
off ic ia ls respond i ng to our survey reported that admin istrat ive and c ler ica l 

6H igh-stakes tests i nf l uenced overa l l  test i ng costs in two d ifferent ways. They t e n d e d  to consume more 
personne l  t ime in test preparat i o n act iv it ies, but these i ncreased costs were more than offset by cost 
decreases assoc i ated with the fact that these t e n d e d  more often to b e  mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests 
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emp l oyees contr ibuted about 41 percent of the t ime spent in test-re lated 
act iv ity a nd nonmanager i a l  profess iona ls contr ibuted 69 percent. 

Concern i ng test-re lated act iv it ies, states tend to deve l op rather than 
admin ister tests, wh i l e d istr icts show the oppos i te pattern: much 
admin istrat ive expense but few deve l opment costs. Thus at the d istr ict 
leve l, 3 9 percent of t ime was devoted to admin ister ing tests; 28 percent to 
prepar ing students; 18 percent to co l l ect ing, scor ing, and ana l yz i ng the 
tests; and 16 percent to other test-re lated act iv it ies. At the state leve l, 
3 6 percent of t ime was devoted to test deve l opment; 10 percent to tra in ing; 
37 percent to scor ing, co l l ect ing, ma i l i ng, and ana lyz i ng; and 17 percent to 
other act iv it ies. On ly 9  percent of state- leve l t ime was devoted to test 
admin istrat ion, and on ly 2  percent of d istr ict- leve l t ime was devoted to test 
deve l opment. 

For on ly three tests in the Un ited States d id state costs average more than 
d istr ict costs. Even in those states admin ister ing the ir own 
state-deve l oped, fu l l-battery (that is, three or more core sub ject areas) 
performance-based tests in 1990-91-probab l y the most expens i ve 
poss ib l e s ituat ion for a state-d istr ict costs exceeded state costs. On 
average, the state assumed on ly 2 5 percent of the costs of tests in wh i ch 
states were invo lved. Even with tests that state agenc i es themse l ves 
deve l oped, pr inted, d istr ibuted, scored, ana l yzed, and prov i ded to the 
d istr icts w ithout charge, the bu lk of the costs fe l l at the loca l leve l. The 
resu lt ref lected the fact that personne l  t ime devoted to test admin istrat ion 
a lways compr i sed the ma jor ity of the costs, and these were, of course, 
costs on ly to the loca l schoo l  d istr icts. 

Mult ip le-Cho ice and 
Performance-Based 
Test Costs 

As we learned in the op i n i on sect ion of our survey (reported in chapter 5), 
and as w idespread d i scuss i on of des irab le improvements in test ing shows, a 
there are current ly both great hopes and large unknowns about n ew 
methods of test ing that go beyond ask i ng students to choose from among 
severa l answers. These performance-based tests are known to be more 
expens i ve than mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests as a genera l  ru le, but h ow much more 
expens i ve? Accurate est imates requ ire c lear d ist inct ions among d ifferent 
def in it i ons of a performance test. Many have some mu lt ip l e-cho ice items 
and may have on ly o ne or severa l performance components. Formats can 
vary wide ly in type and expense, and as a resu lt, performance-based tests 
can vary wide ly in cost. 
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Our large survey samp l e a nd oversamp l i ng in states with state 
performance-based tests a l l owed us to obta i n a  good compar i son of the 
costs of the two types of tests by look i ng at schoo l  d istr icts in states where 
both were admin i stered. Thus, we cou l d ho l d constant, or remove the 
confus i ng effect of, many factors by exam in i ng costs of two d ifferent k i nds 
of tests in the same d istr ict for the same student popu l at i on, and a l l as 
reported by a s ing le person comp let i ng our survey. And where schoo l  
d istr icts genera l l y admin ister both k i nds of tests, the performance-based 
tests are l ike ly to be c lear ly d ifferent from the mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests, 
d ifferent enough to just ify us i ng both. 

In the s ix states where schoo l  d istr icts used both state-deve l oped 
performance-based tests and commerc ia l l y deve l o ped mu lt ip l e-cho ice 
tests, we found the performance-based tests were typ ica l l y a lmost twice as 
expens i ve. As shown in f igure 3.1, the mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests averaged $16 
per student (rang ing from $11 to $20), wh i l e the performance-based tests 
averaged $33 (with a range from $16 to $64).6 

%ict ly speak i ng, these cost f i gures may underest imate the cost of pure performance-based tests. 
These six states reported to us o n  a  tota l of 1 1  performance-based tests (two states u s e d  2  e a c h  a n d  
another state u s e d  4). Of the 1 1  tests, on l y 1  wss formatted exc lus ive ly w ith performance quest i ons. All 
of the others h a d  some mu lt ip l e-cho ice quest i ons. All of the tests, however, emp l oyed performance 
formats in more than o n e  sub ject. That d ist i ngu i shes these from other state tests with 
performance-based formats in wr it ing but mu lt ip l e-cho ice formats in al l other sub j ect areas. The 
percentage of test t ime devoted to performance-based quest i ons among  these tests r a n g e d  from 2 0  to 
100, with a  mean  of 4 6  percent. 
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F igure 3.1: Per-Student Costs of Two 
Test Types In States Hav lng Both 
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Econom ies in Test ing The cost of test ing can be l owered over t ime, we found, through 
econom ies of sca l e a nd scope and as exper i ence grows. Th is is espec ia l l y 
important in cons i der i ng the nat i onw ide costs of performance test ing, 
wh i ch has been very expens i ve in the p i lot efforts so far. Our survey data 
prov i de ev i dence of a l l three poss ib i l i t ies for future econom ies, though we a 
d id not try to use our observat i ons to create corrected or ad j usted 
est imates of the long-term costs of one or more systems of nat iona l  tests 
because so many factors are uncerta in. As shown in f igure 3.2, in 
rev iew ing our data on state performance-based tests, we found econom ies 
of sca l e when tests were g i ven to d ifferent-s ized groups of students. The 
per-student cost of a test dec l i ned as more students were i nc l uded in a  test 
admin istrat ion. We  can expect the per-student cost to dec l i ne as f ixed 
costs (such as test deve l opment and some costs of operat ion, such as 
scor ing, d istr ibut ion, and s ite preparat ion) are d iv i ded by a larger test 
popu l at i on. 
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F lgure 3.2: Economies of Sca le In 
State Performance Test ing 
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Second, as shown in f igure 3.3, aga i n us i ng the state performance-based 
test data, we found econom ies of scope when the same test admin istrat ion 
was emp l oyed for severa l purposes, such as to test the same student 
popu l at i on in more than one sub ject area. Aga in, we can expect the 
per-sub ject-area cost of a test to dec l i ne as more sub ject areas are 
i nc l uded in a  test admin istrat ion and the f ixed costs are d iv i ded by th is 
larger number. 
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Th ird, costs can dec l i ne with exper i ence, as those invo l ved f ind ways to 
accomp l i sh tasks in s imp ler and less expens i ve ways. For examp l e, the 
state and the Canad i a n prov i nce report ing the most years of exper i ence in 
performance-based test ing have average per-student performance-based 
test costs of less than $22, we l l  be l ow the overa l l  average of $33. 

Test Deve l opment 
costs 

The data we used to descr i be test ing costs thus far inc l ude a l l the costs 
our state and loca l survey respondents cou l d reca l l for the academ ic year, 
1990-91. Thus, we l earned of ongo i n g test deve l opment costs (wh ich can b 

themse l ves be cons iderab le), but we d id not get good informat ion on 
start-up deve l opment costs, those encountered before a test’s first 
admin istrat ion. We  interv iewed off ic ia ls at test ing f irms and in state 
agenc i es to learn more about these one-t ime-on ly costs. Some tests in use 
today, such as the commerc ia l l y produced, nat iona l  norm-referenced 
ach i evement tests, were deve l o ped decades ago. The ir start-up costs, even 
if ad j usted for inf lat ion, wou l d bear l itt le s imi lar ity to today’s costs. 
Techno l og i es, procedures, and expert ise have changed a great dea l  over 
t ime and so have test deve l opment costs. 
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The many  state tests deve l o ped w ith i n the past decade offer s ome more 
recent informat ion. These state efforts have ranged w ide l y i n comp l ex i ty. 
In a l l  cases, commerc i a l  f i rms have been emp l o yed to do s ome or most of 
the work. The l east expens i v e efforts have i nvo l ved commerc i a l  test 
pub l i shers’ adapt i ng the ir ex i st i ng ach i e vement tests to state curr icu l a or 
other state needs. The test pub l i shers tap the ir ex i st i ng test- item bank as a 
source of quest i ons for a part icu lar state test. Off ic i a l s of test ing f i rms to ld 
us the ir start-up deve l o pment costs ranged from one to a few do l l ars per 
student. 

A more expens i v e way to deve l o p a test is to start from scratch, wr it i ng 
test quest i ons that fit a state’s curr i cu l um or gu i de l i nes, then test ing the 
draft on p i l ot groups of students and mak i n g  further rev i s i ons in the text, 
procedures, and so on. Al l  of the recent state-deve l oped, fu l l -battery, 
performance-based tests have been done th is way. From off ic i a l s i n s i x 
states w ith these tests and two more states where they were be i ng 
deve l oped, we l earned that costs for in it ia l test deve l o pment averaged $10 
per student, These state test ing off ic i a l s a l so to ld us the amount of t ime 
needed to deve l o p the 10 tests from scratch to the p i l ottest stage averaged 
14 months and to f ina l form, 27 months. None of these states used an 
ex i st i ng state curr i cu l um to deve l o p quest i ons for the tests. AlI deve l o ped 
state curr icu l a or the l i ke s imu l taneous l y w ith the tests7 

Two very expens i v e and current state test deve l o pment efforts cost 
around $30 per student. These prototypes-the f irst of wh i ch was p i l oted 
in 1991-92-exc l us i ve l y use performance-based formats (no part of the 
test uses the l ess expens i v e mu lt i p l e-cho i ce format) and cover many  
sub j ect areas, i nc l ud i ng vocat i ona l  educat i on, art, mus i c, or fore ign 
l anguage.* 

Summary Based on returns from our nat i ona l  s amp l e  of schoo l  d istr icts and state 
educat i on agenc i es, we est imate that the average per-student test cost in 
the Un i ted States in 1990-91 was $15. Mu lt i p l e-cho i ce tests tended to cost 
l ess wh i l e performance-based tests tended to cost more, and test ing costs 
var i ed w ide l y from d istr ict to d istr ict. Schoo l  personne l  t ime devoted to 

‘Test i ng off ic ia ls d eve l o p e d what they ca l l ed “curr i cu l ar frameworks,” “va l u ed outcomes,” “sk i l l 
spec i f i cat i ons,” or “ob j ect i ves,” l ess deta i l e d than a  true curr i cu l um. Test i ng off ic ia ls in the o n e  state 
amon g  the e i ght w ith a n  ex i st i ng curr i cu l um at f irst tr i ed to u s e  it in deve l o p i n g test i tems, but 
a b a n d o n e d  the effort whe n  they found it too cumbersome. 

MPerfotmance assessment a n d  n ew test i ng techn i q ues are d i s cussed in deta i l  i n U.S. Congress, Off i ce 
of Techno l o gy Assessment, Test i ng in Amer i c an Schoo l s: Ask i ng the R ight Quest i o ns, OTA-SET-619 
(Wash i n gton, D.C.: U.S. Government Pr int i ng Off ice, February 1992), ch. 7-S. 
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test ing accounted for three-quarters of a test’s cost, wh i ch was borne for 
the most part at the loca l d istr ict leve l, even for statew ide tests. State and 
loca l ro les in test ing d iffered; states d id more test deve l opment and 
tra in ing, and loca l d istr icts d id more test admin istrat ion and student 
preparat ion. 

Both our samp l e of state performance-based tests and the nat iona l  samp l e 
of a l l tests revea l ed econom ies of sca le, scope, and learn ing. Some factors 
assoc i ated with h i gher test ing costs i nc l uded centra l c ity or rura l schoo l  
d istr ict locat ion, l ow- income or ethn ica l l y-mixed popu l at i ons, and state 
mandates to test. 

Our surveys co l l ected comp l ete informat ion about ongo i n g test ing costs 
( inc lud ing ongo i n g test deve l opment costs), but not for start-up costs 
incurred before the first test admin istrat ion. A po l l i ng of state test ing 
d irectors in states with the newer forms of statew ide performance-based 
tests suggested an average start-up deve l opment cost of $10 per student 
and an average start-up deve l opment t ime of 3 years. 
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In and of itse lf, current test ing does not pred ict the future extent and cost 
of test ing that wou l d occur with the add it i on of a nat iona l exam inat i on 
system. That wou l d depend on the type of nat iona l e x ams and on what 
states and schoo l  d istr icts wou l d do with the ir current tests. If they a l l 
were to keep a l l the ir current tests and add a nat iona l test, the extent and 
cost of test ing wou l d i ncrease by an i ncrement equa l  to the l ength and cost 
of the nat iona l test,’ If schoo l s were to rep l ace an equa l  amount of current 
test ing with a n ew nat iona l test, the extent and cost of test ing wou l d not 
change. 

Th i s chapter responds to the th ird eva l uat i on quest i on regard i ng the 
extent and cost of test ing in a future with a nat iona l exam inat i on system 
and the over l ap between current tests and those be i ng proposed. F irst, we 
est imate the cost of a nat iona l exam inat i on system, Then we exam i ne h ow 
loca l schoo l  sd istr icts reacted when the ir states mandated the use of n ew 
statew ide tests, spec if ica l l y, d id they s imp l y add the n ew tests or d id they 
rep l ace a then current test with the n ew state test? How they reacted 
prov i des a c l ue as to h ow state and loca l off ic ia ls may react to a nat iona l 
test mandate. F ina l l y, we d i scuss the impact of the type of nat iona l test, 
wh i ch may determ ine h ow many schoo l  d istr icts rep l ace current tests with 
a nat iona l test, h ow much add it i ona l test ing t ime and expend i ture wi l l b e 
requ ired, and to what degree d ifferent schoo l  d istr icts benef it from (or pay 
for) the change. 

Cost of a Nat iona l  
Exam inat i on System 

To est imate the cost of a nat iona l exam inat i on system, many assumpt i ons 
must be made about the type and extent of that system, espec ia l l y the 
k i nds of tests invo lved. Most recent d i scuss i ons have proposed test ing 
students at three grade leve ls. That wou l d i nvo l ve approx imate l y 
10 mi l l i on students.2 G iven the range in test cost per student of $16 for 
mu lt i p l e-cho ice tests to $33 for performance-based tests, as est imated in a 
chapter 3, a nat iona l exam inat i on system cou l d cost between $160 mi l l i on 
and $330 mi l l i on per year. As most recent d i scuss i ons have proposed that 
a nat iona l system be made up of performance-based tests, however, 
$330 mi l l i on may be the more re levant est imate. At a max imum, if the 
performance-based tests used in a nat iona l system were to cost as much as 

‘That is, the tota l cost wou l d  i ncrease. T h e  per-un i t, or per-student-test, cost cou l d poss ib l y dec l i ne 
ow i ng to econom i es of sca le. 

