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ABSTRACT

VON KLEIN, Ha.x. A survey of the opInions of state department
of public instruction officials concerning the advantages and
disadvantages of using minimum cornp~tency tests as a
criterion for high school graduation. M. S. in Education 
Professional Development, 1982. 93 p. (Dr. Burton Altman).

The purpose of this study was to determine the opinions of state

departments of public instruction officials toward utilizing minimum

competency examinations as a criterion for high school graduation. This

study also examined procedures used to implement a competency testing

program.

The following research hypotheses were ~ormulated.

1. h'hat are the opinions of state department of public instruction

officials concerning the utilization of minimum competency examinations

as one of the criteria for high school graduation?

2. \~t procedures and processes are employed by state department

of public instruction officials in states that have implemented some

form of a minimum competency requirement?

The current leader of,each state department of public instruction

was identified. They 'were the population for this study.

A fifty-one item questionnaire was developed to survey the opinions

of the state department of public instruction officials concerning the

advantages and disadvantages of using minimum competency testing for

high school graduation. The instrument was divided into three parts:

Part I requested general information about the respondent and his/her



state; Part II consiste~ of opinion statements structured around areas

of debate in the use of minimum competency testing; Part III gathered

information about the nature of competency testing programs in the states

using them.

Forty-seven of the original fifty questionnaires were returned,

producing a 94% rate of return. Each response on the questionnaire

was converted to percentages. A Chi Square test (X2) incorporating the

Yates Correction Factor was used to determine if there were significant

differences at the .05 level beuveen the expected and observed responses.

From analyzing the similarities and differences that were observed

in this questionnaire, the following conclusions were made:

1. Respondents believed that current educational practice is in

adequate and NCTP is one means to stop the decline in student and school

performance. Disagreement exists concerning whether MCT are all that

are needed to stop this decline;

2. MCTP were viewed as having some educational use, but the

measurement of educational growth was not one of them;

3. The role of state authorities is increasingly taking over

evaluation responsibilities that were once the exclusive responsibility

of local school districts;

4. Liberal and fine arts programs were not being diminished as a

result of MCrP;

5. Because current testing methods do not adequately measure

critical thinking and creativity, there is a possibility that these

skills will be less emphasized in }~P;



· 6. Improper repor~ing of test results could pose a danger to

teachers if scores are used as an indicator of teacher competency; and,

7. ~~p could tend to shift accountability of student failure from

the school to the student.
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OIAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Background

The evaluation of the cognitive abilities of secondary students

enrolled in public and private schools in the United States has been

the responsibility and the concern of classroom teachers for many
. ,

years. Educators have sought assessment measures which could accurate-

ly predict success in school and serve as indicators for achievement

upon completion of high school. In an effort to plan appropriate

instructional activities, educators utilized diagnostic tests,

standardized tests, teacher-made tests, and teacher judgement to

determine the academic needs and achievements of students. For many

years, these procedures for evaluating student progress appeared ef-

fective.

During the early 1970's proponents of accountability in public

education and, later, those in the back-to-basics movement began to

articulate their dissatisfaction and disappointment in the product of

public schools, namely, the high school graduates. These proponents

began to cite examples of high school graduates who could not read,

write, or compute mat,hematically. They, further, began to challenge

the practice of awarding high school diplomas as certificates of

achievement if, in fact, these were certificates of attendance.

Confidence in pUblic education was shaken. The general public

demanded accountability from state and local authorities who were

I
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responsible for educating the students. State legislators listened to

the complaints of their constituencies. Department of public instruc

tion officials, school administrators, and teachers reacted in various

ways.

One result of this dissatisfaction has been the inclusion of

minimum competency examinations by some state and local public school

districts as a criterion for evaluating the acquisition of cognitive

information by high school students. In some of these districts,

these examinations have been used to determine whether a student has

met the requirements necessary for the awarding of a high school

diploma.

Statement of the Problem

The use of minimum competency examinations as a criterion for

high school graduates is increasing. Dearman and l?lisko (1980)

reported that eighteen states have passed legislation that mandates the

successful completion of competency-based examinations as a requirement

for high school graduation.

The trend toward including minimum competency examinations as a

requirement for graduation from high school merits the attention of

educators because this decision will impact on the content of the cur

riculum and the evaluation of the achievement of students.

An examination of the opinions of the state department of public

instruction officials toward competency-based examinations as a means

of assessing minimal competencies deemed necessary for high school

graduation will allow the investigator to project possible trends in
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secondary education. It will also permit the writer to determine

procedures, which have been employed by school districts, that have

implemented minimum competency examinations in their programs.

Importance of Study

Attention has been focused nationally on basic skills testing as

a means to insure that high school students receive adequate instruction

in what is commonly referred to as "the basics". The belief that

schools no longer adequately educate the students prompted the use of

basic skills testing.

~llich disagreement exists concerning the usefulness of these tests.

Many concerned indiv~duals, i.e. educators, administrators, question

the utilization of such exams. The writer of this paper judged that

before accepting or rejecting the use of competency exams, it would be

helpful to examine some of the arguments that are used to defend or

reject basic skill competency tests and to determine the opinions of

officials of state departments of public instruction toward competency

based examinations.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine the opinions of state

departments of public instruction officials toward utilizing minimum

competency examinations as a criterion for high school graduation. The

study also examined procedures used to implement a competency testing

program.
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Research Hypotheses

For the purposes of this study, the following research hypotheses

were formulated.

1. lVhat are the opinions of state department of public instruc

tion officials concerning the utilization of minimum competency·

examinations as one of the criteria for high school graduation?

2. hhat procedures and processes are employed by state depart

ment of public instruction officials in states that have implemented

some form of a minimum competency requirement?

Assumptions

For the purpose of the study, the following assumptions were made:

1. The respondents chosen were appropriate representatives of the

departments of public instruction being surveyed;

2. The questionnaires were answered truthfully by the

respondents; and,

3. The questionnaire was a reliable and valid instrument.

Limitations

1. The literature examined was limited to that which dealt

mainly with the use of basic skill competency eXaBinations as a require

ment for graduation from high school.

2. The survey of the state department of public instruction

officials represented a small percentage of the educators involved in

the controversy of competency testing and their opinions may not

reflect a national professional opinion.
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Explanation of Tenns

Basic skill/competency tests - examinations which are designed to

assess the educational achievement or advancement of a student in

reading, writing, and calculating skills. These tests are usually

criterion referenced tests and, at the time of this study, were"being

used to set minimal competency standards that must be achieved before

a student may graduate from high school.

Criterion referenced tests - tests "deliberately constructed to

yield measures that are directly interpretable in tenns of specified

performance standards" (Glaser and Nitko, 1971).

Department of public instruction - any primary state education

agency that governs all the individual school districts throughout that

state. Various names are used to refer to these agencies, but this term

shall be used to designate all of these agencies regardless of their

proper title.

Department of public instruction officials - the term used to

represent all of the elected and appointed leaders of the agencies

described above.

Minimum competency tests - examinations that assess student

achievement in specified areas of the curriculum. A minimum standard

of achievement must be met before stude~ts are certified competent

in the content areas -covered in the test. The abbreviation MCT will

be used in this paper to denote this term.

Minimum competency testing programs - programs in schools that

emphasize the use of minimum competency tests as a means to assess
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the achievement of their students. These programs can be used to set

minimum standards that must be met before a student is granted a high

school diploma. The abbreviation ~ICTP will be used in this paper to

denote this term.

Special education student - studen~s that either for physical,

mental, emotional, or social reasons "deviate from the relatively

homogeneous groups of so called 'normal' pupils that the standard

curriculum is not suitable for their educational needs" (Good, 1973).

Special classes and facilities are usually present for these students

to help them meet their instructional and physical needs in a school.

Organization of Paper

This paper is organized into five chapters and a selected

bibliography. Chapter I is composed of the introduction, statement of

the problem, need for the study and the explanation of terms.

Chapter II is a review of related literature, while Chapter III

consists of procedures employed to conduct the investigation.

Chapter IV reports the findings and Chapter V is the summary,

conclusions and recommendations.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATIJRE

Introductiop.

The use of minimum competency tests as a means of assessing

academic achievement is not a recent development in the field of educa

tion. Ebel (1978) reported that early in this century. rural eighth

grade students were required to take competency tests to determine

whether they should be admitted into a town's high school. For

decades most schools of medicine, dentistry, law and accounting have

used minimum competency tests as one of the criteria that must be

successfully met in order to be certified in those fields.

In recent years minimum competency testing has gained the attention

of public high school administrators and educators~ Due to account

ability and back-to-the-basics movements of the early 1970's, this

foun of testing has re-emerged, not from the demands of teachers and

school administrators, but from parents, employers, and the general

public. As parents and employers began to voice their disappointments

in public education, legislators responded to demands from advocates

of accountability. According to Nickse and. HcClure (1981), minimum

competency testing b~c~e "the quality control device in response to

public pressure" (p. 176).

The purpose of this study was to determine the opinions of state

department of public instruction officials toward utilizing minimum

7
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competency examinations as a criterion for high school graduation.

This study also examined procedures used to implement a competency

testing program. The review of related literature focuses upon the

following topics: a perceived need for'accountability; characteristics

of minimum competency testing programs;. assumptions about minimum

competency testing; problems associated with minimum competency testing;

and selected samples of programs which utilize minimum competency tests.

Background

Carver (1977) reported that beginning with the early 1970's

parents and employers began to voice their disappointment in the product

of public education: the high school .graduate. The accountability

movement was born. The accountability movement was started by

individuals who demanded that public schools be more effective educa

tional institutions.

Proponents of accountability noted that a significant number of

high school graduates were functionally illiterate, unable to compute

mathematically and/or severely lacking in oral and written communication

skills. Further evidence of ineffective education in public secondary

education was the widely reported declining scores qf high school

seniors on the Scholastic Achievement Tests (SAT). Armed with

tangible and intangible information pertaining to the cognitive per

formance of public high school graduates, the accountability movement

began to demand that high schools throughout this country become more

responsible for the end product of public education: the high school

graduate.
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Some of the evidence presented by proponents of the accountability

movement resulted in endless a~guments by educators; however, one

issue that could no~ be ignored was that of declining SAT scores. For

the past fourteen years SAT scores have dropped consistently. In 1963

the average verbal score was 478 and the average math score was 502. By

1976 the scores had declined to an average of 429 in the verbal portion

and 470 in the math portion of the SAT. This is a ten percent and six

percent decline respectively (Kinder, 1980, p. 173).

Venable (1981) stated that the decline in SAT scores was a definite

problem that could not be ignored. He cited the following four possible

reasons:

1. The use of drugs by students which can sap their motivation;
2. The integration of ethnic minorities into the school;
3. Teacher participation in collective bargaining and negotiation

which has led to instructors being less devoted to education;
4. The humanistic movement in education.

