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The educational technol ogies of the past quarter century -from
teachi ng machines to minimal conpetency testing -- all share the
general purpose of hel pi ng educators make better, or at |east nore
uni form decisions. The main support for these technol ogi es has cone
fromcentralized agencies |ike the Ofice of Education, philanthropic
foundati ons, publishers or state departnents of education which w sh
to influence a system of education with extrenmely decentralized
control. Since these central agencies cannot make | ocal deci sions,
they instead appear to be trying to influence the paraneters within
whi ch deci si ons are made.

The currently favored technique for shaping |ocal decisions is
criterion-referenced testing. Sone criterion-referenced testers
first find out how well students can read or wite or play mnusica
instrunents and then tell the decision maker how well students should
read, etc. The concept of performance standards has general appeal.
Al of us would lIike to know how many hi gh school seniors are
functionally literate or how many ki ndergartners are ready to read.

In this paper | will argue that no practical perfornmance
standards technol ogy exists yet (despite the grow ng anmount of
| egi sl ati on that depends on such a technol ogy), and, furthernore,
that the potential for such a technology is extrenely limted. |
concl ude that educational technicians have an obligation to search
for other nethods to neet the needs that performance standards
proposed to neet.

The need for performance standards

The demand for perfornmance standards conmes fromtwo slightly
different sets of needs. The first demand is to help educationa
deci sion makers; the second is to provide some conprehensible
information to the lay public -- to parents, journalists, voters.
The demands overlap to the extent that |aynmen (school board nenbers,
| egislators) are called upon to nake educational decisions.

The public need is easily stated. The world is conpl ex.
Educati onal goals and options are expanding: the schools offer
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calculus, literature, sex education, vocational counseling, job
training, breakfast. Educational information is exploding: per
pupi | expenditures are rising, tax bases are erodi ng, dropouts are
i ncreasi ng, college board scores are falling, average I1Q s are
rising, kids can't balance a checkbook, there's a surplus of
teachers, learning grammar inhibits creativity, school grades don't
correlate with income and so on. The public has a great desire to
know some rather sinmple information: is my son or daughter getting a
good education? Are the schools producing graduates qualified to
meet society’s needs for scholars and sanitation workers? Do | need
to worry about the school s?

Performance standards offer one kind of answer to those genera
soci al questions.

The primary denmand for standards, however, cones from
educati onal decision makers. Their needs are nore specific than the
public’'s. The public nmakes very general decisions. Can | afford to
vote agai nst this school bond issue? Should | wite to ny
congressnen about the spelling skills of high school graduates?
Educators nust not only deci de what the problens are but also how to
solve them They need information that tells them which solution is
best or at |east which small set of solutions is likely to be best.

The maj or purpose of this paper is to consider how performance
standards m ght hel p deci sion makers meet their needs. | treat the
public need for information as secondary. |f performance standards
coul d be devel oped to nmeet decision makers’ needs they would al so, as
a by-product, neet the nore general public need. [If, as | argue, no
such performance standards technology is likely to be devel oped, the
general public need should be reconsidered. The concept of

performnce standards — which has been ained mainly at educationa
decisions — nmay be a relatively poor way to neet the general need
al one.

The devel opnent of the concept of perfornmance standards

The nost powerful distinction in contenporary educati onal
testing is that -- originally posed by Robert G aser -- between
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normreferenced and criterion-referenced tests. This concept becane
wi dely known when d aser published “Instructional Technol ogy and the
Measur enent of Learning Qutcones” in the American Psychologist in
1963.

d aser (1963) sought to enphasize the inportance of naking
scores informative about behavior rather than nerely about relative
performance on poorly-specified and vaguel y- known di nensi ons assumed
to lie behind a test score:

Underlyi ng the concept of achi evenent nmeasurenment is the notion of a
conti nuum of know edge acqui sition ranging fromno proficiency at all to
perfect performance. An individual’s achievenent |evel falls at sone
point on this continuum as indicated by the behaviors he displays during
testing. The degree to which his achievenent resenbl es desired
performance at any specified |l evel is assessed by criterion-referenced
measures of achi evenent or proficiency. The standard agai nst which a
student’s performance is conpared when neasured in this manner is the
behavi or whi ch defines each point along the achi everent continuum The
term“criterion,” when used in this way, does not necessarily refer to
final end-of-course behavior. Criterion |evels can be established at
any point in instructioniwhere it is necessary to obtain information as
to the adequacy of an individual’s performance. The point is that the
specific behaviors inplied at each | evel of proficiency can be
identified and used to describe the specific tasks a student nust be
capabl e of perform ng before he achi eves one of these know edge | evels.
It is in this sense that neasures of proficiency can be criterion-

ref er enced.