‘Many nat i ona l  test cost est imates have used th is f i gure in ca lcu lat ions, a n d  it is p laus ib l e, as it 
represents o n e  quarter (3 of 1 2  grades) of the nat i on’s 4 0  mi l l i on tota l enro l lment in preco l l e ge pub l i c 
educat i on. 
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the most expens i ve state-deve l oped performance-based test, the cost 
wou l d r ise to $640 mi l l i on for a nat iona l  system.3 

Aga in, these est imates invo lve a l l test ing costs, inc l ud i ng the cost of 
personne l  t ime spent in test-re lated act iv ity. In other words, our f igures 
inc l ude what it wou l d cost at loca l a n d state leve ls to prepare, admin ister, 
and score a test g i ven nat i onw ide to a l l students in three grades, inc l ud i ng 
pay i ng for the t ime of a l l educat i on personne l  i nvo l ved.4 The est imates vary 
dramat ica l l y from both the h i gh est imates offered by some nat iona l  test 
opponents to the l ow est imates offered by some proponents. 

-.-- -.._ 
H igh Est imates The h i gh est imates (at over $3 b i l l i on) were based on the per-student pr ice 

for tests in f ive sub ject areas of the Advanced P lacement exam inat i ons 
n ow admin i stered by Educat i ona l  Test i ng Serv ice (ETS) for the Co l l ege 
Board. Though the e l aborate centra l i zed mark ing of these l ong wr itten 
exams is unden i ab l y expens i ve, us i ng these ex ist ing tests as a benchmark 
produces a h i gh est imate for severa l reasons. The f igure of $65 per 
sub ject-area exam is the pr ice current ly charged each student tak ing an 
exam, not the cost. Thus, some pr ior deve l opment costs may not be 
ref lected (wh ich understates the cost), and some current expenses pa i d 
from the fee may be for unre l ated act iv it ies, such as fee reduct ions for 
l ow- income students, teacher tra in ing, or other act iv it ies of the Co l l ege 
Board or ETS (wh ich overstates the cost). Further, the f ive exams are 
separate, with f ive d ifferent admin istrat ions, each tak ing 3 hours. And the 
ETS staff to ld us that the $66 the student must pay is, in fact, an average 
pr ice. Some Advanced P lacement tests cost ETS more than that (art and 
fore ign l a nguage exams) and some cost less (core sub ject area exams). 

Lo& Est imates Lower est imates of the cost of a nat iona l  test have been made us i ng the b 
ana l ogy of the Armed Serv ices Vocat i ona l  Apt itude Battery. Th is is a  
mu lt ip l e-cho ice test composed of 13 subtests measur i ng ab i l i t ies 
cons i dered important for mi l itary serv ice. It is adm in i stered by mi l itary 
personne l  to a l l potent ia l  recru its and g i ven free to schoo l  d istr icts that 
w ish to use it. Some inherent features of th is test make it part icu lar ly weak 

%re except iona l l y h i g h cost of that o n e  test appears to resu lt from the extra superv i s i on be l i eved to b e  
necessary for admin i strat ion of a  h i gh-stakes exam. 

4We  are not address i ng the issue of wh o  shou l d b ear the costs of nat i ona l  test ing. All t he costs, 
inc l ud i ng the t ime of loca l d istr ict personne l , cou l d b e  pa i d for nat iona l l y. Or, a  test cou l d s imp ly b e  
mandat e d  nat iona l l y, w ith al l costs left to loca l d istr icts. In b e tween  these two extremes, the loca l 
d istr icts m ight absorb the costs of test admin i strat ion, wh i l e the test itse lf is deve l o p ed a n d  prov i ded 
nat iona l l y. 
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as an ana l ogy; for examp l e, the inc lus ion of some top ics such as 
e lectron ics, the l ow degree of secur ity, and the exc lus i ve re l i ance on 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice items. In add it i on, the common l y used cost data do not 
inc l ude the costs of staff admin ister ing the tests and ana l yz i ng and 
report ing the resu lts. 

- ..^. -._-_-.-- 
Our Best Est imate Genera l i z i ng from our survey data, the cost of a l l systemwide test ing in the 

Un ited States in 1990-91 tota led about $516 mi l l i on. G iven our best 
est imate of $330 mi l l i on for a nat iona l  exam inat i on system based on 
typ ica l current performance-based tests, we be l i eve a nat iona l  system 
wou l d cost a lmost two-th irds as much as the present cost of a l l 
systemwide test ing. 

By compar i son, the annua l  federa l contr ibut ion to loca l pub l i c schoo l s has 
ranged between $7 b i l l i on a nd $10 b i l l i on in the past two decades. Tota l 
annua l  revenues to loca l pub l i c schoo l s ranged between $110 b i l l i on a nd 
$130 b i l l i on over the same t ime per iod. Thus, annua l  tota l cost for a 
comp l ete nat iona l  exam inat i on system of the type we have been 
d i scuss i ng wou l d amount to less than 5 percent of present federa l 
contr ibut ions to loca l pub l i c schoo l s a nd to less than one-ha lf of 1 percent 
of a l l government funds for loca l pub l i c schoo ls. 

We  j udged the current state performance-based tests to be a va l i d samp l e 
from which to est imate the cost of a nat iona l  test for a coup l e of reasons. 
F irst, these tests resu lted from consensus-from a po l it ica l process with 
pressures and counterpressures s imi lar to those one f inds in the current 
debate over a nat iona l  test. Different interest groups, test ing experts, 
test ing off ic ia ls, a nd e l ected off ic ia ls expressed concerns over test format, 
qua l i ty, cost, and length, and these are the tests they chose. 

Second, these state test ing programs have actua l l y b e en imp l emented. So 
the ir extent and cost f igures ar ise from actua l pract ice, not as est imates. 
Because a l l but one of these programs are fa ir ly recent, they may be more 
expens i ve n ow than they wi l l b e  later, after test ing off ic ia ls have l earned 
h ow to admin ister them more eff ic ient ly. Nonethe l ess, a nat iona l  test 
cou l d i ncorporate features that wou l d make it more expens i ve. For 
examp l e, a “h i gh-end” nat iona l  test cou l d i nc l ude on l y performance-based 
quest i ons, wh i ch take more t ime to answer and to score, but it cou l d sti l l 
i nc l ude enough quest i ons to cover a l l sub j ect area content thorough ly, and 
it cou l d b e a “h igh-stakes,” and thus h igh-secur ity, test. Extrapo lat i ng from 
the cost of a certa in state test that if a ltered somewhat wou l d resemb le a  
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h i gh-end test, we est imate that a h i gh-end nat iona l  test cou l d cost over 
$1 b i l l i on.6 No state or schoo l  d istr ict n ow admin isters a test with a l l the 
features of a h i gh-end test, however. 

Cost Econom ies Econom ies in large-sca le test ing are re levant to any est imat ion of the cost 
of a nat iona l  exam inat i on system, too. The dec l i ne in costs from hav i ng 
more exper i ence in test ing suggests that the cost of a nat iona l  exam inat i on 
system shou l d dec l i ne over t ime. The presence of econom ies of scope 
suggests that per-sub ject-area costs shou l d dec l i ne as more sub ject areas 
are added to the same test. The presence of econom ies of sca l e suggests 
that per-student costs shou l d dec l i ne as more students take the same test. 

In the prev i ous chapter, we noted that 11 state-deve l oped 
performance-based exams, each cover i ng four to e ight sub ject areas, 
averaged $33 in per-student costs. Many advocate th is type of exam as the 
ma i n format for any nat iona l  system of exams; thus, the $33 per student 
seems a reasonab l e est imate for the cost of nat iona l  exams. If as has a lso 
been suggested, some of these current state performance-based tests were 
used by c lusters of states, the ir per-student costs shou l d dec l i ne as larger 
popu l at i ons of students take each test and dec l i ne even more with 
exper i ence over t ime. 

Cou l d econom ies of sca l e b e pushed to an extreme, such that a s ing le 
nat iona l  test cou l d b e the least expens i ve-and most eff ic i ent-approach 
to broaden i ng current test ing? Our data do not suggest that. We  found that 
the econom ies in performance-based test ing seem to be exhausted at a 
much lower sca le than that of the ent ire nat ion-at about the sca l e of a 
large state. Thus, group i ng sma l l  states together in a  c luster in wh i ch a l l 
u se a common exam wou l d ach i eve most or a l l of the poss ib l e econom ies 
of sca le. b 

Start-Up Deve l opment Pro ject ing start-up test deve l opment costs to the nat iona l  leve l i nvo lves, 
costs once aga i n, mu lt ip ly ing the per-student costs by the assumed 10 mi l l i on 

‘zrh is state test is comp lete l y performance-based in format, has h i gh secur ity b ecause of that format, 
covers six sub j ect areas, a n d  emp loys loca l teachers a n d  admin i strators in test deve l o pment a n d  
scor ing. There are current ly three d i fferent forms of the test, a n d  any o n e  student gets on l y o n e  of the 
forms. On e  form takes a b o u t  1 0  hours. Co l lect ive ly, the three forms cover the ent i re curr icu lum; s ing ly, 
e a c h  form covers on l y one-th i rd of it. The test is n ow a  “l ow-stakes” test. If the test were to b e  
“h i gh-stakes,” in fa irness, e a c h  student shou l d b e  tested with the same test a n d  over the ent i re 
curr icu lum. Such a  test wou l d  take 3 0  hours. The current state test, in its f irst year of use, cost $ 4 8  per 
student. Tr ip l i ng the test’s l ength wou l d  not qu i te tr ip le its cost, because ongo i n g  deve l o pment costs 
wou l d  not change. Moreover, a  nat i ona l  admin i strat ion of the test wou l d  benef i t from econom ies of 
sca le a nd, over t ime, econom ies of exper i ence. Ad just i ng the cost est imate for econom ies of sca le, a  
nat i ona l  h i g h-end test cou l d cost over $ 1  b i l l i on. 

Page 42 GAO/FEMD-93-8 Student Tent ing 



Chapter4 
The Future Coat and Extent of Test i ng 

students. For the three metho d s  of test deve l o pment ment i o n ed i n chapter 
3-for a mu l t i p l e -cho i ce test, for an average performance-based test, and 
for the mos t  expens i v e  type of performance-based test-nat iona l  costs 
wou l d  amount to about $20 m i l l i o n, $100 m i l l i o n, and over $300 m i l l i o n. A s  
most  recent d i s cuss i o ns of a nat i ona l  e x am s y s t em have proposed the type 
of e x am represented b y  the m i d d l e  f igure-a performance-based test l i ke 
those current l y i n u s e i n s ome  states-$100 m i l l i o n probab l y ranks a s  the 
best est imate. Aga i n, th i s represents a one-t ime-on l y cost that cou l d  be 
used to deve l o p a n ew test or perhaps to pay the states that have a l ready 
deve l o ped appropr i ate tests to share the ir know l edge. Tab l e  4.1 
s ummar i z e s  these pro j ect i ons. 

Tab l e 4.1: Pro jected Costs of Nat lona l  
Test i ng Opt i ons 

Test i na cost 
Type of test 

Mu lt l o l echo l ce Performance-based 
Per-student 

Start-up deve l opment $ 2  $10 
Annua l  adm in i strat ion 1 6  3 3  

Nat iona l  (mi l l i ons) 
Start-up deve l opment 
Annua l  adm in i strat i on* 

%c l u d e s  ongo i n g, recurr i ng d e v e l o pment costs. 

2 0  100 
160 3 3 0  

T h e  E ffect of Add i n g a We  exam i n e d  d istr icts’ responses to past test i ng mandat e s  a s  a way  to 

New Test 
est imate future responses to any requ i red nat i ona l  test. Twenty years ago, 
very few states mandated statew ide test ing, but b y  1990-91, on l y  a handfu l  
of states rema i n ed that d i d not requ ire the ir l oca l  d i str i cts to adm in i s ter a 
statew ide test. Twenty-f i ve states requ i red the ir d istr i cts to adm in i s ter a 
commerc i a l l y  deve l o ped norm-referenced test. Th irty-three states have 4 
deve l o ped the ir own tests, e ither adapt i ng an ava i l a b l e c ommerc i a l  test to 
the ir n eeds (typ i ca l l y produc i ng a cr iter i on-referenced mu l t i p l e -cho i ce 
test) or deve l o p i n g the ir own test from scratch (usua l l y  produc i ng a 
cr iter i on-referenced performance-based test). 

At the t im e  the ir states mandated n ew tests, off ic i a l s i n l oca l  d i str i cts that 
were a l ready test i ng faced a cho i ce. T h e y  cou l d  rep l ace an ex i st i ng test 
w ith the state-mandated test and thus ho l d to the s ame  number of tests, or 
they cou l d  add the state-mandated test to the ir test i ng program. Ev i d e n c e 
from our surveys i nd i cates that, i n mak i n g  the ir cho i c e of whether or not 
to drop a test, l oca l  schoo l  off i c i a l s cons i d ered the state-mandated test’s  
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Ch a p t e r  4  
T h e  F u t u r e  Co s t  a n d  E x t e n t  of T e s t i n g  

s im i l a r i t y  i n  p u r p o s e  a n d  c o n te n t to  th e i r  e x i s t i n g  test. A s  s h o w n  i n  ta b l e  
4 .2 , w e  fo u n d  th a t w h e n  th e  n e w  s t a t e -m a n d a t e d  te s t  w a s  v e r y  s im i l a r ,  
d i s t r i c t  o ff i c i a l s  te n d e d  to  d r o p  th e i r  e x i s t i n g  l o c a l  te st. T h e y  w e r e  m u c h  
m o r e  l i k e l y  to  k e e p  th e i r  o w n  te s t  a n d  a d d  th e  n e w  o n e  w h e n  th e  s t a t e  te s t  
d i f f e r e d  i n  p u r p o s e  o r  c o n te n t. 