Venable reported that the increase in drug use amo~g student populations

in high schools escalated during the years that the SAT scores have

been utilized as predictors of future academic success. Additionally,

ethnic minorities are sometimes ill-prepared to learn in a middle class-

white dominated school. Because they are less test-motivated than their

white counterparts, the means of their test scores are likely to be

lower.

Venable further suggested that the increasing demands of public

school teachers, through collective bargaining and subsequent negotia

tion efforts, have shifted the interests and the motives of classroom

teachers away from the "traditional view of the teacher as a dedicated

scholar who views the transmission of knowledge, understandings, and

attitudes as his or her major task" (p. 445).
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Lastly, the impact the humanistic education movement was cited

by Venable as a possible reason for the decline in SAT scores. The

humanistic movement which emphasizes the individual child's development

and permits that child to set '~is or her m~ goals, free of the

restrictions of preset, societal determined objectives," (p. 445) has

resulted in the decline of scores because student goals may not ef

fectively match the content of the SAT.

Other reasons have been cited for the dramatic decline of SAT

scores. Bracey (1978) reported that increased television viewing might

be one of the reasons for declining scores, while Ogden (1979) empha

sized the curricular changes that have dominated public schools during

this era. Walker and Schaffarzick (1974) supported the view that cur

ricular changes have contributed to the decline. In a review of

curriculum projects started in 1957, they observed that these projects

de-emphasized traditional subject matter in the cu~ricu1um.

Proposed Solutions for Declining SAT Scores

A number of solutions have been proposed to remedy the declining

SAT scores and the general dissatisfaction expressed by parents and

employers with public education. These suggestions vary from general

recommendations to specific mandates. A prevalent theme that one hears

frequently centers on the desire to include a test as a means of

evaluating whether a student should be awarded a high school diploma.

This posture is not without controversy.
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Nation~l Assessment

National assessment has been proposed as a solution to the de

clining performance of students on standardized tests. The Gallup Poll

published annually in the Phi Delta Kappan (1979) reported that 6S

percent of votes favored nation''''ide ex~inations for high school

students. This view has not escaped the attention of national leaders

including Congressman Ronald H. Hottl (D-Ohio) who introduced

legislation to establish a national education proficiency test. This

test would be given to all students in grades six, eight, ten, and

nvelve, and would evaluate skills in reading, writing, and mathematics.

Cawelti (1978) argued that the use of such a national competency

test would do little to solve the problems of public schools. He

stated that currently there are enough national achivement tests

already in use to inform professionals whether or not students are

learning. He suggested that an efficient use of the federal funds

needed to implement this program would be the establishment of

"effective inservice development for teachers., supervisors, and

administrators, (which) would undoubtedly do more to help improve the

schools" (p. 620).

Accountable Schools

The need for more rigorous educational. practices is cited as one

way to bring the SAT scores back up to pre 1960' s levels. Minimum

competency testing (MCT) has usually been the typical response. This

logic of using MCT to establish what are the b.asic skills and having

teachers teach their students these skills to raise SAT scores was

questioned by Farr and Olshavsky.
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Farr and 01shavsky (1980) saw HCT and SAT as different levels of

achievement measurement. The decline in the verbal portion of the SAT

is usually heeded as a sign that literacy in the United States is

dropping. However, Farr and Olshavsky cited reports by the National

Assessment of Educational Progress that state that minimal literacy

rates are actually higher than they have been in the past for youth at

the time of this study. They believe that the idea of using MCT to

raise SAT scores evolved according to the following logic:

Tests are designed to assess the goals that have been established
for students' reading achievement; students performance on SAT
tests is declining; schools are responsible for teaching
reading; therefore, something must be wrong with what the
schools are doing (p. 528).

Farr and Olshavsky concluded that because SAT measure advanced skills

and minimtun competency tests the basic survival skills, the use of MCT

will not improve the SAT scores.

~linimtun competency tests not only have been u~ed as a panacea for

declining SAT scores, but also have been a means to make teachers,

schools, and students accountable for their actions. The movement for

making schools accountable is closely related to MCT because each

emphasizes the measurement of student outcomes to demonstrate progress

in learning.

~IcWi1liams and Thomas (1976) described how a school can pre- ,and

post-test students to demonstrate what educational progress has been

made. By empirically describing the change in scores, the school can

be held accountable.

Carter (1979) cited Melvin and Braskarnp who suggested that the

practice of testing and measuring to establish accountability has been
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'~orrowed from business, with the filling out of forms to be submitted

to faceless bureaucrats, and with societal suspicions that education

needs more control and supervision to become more (effective)" (p. 3).

Similarly, according to Silberman (1977) "taxpayers who provide the

money . . . want to know whether the dollars contributed to successful

learning" (p. 28). In using MCT to demonstrate school accountability

problems can arise.

One area of concern is the fear on the part of teachers that some-

how a student's failure will be their responsibility. Silberman (1977)

stated that "some of the most anxiety ridden teachers and some of the

narrowest programs" (p. 28) result when the principles of accountability

are iMPosed. The Ropers (1979) hmvever, view accountable programs as

one means to weed out the deadwood in both school curriculum and

instruction. "Only classes (and Ultimately teachers) that establish

a reputation for competence will survive" (p. 527). VJhether one agrees

or disagrees with the principle of accountability, Cox (1977) points

out that it is important to classify responsibilities of teaching to

enable school professionals to be judged fairly by their peers and

students.

In order for schools to be properly accountable, Cox (quoting

Broudy) delineated what conditions must be met:

1. The special function of the schOOl is clearly identifi
able and agreed upon;

2. The outcomes for which the school is held accountable
are well within its control;

3. There can be agreement on or acceptance by the public
of some common body of teachable knowledge, skill, and
value that all children within the educable range at
school can be expected to study;



14

~ 4.' The standards for quality are clear, either in the
forms of instructional tests for specific segments of
instruction or in the form of standards within recognized
domains of knowledge, as determined by experts in those
domains;

5. The members of a profession are recognized as experts-
whet]1er teachers or administrators--in various special
aspects of the educative process; .

6. There is some consensus on educational theory--at least
with respect to terminology, topics, for study and
methods of inquiry. (Cox, 1977, p. 763)

These same conditions are in many respects the focal point of the debate

of whether or not minimum competency tests should be used to determine

high school graduation.

Minimum Competency Testing

The need to assess academic performanc~ of individuals receiving

high school diplomas resulted in the implementation of competency

based education and minimum competency testing in some states. Prior

to January 1, 1977 only seven states mandated such programs. By

January 1, 1980, 38 states had passed some type of legislation or

regulation to adopt minimum competency testing. Of these 38, 18 states

required students to pass ~~T as a requirement for high school gradua-

tion (Dearman &Pliska, 1980).

Competency based education has been used to describe many varieties

of learning, and debate continues concerning the exact meaning of

competency-based education. Goldhammer and Weitzel (1981) stated that

"performance-based learning, mastery learning, proficiency., account-

ability, efficiency, equity of outcomes, basics, generic skills,

criterion-referenced testing, and minimal competency testing" (p. 45)

have been used to describe competency based education. Minimum.
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competency testing was seen as the "quality control device" in response

to the public demand that evidence be supplied to prove that schools

(educators) did teach. As Thomson (1981) stated, "the public . . .

was not in an experimental mood about schools given the questionable

outcomes or many innovations of the late 1960's and early 1970's"

(p. 180).

Marion (1979) stated that minimum competency testing was designed

to address two concerns: "1) assessing students with deficiencies,

2) instilling that the high school diploma regain(ed) significant

meaning" (p. 3). Competency testing was not viewed as a way to deprive

students of receiving a high school diploma, but as a way to help insure

that students learned the "basics". Wise (1978) summarized the logic

used to justify :MCT:

1. Schools are not producing well;

2. An invention appears that is said to improve schooling;
3. State law embodying that invention is passed;

4. As required by law, schools will produce. (p. 596)

Characteristics of Minimum Competency Testing Programs

Each state employs competency based testing in a unique way;

however, upon examination of competency testing programs, certain

characteristics emerged. Moore, Memory, and Seaton (1979) reported the

following observations:

1. A characteristic that is shared by all state programs

is that while state-level governing bodies are requiring

competency testing, the implementation of the program

seems to be tied to the type of central state education

agency in each state.
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If the state has a strong centralized education policy, the state nor

mally controls and implements the testing program; if the state educa

tion agency is decentralized, then the local districts usually control

the program.

2. The use of minimum competency tests is often added to
existing requirements for graduation.

Only Florida and California have made provisions for early exit based

primarily on minimum competency test performance.

3. Competency tests generally consist of basic reading,

writing, and math skills. Only a small mnnber of states
attempt to measure "life skills".

4. "Functional everyday content taken from telephone

directories, newspaper articles, employment applica

tion forms, and similar materials makes up the maj ority

of test passages" (p. 281).

5. Criterion referenced tests are the most common form of

testing format.

6. The school curriculum of a district changes once

testing begins.

Pipho (1978, 59) stated that remedial programs are usually implemented to

meet the needs of student deficiencies.

7. All minimum competency testing programs have been

implemented or imposed by state authority. States
using minimum competency tests as a requirement for

high school graduation are implemented by one of the

following four types of mandates: 1) state standard,
state test; 2) state standard, local test; 3) local

standard, local test; and, 4) specific state require

ments, district option to participate.

,.~~'
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States vary in the procedures utilized to implement minimum competency

testing, but they share the above characteristics when minimum

competency testing is employed.

Assumptions About "t'.linimum Competency Tests

The general public and state legislators have embraced minimum

competency testing as an educational policy to assess academic cognitive

achievement of high school graduates. Fremer (1978) stated that the

general goal of all competency programs is to insure that students can

function successfully both in and out of school. Pipho (1978) concurred

that the emphasis has been on the life skills but questioned whether

any school program has adequately addressed the problem of the

relationship that exists between school and. job skills. The assumption

is that good school performance will translate into good job skills.

Another assumption of advocates of minimum competency testing is

that the implementation of these tests will end the policy of social

promotion and restore credibility to the recipients of high school

diplomas. Henson (1980) articulated this concern when he stated that:

Most of the proponents of the movement perceive the main
purpose of schools as instructional and hope the minimum
competency tests will put an end to social promotion and
will stop the graduating of functional illiterates. (p. 59)

Further, Hart (1978) expanded on the ills of social promotion and

stated that:

It is L1tportant to tell students what we expect of them
and what the consequences are if they do not meet these
expectations. To do otherwise in the area of proficiency
standards is to continue to award diplomas that mean
little to students, parents, educators, and employers.
(p. 594) .
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Cawelti (1981) suggested that denying social promotion could be a

device to motivate students to achieve.

Wise (1979) reported that the demand for minimum competency

testing programs was based upon the following four assumptions:

1) operationalizing the goals of education will make them attainable,

2) measuring the outcomes improves education, 3) teachers can change

their teaching techniques in a short amount of time, 4) current educa

tion is not practical.