Al ong such a continuum of attainment, a student’s score on a criterion-
ref erenced nmeasure provides explicit information as to what the

i ndi vi dual can or cannot do. Criterion referenced neasures indicate the
content of the behavioral repertory, and the correspondence between what
an individual does and the underlying continuum of achi evenent.

Measur es which asses student achievenent in terns of a criterion
standard thus provide information as to the degree of conpetence
attained by a particular student which is independent of reference to

t he performance of others. (pp. 519-520)
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G aser’s original use of the word “criterion” is very close to the
usual neasurement usage:

VWhen we estinmate a test’s validity we nmust know which trait we wi sh the
test to measure. This trait is called the criterion variable. W are

interested in knowi ng how well the individuals’ positions on the
obt ai ned distribution of scores correspond to the individuals’ positions

on the continuum which represents the criterion variable. {Magnusson
519- 520)

There was, however, a crucial difference in enphasis between d aser’s
and the traditional measurement position. Validity (as the word
inplies) has primarily been an ethical requirement of tests, a
prerequi site guarantee, rather than as an active conponent of the use
and interpretation of tests. For exanple, the 1974 APA/ AERA/ NCVE

St andards for Psychol ogical and Educational Tests refer to validity

in this way:

B5. Evidence of validity and reliability along with other rel evant
research data, should be presented in support of any clains bei ng nade.

(p. 16, enphasis added.)

@ aser was, in essence, taking traditional validity out of the real ns
of research into the active arena of test use. He told the testing
communi ty that educators not only need to know that the scores on a
test are positively correlated to inportant behaviors (the
certification aspect), they need to know specifically that a given
score inplies a specific |level of conpetence which | eads themto nake
a certain decision.

Preci sely how one nmakes this decision is one of the watershed
i ssues in the devel opnment of thought on criterion-referenced testing.
One nust select a cut-off point on the test scal e beyond which
children may go on to the next activity. The cut-off point could be
chosen using traditional selection techniques: nanely, estimting
probabilities of success in the next unit (based on the correl ation
bet ween test and future pronotion) and perhaps al so considering such
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vari abl es as student attitudes or costs. This approach to decision
making is well developed in the traditional literature of neasure
meet. It has a limted application sinply because only those
deci sions which are general (college selections) or large scale
(selection to flight training) could justify the conpl ex apparatus of
val i dation

The criterion-referenced testing novenment has becone so
inportant in |arge part because its proponents were able to reconmend
a nmuch sinpler decision procedure. At alnost the sane tine that
@ aser was calling for tests closely related to criterion behaviors,
Robert Mager (1962) was propoundi ng the idea of instructional
obj ecti ves.

If we can specify at |east the m ni mum acceptabl e performance for each
objective, we will have a performance standard agai nst which to test our
instructional prograns we will have neans for determ ni ng whether our
prograns are successful in achieving our instructional intent. (P. 44)

It was inevitable that these two i deas woul d be conmbined. G ven
acriterion-related test (in the older “validity” sense of the terns

with a criterion score, data-based decisions were suddenly reasonably
sinpl e and cheap. Instructional technol ogy becane nuch nore
practical for the individual classroom The problens of program
eval uati on, assessnent, and accountability -- all closely-related
t echnol ogy- based contenporary nmovenents -- were greatly sinplified.

It has become well accepted that the criterion |Is the cut-off
score, that its main virtue is in maki ng sone tough distinctions.

A criterion-referenced test should be designed to divide students into
just two groups -- those who have mastered the material and those who
have not. (G eenbaum 1977, p. 82)

Criterion-referenced testing ideas have cone to be closely
associated with the idea of accountability which began to grow
rapidly at about the sane tinme. The growth of the accountability
movenent placed a great deal of pressure on the testing industry.
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Conventi onal standardi zed, normreferenced tests were seen as
i nadequate for the new purposes. As a result, the new term
“criterion-referenced” became sonething of an unbrella, covering the
attenpts to correct all the sins of past testing practice. However,
it seens clear that criterion-referenced tests are as susceptible as
normreferenced tests to excessive concentration on specific factua
know edge and m ght easily enploy biased itens or have uncl ear
directions or formats.