-... I ._ _ ._ .-... .-._  _ _  .,-_  . .._ _ ~ _ _ _  
T a b l e  4 . 2 :  S c h o o l  D l str l c t R e s p o n s e s  
t o  S ta t e  T e s t l n g  M a n d a t e s  

S ta t e  a n d  l o c a l  tests’ p u r p o s e  a n d  c o n t e n t  
Ex a c t l y  t h e  s a m e  o r  v e r y  s im i l a r  
S o m e w h a t o r  m o d e r a t e l v  s im i l a r  

D l str l c ts s u b s t i t u t i n g  
s t a t e  test 

8 2 %  
6 9  

N o t  a t  a l l  s im i l a r  o r  v e r v  l i tt l e 4 1  

S ti l l , 4 1  p e r c e n t o f d i s t r i c t s  d r o p p e d  th e i r  o w n  te s t  e v e n  w h e n  it w a s  
d i f f e r e n t  f r om  th e  s t a t e ’s  T h e  m o s t c o m m o n  r e a s o n s  c i t e d  b y  o u r  s u r v e y  
r e s p o n d e n ts w e r e  th a t th e  n e w  s t a t e  te s t  m a d e  th e i r  o v e r a l l  te s t i n g  
p r o g r a m  to o  l a r g e  o r  th e  n e w  te s t  w a s  o f h i g h e r  q u a l i t y  th a n  th e  o l d .  

In  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  o ff i c i a l s  f r om  c o mm e r c i a l  te s t i n g  f i rm s  a n d  f r om  o u r  
s y s t em a t i c  s a m p l e  o f 5 0  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  a ffe c t e d  b y  s t a t e  te s t i n g  
m a n d a te s ,  w e  l e a r n e d  th a t s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  try to  s p r e a d  th e  te s t i n g  b u r d e n  
e v e n l y  a c r o s s  g r a d e  l e v e l s .  W h e n  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  a d d  s t a t e -m a n d a t e d  te s t s  
a t c e r t a i n  g r a d e  l e v e l s ,  th e y  o fte n  m o v e  o th e r  te s t s  to  o th e r  g r a d e  l e v e l s .  
S o m e  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  a u g m e n t th e  i n f o rm a t i o n  g a i n e d  f r om  th e  
s t a t e -m a n d a t e d  c o mm e r c i a l  te s t s  b y  a dm i n i s t e r i n g  th e  s a m e  te s t s  a t o th e r  
g r a d e  l e v e l s ,  a t th e i r  o w n  e x p e n s e .6  

T h i s  p r e d i l e c t i o n  o f s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  to  e v e n  o u t th e  te s t i n g  b u r d e n  a c r o s s  
g r a d e  l e v e l s  i s  c o r r o b o r a t e d  i n  o u r  n a t io n a l  s a m p l e . A s  w a s  m e n t io n e d  i n  
c h a p te r  2 , s t a t ew i d e  te s t s  te n d  to  b e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  a t g r a d e s  3 ,4 ,6 ,8 , a n d  
1 1 . B u t d i s t r l c tw i d e  te s t s ,  w h i c h  i n c l u d e  b o th  s t a t ew i d e  a n d  e x c l u s i v e l y  b  
l o c a l  te s t s ,  a r e  s p r e a d  fa i r l y  e v e n l y  a c r o s s  th e  g r a d e s . S o  e x c l u s i v e l y  l o c a l  
te s t s  a r e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  th e  g r a d e  l e v e l s  i n  w h i c h  s t a t e  te s t s  a r e  n o t 
a dm i n i s t e r e d .  

s i n  o u r  s y s t ema t i c  s a m p l e  o f  6 0  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  a d o p t i n g  s t a t e - m a n d a t e d  tests, 2 6  o f  t h e m  s i m p l y  
d r o p p e d  a n  o l d  t e s t  a n d  4  k e p t  a n  o l d  t e s t  i n  s o m e  o f  t h e  s a m e  g r a d e  l e v e l s  a s  t h e  n e w  s t a t e  test. 
H ow e v e r ,  1 6  d i s t r i c t s  k e p t  a n  o l d  t e s t  b u t  m o v e d  it t o  g r a d e  l e v e l s  n o t  c o v e r e d  b y  t h e  n e w  s t a t e  test. 
S i x  d i s t r i c t s  p a i d  t o  s u p p l e m e n t  t h e  s t a t e - m a n d a t e d  t e s t  i n  n o n m a n d a t e d  g r a d e  l e v e l s .  
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Three A lternat ives for We  pro j ected the costs and other effects of three hypothet i ca l  a l ternat i ve 

a Nat i ona l  nat i ona l  test i ng p l ans, drawn from current debates. For examp l e ,  the 
congress i ona l l y  mandated Nat i ona l  Counc i l  o n  Educat i o n Standards and 

Exam i nat i o n Syst em Test i n g (NCEST) rev i ewed three ma i n  opt i ons i n its work i n 1991-9Z7 T h e  
severa l  poss i b l e  structures for a nat i ona l  exam i nat i o n s y s t em that NCEST  
cons i d ered can be s ummar i z e d  b y  three genera l  types: a s i ng l e nat i ona l  
mu l t i p l e -cho i ce test; a s i ng l e nat i ona l  performance-based test; and severa l  
c l usters of states, each adm in i ster i ng a d ifferent performance-based test. 
NCEST  f ina l l y r e c ommend e d  the latter structure, wh i c h  cou l d  emp l o y  
severa l  nat i ona l  performance-based tests, l eav i ng the states free to choose 
amon g  them. A  “c l uster” wou l d  be formed when  severa l  states dec i d ed on 
a part icu l ar test or deve l o ped one themse l v es. Conce i v ab l y , s ome  or a l l  of 
the current state-deve l oped performance-based tests cou l d  be 
i ncorporated i n a c l uster system.* 

Poss i b l e  Responses to Know i n g  h ow d istr icts responded i n the past to mandated tests s im i l a r or 

Each P lan d i ss im i l a r to those a l ready i n use, we  asse s s e d  what cou l d  happen under 
each of the three a l ternat i ve nat i ona l  test scenar i o s j ust descr i bed. F r om 
know i n g past behav i or i n dropp i ng tests or not and h ow ma n y  d istr icts 
have tests s im i l a r to those proposed, we  der i ved est imates of h ow ma n y  
d istr icts wou l d  rep l ace current tests and h ow ma n y  wou l d  i ncrease the ir 
test i ng programs by not rep l ac i ng a ny current tests. F r om these data we  
der i ved further est imates of overa l l  i n creased cost and test i ng t ime .  T h e  
deta i l s of our procedure are s h own in append i x  II; the resu l ts are s h own in 
tab l e 4.3. 

rBy Pub l i c  L aw 102 - 6 2  (s i g ned J u n e  27, 1 9 9 1 )  the Cong r e s s  created NCEST  to report b y  January 1 9 9 2  
o n  the des i rab i l i ty a n d  feas ib i l i ty of nat i ona l  s tandards a n d  tests a n d  o n  p l a nn i n g a n  appropr i a te 
s y s t em of tests. At the t ime, severa l  i n d e pendent groups h a d  a l r eady p r o p o s e d  structures for a  nat i ona l  
e xam i n at i o n  system. In its f irst severa l  months, NCEST  stud i e d those p r o p o s e d  structures a n d  others 
generated b y  its own  member s .  

“NCEST,  Ra i s i n g Standards for Amer i c a n  Educat i o n  (Wash i n g ton, DC.: January 24, 1992). 
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Tab l e 4.3: Schoo l  Distr ict Responses 
to Three Nat iona l  Test Alternat ives Test a lternat ive 

Response 
Add new test; droD o ld test 

S ing l e S ing l e C lusters of 
mu lt i p l e- performance- performance- 

cho i ce based baseda 
7 4% 5 2% 3 0% 

Add new test; keep o ld test 2 6% 4 8% 4 3% 
Marg l na l  effect 
Add it i ona l  annua l  cost (mi l l i ons) $ 4 2  $209 $193 
Add it i ona l  test ing t ime (m inutes 
per year per student) 15 30 25 
BOur ca lcu l at i ons a s s ume that u n d e r  a c l uster system, 2 7  percent of schoo l  d i str icts that n ow or 
s o o n  wi l l  adm i n i s ter state performance-based tests wi l l  i n corporate t h em into the c l uster system. 

We  found that a s i ng l e nat i ona l  mu l t i p l e -cho i ce test, wh i c h  wou l d  mos t  
over l ap w ith current test ing, wou l d  add the l east n ew tim e  and mo n e y  
cost, a s  74 percent of d istr icts wou l d  drop s ome  ex i st i ng test. W e  
est imated ear l i er i n the chapter that the tota l abso l ute cost of a nat i ona l  
mu l t i p l e -cho i ce test wou l d  be $160 m i l l i o n. Cons i der i n g the 26 percent of 
d istr icts that wou l d  ma i n ta i n  the ir ex i st i ng test wh i l e  add i n g the n ew 
nat i ona l  test, we  est imate that on l y  $42 m i l l i o n wou l d  be n ew costs. T h e  
rema i n i n g $118 m i l l i o n i s a l ready be i n g spent, but on tests that wou l d  be 
rep l aced. W e  est imated on l y  a sma l l  c h ange i n overa l l  test i ng t im e  per 
student per year, about 16 m i n utes more. 

Beca u s e  performance-based tests are mu c h  l e ss c ommon l y  used, they 
wou l d  br i ng someth i n g  n ew to ma n y  more d istr icts, and a s  we  have 
shown, d istr icts fac i ng s u c h  a cho i c e are mu c h  more l i ke l y to add a 
mandated test that i s d ifferent w ithout rep l ac i ng an ex i st i ng test. Thus, a s  
tab l e 4.3 shows, we  est imated that from 43 percent to 48 percent of 
d istr icts wou l d  add a nat i ona l  or c l uster performance test w ithout 
rep l ac i ng a ny current test, thus y i e l d i ng a h i gher l eve l  of n ew costs-from 
$193 m i l l i o n to $209 m i l l i o n-and between 26 m i n utes and 30 m i n utes 
more test i ng t im e  per year for the average student. 

T h e  s i ng l e nat i ona l  mu l t i p l e -cho i ce test emerges a s  the l east expens i v e  
a l ternat i ve for two reasons, F irst, mu l t i p l e -cho i ce tests are i nherent l y l e ss 
expens i v e  than performance-based tests to adm in i s ter and to process. 
Second, they impo s e  fewer n ew costs because they dup l i c ate current 
test i ng the most. 
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Inc identa l Costs and 
Benef its of Add i ng a 
Nat iona l  Test 

Rep lacement D isrupt ion The add it i on of a nat iona l  test wi l l affect more than the extent and cost of 
test ing in the Un ited States. It cou l d d isrupt present systems and test ing 
programs. For examp l e, schoo l  d istr icts that drop current ly used 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests in favor of a n ew nat iona l  mu lt ip l e-cho ice test wou l d 
g i ve up some test fami l iar ity, trend data, and perhaps a curr icu lar 
a l i gnment with the test. And if e nough schoo l  d istr icts abandon 
commerc ia l  a n d  state-deve l oped mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests, some test 
deve l opers cou l d l ose the ir jobs. 

Simi lar ly, schoo l  d istr icts that drop current ly used state performance tests 
in favor of a s ing le nat iona l  performance-based test wou l d g i ve up some 
test fami l iar ity, trend data, and perhaps a curr icu lar a l i gnment with the 
test. Moreover, many state test ing off ic ia ls who n ow deve l op and 
admin ister state performance-based tests m ight f ind the ir j obs obso l ete. 

Presumab ly, with a c luster system, states wou l d b e ab l e to jo in a  c luster 
with a test that c lose ly matches the ir curr icu lum, if they have one. So l itt le 
wou l d b e lost in curr icu lar a l i gnment. Moreover, if states that current ly 
admin ister the ir own performance-based tests were a l l owed to keep them 
by start ing a c luster, no state test ing off ic ia ls wou l d b e d isp l aced. 

-- __. .-_-____.- 
W indfa l l Benef its a n d  
Added Costs 

Add i ng a test to a schoo l  d istr ict’s test ing program can be v i ewed as a 
benef it or as a burden-a benef it if the test is wanted, a burden if it is not. 
Whe n  a schoo l  d istr ict rece ives a des irab le test free, as it m ight by a 

part ic ipat ing in a  nat iona l  exam inat i on system, it rece ives a windfa l l  
benef it. It gets a test it wants w ithout purchase or deve l opment costs. If 
the schoo l  d istr ict’s admin istrat ive t ime costs were subs i d i zed as we l l, the 
test wou l d b e an even greater benef it. 

Whe n  a h igher leve l of government mandates that a loca l schoo l  d istr ict 
admin ister an unwanted test, the test wou l d create added costs to the 
schoo l  d istr ict un l ess the personne l  t ime in admin ister ing the test was 
comp lete l y subs i d i zed and d id not detract from regu lar instruct ion ( in 
wh i ch case, the n ew test wou l d have a neutra l effect). In most cases, a 
n ew test adds both benef its and costs to a test ing program. 
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Eff ic iency ~‘Benef its Eff ic i ency benef i ts can resu lt from the ach i e vement of one or more 
econom i e s in test ing, such as those ment i o ned ear l i er-sca le, scope, or 
learn ing. One m ight th i nk that convers i on to s i ng l e nat i ona l  tests, whether 
mu lt i p l e-cho i ce or performance-based, wou l d  produce econom i e s of sca l e. 
But sca l e econom i e s in test ing s e em to be exhausted at a sca l e sma l l er 
than the who l e  country. Our ana l ys i s ear l i er in th is chapter showed that 
sca l e econom i e s in state performance-based test ing s e em to be exhausted 
at about the l eve l  of a l arge state. The fact that three prof itab le test 
pub l i shers coex i st se l l i ng severa l  d ifferent nat i ona l l y normed 
mu lt i p l e-cho i ce tests suggests sca l e econom i e s m ight be exhausted for 
mu lt i p l e-cho i ce tests as we l l . (Otherw ise, one of the three compan i e s  
cou l d undercut the other two on pr ice, en l arge its market share wh i l e 
l ower i ng its costs, and dr i ve its compet i tors from the market.) 

Performance-based tests are n ow be i ng deve l o ped and adm in i stered by 
s ome re lat ive l y sma l l  states, and the larger sca l e s of e ither a s i ng l e 
nat i ona l  performance-based test or a c luster system shou l d engender s ome 
sca l e econom i es. 

A c luster system cou l d produce s ome learn i ng benef its. Severa l  tests in 
separate c l usters wou l d, essent i a l l y, compete w ith each other for the 
a l l eg i ance of states, who wou l d  be free to se l ect the c l usters of the ir 
cho i ce. Compet i t i on among  the severa l  c l usters shou l d prov i de i ncent i ve 
for them to learn h ow to l ower costs and improve qua l i ty in order to reta in 
the states w ith i n the c luster and to attract others. Learn i ng effects can be 
part icu lar ly important w ith n ew or re lat ive l y undeve l o ped techno l og i es. 
The more preva l ent the opportun i t i es to exper iment w ith n ew methods, 
the faster the techno l ogy can deve l op. 