Proponents defend the use of minimum competency tests as a means

of improving education. Henson (1980) suggested that opposition to

minimum competency testing will be opposed by those who see schooling

as being more than just instruction in the basic skills. "(They)

believe that the school is responsible for the development of the whole

person, thus equipping each student with vocation and social skills"

(p. 59). Opponents believe that the skills tested .should not be the

main focus of the educational process.

Issues Associated with Minimum Competensv Testing

Although many states have adopted or approved the concept of uti

lizing minimum competency examinations as a means of measuring

academic performance of high school students, certain issues continue

to recur. These issues include identifying. skills that are considered

essential for life, selecting tests to measure these competencies,

determining minimal competence, and legal implications of a minimum

competency testing program. Agreement on these issues has not been

unilateral. Huch controversy continues to surround these issues.
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Identifying minimum competencies. An article in the American

School Board Journal (1977) stressed that the toughest task of

establishing a minimum competency program is determining the basic goals

of the school district and agreeing upon performance levels needed to

achieve these goals. Reys (1977) emphasized the difficulty of this

task when he stated that

Few people seem to appreciate the complexity of the task of
identifying basic skills in mathematics and of subsequent
problems of assessment. (p. 8)

In addition, Hart (1978) reported it took about three years of research

to develop the curriculum and testing goals for one high school English

program.

Identifying minimum competencies expected of high school graduates

is further complicated by the task of distinguishing school skills and

their relationship to life skills. Brickell (1978) stated that there

are DiO main areas of competency: school skills ~d life skills.

School or basic skills are those skills which are needed to achieve

academic success in reading, writing, and computing. Life skills are

those needed to function as an adult such as filling out an income tax

form or job application. Because of this difference in competencies,

Brickell suggested that the MCT to be designed should indicate readiness

for advancement in school and for life. Additionally Fremer and Dwyer

(1977) noted that defining competencies·also involved three considera-

tions: 1) external requirements of other institutions such as a

department of public instruction or the state legislature, 2) the

goals of the individual school districts, 3) the personal development

goals of the student.
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It is assumed that once minimum competencies are defined, a basic

education program can be designed to meet these goals. ~1onk (1977)

disagreed with the implication that there is one method to achieve

competence when he stated that 'what one individual needs and/or is

able to accomplish is unique unto him" fp. 28). He further argued that

the academic skills necessary for success in life are not defined, nor

what is considered success. Coombs (1979) in trying to identify what

are the real basics that should be included in a Met program stated

that focusing on the traditional minimums in reading, writing, and

math are insufficient.

The achievements that are basic to adequate functioning as
an adult person are those which are necessary to recognizing
and exercising ones' rights, and those which are necessary to
recognizing and fulfilling ones' respo?sibilities. (p. 179)

Theseminirnums are directed at a student's ability to think rationally

and Coombs has little faith that such minimums could be adequately

measured in a MCTP.

This lack of consenses on what are the minimum competencies that

are required for successful living is reflected in Reys' (1977) statement

that the

Development of such tests rests on the fallacious assump
tion that there exists a well defined set of basic .
skills that every citizen needs in order to function ef
fectively in society. (p. 8)

The testing for just basic skills is feared because of its impli

cations for other academic subject areas. Bracey (1978) voiced his

concern when he stated that

The narrow definition of 'minimum competencies' and 'back
to basics' will once again accentuate that earlier trend of
excellence. The kind of excellence promoted by schools in
that narrow excellence that is loosely termed 'left brained'-
logical, sequential, verbal, analytic. (p. 551)



21

Critical thinking and exploration would be curtailed and, as an article

in the New Jersey Educational Association Review (1980) suggested,

curriculum would become much narrower. The social sciences are seen as

being particularly hurt if MeT are adopted.

Another fear regarding the identification of minimum competencies

concerns who will set the goals to be achieved. Pipho (1978) and

Levenson (1979) warned against the establishment of these goals by a

minimal number of educators. They stressed the importance of obtaining

as much cooperation as possible from educators, parents, and students to

insure that the minimum competencies that are chosen are satisfactory

to all. Glass (1978) cautioned educators to be concerned with the many

problems of identifying minimum competencies in the following statement.

Teachers and their consultants attempting to define 'compe
tencies' and 1vriting test items intended to reflect minimum
levels of acquisition are engaged in a bootless and
potentially embarrassing endeavor. They are likely to con
struct a competency based test for graduation ~hat is quite
inappropriately difficult. Then they will be forced to back
off and will be accused publicly of either not knowing what
students ought to lcnow or else not teaching students what
they ought to learn. They are,in fact, guilty of neither
count. No one knows how well a person must read to succeed
in life or what percentage of the graduating class ought to
be able to calculate compound interest payments. (p. 603)

Educators have stated that any school system or state that is contem-

plating the establishment of a MCT program must be aware of the complex

ity of setting minimum standards for th~ir program. Although a dlfficult

task, these educators. must be prepared to justify adequately the goals

they have set.

Testing for minirntnn competence. There are many ways to measure or

assess competencies that students may possess. Traditionally examinations
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to-determine grades have been standard operating procedure in a majority

of high schools in the United States. Because tests, especially

criterion-referenced tests, are now being used in many MCT programs to

determine eligibility to graduate from high school, educators and other

professionals are now taking a closer look at the appropriateness of

this procedure.

Brickell (1978) described four ways minimum competencies can be

measured: 1) test questions can be actual performance settings that

may occur later on in employment or college situations, 2) test

questions can be simulated performance situations which are designed to

mimic the real settings of work or school, 3) test questions can be

measures of school performance skills such as essays and paintings,

4) test questions can be paper pencil tests that measure a narrow base

of· knowledge and skills. As one moves from the actual situation to the

paper pencil technique the process of testing will pecomeeasier and

less expensive, but the results are less likely to predict success.

The most common form of MCT seems to be criterion-referenced

examinations. Clark and Thompson (1976) reported that many educators

felt that criterion-referenced tests were fair and democratic measures.

Others are not so sure.

Nathan and Jennings (1978) reported that research indicates that

there is "no correlation between high scores on any type of standarized

paper pencil test and adult success" (p. 623). Furthermore Shepard

(1980) stated that criterion-referenced tests are valid for use in

regular classroom measurement, but this same technology "is inadequate

for certification of high school graduates" (p. 74). Thus it is argued
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that minimum competency testing programs that use criterion-referenced

tests are poor models for the measuring of later performance of life

tasks. Spady and Mitchell (1977) reported that because life skills are

usually determined locally, the use of criterion-referenced tests that

are not developed locally would not be a proper assessment of those

skills.

Another weakness of minimum competency tests are that they do not

pinpoint where teaching is needed. Applebaum (1979) stated that there

is a great temptation to use competency tests as a diagnostic instrument

for remedial programs.

The test is, at best, a general screening device used to
detect, with non-zero probability or error, who is in need
of remedial training. It in no proper way specifies the
exact form of remediation. needed nor does it detect
specific weaknesses. (p. 189)

Assuming that minimum competencies can be agreed upon, Taylor and

Krakow (1977) pointed out· that there are assumptions that must be made

concerning the use of standardized tests: assume that all Americans

have a common set of values (otherwise instrument bias); assume that

national assessment (or local) can establish goals and objectives that

meet the needs of the nation's entire population; assume that there is

a conunon body of knowledge, attitudes, and skills to be mastered by

each student for each subject area and at each level and that these can

be assessed. Even if these assumptions·can be adequately incorporated

into the design of an instrument, others point out that with so much

emphasis placed on helping students pass these tests, their instruction

will be limited to teaching toward passing these tests.
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Rubin (1979) indicated that teachers already teach toward tests.

He stated "there is nothing WTO~g with teaching to tests provided the

tests are well conqdved, evaluated properly, and centered on useful

educational aims" (p. 540). By using the goals and objectives of the

MeT it is also argued that this can increase the teacher's teaching

abilities because of the focus it can give to instruction. This raises

the fear among teachers that a high number of failures from their

students may be used to evaluate their performance. Henson (1980)

stated that

The potential damage does not lie in the tests themselves or
in the decision to test, but rather in how the test scores
are used. (p. 59)

The problem of setting the minimum standard needed to be achieved

by all students has not been fully resolved. Brickell (1978) mentioned

two ways to set standards: a single standard, or a guaranteed standard

on a sliding scale. The single standard may be difficult for the

slower student, and yet too simplistic for the bright student. The

graduated scale determined by ability might solve some of the problems;

a low standard for low ability student(s), and a higher standard(s) for

the higher ability student(s).

Another factor in establishing minimum standards is that standards

vary from state to state; therefore what might be considered passing

in one state may be a failure in another.

Agreement does exist that the minimum standard established must be

difficult enough to bring validity to its use. Reys (1977) stated that

unless tests of minimum competence really have some t~eth in
them, many people will be in for a rude awakening when they
find students who have passed the tests but still exhibit
some embarrassing weaknesses in ... basic skills. (p. 9)
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To decide how high the minimum competencies will be set, Brickell

(1978) advocated an actual test based on performance of successful

adults. After this survey is completed, an acceptable failure +ate

could be agreed upon.

Readance and ~100re (1979) cautioned that setting the standard too

high may penalize students for their natural range of abilities. No

matter how strict or lax the standard may be, there will always be a

certain percentage of students that it will discriminate against.

There is also the implication that the minimum will become the

maximum. Levenson (1979) stressed that teachers have to become aware of

this possibility to ensure that the students strive beyond the minimum

level of achievement.

For those students who do not pass the minimum competency test,

a certificate of attendance or modified diploma is awarded. These

diplomas indicate that the student has completed the credit requirements

of the school or state, but were unable to pass the competency examina-

tion. Provisions enabling the student to retake the test are made and

a student is allowed to receive a regular diploma in the event that the

test is passed. Carter (1979) quoted Wise concerning the negative ef-

fects of such a procedure.

Those who fail will receive a 'certificate of attendance'
rather than a high school diploma. The stigma which they
will bear will be worse than that borne by those who drop
out of school for their incompetence will have been certi~

fied. Indeed because minimum (competency) testing does
nothing to improve either teaching or learning, we may be
sure that one result will be to hold the student responsible
for the failure of the educational system. (p. 337)

Usually adequate remediation is available to students who are as-

sessed incompetent. Pipho (1978, 67) forewarned the necessity of new
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remedial programs for those students who failed to meet the mastery

level. He noted that because of this additional need, schools could

have a tendency to change their curriculum to meet the content require

ments of the Mer program. This, he noted, could result in a narrowing

of the curriculum in some school distri~ts. Anderson and Lesser (1978)

reported that the cost of establishing and maintaining these remedial

programs may be beyond the means of many school districts.

Legal considerations related to minimum competency testing.

Problems of testing and designing MCT are varied and difficult to solve.

The reality that competency tests are being used and their results to

deny high school diplomas has generated a number of legal questions

concerning this practice.