There are several unique attributes of normreferenced tests
that restricted their useful ness for accountability/assessment. Two
of the nost inportant occur because these tests:

- Measure rather general achievenents not associated with any particul ar
curriculum As a result, they tend to be closely related to ability
measures and not very sensitive to changes (either inprovenments or

m stakes) in curricul um

- Include itenms which have been selected mainly for their effectiveness
in spreading kids along a continuum high to | ow achi evenent. Such itens
may not hel p deci sion nmakers deci de what skills kids do or don’t have.

Criterion-referenced tests, however, introduce a new problem
Wth a normreferenced test, one can always interpret a score in
light of the nornms group: Johnny does better than 85% of his class,
or better than the typical eighth grader. |In contrast, it is not so
easy to deci de whether Johnny's ability to solve 80%of all 2 digit
addi tion problenms without carrying is good or bad. How good does he
need to be at addition before he can learn to nmultiply? O before he
can keep his checkbook in reasonable order? The answer to these
interpretation problenms was, obviously, performance standards.

Nearly fifteen years have passed since the idea of criterion-
referenced testing was adopted as a npbst pronising way to provide
accountability in education. The original hope, that criterion-
referenced tests (with performance standards) woul d provide a sinple
or inexpensive tool for decision nmakers, has not been realized.
d ass (1977) has done an extensive review of techniques for setting
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performnce standards, and concludes that all are dangerously
arbitrary Shepard (1976) concludes that present procedures for
setting standards all reduce to a poor form of normreferencing.
Deci sions are made relative to the standards-setter’s persona
experience of childrens’ performances, rather than a carefully-
sel ected representative sanple of perfornmances.

The time has conme to | ook at the assunptions and purposes of
criterion-referenced tests to deternm ne whether they are ever likely
to becone possible.

Sone distinctions about criterion-referenced tests

I have already nentioned that “criterion-referenced” has becone
a rather vague unbrella term However, nearly all discussions of
criterion-referenced tests assunme that they are part of a decision
procedure that has, in Robert daser’s words’ “action consequences.”
This definition excludes certain certification uses of tests. For
exanple, gold stars for learning scales are excluded unl ess the
teacher won't |et students learn tunes until they have all their gold
stars, high school diplom conpetency requirenments are excl uded
unl ess enpl oyers make hiring decisions based on the possession of a
di pl oma.

The kind of decision appropriate to criterion-referenced
technol ogy is a nediumsize, mdrange decision. The day-to-day
deci sions of education are too nunerous and to short-lived to justify
the entire apparatus of empirical investigation. The broadest
educati onal decisions are based nmuch nore on w despread public
bel i efs about education (true equality of educational opportunity
requi res conpensation for poor social or econom ¢ background) and
political realities (affluent school districts nust not be conpletely
cut off fromTitle |, ESEA nonies) than they are on enpirica
i nformation.?

1See N. W Burton, "Assessnent and Social Policy," (1977) for a
di scussion of how enpirical information can influence General social
policies. Briefly, | argue that enpirical information heirs forma
view of the world or paradi gmwhich both dictates the problens that
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There are many m d-size decisions that can appropriately be
based on perfornmance data. For an individual child, the teacher m ght
decide to skip three | essons or repeat one, to try a different
instructional strategy or send himor her to another class. A
principal m ght decide to reassign teachers or hire aides or create
or disband a lowability track or to require all classes to spend an
hour a day on reading.

These m d-1evel decisions have traditionally been the nost
successful arena for educational technologies. Various conparative
techni ques exist for assisting in those decisions that can be
characterized as |imted-selection decisions: a school district nust
deci de on which set of curriculummaterials to purchase or a coll ege
nmust deci de on which one thousand freshnen to accept. A large
literature on conparative evaluation and on personnel selection
provi de net hods for nmaking such decisions. The literature of
performance standards has sonetines included these ol der, well -
est abl i shed conparative techni ques. (See 3 ass, 1977). In this
paper, | amconcerned with that range of educati onal decisions for
whi ch conparative techni ques are not appropriate but which
performance standards attenpt to address. GCenerally, that class of
decisions includes all non-limted selections: How nmany renedial or
advanced- pl acenent cl asses should the school offers How many students
shoul d pass sophonore English? (See Cronbach and G eser, 1965).