.._ -_. _ . -_ - I. I _.._ _ 
Test Match i ng Costs In and of itse lf, a nat i ona l  s ystem of state performance-based tests wou l d  a 

not prov i de comparab i l i t y of test scores across c lusters. For examp l e, the 
med i a n student test score in one c luster of states m ight not represent the 
s ame leve l  of academ i c  ach i e vement as the med i a n student test score in 
another c luster of states. The two c l usters m ight have very d ifferent tests 
or tests that d iffer in the ir l eve l  of d iff icu lty. Arrang i ng the tests to produce 
comparab l e  scores wi l l  requ ire s ome effort and coord i nat i on, If such 
test-match i ng is to be done, it shou l d be cons i dered as a cost, one un i que 
to the c luster des i gn. 

Tab l e 4.4 summar i z es the i nc i denta l  costs and benef i ts of the proposed 
nat i ona l  tests. 
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Tab le 4.4: lnc ldenta l Costa and Benef its of Proposed Tests -.~_- 
Proposed test ing 

Sing le nat lona l Sing le nat iona l C luatera of 
Current test ing mu lt ip le-choke test performance test performance tests -I ---.-. ---------_ 
States with n o  state test Add a  test; windfa l l  benef i ta Add a  test; windfa l l  benef i t Add a test; windfa l l benef it, 

a n d  a d d e d  costb a n d  a d d e d  cost added cost, and 
test-match ing costC 

States with mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests Do  not a d d  a  test Add a  test; windfa l l  benef i t Add a test; windfa l l benef it, 
and added cost added cost, and 

test-match ing cost 

-_~-.~ 
States with performance tests 

Rep l a ce a  test; rep l acement Rep l a ce a  test; rep l acement Rep l a ce a test; rep l acement 
d i srupt i ond d i srupt i on d isrupt ion and 

test-match ing cost 
Add a  test; windfa l l  benef i t Do  not a d d  a  test Do not add or rep lace a test 
a n d  a d d e d  cost 
Rep l a ce a  test; rep l acement Rep l a ce a  test; rep l acement Jo i n a  c luster; eff ic iency 
d i srupt i on d i srupt i on benef itP and test-match ing 

cost 
aWindfa l l  benef i t: State gets a  n ew test to use free of some of its costs. 

bAdde d  cost: New test wou l d  b e  adm in i stered a l o ng w ith o l d test (or for the first t ime). 

CTest-match i ng cost: Effort requ i red to make scores comparab l e  across c lusters. 

dRep l a cement d isrupt ion: In rep l ac i ng a n  o l d test, a  d istr ict may g ive up fami l iar ity, trend data, or 
curr icu lar a l i gnment; commerc ia l  test pub l i shers may lose customers; and etTIp lOy9eS manag i n g  
state tests may n o  l onger b e  n e e d e d .  

eEff ic iency benef i ts: C luster i ng he l ps smal l states as a  g r o u p  to reach eff ic ient sca le in test ing. 

Summary Look i ng at a samp l e of states with performance-based tests much l ike 
those proposed for a nat iona l  exam inat i on system a l l owed us to est imate 
the cost of a nat iona l  system. Our best est imate is $ 330 mi l l i on, and a 
d ifferent a lternat ives cou l d cost from $160 mi l l i on to $640 mi l l i on, far 
lower than the est imates of some nat iona l  test opponents, and far h igher 
than those of some proponents. Econom ies of sca le, scope, and learn ing 
imp ly that the cost of any nat iona l  system of exams shou l d dec l i ne over 
t ime. 

In genera l, when a schoo l  d istr ict in our samp l e adopted a mandated state 
test, it was more l ike ly to abandon an ex ist ing test if the two were s imi lar 
in purpose or content, and more l ike ly to reta in a n ex ist ing test if the two 
were d ifferent. Th is suggests that the purpose or content of a vo luntary 
nat iona l  test m ight determ ine the degree of over l ap with ex ist ing test ing 
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programs, If the nat iona l  test is d ifferent from ex ist ing tests, a d istr ict (or 
state) may just add the nat iona l  test. If the nat iona l  test is s imi lar to an 
ex ist ing test, a d istr ict (or state) may jett ison the ex ist ing test or not adopt 
the nat iona l  test, effect ive ly not en larg i ng its test ing program. 

Each of three a lternat ive p l ans for a nat iona l  exam inat i on system wou l d 
l ike ly have d ifferent effects on the extent and cost of test ing in the Un ited 
States. A s ing le nat iona l  mu lt ip l e-cho ice test wou l d l ike ly rep l ace tests 
n ow in use in three-quarters of U.S. schoo l  d istr icts (90 percent of wh i ch 
wou l d b e other mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests) and wou l d a dd $42 mi l l i on overa l l  
a n d  16 m inutes per student to the current cost of test ing ($616 mi l l i on a nd 
3.4 hours per student per year). A s ing le nat iona l  performance-based test 
wou l d l ike ly rep l ace tests n ow or soon to be in use in just over ha lf of U.S. 
schoo l  d istr icts (42 percent of wh i ch wou l d b e other performance-based 
tests) and wou l d a dd $209 mi l l i on a nd 30 m inutes of test ing per student. A 
“c luster” system of performance-based tests wou l d l ike ly rep l ace tests 
n ow in use in 3 0 percent of U.S. schoo l  d istr icts and wou l d a dd $193 
mi l l i on a nd 26 m inutes of test ing per student. 
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Test ing O ffic ia ls’ V iews on the Benef its and 
Costs of Present and F u ture Test ing 

The v i ews of loca l and state schoo l  adm in i strators on schoo l  test ing can be 
important for severa l  reasons. F irst, the admin i strators imp l ement the 
present schoo l  test ing programs and wi l l determ ine much of the character 
of any n ew ones. Second, they are in a pos it i on to make i nformed 
j udgments about the va l ue of the ir current tests. Th ird, for s ome of the 
informat ion we were asked to obta in, such as the benef its of test ing, there 
is v irtua l l y no other pract ica l way to get it. 

Th i s chapter presents a summary of the v i ews of state and loca l test ing 
off ic ia ls on the benef its and costs of the ir test ing programs, the ir 
perspect i ves on future trends in test ing, and the ir react ions to the concept 
of a nat iona l e x am or nat iona l exam inat i on system. 

Benef its and Costs of Two survey quest i ons addressed the net benef its (tota l benef its m i nus 

Current Tests tota l costs) of loca l and state test ing programs. Respondents from both 
groups strong ly be l i eved that the net benef its of the ir present test ing 
programs were pos it ive. Seventy-f i ve percent of state respondents fe lt that 
way (compared to 6 percent who fe lt the oppos i te) and 43 percent of loca l 
respondents fe lt that way (compared to 18 percent who fe lt the oppos ite).’ 
Those loca l d istr ict respondents who were test ing d irectors were a lmost 
twice as l ike ly as loca l d istr ict super i ntendents to see the ir test ing 
program’s net benef its as pos it ive, though even super i ntendents l eaned 
strong ly in that d irect ion. Al l our state respondents were e ither test ing 
d irectors or admin i strators in the test ing programs. 

State respondents be l i eved strong ly that net benef its wou l d i ncrease if 
the ir test ing programs were somewhat larger-62 percent ind i cated so 
(compared to 6 percent ind icat ing the oppos ite).2 But a larger state test ing 
program necessar i l y means larger d istr ict programs, un l ess d istr ict 
admin i strators jett ison an ex ist ing test when the ir state mandates a n ew & 
one. At the loca l leve l, s l i ght ly more respondents (28 percent versus 
22 percent) thought net benef its wou l d decrease than thought they wou l d 
i ncrease with a somewhat larger d istr ict test ing program, but 40 percent 

*An add it i ona l  1 6  percent of state respondents a n d  3 4  percent of loca l respondents thought that the 
benef i ts a n d  costs of the ir test ing programs were  about equa l . F ive percent of each g r o u p  rep l i ed w ith 
“d o n ’t k n ow or n o  op i n i on.” T h e  exact word i n g of the quest i on was, “Do  you be l i eve that the benef l ta 
of your state’s ld istr ict’s present test ing p r o gram are greater than the costs, that the costs are greater 
than the benef its, or d o  you be l i eve that they are about equa l ? ” 

2Twenty-three percent of the state respondents fe lt that the net benef i ts wou l d  rema i n about the same 
if the ir test ing programs were  somewhat l arger, wh i l e another 2 1  percent rep l i ed “d o n ’t know or n o  
op i n i on,” T h e  exact word i n g of the quest i on was, “Do  you be l i eve that the net benef i ts (tota l benef i ts 
m inus tota l costs) to your state/d istr ict wou l d  i ncrease if your test ing p r o gram were  somewhat l arger, 
wou l d  decrease, or wou l d  rema i n about the same as n ow?” 
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thought net benef its wou l d rema in the same. Thus, 62 percent of loca l 
respondents thought net benef its wou l d i ncrease or rema in the same with 
an add it i ona l test. 

Whe n  asked in open-ended quest i ons to l ist the ir test ing programs’ ch ief 
benef its, the loca l respondents overwhe lm ing l y ment i oned such benef its 
as d i agnos i s a nd eva l uat i on informat ion for students, parents, schoo ls, 
programs, or d istr icts. By contrast, other potent ia l  benef its, account i ng for 
less than 15 percent of the responses, concerned pos it ive c l assroom 
outcomes ( improved student performance, curr icu lum a l i gnment with 
standards, and so on), pos it ive products of the assessment process (c lear 
standards, better pub l i c understand i ng, teacher ed if icat ion, and so on), or 
accountab i l i ty at any leve l.3 Clear ly, loca l schoo l  off ic ia ls v i ewed tests as 
he lpfu l d i agnost ic instruments, though not c lear ly l i nked to pract ice or 
resu lts, even wh i l e others perce i ved d ifferent purposes for the same tests. 

State respondents were more l ike ly than loca l respondents to ment i on 
other types of benef its, such as accountab i l i ty (33 percent) or ma i ntenance 
of common, c lear standards (11 percent). Otherwise, they ment i oned most 
often the d iagnost ic benef its. Whe n  asked to l ist the ch ief costs of the ir 
test ing programs, the loca l respondents referred usua l l y to d irect costs, 
such as the test purchase, admin istrat ion t ime, or scor ing fees, or to 
opportun ity costs, ch ief ly the loss of teach i ng and learn ing t ime. Though 
the quest i on d irected respondents to th ink of costs in a  broad sense, few 
ment i oned such prob l ems as teach i ng to the test, m isuse of test resu lts, or 
stress. Much the same was true among the state respondents, though with 
them, test deve l opment was a lso often ment i oned as a cost. 

The Future of Test ing Major it ies among both the loca l a n d state respondents saw more tests in 
the ir future, whether they l i ked it or not. F ifty-n ine percent of the loca l 4  

respondents ant ic i pated more state-mandated tests in part icu lar, desp i te 
the fact that a l l but a few states a l ready use at least one state-mandated 
test. Forty-s ix percent of the loca l respondents and 61 percent of the state 
respondents be l i eved that the proport ion of the ir educat i on budgets 
devoted to test ing wou l d grow in the near future (compared to 6 and 
2 percent, respect ive ly, who be l i eved the oppos ite). Plus, very large 

J”Accountab i l i ty” was def i n ed in the quest i onna i re to mean  that “assessment [is] u s e d  to determ ine 
promot i on, retent i on, or graduat i o n” at the student leve l; that “resu lts are u s e d  to he l p determ ine 
pr inc ipa l’s retent i on, promot i on, or bonus, or cash awards to, honors for, status of, or b u d g e t  of the 
schoo l ” at the schoo l  leve l; that “i nformat ion is made  pub l i c a n d  voters or schoo l  b o a r d  can inst igate 
systemwide c h a n g e ” at the d istr ict leve l; a n d  that “i nformat ion is made  pub l i c a n d  voters or leg is l ature 
can inst igate systemwide c h a n g e ” at the state leve l. 
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ma jor i t i es from both groups be l i e ved the ir test ing programs were secure; 
that is, no more suscept i b l e to budget cutbacks, or even l ess so, than other 
educat i ona l  programs. 

A ma jor i ty of l oca l  respondents be l i e ved that the proport i on of tests that 
are commerc i a l l y  deve l o ped wi l l  not change in the near future. A c lear 
ma jor i ty of state respondents, however, be l i e ved that they wi l l  re ly l ess on 
commerc i a l l y  deve l o ped tests (on l y one state respondent expected to re ly 
on them more). Both state and l oca l  respondents ident if i ed a trend toward 
more use of cr iter ion-referenced and away from norm-referenced tests and 
a trend toward more use of performance-based and away from 
mu lt i p l e-cho i ce formats. Very large ma jor i t i es among  the state 
respondents conf i rmed the two trends-70 percent pred i cted more 
cr iter ion-referenced tests (compared to 2 percent pred i ct i ng more 
norm-referenced tests), and 87 percent pred i cted more performance-based 
tests (compared to no state respondents pred i ct i ng more mu lt i p l e-cho i ce 
tests).4 

Whe n  asked in open-ended quest i ons to ident ify the most pos i t i ve 
contemporary trends in student assessment, state test ing d irectors 
ment i o ned most often: more performance-based and “authent i c” tests 
(52 percent); improved test ing procedures in genera l , such as 
cr iter ion-referenc ing, l ess cu ltura l b i as in test i tems, and test ing “h i gher 
order sk i l l s” (38 percent); and test ing as part of i ntegrated educat i ona l  
programs (11 percent). Whe n  asked to ident ify the most negat i ve 
contemporary trends, they ment i o ned most often: m i s use of test resu lts to 
compare d istr icts or states that are not a l i ke as if they were or to make  
unwarranted i nferences about students (47 percent); use of unproven 
methods (for examp l e, performance-based tests-25 percent); and too 
much  test ing or too much  emphas i s  on test ing (21 percent). Tab l e 5.1 
summar i z es these responses. a 

“In add i t i on, 1 7  percent of state respondents pred i cted about the s ame proport i o n of 
cr i ter i on-referenced to norm-referenced tests, wh i l e 1 1  percent rep l i e d “n o  op i n i o n or not app l i cab l e.” 
E l even percent of state respondents pred i cted about the s ame proport i o n of mu lt i p l e-cho i ce to 
performance-based tests, wh i l e 2  percent rep l i e d “n o  op i n i o n or not app l i cab l e.” 
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Tab le 5.1: Poslt lve and Negat ive 
hnd8 in TaSt ing Trends 

Posit ive 
More performance-based tests 
Improved test ing procedures ( less b ias, h igher order ski l ls tested) 
Test ing as part of an integrated educat iona l system 
Negat ive 
Misuse of test resu lts 

Respondents’ 

5 2% 
38 
11 

47 
Use of unwoven methods ( inc lud ina oerformance-based tests) 25 
Too much test ing or emphas is on test ing 21 

*State test ing d irectors respond i n g to our surky. Up  to three responses were counted from each 
respondent, so the percentages of al l r esponses d o  not tota l 1 0 0. 