}linimum competency testing programs faT high school graduation

typically are implemented due to legislative endeavors at the State

level, or by school board policy decisions. In either case, because

these programs are in effect laws, they are subject to challenges and

interpretation in the courts. Nationally, Congressman Ronald Mottl

(D-Ohio) tried to introduce a nationwide competency law (Bill HR 9574).

An impetus for such laws can be traced to a suit filed in California

courts in which an 18 year old charged the school district that it was

acting negligently and misrepresented him which resulted in the breach

of statutory duties, and constitutional deprivation to a right to an

education (Saretsky, 1973). With the rate that competency testing

programs are being adopted, many see numerous court challenges that may

ultimately be decided by the Supreme C~mrt. Since Florida was one of

the first states to undergo court battle in defense of its competency
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pr9gram, attention will be focused on the decisions that the courts

handed down, and their implications for other state programs.

In the suit brought against the Florida Department of Public

Instruction (Debra P. v. Turlington) the issues were, 1) minimum

competency tests were not properly impl~mented, and 2) they were

racially discriminatory. Blacks failed the test at a disproportionately

high rate. Of the student population that were black and taking the

test, 78 percent failed compared to 25 percent of their white peers

(Lewis, 1979) although blacks only represented 1/5th of the population

in Florida public schools. In handing down lts decision the appellate

court ruled that these tests

may not deprive its high school seniors of the economic and
educational benefits of ~ high school diploma until it has
demonstrated that the (minimum competency) test is a fair
test of that which is taught in its classroom and that the
racially discriminatory impact (of the test) is not due to
educational deprivation. (Pullin, 1981, p. 21)

The instruction must match the test objectives which must preceed the

administration of the test. This decision delayed the use of competency

testing to determine high school graduation in Florida until the 1982-83

school year. Fisher (1978) developed a complete description of the

Florida competency law as it was originally written.

To avoid such court cases and to show the implications that this

decision has on educators, Down (1979) and Popham (1981) were in .

agreement with McCl~g (1978) who outlined certain procedures and

considerations which should be incorporated in all minimum competency

testing programs.

The Florida decision highlighted the fact that many minimum

competency testing programs have inadequate phase-in periods between
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the time they become ~aw and the time of testing to receive a diploma.

McClung (1978) stated that

it is likely that many if not most of (the) students
failing the test would have studied differently in earlier
years had they been given notice--and teachers might have
taught differently as well. (p. 397)

In order to avoid the issue of due process, one must seek what is

considered a safe phase-in period. Florida courts did not set a

specific requirement, but McClung (1978) implied that to be entirely

safe, twelve years mu.st be used to ensure that those students in the

first grade will know that a test will be required in their eleventh

or twelfth grade.

Problems arise if there is an inadequate test-instruction match.

To be fair the test must match the instruction that has taken place.

Pullin (1981) illustrated this match in the following statement.

For example, a student who has never seen a federal income
tax form may well be so confused by it that he or she will
be unable to demonstrate the basic ability to' add, sub
tract, or divide. (p. 21)

In order to ensure that such an occurrence does not take place McClung

(1978) suggests that the test must have both curriculum validity and

instructional validity.

Curriculum validity "is a measure of how well test items represent

the objectives of the curriculum" (p. 397). Instructional validity is

a "measure of whether or not the school district's stated objectives

were translated into topics and actually taught in the classroom"

(p. 397).

If the two measures of validity are present and the student still

fails the test, it should not be considered a reflection upon the

school's ability to educate. McClung (1978) warns, however, if a
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School system that cannot assure the curriculum and instruc
tional validity of its competency tests should not use them
as a basis for denying promotions or a diploma to any of its
students. (p. 398) .

Due process of the 'law would be violated and schools are subject to law

suits if instruction does not match the content of the test.

Drawing from the above items and provisions concerning the-legal

implications of competency testing programs, :t>lcC1l.mg (1978) suggests

that a model program would involve the following considerations: 1)

measure what is taught; 2) reflect all aspects of a pluralistic

society; 3) lengthy phase-in; 4) provide for multiple learning,

evaluation and remedial programs; and,S) provide for students and

educators to share responsibility for performance rather than place

the full burden upon the student.

Selected Samples of Programs Vlhich Utilize

Minimum Competency Tests

Each state is lUlique in the way in which it employs competency

testing, but all have been adopted or imposed by state authority or

local decisions. Implementation can be categorized into one of the

following four types of mandates: 1) state standard, state test;

2) state standard, local test; 3) local standard, local test; and,

4) specific state requirements, distr~ct option to participate•. An

example of each mandate will be given along with a brief history of its

implementation.
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State Standard, State Test

The State of Florida typifies the state standard, state test policy

of minimum competency tests for high school graduation. The roots for

Florida's MGT date back to 1968 when the Florida legislators passed the

Educational Accountability Act. This act allowed the corrnnissioner of

education to achieve greater quality in education in the State of

Florida. The follo\i.Lng year six goals were incorporated into this

mandate:

1. The establishment of state educational objectives in
priority order.

2. Provision of sound financial support.

3. Creation of minimum standards for achievement and
quality controls.

4. Assistance to districts for evaluating results.

s. Creation of an information system•.

6. Efficient use of funds. (State of Florida, Department
of Education, 1976, p. 1)

Five years later, the 1976 legislature expanded this original law

to include yearly assessment of students in grades three, five, eight,

and eleven. It was under this expanded version that the ability to

pass the minimum competency test became a requirement for high school

graduation.

This examination is mown as the State Student Assessment Test,

Part II (SSAT- II). Because of the legal challenge made regarding the

use of this test, full implementation has been delayed until the 1982-83

school year. If a student fails to pass the SSAT-II after attempts in

the junior and senior years, these students shall receive a certificate

of completion. Students may then pursue a regular high school diploma

. through various adult education programs. The tests are designed to
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measure functional literacy in mathematics and communication skills.

The minimum competency tests are continuing in Florida schools in an

effort to refine the testing process; however, the results of these

tests will not be used to determine high school graduation until the

1982-83 school year.

State Standard, Local Test

The State of California follows the state standard, local test

format. The California pupil proficiency law requires that the skills

to be tested and the levels of performance required for passing must be

determined by each district. Each district must set separate passing

scores for each of the general areas of reading, written expression, and

computation, thus eliminating the chance that students' combined score

in all sections would enable them to receive a passing average. The

California program first began in 1975 but the passing of the

proficiency test did not become a requirement for high school students

until after June, 1980.

Local school districts must also assess students in the lower

grades. "Assessment must be conducted at least once in grades ten

through eleven" (Chladek, 1980). The local districts also can use a

variety of testing formats. Although mos t districts use paper pencil

tests, other methods include:

1. Requiring the student to perform a task, such as
making change or balancing a checkbook;

2. Using teacher's professional opinion about a
student's abilities;

3. Evaluating students' work products, such as essays,
artwork, and work on school projects.
(Proficiency Today, 1980, p. 1)
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The role of the State Department of Education is that of providing

technical assistance to districts in the form of a framework for

assessing student proficiency. The department publishes a Technical

Assistance Guide (TAG) that provides information on various assessment

procedures. Also available is. the Samp~e Assessment Exercises Manual

(~1) which contains test questions and the specifications from which

they were developed. The local district can also draw upon the

personnel of the department of education for further help in developing

its testing plan.

There is no statewide minimum competency test in California. Each

of the state's local school districts must set its own standards and

design and select its own assessment procedures.

Local Standard, Local Test

Oregon was the first state to adopt minimum competency requirements

for its students. It employs the local standard, local test format.

According to Marion (1979) Oregon has done more to involve local schools

than any other state. In 1973, the Oregon State Department of Education

reviewed high school graduate requirements because of the public's

concern that high schools were not educating the students properly. As

a result, Oregon adopted a rigid certification program. After a reviffiv

of these standards, new'standards were adopted on February 22, 1980,

by the State Board of Education.

Each student must meet state credit requirements as well as dem

onstrate competence in reading, writing, mathematics, speaking,

listening, and reasoning (Oregon Department of Education, 1980, p. 3).
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Each school district is allowed to place a different emphasis in its

curriculum to meet the needs and wants of the school district.

Each school district and its community should establis11
priorities among the goals to meet local needs, and al
locate their resources accordingly~ This process should
provide each student with the opportunity to ach~eve the
requirements for graduation from high school and as much
additional schooling as school ana community resources can
provide. (Oregon Department of Education, 1980, p. viii)

The local standards developed are then incorporated into a competency

test which is accepted as evidence that the school is in compliance

with t;he overall state standards. The local districts have the option

of employing other means to assess attainment of standards other than

just minimum competency tests. Oregon basic competency requirements

were adopted in 1972 and became effective in 1978. A careful record

of the competencies is kept for each student from grade six to twelve.

At each level, a specified set of standards are to be achieved. Failure

to meet all requirements by grade twelve will result in students

receiving a modified diploma or a certificate of attendance (Oregon

Department of Education, Standard Guidelines, 1980, p. 3).

Specific State Requirements, District's Option to Participate

. The last type of mandate is the option of the district to parti

cipate in minimum competency testing as a requirement for high school

graduation. This option is employed in Denver, Colorado, and in some

Indiana school districts.

Denver has the distinction of being the first school district in

the natio~ to employ competency tests as a cr~terion for high school

graduation. Basic skills tests were first given in 1960 to seniors.
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Currently its tests are first administered in the ninth grade and the

testing project is called Profi~iency and Review.

Denver's Profi~iency and Review program uses the following pro

cedure:

1. Initial testing of all students· at a certain grade level;

2. A period of review or remedial work for those students
who fail to attain the required level on one or more
subtests;

3. Retesting with an alternate form of the test;

4. A repetition of the cycle for students who continue to
fail. (Beal, 1978, p. 610)

The tests assess numerical skills, spelling, language and reading

proficiency. The students are given numerous chances to master the

test from grade nine to grade Dvelve. If a student does not success

fully complete the examination at the end of grade twelve, a certificate

of attendance is awarded. A pupil who receives this certificate can

then return at any time to the Department of Development and Evaluation

and take the test or subtests not passed. If successful, the student

receives a diploma.

The State of Indiana Comprehensive Assessment and Program Planning

System (CAPPS) takes a similar approach to competency testing. In 1978,

the Commission on General Education of the State Board of Education

passed CAPPS which was designed to improve education in Indiana.

Emphasis was placed on local determination of standards, early diagnosis

of students' needs, and improving educational programs to meet those

needs.

Each school district formed an advisory committee which was

responsible for reviewing and recommending local standards of educa

tional performance. All districts include performance standards in
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reading, composition, .spelling, social studies, mathematics, and science.

Progress in each of these categories is assessed in grades three, six,

eight,and ten, but the state guidelines do not require a student to

pass a minimum competency test in order to graduate from high school.

This decision is an option of local school districts. "If a connnunity

decides it wishes students to pass a test before graduation, it may do

so, but a test is not mandated by the state" (CAPPS-A Learning Map, 1980).