Note that there are two steps in non-limted selection.
Selection is to be foll owed by treatnent. In the limted case, there
is one treatment (says college) and one need only decide who is to
get that treatnent -- it is a one-step decision. |In the non-limted
case, there are nultiple treatnents and the Problemis to assign
children to the correct one. Thus one is not sinolv identifying
students who need help -- one is identifying students who need a
particular kind of help. In the literature of perfornmance standards
the probl em has usually been stated as the single problem of
i dentifying those who need help -- as if the type of help was an

will be attended to and the kinds of solution that will be proposed.
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entirely different question. | amarguing that standards shoul d
di agnose, not sinply identify.

My argunent stands on two legs. First is the logic of the
situation. To pursue the medical anal ogy, one does not diagnose
di sease by | ooking for disease in general. After disquieting synptons
are discovered, there is the attenpt to match the patterns of
synptons to the known patterns of specific diseases. The second |eg
of my argument is utilitarian. There is no need to di agnose unl ess
di agnosis usually leads to treatnment. There is no use for
performance standards that don’t help us solve probl ens.

Tests are only one part of the decision making nodel that | eads
to treatnment of problens. However, nmost of the literature has
concentrated exclusively on techni ques for providing desirable
measur es, assum ng that decision makers coul d make better decisions
if appropriate tests could only be devised. | believe that the
testing community have ignored an extrenely inportant part of the
deci sion making situation in its concentration on the technicalities
of testing. Namely, testers have ignored the connection between
performance standards and action alternatives. Perhaps the reason
is, as Arthur Wse (1977) remarks,

educational policy is designed to alter the practice of education

wi t hout an under standi ng of how education actually occurs....(P)olicy
makers may believe that it is sufficient to cause sonething to occur by
| egislating that It should occur. (p. 15)

However, standards are nuch nore closely tied to action alternatives
than they are to tests. The fact, for instance, that a 70%
i ndi vi dual success rate on addition problens is a sufficient
background for success in nmultiplication doesn’t add to your
i nformati on about children’s addition skills, but it does help you to
deci de what to do about any given | evel of success on an addition
test.

By clarifying this association with actions one can better
understand the | eading characteristic of criterion-referenced tests,
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the fact that criteria are expressed in terns of tasks. This is
because of the relation of criteria to | earning processes. The
criteria that make sense are not conparisons with other people’s
performance (that is, they are not normreferenced) because criteria
are related to actions (that is, to | earning processes).

O all the nethods of setting performance standards for
criterion referenced tests, there are three that m ght possibly allow
us to relate tests to actions. They are:

(1) Standards based on theories.
(2) Standards based on expert consensus.

(3) Standards based on practical necessities.

St andar ds based on theories

The original conception of criterion-referenced testing was
closely related to | earning hierarchies.

Underlyi ng the concept of achi evenent nmeasurenment is the notion of a
conti nuum of know edge acqui sition ranging fromno proficiency at all to
per-feet performance. An individual’ s achievenent |evel falls at sone
point on this continuum as indicated by the behaviors he displays during
testing. (daser, 1963, p. 519)

What is this continuum of achi evenent? The clearest interpretation is
of a learning hierarchy: where each step or set of steps is the
necessary and sufficient condition of the followi ng steps. If test
scores could be mapped onto this hierarchy of behaviors then each
final score would inply that the respondent can do the corresponding
task and all tasks below it in the hierarchy.

Unfortunately any counterexanple is enough to upset the purity
of the hierarchy. Only the nost trivial exanples of hierarchies have
ever been advanced. |In fact, nost nodels for |earning do not posit
such a sinple, linear, step-by-step nethod of learning. “lIt seens
probabl e that only very narromy defined abilities can be used in
establishing a hierarchical relationship” (Wite, 1973, p. 371).
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One need not abandon achi evenent continua sinply because one
doubts that they reflect the true structure of |earning. Whatever
the internal processes, it could still be argued that |earning
proceeds linearly because people can learn only one thing at a time.
Are there any regularities in the order of learning? 1Is it not true
that adding is usually taught before nmultiplying? A de facto, as
opposed to a theoretical, scale could be created for any | earning
area that is usually taught in a particular sequence. De facto
scal es could al so be constructed for any area that is usually
mastered in a particular sequence. Most people, for exanple, learn
to read easy passages before they do difficult ones; master walking
before they dance; understand concrete operati ons before abstract.
However, there is a serious nmeasurenment problemw th either
theoretical or de facto scales. The problemis that the difficulty
of an item does not depend only on the conplexity of the concept
bei ng neasured. Itens can be witten about a passage from Kant that
90% of the people can pass and itens can be witten about an Ann
Landers answer that few could pass. This is not a trivia
technicality. The profound truth in such clains as Bruner’s (1960) --
that he can teach any concept at any age -- is that concepts have
many | evels of neaning. Einstein could explain the general theory of
relativity to a bright high school student. As a result, scaling by
sinply relating test itens to a conti nuum of concepts is inpossible.
Scal e scores woul d not correspond to the continuum