React i on to a Nat iona l  Our quest i onna i res were deve l o ped in 1 991 when many proposa l s centered 

Examinat ion on a s ing le nat iona l  test, so we asked respondents for the ir react ion to “a 
vo luntary nat iona l  ach i evement test.” Thus, the ir responses ref lect the ir 
react ion to the i dea of a s ing le test. Were the quest i onna i re wr itten today, 
that phrase m ight have been a ltered to read “nat iona l  exam inat i on 
system,” to better ref lect the wide ly d i scussed recommendat i on of NCEST 
aga i nst a s ing le test and in favor of a system incorporat ing severa l 
d ifferent tests. Some others who were opposed to a s ing le test m ight favor 
such a “c luster” system of exams. We  d id, however, attach a ser ies of 
open-ended quest i ons to our survey that referred to a potent ia l  “nat iona l  
exam inat i on system.” 

The survey, then, asked respondents wh i ch factors, among 12 posed, 
wou l d b e most important to them if it were the ir respons ib i l i ty to choose 
to adopt a vo luntary nat iona l  test. Among the 12,3 factors were 
cons i dered the most important by both groups: the qua l i ty of the nat iona l  4  

test, the cost to the state or d istr ict of admin ister ing the test, and the 
usefu l ness of the test resu lts to state or loca l interna l eva l uat i ons. Judg i ng 
from the ir responses to other survey quest i ons, we be l i eve that our 
respondents wou l d cons i der a test to be of h igher qua l i ty to the degree 
that it covers what the ir teachers teach and measures d iverse sk i l ls, by 
inc l ud i ng some performance-based response formats as we l l  as 
content-based, mu lt ip l e-cho ice formats. 

Other factors cons i dered important, but less so than these three just 
ment i oned, were those invo lv i ng the fit between a nat iona l  test and 
ex ist ing d istr ict or state tests. K inds of fit that respondents sa id were 
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important inc l uded, in order of decreas i ng importance, s imi lar ity in 
content, purpose, grade leve l, test type, or t ime of year when g iven. A 
nat iona l  test wou l d b e less accepted, that is, to the degree that it d iffered 
from current pract ice on these d imens i ons. 

State respondents noted that if it were the ir respons ib i l i ty to choose to 
adopt a vo luntary nat iona l  test, they wou l d f ind it extreme ly important if 
the nat iona l  test proposa l  were accompan i e d by pressure to adopt or not 
adopt from forces outs ide, such as the governor, the state leg is lature, or 
pub l i c op i n i on. Loca l  respondents j udged these cons iderat i ons somewhat 
less important. Whe n  asked wh i ch factors they wou l d cons i der most 
important in dec i d i ng to drop an ex ist ing test in favor of a nat iona l  test, 
the re lat ive rank i ng of factors mirrored that for the prev i ous quest i on on 
the s imp le adopt i on of the nat iona l  test. 

Separate, open-ended quest i ons that asked for the perce i ved advantages 
and d i sadvantages of a “nat iona l  examinat ion system” revea l ed a good 
dea l  of oppos i t i on to the i dea (see tab le 6.2). Forty percent of the loca l 
d istr ict respondents and 29 percent of the state respondents offered that 
there were no advantages or that they cou l d not th ink of any. One pos it ive 
advantage ment i oned by a s izab le number of respondents (over ha lf of the 
state respondents and 32 percent of the loca l respondents) concerns the 
common metr ic a nd bas i s for compar i son of performance that a nat iona l  
test ing system cou l d prov ide. 

Tab le 5.2: Advantages and 
Disadvantages of a Nat lona l 
Examlnat lon System Response 

Offic ia ls respond ing’ 
State Loca l d istrict 

Advantages 
No advantages or cannot th ink of any 
Common bases for compar ison, c lear standards 

2 9% 40% 
53 32 

a 

Disadvantages 
Misuse of test resu lts 
Push for nat iona l curr icu lum or a decrease in loca l 
contro l 

41 26 

25 14 
Mismatch of test to loca l curr icu lum 20 4 

Teach i ng to the test or a narrowing of curr icu lum 16 17 
Use of restrict ive or narrow test ing formats 14 7 

Wp to two responses were counted from each respondent, so the percentages of al l responses 
d o  not tota l 100. 
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The potent ia l  l i nkage of such expanded test ing to a nat iona l  curr icu lum, 
the c lear decrease in loca l contro l, a nd a lack of match of the tests to loca l 
curr icu la were ment i oned often as d i sadvantages of a nat iona l  e xam 
system. Other d i sadvantages often ment i oned concerned m isuses of tests 
in genera l-not necessar i l y just a nat iona l  test-such as the inappropr iate 
compar i son of un l i ke d istr icts or states, inaccurate report ing of test 
resu lts, teach i ng to the test, narrow ing the curr icu lum, and use of 
restr ict ive or nsrrow test ing formats. 

A Trade-Off Between Although our survey respondents d id not seem opposed to more test ing, 

Test Qua l ity and Cost 
they were part icu lar about the k i nds of tests they favored. They ind i cated 
a preference for performance-based tests with the content based on the ir 
state or loca l curr icu la a nd resu lts that csn serve loca l purposes, such as 
student, schoo l, or curr icu lum d iagnos is. Th is des ire does not necessar i l y 
match present pract ice. As we d i scussed in chapter 2, most state 
respondents reported no requ ired state curr icuhuu in 1990-91. Overa l l, 
state respondents ident if ied on l y 4 6 percent of the ir statew ide tests as 
large ly or perfect ly a l i gned with the ir state curr icu la. Even so, curr icu la, 
whether state or loca l, whether spec if i ed or just ad hoc, do not vary so 
much that d isparate schoo l  d istr icts cannot sti l l u se the same textbooks, 
v irtua l ly a l l of wh i ch are so ld nat iona l l y. 

Because the k ind of test ing our respondents want is not exact ly what they 
n ow have does not inva l i date the ir w ishes, however. Test i ng d irectors and 
loca l super i ntendents and admin istrators work with in the constra ints of 
budgets and state mandates and cannot a lways comp lete l y contro l the 
make-up of the ir test ing programs. Bes ides; it seems log ica l that they 
wou l d des ire a pos it ive add it i on to the ir present test ing programs. A 
nat iona l  mu lt ip l e-cho ice test-the low-cost a lternat ive-wou ld b e large ly 
dup l i cat ive; a curr icu l um-based performance test wou l d be, for most e 
d istr icts, someth i ng new. 

Some wou l d argue, moreover, that the present commerc ia l l y deve l o ped 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests a l ready are nat iona l  tests; they are des i gned and 
deve l o ped with informat ion drawn from nat iona l  samp l es of students in 
p i lot tests, and then they are so ld nat iona l l y. Some crit ics of these tests 
have argued that the test pub l i shers do not update the mater ia l in these 
tests often enough, that the ir test secur ity is often lax, or that they test 
on ly a  narrow range of sk i l ls a n d do not cha l l enge the students enough 
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even with in that range. Sti l l more cr it ic isms have been leve l ed aga i nst 
these tests.” 

To be fa ir, however, we note that a s izab le minor ity (25 percent) of state 
test ing d irectors saw the use of performance-based tests as a negat i ve 
trend. We  cannot be sure, but they may have sa id th is because of the 
unden i ab l e fact that mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests do have some advantages other 
than cost over performance-based tests. F irst, because mu lt ip l e-cho ice test 
quest i ons can be answered qu ick ly, many more of them can be answered 
with in a  g i ven t ime per iod. Thus, mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests can cover the 
content of a sub ject area far more qu ick ly than can a performance-based 
test. 

Second, because mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests l imit the doma i n of poss ib l e 
answers and on ly o ne is correct, scor ing the exams can be done qu ick ly 
a nd with near-perfect cons istency. Mach i nes score mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests, 
and every test is scored the same way. Ind iv i dua ls score 
performance-based tests, and each scorer may have a d ifferent i dea of 
wh i ch answer is correct, h ow it shou l d b e expressed, and what score 
certa in answers shou l d get.6 

Regard l ess of the test format, some efforts to cut costs can threaten test 
qua l i ty, To save money, test ing off ic ia ls can update the content of tests 
less often, deve l op shorter tests or fewer forms of a test, use fewer 
teachers to score performance-based test items, or make no effort to t ie 
the content of a test to the sub ject matter actua l l y taught in the schoo ls. 
These part icu lar cost-sav ing efforts can threaten test qua l i ty by decreas i ng 
the degree to wh i ch ind iv idua l test resu ltsgenu ine l y a nd accurate ly 
represent a student’s know ledge. 

Summary Our respondents genera l l y to ld us that they be l i eved the net benef its of 
the ir test ing programs were pos it ive a nd wou l d i ncrease or rema in the 
same if more tests were added. Thus, our loca l d istr ict and state 

6A w ide var iety of prob l ems with tests were ra i sed in test imony before the Hous e  Committee o n  
Educat i on a n d  L a b o r  in 3  days of hear i ngs o n  the NCEST proposa l s. See Hous e  Committee o n  
Educat i on a n d  Labor, Overs i ght Hear i n g o n  the Report of the Nat i ona l  Counc i l  o n  Educat i on Standards 
a n d  Test ing, ser ia l n o. 1 0 2 - 1 0 6  (Wash i ngton, DC.: U.S. Government Pr int ing Off ice, February 19,1Q92). 

“For examp l e, ser i ous prob l ems of re l iab i l ity surfaced in a  recent eva l uat i on of o n e  state’s portfo l i o 
assessment (that i nvo l ved teacher rat i ngs of se l ected examp l es of students’ wr it ing a n d  math). In th is 
case, standard i zed scor i ng cond i t i ons-a ma jor prevent i ve aga i nst unre l i ab l e rat i ngs-may have  b e e n  
d iff icu lt to obta i n as a  l arge number of teachers took part a n d  the ir tra in i ng was modest. See Da n  
Koretz, et a l., The Rel iab i l i ty of Scores From the 1 9 9 2  Vermont Portfo l i o Assessment Program: Inter im 
Re  ort Techn i ca l  Report No. 3 6 6  (Los Ange l es: UCLA Center for the Study of Eva luat i on, 
se ecember 1992). 
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respondents seemed not to be opposed to more tests, though the loca l 
d istr icts, where the tests are admin i stered, may be c loser to the saturat ion 
po int than the states. Moreover, though both state and loca l respondents 
were open to more test ing, they were part icu lar about the type of tests: 
they worr ied about the ir qua l i ty, purpose, and l ocus of contro l over 
content and admin istrat ion. 

Very c lear ly, loca l d istr icts to ld us they use tests-and be l i eved they 
shou l d use them-as d iagnost ic instruments, to assess and improve the 
performance of students, programs, schoo ls, or d istr icts, rather than as 
accountab i l i ty measures. Our respondents have ind i cated a preference for 
we l l -des i gned tests that served loca l purposes, such as student, schoo l, or 
curr icu lum d iagnos is. 

FIna l l y, the survey revea l ed a large amount of oppos i t i on in fa l l 1991, 
part icu lar ly at the loca l leve l, to the concept of a nat iona l  test or nat iona l  
exam inat i on system. Temper i ng that oppos i t i on was an acknow l edgment 
by 63 percent of state off ic ia ls a n d 32 percent of loca l off ic ia ls that a 
nat iona l  exam inat i on system cou l d prov i de a common, c lear bas i s for 
compar i ng academ ic performance across the Un ited States. , 
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Conc lus i ons 

A Nat iona l  Examinat i on 
System May Not Be So 
Cost ly 

Our est imates for the cost of a nat iona l exam inat i on system are h i gher 
than those of s ome nat iona l test proponents, but l ower than those of s ome 
opponents. Our best est imates for the most l ike ly type of test show a 
nat iona l cost near $330 mi l l i on annua l l y, or about one-tenth the amount 
that s ome test opponents have suggested. Of th is, we est imate that c l ose to 
$200 mi l l i on wou l d be n ew costs, wh i l e the rest wou l d be compensated for 
by rep lac i ng s ome current tests. Start-up test deve l opment cou l d add a 
one-t ime cost of $100 mi l l i on. 

A nat iona l exam inat i on system wou l d l i ke ly i ncrease by up to 30 m inutes 
the average amount of systemwide test ing t ime per student, i ncreas i ng the 
nat iona l average to 4 hours per student per year-an amount of t ime that 
sti l l d oes not s e em undu l y burdensome, espec ia l l y in v i ew of the powerfu l  
potent ia l  i nformat ion ga ins. 

Some Oppos it i on Exists to Though our respondents d id not s e em opposed to more test ing that met 
a Nat iona l  Test certa in qua l i ty, ut i l ity, and report ing cr iter ia, many expressed oppos i t i on 

to a nat iona l exam inat i on system. That is, they opposed a nat iona l 
exam inat i on system in the abstract without know ing its part icu lar 
character ist ics. Th i s oppos i t i on shou l d g i ve pause to advocates of a 
nat iona l system who are count i ng on the cooperat i on and support of state 
and loca l educat i on off ic ia ls who wi l l l i ke ly be the ones respons i b l e for 
adm in i ster i ng and prepar i ng the students for the exams. If they rema i n 
opposed to the idea, e ither because no one has conv i nced them of its 
worth, because they see it as a use l ess or harmfu l  impos it i on, or because 
they do not see themse l ves invo lved, success is l ess l ike ly. a 

No One  Plan Dom inates 
the O thers 

No p lan is a c lear w inner. Tab l e 6.1 compares three a lternat ive nat iona l 
test ing p l ans on the three ma i n cr iter ia we exam i ned (cost, over lap, test ing 
off ic ia ls’ preferences) as we l l  as on three others where they have obv i ous; 
we l l -estab l i shed d ifferences (fami l i ar ity of method, comparab i l i ty of 
scores nat iona l l y, and a l i gnment of test and curr icu lum). A s ing le nat iona l 
mu lt i p l e-cho ice test offers l ower cost, strong comparab i l i ty of scores and 
the most fami l i ar methodo l ogy. A c luster system of performance i based 
tests over l aps less with present test ing, but may better match the 
preferences of state and loca l test ing off ic ia ls and has more chance for 
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Tab le 6.1: Eva luat ing the Three 
Nat iona l Test Alternat ives 

curr icu lar a l i gnment. The th ird opt ion, a s ing le nat iona l  
performance-based test, cou l d prov i de stronger test score comparab i l i ty 
than the c luster p l an and potent ia l l y stronger inf l uence toward nat iona l  
standards and curr icu lum. Obv ious ly, preferences for certa in cr iter ia or 
for the a lternat ives wi l l vary among teachers, other educators and off ic ia ls, 
a nd the pub l i c. 