The belief that local connnunities are best able to decide what their

students' learning needs are is the intent behind the Indiana program.

The four types of statewide mandates of minimum competency tests

were presented above. The first three (state standard, state test;

state standard, local test; local standard, local test) require all

school districts to use some type of competency testing. The fourth

mandate (specific state requirements, district option to participate)

allows school districts the option of using minim~ competency tests

to determine high school graduation.

Stnmnary

The review of related literature included sections on background

of the problem, proposed solutions for declining scores and minimum

competency testing. The review of literature identified the need for

additional assessment measures to evaluate high school students before
. -

awarding them high school diplomas. Various means of assessing

cognitive abilities of high school students were reported. Issues

related to the implementation of minimum competency exams in high

schools were reviewed in this section.



CHAPTER III

RESFARCH DESIGN

Introduction

The purpose of the study was to detennine the opinions of state

departments of public instruction officials toward the utilization of

minimum competency examinations as one of the criteria. for high school

graduation. An additional purpose of the study was to detennine

procedures used to implement a minimum competency testing program.

The investigation of the problem involved the following procedures:

1) formulating the research hypotheses; 2) defining the population

sample; 3) developing the questionnaire; 4) collecting the data; and

5) selecting the statistical design for the analysis of the data.

Research Hypotheses

For the purpose of this study, the following research hypotheses

were fonnu1ated.

1. What are the opinions of state department of public instruction

officials concerning the utilization of minimum competency examinations

as one of the criteria for high school graduation?

2. What procedures and processes are employed by state department

of public instruction officials in states that have implemented some

form of a minimum competency requirement?

36
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Subject Selection

Development of the Questionnaire

After examining numerous questionnaires and reviewing the litera

ture concerning competency testing as a criterion for high school

graduation, the researcher developed a questionnaire. The items

included in the questionnaire were culled from a review of the

literature concerning competency testing, and input from the faculty of

the Division of Teacher Education and other staff at the University of

Wisconsin-La Crosse (see Appendix A). Selected state and local leaders

provided suggestions, also.

The questionnaire consisted of 51 i terns (see Appendix B). The

instrument was divided into three major parts·: Part I was designed to

provide general information about the official completing the survey

and whether his/her state currently used or was going to adopt a

competency testing program and; Part II was designed to provide

information based upon the opinions held by these officials regarding

the advantages or disadvantages of competency testing. The opinion

statements were structured around the areas of accountability, the use

of minimum competency tests, perceived danger~ of mininn.nn competency

testing, implications for teachers, and the issue of discrimination.
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Part III was designed ~o be completed by only those officials who

represented states which were currently using competency testing programs

as a requirement for high school graduation. This section was devoted

to gathering general information about the nature of the competency

testing program in the states using them.. In all three sections of the

questionnaire, the respondent was instructed to check the appropriate

response or supply the information desired. The respondents were

encouraged to comment on any particular item of the forced choice

responses.

After the initial construction, the questionnaire was presented to

the thesis committee chairman for preliminary approval. The draft was

then distributed to the other members of the thesis committee to assist

in the refinement of the instrument. Following their review, the

questionnaire was revised and then individually submitted to three mem

bers of the Division of Teacher Education requesting that they review
•

and comment on tJ:1e structure and content of the questionnaire. The

panel consisted of Mr. Fred Kusch, Division of Teacher Education, Dr.

Larry Cozad, Director of the Office of Educational Services, and Mr.

William Schmidt, Director of the Center for Education Professions.

Each of these panel members were selected because of his involvement

with teachers and administrators in the La Crosse area and have been

vocal about minimum competency exams. After reviewing their comments

and suggestions, the questionnaire was revised and submitted for final

approval to the thesis committee. The questionnaire was then reproduced

in its final form (see Appendix B).
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Procedure

Copies of the questionnaire, a cover letter explaining the purpose

of the survey (see Appendix C), and a self-addressed stamped envelope

were sent to the 50 department of public instruction officials

identified in the Education Directory: State Educational Agency

Officials, 1980 (Porter, 1980). The commissioner or superintendent was

instructed to complete the questionnaire or to refer it to an appropriate

individual in his/her administration.

The questionnaires were mailed on August 6, 1981. By September 1,

1981, 37 questionnaires had been returned. A follow-up letter was sent

on September 3, 1981, requesting those who had not returned their

questionnaires to do so at their earliest convenience (see Appendix D).

Forty-seven of the questionnaires, or 94 percent, were returned by

October 1, 1981.

Statistical Analysis of the Data

Each response on the questionnaire was tabulated by hand and con

verted into percentages by the writer. A Chi Square (X2) test was

used for the statistical treatment of the data to determine if there

were a significant difference at the .05 level between the expected

and observed responses (X2 = 5.99 at 2 d.f. and .05 level of confidence).

The Yates Correction Factor, (~2, was incorporated
e

into the Chi Square formula because some of the cells in the

contingency tables contained less than ten responses. This correction

factor is used to approximate more acctlrately a normal distribution
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(Kilslmer and De Maio, ·1980). All reporting of Chi Square values in

this paper will take into accoup.t this correction factor. Tables were

also used to clarifY the data further.



CHAPfER IV

RESULTS

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to determine the opinions of state

department of public instruction officials to\vard utilizing minimum

competency examinations as a criterion for high school graduation.

This study also examined procedures used to implement a competency

based educational program. This chapter \vill present the data and

statistical treatment of that data collected from a questionnaire.

Subjects

The leaders of each of the fifty state departments of public

instruction were identified and mailed a questionnaire, with a cover

letter explaining the purpose of this study. A total of 48 question

naires were received; 47 were complete enough to be included in this

study, making a 94 percent rate of return for the total sample.

Results

The raw data collected in this study consisted of the sumrnative

scores of a questionaaire using nominal data. The responses for each

of the questions were tabulated and converted into percentages. A Chi

Square test of independence using the Yates Correction factor was used

to determine if the larger variations in some percentages were signif

icant at the .05 level.

41
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The results of this study will be discussed according to the

sequential order in which the ~tems appeared in the questionnaire.

Part I of the ques~ionnaire was designed to collect general information

about the official completing the survey and whether his/her state has

or is considering adopting an MeTP. Part II was designed to collect

infonnation regarding opinions on MCT held by respondents. Part III

was intended to collect infonnation regarding competency testing policy

in those states which used competency testing programs as a criterion

for high school graduation.

Part I: General Infonnation

Of the 47 questionnaires returned, fifteen were completed by the

state superintendent/commissioner of education, eight were completed

by the deputy/assistant superintendent, twelve were completed by

directors of evaluation and testing, six were completed by directors

of basic skills/general education curriculum, and five were completed

by other curriculum directors. Respondents surveyed included nine

elected officials and thirty-six appointed officials. Two respondents

did not indicate whether they were elected or appointed.

Competency examinations as a criterion for high school graduation

were in use in 16 states, whereas 31 states indicated that an MCT was

not required. Fifteen of these sixtee~ states had statewide mandates.

One state indicated it was a local option to administer competency tests

as a requirement for high school graduation. Table 1 identifies the

lengths of time various competency programs have been in use.
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Table 2 displays the percentages for the responses'of items

From these items, there appears to be general agreement that

minimum competency requirements respond to a lack of confidence in
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3
1
2
7
1
2

Number Responding

Table 1

Number of Years MCTP Have Been in Use

5 Years

of Use

fCT believe these programs will ensure these skills. A Chi

test of independence showed that. this difference was significant
2eX = 11.346 at 2 d.f.).

schools' ability to educate, and to ensure that a high school diploma

renewed meaning. In states with minimum competency programs, 43.8

agreed that !'-1CT will ensure that students have ''basic life"

';:>.l\..L.L.J.::>, whereas only'3.2 percent of the respondents from states that do

Part II: Opinions of Competency Testing

Items 8 through 11 of this section presented statements in the

gelllel'al area of how MCT relates to the issue of accountability in

Of those states that did not have MCTP, nineteen had no plans to

.LJlljf.J.L\c;m\;,l1L. a program in the future. Two states indicated :that legisla-
I~--~~·-.-~iiii~·---~~--·--~--=···.

recently passed will require some type of MCT program.



Table 2

Response Percentages for Items #8, #9, #10

Total·

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States with Mer Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States without Mer Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

Use of MCf as a·resu1t of
lack of confidence in the
school's ability to educate

78.7%
14.9%

6.4%

81.3%
18.7%

0%

77.4
12.9
9.7

Use of MCf to ensure
the diploma· has
renewed meaning

85.1%
14.9%

0%

93.7%
6.3%

0%

80.6%
19.4%

0%

Use of MCf will ensure
that students will have
the basic "life skills"
to succeed

17.0%
63.8%
19.1%

43.8%
31.2%
25.0%

3.2%
80.6%
16.1%

l

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to n~ response by some officials.

..

~
~
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Item 11 asked respondents to check the response they felt should

be examined if a particularly high number of students failed an MCT.

The most popular response was the open category of "other" (42.6%). A

majority of respondents listed all of the categories as factors to meet

minimum competency standards. Of those respondents who chose one

response, 40.4% indicated the response of school curriculum. The two

least chosen responses were teacher performance and student performance

,vith each receiving 10.6% of the responses.

The next three items in the questionnaire (12, 13, 14) were state

ments designed to measure how useful respondents felt MCT is for

identifying educational strengths and weaknesses in students. Table 3

presents the distribution for these items.

A majority of the respondents agreed that MCTP can be useful in

identifying problems in students early enough to allow time to design

a course outline to enable the students to pass th~ test requirements.

A difference of opinion appeared to emerge regarding the usefulness of

an MCT to measure education growth. Only 28.7% of the respondents

from states without ~~P agreed that such programs are useful to

measure educational growth. The percentage rose to 75% from respondents

in states that have MCTP. A Chi Square test demonstrated that this dif

ference approached significance at the .05 level of confidence (X2 =

4.7 at 2 d.f.).

Data for item 14 indicated that a majority of respondents (72.3%)

do not agree that MCTP are useful in identifying the special education

student. Connnents written beside this item in the questionnaire revealed

that some respondents felt other tests achieve this objective much better

than an MCT.



Table 3

Response Percentages for Items #12, #13, #14

Total

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States with MCT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States ~thout MCT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

NCT can identify problems
in students early in their
programs

76.6% .
14.9%

8.5%

81.3%
12.5%

6.2%

74.2%
16.1%

9.7%

HCT are useful for
measuring educational
growth in students

51.1%
38.3%

8.5%

75.0%
18.7%

0%

38.7%
48.4%
12.9%

~~T are useful in
detecting special
education students

21.3%
72.3%
4.3%

25.0%
75.0%

0%

19.3%
71.0%

6.5%

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to no·response by some officials.

.;::.
0\
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The perceived dangers of HCTP were subjects for items 15 through

21 of the questionnaire. Table 4 shows the distribution of the responses

for items 15, 16, 18, and 19. These four statements focused upon im

plications of MCTP for students, teachers, and administrators.