Furthernore, even supposing that an enpirical scale could be
constructed, results on that scale would be an anbi guous basis for
deci sions. Suppose the children in District 1 did not attain the
usual level by third grade. The lack of attainnent could nmean a
defect in instruction; it could also mean sinply that District 1 did
not follow the usual sequence of instruction. (There is no necessity
i nvolved in de facco hierarchy.)

There is a great deal of work going on now with non-hierarchica
| earning theories. At present, none of these theories are broad
enough to be considered as general decision making tools. However,
such theoretical areas as psycholinguistics could be exam ned now for
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appropriateness in setting performance standards in reading. Since
the areas of application of any such theory would |ikely be
restricted, this effort would only be useful, at this point, as a
pretest of a performance standards decision nodel.

St andards based on expert consensus

Lacking a theory, experts may still set standards based on their
experience. Shepard (1976) has presented an excellent discussion of
the probl ens of basing standards on experience.

But what do we nean by “experience” but inperfect nornms? Each expert is
likely to base his opinion on his own sixth-grade experience, or that of
children he has taught or that of his own sons and daughters. For
standards to be realistic or attainable, experts are likely to reflect
on what current sixth-graders are able to do; by relying on experience,
their standards will be normative but will l[ack the representativeness

of nore systematic sanpling. (p.6)

As in the case of enpirical scales, these judgnental standards
based on experience | ack several inportant features. Since they are
based on conparisons with reality, both the justification and the
consequences of the standard nust be established by some externa
evi dence, since they do not follow logically froma theory.

Shepard (1976) advocates-giving judges all the evidence they can

use.

Instead of relying on their experience, which may have been wi th unusua
students or professionals, experts ought to have access to
representative norns.... OF course, the nornms are not automatically the
standards. Experts still have to decide what “ought” to be, but they
can establish nore reasonabl e expectations if they know what current
performance is than if they deliberate in a vacuum (p. 11)

G ven the enpirical evidence they |ack, expert standard-setters have
signi fi cant advantages over the scaling nethod di scussed above. The
experts’ authority helps to justify the standard. And, |acking



13

theoretical or enpirical information about causes, the judges’
experience can still provide some specul ati ons about appropriate
actions to follow from passing or failing the standard.

The standard the experts set will essentially be the empirica
“nornt plus sonething for education aspirations, plus or mnus
sonet hi ng nore, depending on the severity of positive or negative
errors. One could hardly convince hinmself that such a standard can
define the difference between masters and nonmasters. Such standards
hardly seemthe basis for hard-headed educational decisions. And, in
fact, everywhere that such standards have been inposed, the
consequences of failure have been so softened that it is inpossible
to evaluate their effect.

So far, | have discussed several |ogical and several enpirica
ways of setting standards. | dism ssed the idea of |earning
hi erarchies as too sinplistic and other |earning theories, at
present, as too limted to offer nmuch practical guidance. De facts
scal es that would | ook Iike hierarchical scales but |ack the
obj ecti onabl e theoretical trappings were briefly discussed; | could
not determ ne how nmuch scal es could by thenselves performthe
function of standards since they had neither intrinsic nor extrinsic
justifications and they did not inply action consequences.

I then turned to experts’ judgnents. However, once again,

coul d not see how experts’ judgnments could fill the need for
performnce standards. Since performance standards exist in a
political context -- that is, they exist to help decision makers act
on policy matters -- they require the nost careful justification if

they are to have any di scernabl e consequences. The sinple authority
of expert judgnment has not so far been sufficient.

St andards based on practical necessities

In the early seventies, a different concept of perfornmance
standards began to appear. Legislators and educators began to talk
of “functional skills” or “mniml conpetence.” This devel opment was
based on the idea that once one can identify the skills needed in
everyday life, the practical value of the skill becones its
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justification as a standard. As Naom Rosh Wite (1973) sawit, this
new idea is not entirely different fromthe earlier ideas of
criterion referenced testing, but it is an inmportant shift in
enphasi s.