Crlter lon 

Nat lona l examlnat lon system a lternat ive 
Sing le Sing le Clusters of 
mult lp le- performance= performance= 
cho ice based based 

cost 
Over lap with present test ing 

Not cost ly 
More 

More expens ive More expens ive 
Less Least 

Test ing offic ia ls’ preferences 
Methodo l ogy 
Comparab i l i ty of test scores 
nat iona l ly 
Curr icu lar a l i gnment 

Least More 
Fami l iar Less fami l iar 
Strong Good 

Strong if Strong if 
curr icu lum is curr icu lum is 
nat iona l nat iona l 

Most 
Least fami l iar 
Weak 

Poss ib le even with 
d iverse curr icu la 

Matters for 
Congress i ona l  
Cons iderat i on 

Invo lvement of State a n d  
Loca l Educators 

If the Congress w ishes to bu i l d support for a nat iona l  exam inat i on system 
among teachers and state and loca l admin istrators, it shou l d cons i der a 
spec if ic ways to encourage the ir i nvo l vement in the process of curr icu lum 
deve l opment, standard-sett ing, and test deve l opment, admin istrat ion, and 
scor ing. Th is wou l d improve the l i ke l i hood of success of a nat iona l  system 
as loca l teachers and admin istrators shou l d b e an integra l part of any test 
admin istrat ion. 

Done th is way, test deve l opment efforts can sti l l try to benef it from the 
lower cost, adherence to common standards, curr icu lar integrat ion, and 
other potent ia l  advantages of large-sca le assessment wh i l e try ing a l so to 
overcome loca l fears and a l i enat ion. Teacher i nvo l vement in test 
deve l opment seems to strengthen teacher adherence to standards and 
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curr icu lar integrat ion and to re late test ing to improvements in teach i ng 
and learn ing. 

Invo lv i ng state test ing off ic ia ls in the p l ann i ng and execut i on of a nat iona l  
system cou l d b e advantageous for two reasons. F’irst, off ic ia ls in the many 
states with act ive and soph ist i cated test ing programs have deve l o ped a 
great dea l  of expert ise in large-sca le test ing and, thus, have much to teach 
anyone p l ann i ng a nat iona l  system. The ir expert ise in techn ica l  aspects of 
test ing may be shared by many experts in un ivers it ies a nd e l sewhere. But 
the ir expert ise in the imp lem.entat ion of large-sca le test ing programs 
invo lv i ng d ifferent types of tests and invo lv i ng severa l groups of 
stakeho l ders is shared by few others. 

A second reason for invo lv i ng state test ing off ic ia ls in the p l ann i ng and 
execut i on of a nat iona l  system is to benef it from the ir v i ews on the most 
order ly trans it ion to a nat iona l  system. Many state test ing programs are 
n ow we l l -estab l i shed or soon wi l l be. Severa l others are be i ng p l anned. 
Some of these programs are large, soph ist i cated, and comp l i cated, and a 
nat iona l  system wi l l, inev itab ly, affect them. 

Ensur ing the Val id ity a n d  If the Congress w ishes to encourage the deve l opment of a we l l -accepted 
Re l iabi l ity of Tests and wide ly used nat iona l  exam inat i on system, it shou l d cons i der means 

for ensur i ng the techn ica l  qua l i ty of the tests. Large-sca l e 
performance-based test ing, in part icu lar, is both popu l ar and new-on l y 
o ne state performance-based test is more than 6 years o ld a nd on ly two 
are more than 3 years o ld. Its newness suggests that deve l opment of 
appropr iate, va l i d, a nd re l i ab le tests and of eff ic ient methods for scor ing 
them wi l l requ ire some tria l, effort, and t ime. State performance-based test 
deve l opment per iods ranged from just 1 year to 3 years. Creat i ng a a 
nat iona l  system of any k ind, however, wi l l b e  an endeavor of 
unprecedented scope. Coord i nat i ng the efforts of severa l layers of 
government a l one shou l d cha l l enge the best of p lanners. 

Test qua l i ty wi l l requ ire an endur i ng commitment and suff ic ient resources 
to ensure that any tests in a  nat iona l  system are va l i d a n d re l iab le. 
Pressures to cut corners and degrade the qua l i ty of tests are inev itab le. 
Money and t ime can be saved, at the expense of h i gh qua l i ty, for examp l e, 
by creat ing fewer forms of a test, forgo ing p i lot tests of test items, 
shorten i ng the l ength of a test, or re lax ing secur ity. The need for qua l i ty 
contro ls is underscored by the v i ews and preferences of the test ing 
off ic ia ls who responded to our survey. They prefer tests with h igh-qua l i ty 
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character ist ics and they worry that a nat iona l  exam inat i on wi l l not 
embody those character ist ics. And they worry that test resu lts may be 
m isrepresented and m isused. 

It is, however, beyond the scope of our study to suggest what means 
shou l d b e used to ensure quahty in a  nat iona l  system of exam inat i ons. The 
Nat iona l  Counc i l  o n  Educat i on Standards and Test i ng has proposed that a 
nat iona l  techn ica l  pane l  b e  appo i nted for th is purpose. There are other 
poss ib l e ways to ensure qua l i ty. In v i ew of the s izab le controversy over 
current test ing, and the potent ia l  for incorrect dec is i ons based on f l awed 
test data, qua l i ty assurance in a n expanded system is extreme ly important 
and shou l d b e exp l ic it ly a n d proact ive ly cons i dered in any nat iona l  
exam inat i on system imp lementat i on p lan. 
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The representat ive nat iona l samp l e from wh i ch we der i ved our est imates 
on the cost, extent, and nature of test ing in the Un ited States cons i sted of 
500 schoo l  d istr icts, We  rece i ved 368 comp l eted quest i onna i res from th is 
group, for a 74-percent response rate. 

D ifferences in Survey Nat iona l  est imates bu i lt up from samp l e survey data can be shaky if s ome 

Response Rates 
Among Respondent 
G roups 

groups surveyed d id not send back many responses. We  ana l yzed 
d ifferences in survey response rates among groups based on a l l the 
character ist ics for wh i ch we had informat ion: metropo l i tan status of 
d istr ict (urban, suburban, or rura l); d istr ict student popu l at i on s ize, 
number of statew ide tests in d istr ict’s state, number of statew ide 
cr iter ion-referenced tests, and number of statew ide performance-based 
tests. 

On l y the d ifference in response rates across d istr icts with d ifferent student 
popu l at i on s i zes proved to be stat ist ica l l y s ign if icant. We  used a stat ist ica l 
test ca l l ed the ch i-square, wh i ch s igna l s the l i ke l i hood that a pattern of 
d ifferences among groups wou l d prove to be, upon further repet it ion, 
cons istent. A lower & i-square stat ist ic suggests a strong probab i l i ty that 
the response rates among respondent groups are tru ly the same, and a 
h i gher ch i -square stat ist ic suggests a l ow probab i l i ty that the rates are 
tru ly the same. 

For d istr ict s ize, the ch i -square was a re lat ive ly h i gh 11.031, with a very 
sma l l  chance, a probab i l i ty leve l of 0.004, that the response rates were 
actua l l y the s ame among the respondent groups. As shown in tab le I. 1, the 
other ch i -squares were low, with correspond i ng h i gh probab i l i t i es of tru ly 
s im i l ar response rates among the respondent groups. 

-- 
Tab l e 1.1: Ch i-Square Tests Compar i ng 
Survey Response Rates Among 
Respondent Groups 

4 

Respondent character ist ic and groups Ch i-square Probab i l i ty 
Metropo l i tan status (urban, suburban, rura l) 2.35 0.308 
Distr ict student popu lat ion s ize (smal l, large, very large) 11.03 0.004 
Number of statewide cr iter ion-referenced tests (0, 1, or 2) 1.28 0.527 
Number of statewide Derformance-based tests (0, 1, 2, or 3) 3.15 0.369 
Number of statewide tests CO. 1, 2. or 31 2.01 0.571 

Distr ict student popu l at i on was categor i zed in three s izes-sma l l  ( l ower 
than 3,500 students), large (between 3,500 and 35,000 students), or very 
large (more than 35,000 students). The response rates var ied for the three 
groups-w ith a 69-percent rate from sma l l  d istr icts, an 83-percent rate 
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from large d istr icts, and a 79-percent rate from very large d istr icts. The 
d ifferences in response rates among the three s izes of d istr icts do not 
imp ly a  b i as in the est imates toward the ‘large and very large d istr icts, 
because a l l the est imates were we ighted. For examp l e, one ce l l that 
represents 30 d istr icts in the Un ited States cou l d b e represented by 7 
d istr icts respond i ng to our survey. Another ce l l that represents 300 
d istr icts in the Un ited States cou l d b e represented by another 7 d istr icts 
respond i ng to our survey. In the first case, the responses from the 7 
d istr icts are g i ven the we ight of 30 d istr icts in the nat iona l  est imates, and 
in the second case, the responses of the 7 d istr icts respond i ng ID our 
survey are g i ven the we ight of 300 d istr icts in the nat iona l  est imates. 

The nat iona l  est imates wou l d not be b i ased in favor of large and very large 
d istr icts, for the sma l l  d istr icts are suff ic ient ly represented in the nat iona l  
samp l e through the we ight i ng. However, in th is examp l e the est imates for 
sma l l  d istr icts wou l d b e less re l i ab le ( i.e., less accurate) because they 
wou l d b e based on a sma l l er percentage of the group. 

The est imates we der ived from the group of sma l l  d istr icts shou l d b e 
re l iab le, however, because the response rate for the group was sti l l rather 
h i gh-69 percent. The group was large-214 schoo l  d istr icts responded, 
out of 312 surveyed. And it was, a lmost certa in ly, the most homogenous 
( in terms of the extent and cost of test ing) of the three d istr ict s izes. Sma l l  
d istr icts were we l l  represented in the respondent group because there 
were so many in the or ig ina l samp l e-312 of the or ig ina l 5 0 0 were sma l l  
d istr icts. By contrast, on ly 4 2 of the or ig ina l 5 0 0 were very large d istr icts. 

We  cannot, of course, demonstrate that nonrespondents m ight not be 
systemat ica l l y d ifferent on other (nonmeasured) factors. Aga in, however, 
the response rate was suff ic ient ly h i gh to mute such concerns. 

4 

Conf i dence Interva ls 
on Key Est imators 

Presented be l ow in tab le I.2 are the 95-percent conf i dence interva ls for the 
key var iab les in the report. The est imates are prov i ded for the samp l e as a 
who l e. Standard errors for a l l var iab les are ava i l ab l e from our off ice upon 
request. 
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Tab l e 1.2: S&Percent Conf i dence 
interva ls for Key Var iab les 

Average amount of hours spent 
Var iab le 

tak ing test, per student per year 
Average amount of hours spent in 
a l l test-re lated act iv ity, per student 
oer year 
Average cost per test 
admin istrat ion per studenta 
Average purchase cost per test 
admin istrat ion per studenta 
Average parsonne l  t ime cost per 
test admin istrat ion per studenta 
Tota l cost of test ing nat ionw ide in 
1990-918 
Tota l number of d istr ictwide tests 
admin i stered in 1990-91 

Eet lmats 
3.4 

Lower bound 
3.1 

UDper bound 
3.8 

6.5 5.4 7.6 

$14.51 $12.61 $16.41 

$4.33 $3.79 $4.87 

$10.18 $8.56 $11.80 

$516 mi l l i on $448 mi l l i on $583 mi l l i on 

35,600 32,700 38,500 

Tota l number of ind iv idua l test 
admin istrat ions in 1990-91 

36 mi l l i on 32 mi l l i on 39 mi l l i on 

@Est imate inc ludes state- and d istr ict- leve l costs. The conf idence interva ls, however, perta in on ly 
to the d istr ict- leve l costs. Our d istr ict- leve l est imates were der ived from a samp l e of d istr icts. Our 
state- leve l f igures are tota ls from the un iverse of a l l the states and, thus, are not est imates at al l. 
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Marg ina l Effect of Proposed Test ing Over 
Current Test ing 

Th i s append i x g i ves deta i l s of our ana lys i s of h ow schoo l  d istr icts wou l d 
react to severa l  nat iona l test ing a lternat ives. It is based on responses to 
survey quest i ons about h ow d istr icts had responded in the past to 
state-mandated tests (see tab le 4.2) and on other informat ion about 
d istr icts’ current tests, 

Potent ia l  Response to If a l l schoo l  d istr icts were to adopt a s ing l e nat iona l mu lt i p l e-cho ice test, 

a Sing le Mu lt ip le- we est imate 74 percent of them wou l d drop another test, thus not 
en l arg i ng the ir test ing programs. The rema in i ng 26 percent wou l d add the 

Cho i ce Test nat iona l test without dropp i ng another test. 

A s ing le nat iona l mu lt i p l e-cho ice test wou l d c lear ly over l ap in the 
81 percent of schoo l  d istr icts that n ow admin i ster fu l l -battery 
(mu lt i-sub ject) mu lt i p l e-cho ice ach i evement tests systemwide. Us i ng the 
f igure (from tab le 4.2) of 82 percent to est imate the proport ion of d istr icts 
with s im i l ar tests that wou l d drop a current test, we conc l ude that 
66 percent of a l l d istr icts wou l d do so (and 16 percent wou l d not). - 

Simi l ar ly, us i ng 41 percent (aga in, from tab le 4.2) as our est imate of the 
fract ion of those d istr icts that do not current ly adm in i ster a 
mu lt i p l e-cho ice ach i evement test but that wou l d rep l ace s ome current test 
with the nat iona l test, we see that another 8 percent of a l l d istr icts wou l d 
drop a current test (and 11 percent wou l d not).’ 

Th i s can be more eas i l y v i sua l i zed in a “tree” d i agram of cond it i ona l 
probab i l i t i es as shown in f igure II. 1. The tree d i agram shows that schoo l  
d istr icts, e ither with or without mu lt i p l e-cho ice tests, m ight rep l ace a 
current test, though the probab i l i t i es of that happen i ng d iffer between the 
two groups. Add i ng the two d ifferent rep l acement probab i l i t i es (66 and 
8 percent) together produces an overa l l  rep l acement probab i l i ty of a 
74 percent. 