A total of 59.6% of the respondent£ disagreed with the statement

that an MCT encouraged students to attain only minimal standards. 81.3%

of respondents from states using MCT programs disagreed, which was not

significantly different from the 48.4% recorded for respondents from

states not using MCTP.

Conunents to item 16 indicated agreement with this statement for

dissimilar reasons. Respondents from states using MCTP indicated that

teachers and administrators do begin to teach toward the content in

the competency test; then they added that such an emphasis is not a

danger but a beneficial outgrowth of the program. Connnents from

respondents in states without MCTP agreed that this occurs, but viewed

this trend negatively.

Some respondents agreed with the statement that MCTP stifle

creativity in teachers; most did not view this as a danger of minimum

competency programs. A maj ority of respondents also indicated that MCTP

would not decrease the emphasis on most liberal arts and fine arts

programs.

Items 17,20, and 21 are presented' in Table 5. These statements

addressed the possible consequences of MCTP for local school districts.

The responses were split concerning local school boards losing

some control over education; however, most participants agreed that

there was some danger that a state's adoption of an MCTP could be used



Table 4

Response Percentages for Items #15, #16, #18, #19

MCT encourage students
to attain only minimal
standards

MCT results in
teachers and
administrators
teaching toward
the tests

}1CT stifle MCT decrease the
teacher emphasis on liberal
creativity and fine arts programs

Total

Agree 27.7% 78.7% 17 .0% 38.3%
Disagree 59.6% 8.5% 72.3% 51.1%
Undecided 12.7% 8.5% 10.6% 10.6%

States with MCT Programs

Agree 12.5% 81.25% 6.3% 18.7%
Disagree 81.3% 6.25% 93.7% 87.5%
Undecided 6.2% 6.25% 0% 6.3%

States without MCT Programs

Agree 35.5% 77 .4% 22.6% 48.4%
Disagree 48.4% 9.7% 61.3% 38.7%
Undecided 16.1% 9.7% 16.1% 12.9%

Note: Percenrages may not total 100 due to no response by some officials.

+:
00



Table 5

Response Percentages for Items #17, #20, #21

Total

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States with ~{;f Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States without MCT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

MCTP result
in local school districts
losing some control over
education

44.7%
48.9%

2.1%

25.0%
62.5%

6.25%

54.8%
41.9%

0%

MCT could be used to
demonstrate a school
is not doing an
adequate job

78.7%
17.0%

4.'3%

62.5%
37.5%

0%

87.1%
6.45%
6.45%

~lCT usually do not
reflect the individual
goals of the local school
board

40.4%
38.3%
17.0%

31.2%
62.5%

0%

45.2%
25.8%
25.8%

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to no response by some officials.

.j::o.
\D
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to .demonstrate that a particular school district was not doing an

adequate job. Respondents from states that do not have MCTP see this

possibility as a very real danger.

When asked whether statewide MCTP do not reflect the individual

goals of the local school board, 45.2% of the respondents from states

without ~lerp agreed ''lith this statement. Respondents from states that

have :Merp disagreed. A Chi Square test revealed that this difference

approached significance at the .05 level (X2 = 5.856 at 2 d.f.).

Items 22, 23, 24, and 25 addressed the issues of what competency

tests measure and whether or not all students could pass them. Be

cause of the poor construction of items 22 and 23, the results for

these Uvo statements will be eliminated. l Table 6 presents the

remaining items in the area of measurement issues.

Item 24 asked the respondents to consider who could pass a

competency test. The majority of the respondents from states with MeT

programs agreed that all students who wanted to could pass the test,

but only 32.25% from respondents from states which do not have Merp

agreed ,'lith this. Table 6 also shows that there was some disagreement

concerning whether an Mer can measure critical thinking and creativity,

but the amount of disagreement was not significant at the .05 level.

Table 7 presents the distributions found for items 26 and 27,

concerning the impact of MCTP on teachers and teaching. I tern 26

addressed the fear that MCTP would be used to identify teachers as

IThese two items are "double barrelled" questions; respondents
that checked the disagree answer present a problem in interpreting their
intent. One cannot tell with which part of the items they were dis
agreeing. The totals are presented in Appendix B for those interested
in the agree and undecided responses.
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Table 6

Response Percentages for Items #24, #25

Total

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States with ~~ Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States without MCT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

With the exception of special
education students, all students
could pass a HCT if they really
wanted to

42.6%
31.9%
17.0%

62.5%
31.2%

0%

32.25%
32.25%
25.8%

A MCT cannot measure critical
thinking and creativity

57.4%
36.2%

4.3%

37.5%
50.0%
6.25%

67.7%
29.0%
·3.3%

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to no response by some officials.

U1
t--'



Table 7

Response Percentages for Items #26, #27

HeTP could be used to show
that certain teachers are not
performing adequately due to number
of failures in their class

Total

MCTP will result in teachers
improving their teaching
effectiveness

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States with MeT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States without MCT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

70.2%
19.1%
6.4%

62.5%
31.2%

0%

7.4.2%
12.9%

9.7%

38.3%
27.7%
13.9%

62.5%
'6.25%
25.0%

25.8%
37.7%
35.5%

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to no response by some officials.

VI
N
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inadequate on the basis of their nlUDber of failures. Of the 31

respondents from states not using MCTP, 74.2% agreed this was a danger.

Responses from states using HCTP were almost as high. Perhaps others

perceived this not as a danger but as a desirable benefit of the

programs. Few respondents from states not using MCTP agreed that a

MCT will improve teacher effectiveness, but the percentage was 62.5%

from respondents in states using MCTP. This difference was significant

when a Chi Square test was performed (X2 = 6.005 at 2 d.f.).

The next UfO items (28, 28) dealt with discriminatory aspects of

MCTP (see Table 8). Respondents from states with MCTP were split on

the issue of denying students in special education a diploma if they

do not pass a ~~T. States without minimum competency programs disagreed

64.5%. This difference was found to be significant at the .05 level

of.confidence (X2 = 7.12 at 2 d.f.). There appears to be a consensus

among the respondents that the tests do not reflect. a cultural bias,

however, a Chi Square test demonstrated that the difference of

responses from states using MCTP and states not using HCTP was

significant at the .05 level (X2 = 6.68 at 2 d.f.).

The last statement (item 30) dealt with a theory that has been

suggested regarding why MCTP were implemented. None of the respondents

from states using MCTP agreed with the statement that the theory behind

MCTP appears to be that legislating goal attainment is sufficient for

goal advancement to occur. 51.1% of respondents from states without

KITP agreed with the same statement. A Chi Square test demonstrated

that this difference of opinion was not due to random chance

(X2 = 13.803 at 2 d.f., .05 level of confidence).



Table 8

Response Percentages for Items #28, #29

Total

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States with MCT Programs

Agree
Disagree
Undecided

States without MCT Programs

Agree
-Disagree
Undecided

Students in special education
programs who do not pass a MCT
should not receive a diploma

19.1%
57.4%
17.0%

43.75%
43.75%

6.25%

6.45%
64.5%
22.6%

MCTP reflect cultural and
language bias that favors white middle
class students and handicaps non-white
and/or lower class students

17.0%
63.8%
19.1%

0%
93.75%
6.25%

25.8%
48.4%
25.8%

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to no response by some officials.

U1
~
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Part IIi: States Using Minimum Competency Tests

Part III of the questionnaire gathered specific information about

each state's MCTP. The data collected from 16 states responding is

presented in Appendix E. Certain items; however, deserve special at

tention.

All respondents from the states participating in this section

of the questionnaire indicated that students who fail competency tests

have· the opportunity to receive remedial help (item 39). To meet the

needs of remediation caused by those tests, ten states found it necessary

to create additional programs to help students; costs of programs were

usually being 'shared by the state and local school districts. This

information is important for those states considering the implementation

of ~~P. Legislation requiring these tests should also include funding

for remediation rather than placing the full burden on local school

districts.

In examining the skills that the competency tests assess, it was

not surprising to find that math, reading, and composition skills

were included in almost all programs, but it was surprising that only

two states specifically tested "life skills". Although math, reading,

and writing are considered necessary skills for becoming successfully

employed, the review of the literature indicated that many felt that

other skills of living should also be included. Skills such as reading

a map and filling out income tax returns were advocated, but the 16

states which have MCTP indicated that this is not the standard practice.

In response to the last item of t4e questionnaire, nine of the

states responding indicated that the use of MCTP have. improved the
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performance of students in basic skills. This response was usually

accompanied with a qualifier that it was too early to tell if in fact

the tests have caused the increase in performance. Assessment programs

by many states are underway to determine if there is a cause and effect

relationship between the competency programs and measured performance.

Summary

This chapter analyzed the data which was gathered by the question

naire sent to the SO state departments of public instruction officials.

Of the 47 responses, 31 did not use an MCf as a criterion for high

school graduation, while 16 indicated that this was a requirement.

Part II of the questionnaire was presented in narrative and

tabular form to highlight the similarities and differences that were

found to exist among the responses. Selected information from Part III

of the questionnaire was also presented. Discussion for all sections

was limited to presentation of respondents' comments which helped to

explain some of the distributions in response?



OIAPTER V

smt·1ARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECa-1r-1ENDATIONS

StmlITlary

Purpose of the Stud)::

The purpose of this study was to determine the opinions of state

departments of public instruction officials toward utilizing minimum

competency examinations as a criterion for high school graduation. The

study also examined procedures used to implement a competency testing

program.

Review of Related Literature

The review of related literature included sections on background

of the problem, proposed solutions for declining scores and minimum

competencY testing O'ICT). The review of literature identified the

need for additional assessment measures to ev~luate high school

students before awarding them high school diplomas. Issues related to

the implementation of minimtnn competency exams in high school were

reviewed. This review revealed that the use of MCT is one response to

the accountability movement, but no consensus was found to exist con

cerningthe appropriateness of this response.

Research Desi@

For the purposes of this study, the foll~wing research hypotheses

were formulated.

57



58

, 1. What are the opinions of state department of public instruc

tion officials concerning the u~ilization of minimum competency

examinations as one ,of the criteria for high school graduation?

2. IVhat procedures and processes are employed by state department

of public instruction officials in states that have implemented ~ome

form of a minimum competency requirement?

Subject Selection

The Education Directory: State Educational Agency Officials, 1980

(Porter, 1980) was consulted to identify the current leader of each

state's department of public instruction in the United States. They

were the population for this study.

Development of the Questionnaire

A fifty-one item questionnaire was developed to survey the opinions

of the state department of public instruction officials concerning the

advantages and disadvantages of using MCT as a criterion for high

school graduation. The instrument was divided into three major parts:

Part I was designed to provide general information about the official

completing the survey and whether or not his/her state currently used

or was going to adopt a competency testing program; Part II was designed

to provide information based upon opinion statements structured around

areas of debate in the use of MCT; Part 'III was devoted to gathering

information about the nature of competency testing programs in the

states using them.
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Collected Data

Forty-seven of the original fifty questionnaires that were sent

out were received, producing a 94 percent rate of retmTI. The

officials' responses to each of the items on the questionnaire

constituted the data for this report.