Broadl y speaking, mnimal skills can be said to have two neani ngs.
These neani ngs are not mutually exclusive, but represent differences in
enphasi s.

“Mninmal” as “Prerequisite for Learning”

This usage is predicted on an ordi nal or hierarchical notion of
| earning. That is, the student, in order to cone to know certain
t hi ngs, nust possess basic skills which will facilitate acquisition of
further know edge. These skills are necessary antecedents to cognitive
activity, antecedents both tenporally and |ogically.

It would seemto follow, then, that the appropriate perspective
for exploring this interpretation of mnimal skills would be cognitive
and | earning theories. These theories mght provide evidence for what
basic skills are, how one acquires them and how one mght test for
t hem

“Mninmal” as “Necessary for Personal Efficacy”

This usage is predicated on the view that everyday existence requires of
each person skills necessary for survival. That is, a person, in order
to function effectively in the social environnent, must possess certain
skills. It further inplies that one is fully a person only if one
possesses these skills. The skills are necessary and sufficient for --
per sonhood -- self-actualization ... whatever terns one cares to choose.
This stands in marked contrast to the usage descri bed above, where the
skills are necessary for |earning, but not sufficient. (P. 158)

M ni mal conpetency | anquage seens best suited to sinple yes/no

situations: either you can swmor you sink. It can also be applied
to situati ons where one can imagine a continuumof skill. Wth a
conti nuum one needs to posit sonme threshold | evel of skill or

critical mass of facts bel ow which one could not be conpetent as a
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citizen, a carpenter, a nedical doctor -- at any rate, conpetent in
sonme real-life role.
Can this threshold be arbitrary? For exanple, Standard O of
California will hire no typist who scores less than 50 words per
m nute. Wy can't other performance standards be as arbitrary? Such
a standard could not be justified, for exanple, in a situation where
the potential typists had any recourse to question the validity of
the standard or whenever the denmand for typists exceeded the supply.
Any practical standard must be seen as real. But then the
standard-setters are plagued by exceptions. Shepard (1976) considers
this problem

They might, for exanple, interview plunbers and shop clerks to try
and | ocate which conpetencles are mninmal, which are held by al
enpl oyed adults. Such searches will be informative and nay be hel pfu
to judges in the sane way normative data are useful, but the searchers
will not turn up any universals. W night as well consider right now
what we will do with some very successful plunbers who cannot read or
street sweepers in San Franci sco who nmake nore noney than university
prof essors but cannot handle sinple fractions. The search for--
absol utes | eads to absurd reductionism Perhaps we should study the
mentally retarded. What skills are absolutely essential to be able to
ride the bus to and froma sheltered workshop? Suppose we thus identify
some basic skills that are conpletely rudi nentary. How woul d these
| owest - cormmon- denoni nat or standards serve as neaningful criteria for
prospective carpenters and TV repairnen?

Standard setters ought to begin their task recognizing that
counter exanples will exist. |[If reading conprehension is deened
i nportant, the standard ought to be set despite the existence of
successful businessnen who~cannot pass the test. Lowering the standards
until everyone can pass conpletely defeats their purpose. (pp. 6-7)

Shepard recomends that standards be set despite their anmbiguity. |
hold that this kind of ambiguity will also defeat the purpose. |If
such standards as di pl omas are used to make enpl oynent deci sions, we
will be unable to withhold Steve' s high school diplom for sonething
that Steve's father’s boss didn't need to be successful in life.
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Besi des, these counterexanples are not nerely irritating specks
on an otherw se perfect surface. There is sonething fundanentally
wrong with the idea of using specific achi evement nmeasures when
t hi nki ng about success or failure in any real venture. M success in
life cannot be conpletely determ ned by how many readi nhg or science
or music chips | have. And it won't help to count ny attitudes, ny
beauties, or ny dollars. Success in any venture may come from
anywhere in ny repertoire of skills. | can read well enough or I can
talk well enough or | can learn to avoid the problem The fact that
I can or cannot read at sonme |level will never, by itself, conpletely
determ ne my success. This is the neaning of the foll ow ng aphorism
attributed to John Tukey by Gene d ass (1977).