That is, s ome current test other than a  fu l l -battery mu lt i p l e-cho ice test. These are d istr icts not 
current l y adm in i ster i ng fu l l -battery mu lt i p l e-cho ice tests, but adm in i ster i ng other types of testrr. 
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0.81 X 0.82 = 6 6% 

0.81 x 0.18 = 1 5% 

Schoo l d istricts 
without mult ip le- 
cho ice tests 

0.19 x 0.41 = 8% 

Schoo l d istricts that wou l d rep l ace a  current test = 6 6% + 8% = 7 4% 
Schoo l d istricts that wou l d not rep l ace a  current test = 1 5% + 1 1% = 2 6% 

A74% = rep l acement test ing; 2 6% = new, add it i ona l test ing 

Though we est imated in chapter 4 that a s ing le nat iona l  mu lt ip l e-cho ice 
test wou l d cost around $160 mi l l i on a  year to admin ister, the ana lys i s here 
shows that some of th is cost wou l d b e n ew and some of it wou l d b e 
compensated for by schoo l  d istr icts dropp i ng o l d tests and the ir costs. 
Us i ng our rep l acement probab i l i t i es, we ca lcu l ate that a s ing le nat iona l  

a 
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mult ip l e-cho ice test wou l d a dd on ly $ 42 mi l l i on a  year in n ew costs. The 
n ew test ing wou l d a l so add about 16 m inutes to the average of 3.4 hours 
per student in systemwide test ing. The ca lcu lat ions are shown be l ow. 

F irst-Order Con d it ions Cost: $16 per student per mu lt ip l e-cho ice test 

Number: 

10 mi l l i on students tested (3 grade leve ls) 
40 mi l l i on U.S. students tota l 
2 6% of schoo l  d istr icts adopt i ng n ew tests 

T ime: 4  hours per test 

Ca lcu lat ions 10 mi l l i on x 0.26 = 2.6 mi l l i on students 
2.6 x 4 hours = 10.4 mi l l i on n ew hours 
10.4 + 40 mi l l i on = 0.26 hours (15 minutes) 
0.26 hours x $16 per test x 10 mi l l i on students = $42 mi l l i on n ew costs 

Of $160 mi l l i on costs, $42 mi l l i on new, $118 mi l l i on rep l acement 

Potent ia l  Response to Another tree d i agram, f igure 11.2, i l l ustrates the equ i va l ent c i rcumstances 

a Sing le Performance- 
that wou l d obta i n if a l l schoo l  d istr icts were to adopt a s ing le nat iona l  
performance-based test2 F ifty-two percent of schoo l  d istr icts wou l d drop 

Based Test another test, thus not en larg i ng the ir test ing programs. The rema in i ng 
48 percent wou l d a dd the nat iona l  test w ithout dropp i ng another test, thus 
add i ng to the extent and cost of test ing. a 

‘@l’o  make the numbers more re l evant, we  count among  the schoo l  d istr icts w ith performance-based 
tests al l t hose in the n i ne states that p l an to h a v e  statew ide performance-based tests 3  years from now. 
On ly seven states n ow admin i ster statew ide performance-based tests. 
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@pure 1.2: Degree of Over lap With a Sing le Nat iona l Performance-Based Test 

0.27 X 0.82 - 2 2% 

Schoo l d istricts 
with performance- 

0.27 x 0.18 = 5% 

Schoo l d istricts 
without performance- 
based tests 

Schoo l  d istricts that wou l d rep l ace a  current test = 2 2% + 3 0% = 5 2% 
Schoo l d istricts that wou l d not rep l ace a  current test = 5% + 4 3% = 4 8% 

.‘a  5 2% = rep l acement test ing; 4 8% = new, add it i ona l test ing 

Though we est imated in chapter 4 that a s ing le nat iona l  
performance-based test wou l d cost around $330 mi l l i on a  year to 
admin ister, aga i n the ana lys i s here shows that some of th is cost wou l d b e 
n ew and some of it wou l d b e compensated for by the d istr icts dropp i ng 
o l d tests. Us i ng our rep l acement probab i l i t i es, we ca lcu l ate that a s ing le 

Page 70 GAO/PEMD-98-S Student Teet lng 



Append ix II 
Marg ina l Effect of Propored Tert ing Over 
Current Terthg 

nat iona l  performance-based test wou l d a dd about $209 mi l l i on a  year in 
n ew costs. The n ew test ing wou l d a l so add more than 30 m inutes to the 
average of 3.4 hours per student in systemwide test ing. The ca lcu lat ions 
are shown be l ow. 

F irst-Order Con d it ions Cost $ 3 3  per student per performance-based test 

Number: 

10 mi l l i on students tested (3 grade leve ls) 
40 mi l l i on U.S. students tota l 
4 8% of schoo l  d istr icts adopt i ng n ew tests 

T ime: 4  hours per test 

Ca lcu lat ions 10 mi l l i on x 0.48 = 4.8 mi l l i on students 
4.8 x 4 hours = 19.2 mi l l i on n ew hours 
19.2 + 40 mi l l i on = 0.48 hours (30 minutes) 
0.48 hours x $33 per test x 10 mi l l i on students = $158 mi l l i on n ew costs 

Of $330 mi l l i on costs, $168 mi l l i on new, $172 mi l l i on rep l acement 

Because 30 percent of the $33 performance-based tests wi l l rep l ace $16 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests: 

10 mi l l i on x 0.30 = 3 mi l l i on students 
3 mi l l i on x ($33 - $16) = 3 mi l l i on x $17 = another $51 mi l l i on n ew costs 

$168 mi l l i on + $61 mi l l i on = $209 mi l l i on 

Potent ia l Response to a  
C luster System 

The last tree d i agram, f igure 11.3, i l l ustrates the s ituat ion if a l l schoo l  
d istr icts not n ow admin ister ing state performance-based exams were to 
adopt a performance test from one of the nat iona l  “c lusters.” F ifty-seven 
percent of the schoo l  d istr icts wou l d drop another test, thus not en larg i ng 
the ir test ing programs. Forty-three percent wou l d a dd a nat iona l  test 
w ithout dropp i ng another test, thus add i ng to the extent and cost of 
test ing. 
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i gure 11.3: Degree of Over lap With a Cluster System 

Jo in a  Cluster 

Schoo l  d istricts 
without performance- 
based tests 

Schoo l  d istricts that wou l d rep l ace a  current test or not n e e d  to a d d  the n ew nat iona l  test = 2 7% + 3 0% = 5 7% 
Schoo l d istricts that wou l d not rep l ace a  current test = 4 3% 
Schoo l d istricts jo in ing a  c luster d o  not a d d  or rep l ace a  test = 2 7% 

&30% = rep l acement test ing; 4 3% = new, add it i ona l test ing 

Us ing our rep l acement probab i l i t i es, we ca lcu l ate that a c luster system of 
performance-based tests wou l d a dd $193 mi l l i on a  year in n ew costs. The 
n ew test ing wou l d a l so add more than 25 m inutes to the average of 3.4 
hours per student in systemwide test ing. The ca lcu lat ions are shown 
be l ow. 
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F irst-Order Con d it ions Cost: $33 per student per performance-based test 

Number: 

10 mi l l i on students tested (3 grade leve ls) 
40 mi l l i on U.S. students tota l 
4 3% of schoo l  d istr icts adopt i ng n ew tests 

T ime: 4  hours per test 

Ca lcu lat ions 10 mi l l i on x 0.43 = 4.3 mi l l i on students 
4.3 x 4 hours = 17.2 mi l l i on n ew hours 
17.2 + 40 mi l l i on = 0.43 hours (25 minutes) 
0.43 hours x $33 per test x 10 mi l l i on = $142 mi l l i on n ew costs 

Of $330 mi l l i on costs, $142 mi l l i on new, $99 mi l l i on rep l acement 

Because 30 percent of the $33 performance-based tests wi l l rep l ace $16 
mu lt ip l e-cho ice tests: 

10 mi l l i on x 0.30 = 3 mi l l i on students 
3 mi l l i on x ($32 - $15) = 3 mi l l i on x $17 = another $51 mi l l i on n ew costs 

$142 mi l l i on + $51 mi l l i on = $193 mi l l i on 
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The Extent and Cost of O ther Standard ized 
Test ing 

To f ind the extent and cost of the most w idespread tests, our surveys 
asked about systemwide test ing done in U.S. schoo l s. We  def i ned 
systemwide tests as those adm in i stered to a l l students, a lmost a l l students, 
or a representat ive samp l e of a l l students in a schoo l  d istr ict in at least one 
grade leve l. Most standard i zed tests are g i ven systemwlde, but not a l l. 
Schoo l s g i ve s ome standard i zed tests on l y to certa in groups of students. 
How much standard i zed test ing d id we m iss by our cho i ce of tests to 
study? We  th ink not much. Th i s append i x g i ves our est imates of the extent 
of three k i nds of tests beyond those covered in our survey-tests g i ven to 
meet eva l uat i on requ i rements of the federa l Chapter 1 program, state 
advanced ach i evement tests, and co l l ege entrance tests. 

Chapter 1 Test i ng Chapter 1 is the federa l program prov id i ng supp l ementary serv i ces for 
econom ica l l y d i sadvantaged students, Most schoo l  d istr icts rece i ve s ome 
Chapter 1 funds, wh i ch are targeted to schoo l s that exceed a m i n imum 
percentage of econom ica l l y d i sadvantaged students. Thus, Chapter 1 funds 
may support act iv it ies at s ome schoo l s with in a schoo l  d istr ict but not at 
others. 

To ident ify educat iona l l y d i sadvantaged students for serv i ces and a l so to 
check the Chapter 1 program’s effects, part ic ipat ing schoo l s must test 
students both at the beg i nn i ng and at the end of a report ing per iod. The 
test emp l oyed must be nat iona l l y normed. Because they have nat iona l l y 
normed tests read i l y ava i l ab le, commerc i a l  test pub l i shers supp l y v irtua l l y 
a l l the tests used for Chapter 1 test ing. Furthermore, because the 
pub l i shers have formatted a l l the nat iona l l y normed tests with 
mu lt i p l e-cho ice quest i ons, Chapter 1 tests are a lways in mu lt i p l e-cho ice 
format. 

Accord i ng to Department of Educat i on off ic ia ls, s ome schoo l  d istr icts use a 

the Chapter 1 test ing requ i rement as an opportun ity to test a l l the ir 
students at one or more grade leve ls. Thus, i nstead of purchas i ng just 
enough test book l ets for the students in the ir Chapter 1 schoo l s, d istr ict 
off ic ia ls purchase enough test book l ets for aI1 the students in certa in grade 
leve ls. That way, they obta in i nformat ion on a l l the ir students and they 
fulf i l l the ir Chapter 1 eva l uat i on requ i rement, pay i ng a l ower p& than 
they wou l d if they tr ied to meet both eva l uat i on ob ject i ves separate ly. 
Department of Educat i on off ic ia ls be l i eve that most schoo l  d istr icts do 
the ir Chapter 1 test ing th is way, adm in i ster i ng fu l l -battery commerc i a l  
tests to a l l students in certa in grade leve ls in both Chapter 1 schoo l s and 
non-Chapter 1 schoo l s. 
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If the ma jor ity of schoo l  d istr icts rece iv i ng Chapter 1 money do, i ndeed, 
test a l l students at the same t ime and with the same test as the ir Chapter 1 
students, then most Chapter 1 test ing is systemwide and is represented in 
the data the nat iona l  samp l e of loca l schoo l  off ic ia ls prov i ded on our 
surveys. We  have no way of prec ise ly est imat ing h ow much Chapter 1 
test ing is systemwide and h ow much is not. 

Even add i ng a l l Chapter 1 test ing to our est imate of the extent of test ing 
does not marked l y i ncrease our est imate, however. We  ca lcu l ated th is 
extreme case, wh i ch assumes that no Chapter 1 tests were i nc l uded in our 
surveys, so as not to underest imate the added test ing burden caused by 
Chapter 1 eva luat i on. About 1.5 mi l l i on students take Chapter 1 tests in 
read i ng and about 1 mi l l i on students take Chapter 1 tests in math.’ 
Department of Educat i on off ic ia ls to ld us the tests (g iven twice) take 
about 45 m inutes per test admin istrat ion. Th is amount of test ing adds less 
than 6 m inutes, or 0.1 hour, to our est imate of 3.4 hours of systemwide 
test ing per student. 

AI1 systemwide test ing and Chapter 1 test ing compr ise the group of aII 
mandatory, schoo l  d istr ict-admin istered standard i zed academ ic tests. Our 
nat iona l  samp l e of systemwide tests compr ises 98 percent of the tests in 
th is group. 

St&e Advanced- 
Sub ject-Area Tests 

In add it i on to statew ide ach i evement tests, two of the larger states 
admin ister advanced-sub j ect-area tests to some of the ir h i gh schoo l  
students. These are not systemwide tests because not a l l students in any 
one grade leve l take these tests, on ly those reg istered in certa in advanced 
h i gh schoo l  courses. The advanced-sub j ect-area exams are adm in i stered to 
about 2.5 mi l l i on students for about 3 hours each. From informat ion 
prov i ded in interv iews with the two states’ test ing off ic ia ls, we ca lcu l ated l 

the t ime invo l ved for a l l students tak ing aII the d ifferent sub ject tests, and 
found that in tota l those tests add 12 m inutes, or 0.2 hour, to our 
3.4-hours-per-student average for the extent of test ing in the Un ited States. 

AI1 systemwide test ing, Chapter 1 test ing, and these state advanced 
sub ject-area tests compr ise the group of a l l schoo l  d istr ict-admin istered 
standard i zed academ ic tests. Our nat iona l  samp l e of systemwide tests 
compr ises 93 percent of the tests in th is group. 

‘Beth Sinc la ir a n d  Babette Gutman, A Summary of State Chapter 1  Part ic i pat ion a n d  Ach i evement 
Informat i on for 1 9 8 9 - 9 0  (Wash i ngton, D.C.: Department of Educat i on, 1992), p. 46. 
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Co l lege Entrance 
Examinat ions 

The co l l ege entrance exam inat i ons of the Amer ican Co l l ege Test i ng 
Program (the Amer ican Co l l ege Test and Pre l im inary Amer ican Co l l ege 
Test) and the Educat i ona l  Test i ng Serv ice (SAT, Pre l im inary Scho last ic 
Apt itude Test, and the Advanced P lacement exams) are not adm in i stered 
by schoo l  d istr icts but by the test ing f irms, themse lves. H igh schoo l  
students are not requ ired to take them; they take them on ly if they are 
cons ider i ng app l y i ng to co l l eges and un ivers it ies that requ ire them for 
adm iss i on or advanced course cred it. Prom f igures supp l i ed by the two 
f irms on test t imes and number of students invo lved, we ca lcu l ated that 
inc l ud i ng a l l the nat iona l l y standard i zed co l l ege entrance exams adds 20 
m inutes, or 0.3 hours, to our nat iona l  average of 3.4 hours per student for 
the extent of test ing in the Un ited States. 