Analysis of the Data

Each response on the questionnaire was tabulated by hand and

converted into percentages by the writer. A Chi Square test incorpora

ting the Yates Correction Factor was used to determine if there were a

significant difference at the .05 level beuveen the expected and

observed responses (X2 = 5.99 at 2 d.f. and .05 level of confidence).

Conclusions

Overview of the Conclusions

This survey revealed that the overall opinions of state department

of public instruction officials were similar concerning the majority of

statements in the questionnaire. Conclusions about these similarities

and differences will be presented in the subsequent paragraphs.

The majority of respondents concurred on the ite:r.lS concerning

accountability. The conclusion that was reached was that these officials

do believe that the current curricull..nn of education is not what is

needed today. By agreeing that MCT will bring back renewed meaning

to high school diplomas, the respondents seemed to be suggesting that

current instructional practices have lost credibility. The schOOl cur

riculum was identified as the most significant cause of poor performance

by students. Therefore, this author concluded that these responses
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demonstrated that a majority of officials believed that curriculum and

instruction in public schools today is not adequately meeting the needs

of students.

Disagreement existed concerning what skills were needed.

Respondents from states employing MCT g~nerally agreed that the skills

included in their programs will ensure that students will have the

basic "life skills" to succeed. Respondents from states not employing

~CT disagreed resulting in a significant difference of opinion between

the two groups. The author concluded that respondents from states

using MCf were confident that the nmV' emphasis on the minimum skills

would restore "confidence in public education. Respondents from states

not employing HCT were not as confident that the inclusion of MCT was

the only needed change.

No significant differences were found to exist between respondents

concerning the usefulness of Her. Therefore, although respondents may

differ concerning the overall goals of minimum competency testing

programs, both groups conceded that these tests were useful. It

should be noted that respondents from states using the MCf and respon

dents from states not using minimum competency tests agreed that MCf

are not particularly useful in detecting students with special education

needs. The similarities in opinion regarding the dangers of employing

MeT as a criterion for high school graduation revealed that the

majority of the respondents believed that these programs were not as

detrimental to public education as reported in the literature.

The respondents were divided in their concern that local school

. districts would lose some of its control over education as a result
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of 'statewide minimum competency testing programs. Evidence of a clear

majority of opinions did not em~rge on the issue pertaining to this

concern. This lack ,of consensus might be explained by the various

structures of state departments of public instruction that existed in

each of the states. If a department of public instruction's philosophy

is one of highly centralized control of education, the loss of local

control would not be of concern; whereas, the opposite would be true of

departments of public instruction in states which believe in

decentralization of education.

A majority of the respondents believed that ~lCTP would not affect

liberal and fine arts programs. This indicated to the writer that

MCTP would become an addition to existing school curricula rather than

taking the place of o~her courses. Although HCT are perceived as a

cost effective means to bring accountability to schools, adding more

courses to a curriculum will increase a school's budget.

A particularly interesting finding was reported concerning the

responses to the question of whether or not MCT can measure critical

thinking and creativity. A majority of the respondents agreed that HCT

cannot measure critical thinking and creativity. While respondents

seemed to agree that these skills are important, the development of

critical thinking and creativity may become less of a concern to depart

ments of public instruction because it cannot be properly measured by

mininn.nn competency tests. Therefore, this author concluded that

because of the current lack of tests which measure critical thinking,

although desirable, it will be increasingly de-emphasized in the schools.
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. Both groups of respondents from states using and not using MCT

agreed that there was a danger that test results could be used to show

that teachers were not adequately instructing their students. The

conclusion reached by the author to explain this similarity centers

around the manner in which the results of these tests would be published.

No one can predict the reactions patrons of the schools might have

about a large munber of student failures, and in an attempt to remove

some of the blame from the children, the teacher could possibly become

the scapegoat. Perhaps the respondents recognized the impact of these

programs on measuring teacher competency.

Item 28 of the questionnaire dealt with the continuing debate about

allmving special education students to receive a regular high school

diploma ,vithout requiring them to pass a HCT. The author concluded that

the divided results from respondents from states using MCT could indicate

that perhaps some consideration is being given towa:rds reducing the

stigma that denying a diploma may have on the special education student.

Clearly, respondents from states not using MCT believed ,that some con

sideration should be given to special education students.

None of the respondents from states using MCTP agreed with the

statement that the theory behind minimum competency programs appears

to be that legislating goal attainment is sufficient for goal advance

ment to occur; however, respondents from state departments of public

instruction could once again lend some insight into this difference.

If state departments of public instruction believe in highly

centralized educational systems, local school districts may not resent

mandates of a state's legislature which is also a centralized organization.
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If-the philosophy of decentralization of education is followed by state

departments of public instruction, a similar intrusion by the legislature

may be seen as an attempt to reverse its present rationale of a limited

role by the state department of public instruction.

The use of programs of remediation for students who have failed the

MeT was the typical response by states using these programs to help

students achieve mastery. This author concluded that, assuming

adequate instruction was available before the MCT was presented, the

responsibility for failure lies with the student. This alters the

point of vie,,," of looking at the curriculum and instruction as the

causes for student failure. One of the goals of MCTP was to make the

schools more accountable for students' failures; however, by offering

instruction aimed at mastering the tests, the student may become more

accountable for his/her test scores.

Summary of Conclusions and Comments

From analyzing the similarities and differences that were observed

in this questionnaire, the following conclusions were made:

1. Respondents believed that current educational practice is in

adequate and MCTP is one means to stop the decline in student and

school performance. Disagreement exists concerning whether ~K;f are

all that is needed to stop this decline;

2. NefF were vie'ved as having some educational uses, but the

measurement of educational growth was not one of them;

3. The role of state authorities is increasingly taking over

evaluation responsibilities that were once the exclusive responsibility

of local schOOl districts;
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4. The indication that liberal arts and fine arts programs were

not being diminished pointed to the addition of MCTP to school

curricula, but not at the expense of other programs;

S. Because current testing methods do not adequately measure

critical thinking and creativity, there .is a possibility that these

skills will be less emphasized in minimum competency testing programs;

6. Improper reporting of test results could pose a danger to

teachers if the scores are used as an indicator of teaching competency;'

and,

7. MCTP could tend to shift accountability of student failure

from the school to the student.

These conclusions were based upon an analysis of the findings of the

survey of statement department of public instruction officials.

This author concurs with Resnick (1980) that mini:mum competency

tests are partly a response to the perceived need for schools to become

the responsible agent for finding employment for its students. A

number of items in this survey demonstrated that a majority of officials

who responded do not believe that current curricula have meaning, and

that the professed testing of life skills is the center of competency

programs. Resnick suggested that because of the recession that has

been present in the United States since 1973, schools are now expected

to produce students that are employed, 'not just employable.

This author also believes that research studies will prove that

minimum competency tests do improve basic skills. These studies will

be published in maj or newspapers and magazines, and the public will

congratulate themselves on the wisdom of its demands. The question is
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begged,'however, if this should be the main focus of the school's

curricuhnn.

Free public education was first implemented in the United States

because of the value it has for a democratic state. It was reasoned

that if democracy were to flourish, voters must be educated to the

extent that would allow them to make rational decisions in evaluating

government policy or campaign issues. In effect, what was being said

was that a person unable to arrive at cogent decisions is of little

value to a democratic state. Of course the basic skills are necessary

for the process of making a decision, but these skills will only enable

individuals to gather the information. Should not the skills to

evaluate the worth of such information also be taught in our schools?

Decision-making becomes even more important in our modern society.

Due to the pluralistic nature of society today, students are bombarded

by cultural and value alternatives which require the ability to choose

values rationally and to support them. The inculcation of the value of

basic skills is perhaps acceptable, but do these skills also promote

the other skills necessary in everyday life? For example, it is one

thing to be able to read the directions of an income tax form and

fill in numbers, but it takes a certain amount of creativity to be able

to take advantage of all the possibilities that can be used to reduce

the amount of income tax one has to pay.

Thus, the author does not question the potential of minimum

competency testing programs to improve the basic skills tested, but

wonders whether in the long run, such .an emphasis is even wise for

the intellectual development of the student and the advancement of
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society. A dilemma such as this might not be properly addressed if the

other more important aspects of.education are continually de-emphasized.

Recommendations

From a revi~v of the literature and'responses received in the

questionnaire, this author believes that certain procedures should be

followed if other states are considering a program of minimum competency

testing as a requirement for high school graduation.

The development of a careful plan for reporting test scores to the

public should be given high priority. This would probably require

informational meetings for explaining test results. This could reduce

the fear held by teachers and school district officials of having low

test results being used as a means for evaluating them.

A more definite position should be taken on what the state's

minimum competency testing program hopes to accomplish. Is it to improve

basic skills, or help students prepare for daily living? It was

reported that many states using minimum competency testing programs

profess to help prepare youth for after school experiences but test

only on the basic skills. The literature revealed that many educators

do not believe that only the basic skills are adequate preparation for

successful living.

It is important ~ot to delude the public into believing that all

students will be able to pass MCf with the proper preparation. Since

a majority of states that currently use MCf employ criterion referenced

tests, it is implicit in such a testing design that a certain percentage

of students will never meet the set standards. If the parents accept
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this fact, then protests concerning why their children have failed

should be reduced.

Since the passage of Public Law 94-142 mandating the mainstreaming

of special needs students, some type of arrangement should be made to
----

recognize the accomplishments of such students who may not be able to

complete successfUlly a mininlUffi competency test. The stigma that this

law aimed to reduce will have been defeated if the special education

student is systematically denied a regular high school diploma because

of the inability to pass a competency test.
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La Crosse, Wisconsin 54601
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June 22, 1981

Dear

As you mow, the issue of competency testing is currently being
introduced in Wisconsin by both Herbert Grover and Paul Offner.
Under this legislation competency tests would be required to be
completed by all high school students in order to be able to
receive a diploma. This area of education is continually
occupying more space in the media and our professional journals.

Working 1'lith the cooperation of Dr. Altman, I am designing a
survey questionnaire which will be sent to the various department
of public instruction officials throughout the United States. The
questionnaire is designed to measure the pros and cons concerning
the use of competency examinations as a requirement for
graduation from high school.

Dr. Altman suggested that it would be very helpful to me to
receive your opinions about the advantages or disadvantages
of statewide competency testing programs. Would you please list
perhaps a few questions that you believe should be included in
a questionnaire of this type. Please do not feel obligated to
participate, but if you would like to send me your questions,
use the enclosed sheet and deposit them in my campus mail box
located in Morris Hall, or send them through the campus mail.
Please return your suggestions by June 30. If you would like
to receive a summary of the results of this study, please
indicate this desire on the enclosed sheet.