“Life is Iike a Doubl e-crostic: we can do far nore than we know.” Wen
one first reads the definitions of the words in the Double-crostic, he
di scovers that he knows only a hal f-dozen or so anpong fifty or sixty.

But eventually, through the conplex and interlocking systemof semantic
and |inguistic clues of the puzzle, all of the words and the quotation
are identified. (p. 30)

This insight fits well with current |earning theories. O ganic

met aphors are being explored rather than the early stair-step nodels.
Gowh inlearning is related to the conmplexity and generality of

i ntegration anong concepts. Success in any venture depends on the
entire conceptual network.

G ven this outlook on | earning, the issue of performance
standards | oses potency. No neasure of a single skill can ever be
mapped onto a nontrivial vision of real success because any probl em
can be solved in nore than one way. One can determ ne whether the
respondent has the skills necessary to solve the problemthis way,
but one |l acks the justification for inposing successful performance,
this way, as a standard.

The argument applies to nore than the practical necessities of
daily life. 1t applies just as well to algebra problenms and
scul ptures. It applies to any reasonably conplex task in which one
coul d succeed or fail. | believe this argunent is fatal to any
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met hod of setting performance standards, including any conceivabl e
| earning theory. The argunent is that performance standards are not
sensible for any problemthat has nore than a small, definable set of
possi bl e solutions. But such restricted problens are al nost by
definition trivial. Performance standards sinply cannot help us
deci de whet her Johnny or PS 19 or Col orado has enough reading skill,
because there is no sensible answer to the question, “Enough reading
skill for what?”, beyond the trivial |evel of “Enough readi ng skil
to answer test question 36b correctly.”

The di scussion of mnimal skills reflects back on the entire

standards question. Suppose, for exanple, | were teaching
conservation of volume using Piagetian theory. | mght be able to
construct performance standards to nonitor progress toward the
concept of conservation. | mght even be able to say “until the
student can answer 7 out of 10 questions on X, he or she will never
get to the final concept in this course.” But this becomes a very

limted statenent. The student nmay | earn conservation of volunme sone
ot her way or he may adjust successfully to never having the concept.
At any rate, the performance standard will only be applicable within
the context of ny curriculumunit. Even within the classroom the
reason for insisting that students |learn the concept ny way is not
for the students’ good or the good of society -- it’s for ny

conveni ence as a teacher. Wthin my classroom performance standards
are part of ny instructional strategy. They tell ne little about the
quality of ny students and they tell you nothing about the quality of
my teaching: they are just signposts guiding nme through nmy chosen

i nstructional strategy.

This, | take it, is close to daser’s original purpose for
“criterion-referenced testing.” Since criterion-referenced tests
were i medi ately appropriated by the accountability novenent, this
original purpose may never have been given an adequate test. MW
argunent in this paper has sinply been that criterion-referenced
testing has been a di sappoi ntment for purposes of accountability.

Concl usi on
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I have attenpted to show that the major purpose for perfornmance
standards is to hel p educators make decisions. Specifically,
performance standards are of use for naking md-size decisions in
those situations where the techni ques of conparative eval uation or
personnel selection are not appropriate. To be useful for these
deci sions, the performance standard should inply some action or set
of actions to follow from acceptabl e and unaccept abl e performance and
the standard shoul d i nvoke sone authority to support the decision.

| presented three procedures for setting performance standards
that were likely to neet these criteria. Theoretical procedures were
rej ected because | earning hierarchies have never been established and
other theories seemat present too limted. Expert Judgments were
rej ected because at present they do not appear to be politically
conpel | i ng enough to support decisive action. Finally, “m nimnal
conpet ency” techni ques were rejected because real-life successes have
many potential causes. No single skill is so essential that it can
be defined as necessary for survival.

The basic problemin using criterion-referenced testing for
accountability is in generalizing fromthe instructional setting:

Johnny nust do A, B, & Cto get through the course ny way to:

Johnny nmust do A, B, & Cto get through life.

There may be sone “basics” that are necessary to survival, but they
are on the order of life, liberty, food, and shelter. There is

anot her set of basics that is quite inconvenient to do w thout such
as hearing and, to a | esser extent, reading. However, even these
nost basic skills can do no nore than affect the probability that one

will have a confortable |life. It is true that having skills is good
and the nore skills the better. The nore skills one has the greater
one’ s chances of success by any nunmber of neasures. However, it does
not therefore follow that there are sone skills so necessary that
they can be called “standards” and demanded of everyone.
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