Al l systemwide test ing, Chapter 1 test ing, state advanced-sub j ect-area 
tests, and co l l ege entrance exams compr ise the group of a l l standard i zed 
academ ic tests. Our nat iona l  samp l e of systemwide tests compr ises 
86 percent of the tests in th is group. 

Other Standard i zed 
Tests 

The standard i zed tests for schoo l -age students that rema in are those g i ven 
to spec ia l  popu l at i ons, such as psycho log i ca l  tests for spec ia l  educat i on 
students, IQ tests for g ifted and ta l ented students, or opt iona l  nonacadem i c 
tests, such as vocat iona l- i nterest tests adm in i stered after schoo l  hours to 
students who e lect to take them on the ir own t ime. We  d id not exam ine 
these. Compared to the nat iona l  samp l e of systemwide tests, they are not 
many, and they are not l ike ach i evement tests, the k ind of tests be i ng 
cons i dered for a nat iona l  exam inat i on system. 

Other Test ing Most tests, of course, are not standard i zed. C lassroom teachers deve l op 
and admin ister most tests as a norma l part of academ ic coursework. We  a 
know of no comp l eted stud ies des i gned to accurate ly determ ine the extent 
of teacher c l assroom test ing. And such a study was we l l  b eyond our 
resources to undertake. 
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Other Est ima tes of the Extent and Cost of 
Test ing 

_ .._._._ _.I _...._ ---.~ 
Th i s append i x summar i zes other attempts to est imate the current extent 
and cost of test ing in the Un ited States. These stud ies have der i ved the ir 
est imates e ither from aggregate f igures or from case stud ies. 

OTA Est imates The Off ice of Techno l ogy Assessment (OTA) d id not attempt to est imate 
the current extent and cost of test ing but d id prov i de s ome pert inent 
informat ion that we exam i ned to see h ow cons istent it was with our own 
data. The OTA report i nc l udes informat ion from one large urban schoo l  
d istr ict on a l l out l ays for one schoo l  year on mater ia l s, serv ices, and 
personne l  re lated to standard i zed test ing.’ From data in the OTA report, we 
ca lcu l ated that expenses on standard i zed test ing amounted to less than 
one-ha lf of 1 percent of the d istr ict’s budget. That’s a typ ica l l eve l of 
spend i ng for large d istr icts in our nat iona l samp l e. 

OTA a l so reported the extent of test ing in that d istr ict, f ind ing the average 
student took 5 to 6 hours of standard i zed tests per year. Th i s is s l i ght ly 
more than our nat iona l average of 3.4 hours per student per year. But we 
a lso found in our nat iona l samp l e that d istr icts with s ome of the 
character ist ics of the d istr ict OTA stud ied-centra l c ity locat ion, a h i gh 
leve l of poverty, and Northeastern locat i on-had somewhat more test ing 
hours. 

The other test cost informat ion in the report is der i ved from a report 
prepared for OTA by un ivers ity researchers. They stated that 
performance-based tests in Great Br ita in and Ire land cost $107 per 
student, and OTA used th is f igure to represent potent ia l  costs of 
performance-based tests in the Un ited States.2 None of the state 
performance-based tests in our nat iona l samp l e cost that much (we found 
an average cost of $33 and a range from $16 to $64), though such a cost a 
f igure cou l d be expected g i ven certa in cond it i ons. The cond it i ons 
surround i ng the European tests were not spec if i ed in the researchers’ 
report. 

NCTPP Est imates Between 1987 and 1990 the Ford Foundat i on sponsored the work of the 
Nat iona l  Comm iss i o n on Test i ng and Pub l i c Po l i cy (NCTPP), wh ich 
centered ch ief ly on equ ity i ssues in the des i gn and use of tests. Us i ng s ome 

‘Test i ng in Amer i can Schoo l s: Ask i ng the R ight Quest i ons, OTA-SET-619 (Wash i ngton, DC.: U.S. 
Government Pr int i ng Off ice, 1992), pp. 27-29. 

“Geo r g e  F. Madaus  a n d  Thomas Ke l l aghan, Student Exam inat i on Systems in the Europea n  Commun i ty: 
Lessons for the Un i ted States. Contractor report subm itted to OTA, June 1991. 
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est imates and s ome  aggregate f i gures (for the reported sa l e s revenue and 
v o l ume of c ommerc i a l  tests, for examp l e ) the Comm i s s i o n ’s  report 
est imated that “mandatory test i ng c o n s umes  s ome  20 m i l l i o n schoo l  d a y s  
and the equ i va l ent of $700 to $900 m i l l i o n i n d irect and ind i rect 
expend i tures annua l l y .“3 T h e  report c i tes a s  its source a book that i s a s  yet 
unpub l i s hed, s o  we  cou l d  not determ i ne h ow NCTPP mad e  these est imates. 

T h e  Comm i s s i o n ’s  f i gures are, nonethe l ess, c l o se to ours. Us i n g  our f igure 
of about 3.4 hours of test i ng for the average student, the approx imate l y  
40 m i l l i o n students i n pub l i c  e l ementary and secondary schoo l s  wou l d  
s pend i n the aggregate 17 m i l l i o n S-hour d a y s  on tests. Us i n g  a 6hour 
schoo l  d a y  i n the ca l cu l at i on, we  wou l d  est imate a s omewhat  h i gher 
tota l-23 m i l l i o n schoo l  d a y s  of test i ng per year. W e  a l s o report i n chapter 
4 an overa l l  est imate of $616 m i l l i o n i n test i ng costs annua l l y , wh i c h  fa l l s 
be l ow the Comm i s s i o n ’s  est imate, but we  do not k n ow exact l y what they 
were count i ng a s  “ind i rect expend i tures.” T h e  report used s ome  very 
strong l a nguage to emphas i z e  its content i on that th i s amount of test i ng i s 
“too much . ” T h e  f igure of l e ss than one day per student per year, on 
average, s e ems  not s o  a l a rm i ng to us, but the conc l u s i o n i s a matter of 
j u dgment. 

T h e  Comm i s s i o n  report a l s o est imated that students take 127 m i l l i o n tests 
per year, w ith i nd i v i dua l  students at s ome  grade l eve l s tak i ng from 7 to 12 
tests i n a year. But i n ca l cu l at i ng these est imates, the Comm i s s i o n  
separated test batter i es i nto the ir severa l  sub j ect-area c omponen t s  and 
counted each of t h em as a test. A  typ i ca l  c ommerc i a l  test of 4 to 5 hours i n 
l ength m i g ht conta i n separate sect i o ns cover i ng the bas i c  sub j ect areas of 
read i ng, grammar, math, sc i e nce, soc i a l  sc i e nce, and wr it i ng. T h e  test 
pub l i s her and mos t  others wou l d  st i l l  ca l l  it one test; the Comm i s s i o n  
descr i bed th i s a s  s i x  tests. W e  est imate that US students take about a 
36 m i l l i o n tests per year. 

Other Est imates 
4  

In our search of the l i terature, we  found on l y  two other emp i r i c a l  
est imates of the extent or cost of test i ng that were based on reasonab l y  
comp l e t e ca l cu l at i ons. A  survey of schoo l  d i str i cts i n 14 Northwestern 
states est imated that “the average student exper i e nces 2 to 6 hours of 

3 F r om Gatek e e p e r  to Gat eway  (Boston: 1990), p. X. 
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test i ng each year throughout e l ementary and secondary schoo l .“4 That 
range i n c l u des our est imate from our nat i ona l  s amp l e  of 3.4 hours. 

F r om a 1982 c a s e  study of one suburban schoo l  d istr ict, the Test Use  
Pro j ect at the Un i vers i ty of Ca l i forn i a at Los Ange l e s  ca l cu l ated 
d i str i ctw ide test i ng costs to be one-ha l f of 1 percent of d istr ict 
expend i tures, about the average that we  found.6 

4Bever l y  Anderson, “Test Us e  T o d a y  i n E l ementary Schoo l s  a n d  Seco n d a r y  Schoo l s ,” i n A l e x andra K. 
W i g d o r  a n d  Wende l l  R. Garner, eds., Ab i l i ty Test i ng: Uses, Cons e q u e n c e s ,  a n d  Controvers i e s 
(Wash i n g ton, DC.: Nat i ona l  Ac a d emy  Press, 1982), pp. 232-264. 

GD. Dorr -Bremme a n d  J. Catera l l , Test Us e  Pro j ect: Costa of Test i n g (Los Ange l e s : UCLA Center for the 
Study of Eva l uat i o n, 1982). 
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G lossary 

Accountab i l i ty Def i ned in our quest i onna i re to mean  assessment that is “used to 
determ ine promot i on, retent ion, or graduat i on” at the student leve l; whose 
“resu lts are used to he l p determ ine pr inc i pa l ’s  retent ion, promot i on, or 
bonus, or cash awards to, honors for, status of, or budget of the schoo l ” at 
the schoo l  l eve l. At the d istr ict leve l, “i nformat ion is mad e  pub l i c and 
voters or schoo l  board can inst i gate systemw ide change,” and at the state 
leve l, “i nformat ion is mad e  pub l i c and voters or leg i s l ature can inst i gate 
systemw ide change.” 

Ach i evement Test A test des i g ned to measure a person’s know ledge, understand i ng, or 
accomp l i s hment in a certa in sub j ect area, or the degree to wh i ch a person 
possesses a certa in sk i l l . Ach i e vement tests shou l d be d i st i ngu i shed from 
apt i tude tests, wh i ch attempt to est imate future performance. 

Assessment Genera l l y refers to large-sca le, systemw ide measurement programs for 
pup i l  d i agnos i s, program eva l uat i on, accountab i l i ty, resource a l l ocat ion, or 
teacher eva l uat i on. 

Cr iter i on-Referenced Test A test that a l l ows its users to interpret scores in re l at i onsh i p to a 
funct i ona l  performance leve l. Cr iter ion-referenced measures prov i de 
i nformat ion as to the degree of competence atta i ned by a part icu lar 
student, w ithout reference to the performance of others. 

H igh-Stakes Test A test that is used to determ ine promot i on, retent ion, or graduat i on. 
“H igh-stakes” tests and tests used for “student- l eve l  accountab i l i t y” are 
cons i dered synonymous. 

Norm-Referenced Test A test that shows a person’s re lat ive stand i ng a l ong a cont i n uum of 
atta i nment in compar i s on to the performance of other peop l e i n a 
spec i f i ed group, such as test-takers of a certa in age or group. 

Performance-Based Test A test that measures ab i l i ty by assess i n g open-ended responses or by 
ask i ng a person to comp l ete a task. A l so known as a lternat ive assessment, 
constructed response, or task performance, performance-based tests 
requ ire the respondent to produce a response or demonstrate a sk i l l  or 
procedure. Examp l e s  i nc l ude answer i ng an open-ended quest i on, 
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convers i ng in a fore ign l anguage, so l v i ng a mathemat i c s prob l em wh i l e 
show i ng a l l  ca l cu l at i ons, wr it i ng an essay on a g i ven top ic, or des i gn i ng a 
sc i e nce exper iment. 

Rel iab i l i ty The re l i ab i l i ty of a test refers to the degree to wh i ch test resu lts are 
cons i stent across test adm in i strat i ons. Ind i v i dua l  student scores are 
re l i ab l e if the s ame student g i ves the s ame answers to the s ame quest i ons 
asked at d ifferent t imes. Test re l i ab i l i ty can a l so be measured at the 
c l assroom, schoo l , or d istr ict leve l. Tests tend to be re l i ab l e if the ir 
quest i ons are c l ear and focused and unre l i ab l e if the ir quest i ons are vague, 
contrad ictory, or confus i ng. Re l i ab i l i ty can be measured rather prec i se l y. 

Representat i ve Samp l e  A samp l e  i s a subgroup of a popu l at i on, A samp l e  i s representat i ve if it 
accurate l y ref lects the character of the popu l at i on in those aspects under 
study. 

Standard i zed Test A test is standard i zed if it i s g i ven in i dent i ca l  form and at the s ame t ime to 
students in more than one schoo l , and a l l  the resu lts are marked in the 
s ame way. Tests scored by mach i ne-read i ng of student marks in answer 
“bubb l e s” are not the on l y type of standard i zed test. Tests w ith 
open-ended essay quest i ons and other k i nds of performance-based tests 
can be standard i zed, too, if the cond i t i ons of adm in i strat i on and scor i ng 
are carefu l l y contro l l ed across schoo l s. 

Strat if ied Samp l e  In strat if ied samp l i n g, a researcher se l ects random l y w ith i n each of 
separate homogenous subsets, or strata. The va l ues der i ved from each of 
these subsamp l e s are then we i ghted accord i ng to the proport i on of the b 

popu l at i on represented by each subset. 

Systemat ic Samp l e  In a systemat i c samp l e, the researcher random l y p i cks a number between 
zero and a number n/x, w ith n be i ng the popu l at i on s i ze and x be i ng the 
s i ze of the systemat i c samp l e. Then, start ing w ith that random number, the 
researcher p i cks every n/x i tem unt i l  x  i tems are se l ected. In our study, we 
p i cked a systemat i c samp l e  from our nat i ona l  samp l e, p i ck i ng every n/x 
i tem in the order in wh i ch the quest i onna i res were returned in the ma i l . 
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Glouary 

Systemwide Test We def i ned systemwide tests, for the purpose of th is study, as any test that 
is adm in i stered to a l l students, to a lmost a l l students, or to a 
representat ive san$e of a l l students with in a  jur isd ict ion for at least one 
grade leve l. Such a test can inc l ude severa l sub j ect areas in a  test battery. 
Tests that are opt iona l  for the student (as are co l l ege entrance tests) or 
that are on ly adm in i stered to unrepresentat i ve subsets of the student 
popu l at i on (as are tests for spec ia l  educat i on students) are not inc l uded. 

Val id ity The va l id ity of a test refers to the degree to wh i ch it measures what it is 
des i gned to measure. There are severa l k i nds of va l id ity. Curr icu lar 
va l id ity, for examp l e, wou l d b e strong if a  test conta i ned quest i ons based 
on the content of the curr icu lum and weak if a  test conta i ned quest i ons 
not, based on the content of the curr icu lum. Pred ict ive va l id ity wou l d b e 
strong if a n ind iv idua l’s test score accurate ly forecasted some other event, 
such as the l i ke l i hood of graduat i ng or succeed i ng in a  part icu lar : 
endeavor. Un l i ke re l iab i l ity, va l id ity is d iff icu lt to measure prec ise ly. 
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