Sincerely,

Max von Klein
Morris Hall

An Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Employer
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SURVEY CONCERNING COMPETENCY TESTING

Directions: There are three parts to this questionnaire: Part I
requests information; Part II asks your opinion about competency
programs; Part III requests information.from state officials that
implemented competency programs. Please check the appropriate response,
and/or fill in the information requested. Return the ~uestionnaire by
August 25 to the follo\iing address:

Mr. Max von Klein
Division of Teacher Education
Morris Hall
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse
La Crosse, Wisconsin 5460]

Total Tallies/Percentages Given

Part I: General Information

1. What is the title of your current position?

2. Your state?

3. Were you elected or appointed to this position?
9/19.1 % Elected

36/76.6 %.. Appointed

4. Does your state currently require competency examinations for high
school graduation?
16/34 % Yes
32/68.1 % No

5. If you answered Yes to #4, is this a statewide policy or is it an
option of local school boards?
15/93.75% Statewide
1/ 6.25% Local School Board Option

6. How long has your state competency program been in operation?
3 1 year or less
1 2 years
2 3 years
7 4 years
1 5 years
~ ~ More than 5 years
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7. If you answered No to #4, does your state have plans for competency
tests in the future?

2/ 6.5 % Yes, legislation has passed and will go into effect
in (specify year).

19/61.3 % No
5/16.1 % Uncertain
4/12.9 % Other (please specify)

Part II: Opinions of Competency Testing (NOTE: Please check the
response that most closely reflects your personal opinions to the
statements below.)

8. Minimum competency tests are a result of the lack of confidence the
public has in the school's abilities to educate the young today.

37/78.7 % Agree
7/14;9 % Disagree
3/ 6.4 % Undecided

9. Minimum cOr.1petency testing programs are a response to ensUTe that a
high school diploma has a renewed meaning.

40/85.1 .% Agree
7714.9 % Disagree
o Undecided

10. Hinimum competency programs will ensure· that a student will have
the basic "life skills" to succeed.

8/17.0 % Agree
~3.8 % Disagree

9/19.1 % Undecided

a high number of
(Please check .

11. What should be judged when a particular school has
students that failed the winimum competency tests?
the one response you feel the strongest for.)

5/10.6 % Teacher Performance
19/40.4 % School Curriculum
5/10.6 % Student Performance

20/42.6 % Other (please specify) _

12. ·Minimum competency testing programs are beneficial because they can
be used to identify problems in students early in their programs
and thus allow time to design a course outline which will enable
the student to pass the competency test.
36/76.6 % Agree
7/14.9 % Disagree
4/ 8.5 % Undecided

13. Minimum competency programs are useful for measuring the educational
growth of individual students.

24/51.1 % Agree
18/38.3 % Disagree

41 8.5 % Undecided
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14. Minimum competency tests are useful for screening and detecting
special education students.
10/21.3 % Agree
34/72.3 % Disagree
2/ 4.3 % Undecided

15. The use of minimLnn competency tests· encourages students to attain
only minimal standards.
13/27.7 % Agree
28759.6 % Disagree
6712.7 % Undecided

16. The implementation of competency tests results in teachers and .
administrators focusing their energies toward the subject matter of
the competency tests.

37/78.7 % Agree
4/ 8.5 % Disagree
4/ 8.5 % Undecided

17. The implementation of statewide competency programs results in local
school districts losing some of its control over education.

21/44.7 % Agree
23/48.9 % Disagree
1/ 2.1 % Undecided

18. Competency
8/17.0 %

34772. 3 ~%

5/10.6 %

testing programs
Agree
Disagree
Undecided

stifle teacher creativity.

19. Competency testing programs decrease the emphasis on most liberal
arts and fine arts programs.
18.38.3 % Agree
24/51.1 % Disagree
5/10.6 % Undecided

20. There is a danger that school wide performance on competency tests
could be used to demonstrate that a particular school district is
not doing an adequate job.

37/78.7 % Agree
8/17.0 % Disagree
2/ 4.3 % Undecided

21. Statewide competency programs usually do not reflect the individual
goals of the local school board.
19/40.4 % Agree
18/38.3 % Disagree
8/17.0 % Undecided
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22.' Competency tests measure how competent one is in taking a t~st, not
basic skills.

6/12.8 % Agree
29/61.7 % Disagree
12/25.5 % Undecided

23. Competency tests measure how well a student may do later on in school,
not life. .

12/25.5 % Agree
19/40.4 % Disagree
13/27.7 % Undecided

24. All students, with the possible exception of special education
students, could-pass most competency tests if they really wanted to:

20/42.6 % Agree
15/31.9 % Disagree
8/17.0 % Undecided

25. Important skills such as critical thinking and creativity cannot be
measured in terms of competency tests.

27/57.4 % Agree
17/36.2 % Disagree
2/ 4.3 % Undecided

26. There is a danger that the use of competency tests could be used to
show that certain teachers are not performing their job adequately

33/70.2 % Agree
9/19.1 % Disagree
3/ 6.4 % Undecided

27. Minimum competency testing programs will result in teachers improving
their teaching effectiveness.
18/38.3 % Agree
13/27.7 % Disagree
15/31.9 % Undecided

28. Those students in special education programs who do not pass the
minimum competency standards should not receive a diploma.

9/19.1 % Agree
27/57.4 % Disagree
8/17.0 % Undecided

29. ~linimum competency tests reflect a cultural and language bias that
favors white middle class students and handicaps non-white and/or
lower class students.

8/17.0 % Agree
30/63.8 % Disagree
9/19.1 % Undecided
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30. The theory behind minimum competency programs appears to be that
legislating goal attainment is sufficient for goal advancement to
occur.
18/38.3 % Agree
21/44.7 % Disagree
7/14.9 % Undecided

If your state DOES NOT have a competency testing program, please STOP
here and return the questionnaire.

Please proceed to Part III if your state uses some form of competency
testing to determine high school graduation.

Part III: States Using Competency Tests (NOTE: If the responses do not
adequately allow you to answer the questions, please write your comments
next to the items in question.)

31. Is high school graduation in your state detennined solely by
competency tests and course completion?

4/25.0 % Yes
9/56.2 % No
3/18.8 % Other (please specify)

32. At what grade(s) 1evel(s) is/are the competency tests given?
(please list the grade(s)).

33. Are promotions in other grades tied to student performance on
competency tests?

3/18.8 % Yes
15/93.8 % No

If Yes, please explain:

34. When is the
7/43.8 %
5731.3%
8/50 %

competency test administered?
Spring Semester
Fall Semester
Other (please explain)

35. l~o administers the competency tests?
11/68.8 % Classroom teachers
3/18.8 % Principals
4/25.0 % Gu~dance counselors
7/43.8 % Other (please explain)

36. Does your state permit students who pass the minimum competency
tests to exist from high school at an early age?

3/18.8 % Yes
13/81.2 % No
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37 •. How many opportunities are students given to pass the competency
exams before the high school diploma is denied?

0/0 Once
0/0 Twice
1/ 6.25% Three times

14/87.5 % More than three times

38. How long is a student allowed to remain in high school to try and
pass the competency test before he/she is asked to leave?

1/ 6.25% One summer session after the 12th grade
1/ 6.25% One full academic year after the 12th grade
6/37.5 % More than one full academic year following the 12th

grade

39. Do students have the opportunity to receive remedial help if they
fail the competency tests?
16/100 % Yes

No

40. Did the majority of your school districts that use competency tests
find it necessary to create additional programs to help students
pass these tests?

10/62.5 % Yes
4/25.0 % No (proceed to #42)

41. Is the funding for these additional programs the responsibility of
the local school board, the state, or both?

2/15.4 % Local
2/15.4 % State
7/53.8 % Both

42. If a student does fail the competency test; is he/she required to
pass the whole test gain, or just the area(s) of weakness(es)?

6/37.5 % ~fust pass whole test
8750.0 %. Just the area(s) of weakness (es)

43. What skill
16/100 .%
12/27.0 %
16/100 %
2712.5 %
3/18.8 %

areas do your competency testing program encompass?
Reading skilIs
Composition skills
Math/computing skills
"Life skills" (specify)
Other (specify)

44. Are the students told what general areas will be covered on the
competency tests?
15/93.8 % Yes

0/0 No
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45.' What options exist for those students who are not able to pass the
competency tests in the allotted time?

7/43.7 % Receive a certificate of attendance
10/62.5 % Other (please specify)

46. Are the minimum skills to be tested determined by the state or by
local school districts?
11/68.8 % Determined by state
1/ 6.2 % Determined by local s0hoo1 districts
3/18.8 % Determined by both

47. Is the financing for the administration and scoring of these tests
the responsibility of

5/31.3 % Local school districts
9/56.3% State agencies
2/15.4 % Both

48. Are the minimum competency tests developed by the
10/62.5 % State '
8/50.0 % Outside agency (such as Educational Testing Service)
4/25.0 % Local school districts

49. What type of testing form is usually used?
14/87.5 '% Criterion referenced

2/12.5 % Simulated performance situations
2/12.5 % Other (please specify)

50. Is the minimum standard for passing set before or after the test
is given?
14/87.5 % Set before
1/ 6.2 % Set after

51. Has the use of competency tests improved' the performance of your
graduates in basic skills?

9/56.3 % Yes
070 No
4725.0% Other (please explain)

Does your state agency possess research results which indicate the
success of your minimum competency program and/or how it has improved
basic skills acquisition?

(Please dO,not feel obligated to supply' information to respond to this
question. I would how'ever, be very pleased to receive any additional
information or materials you can supply.)
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University of Wisconsin

La Crosse, Wisconsin 54601

La Crosse

(608) 785-8000
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August 6, 1981

Dear

You have been identified in the Education Directory of State
Education Agency Officials as the head of the agency responsible
for public education in your state. The attached questionnaire
is part of a masters thesis project designed to survey the
opinions of public instruction officials about the pros and
cons of basic skills competency tests as a requirement for high
school graduation.

I would appreciate your directly providing me your reactions or
opinions concerning the use of competency examinations. You
may wish to designate an appropriate person in your administration
to respond to the questionnaire.

Would you please complete the questionnaire prior to August 25,
and return it in the enclosed stamped envelope. Only 50
questionnaires are being sent out; therefore'- it is vital that
I receive yours. Your anonymity fs guaranteed because individual
responses will not be reported. If you would like to receive a
summary of the findings of this research, please send me your
name and address.

Sincerely,

Max von Klein
Division of Teacher Education
Morris Hall

An Affirmative Action/Equal' Opportunity Employer
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September 3, 1981

Dear

If you have not yet responded to the questionnaire that I
sent to you, would you please take a few minutes today to
complete this survey.

I am enclosing an additional copy of the questionnaire and
the cover letter in case you have misplaced the original.

Sincerely,

Max von Klein
Division of Teacher Education
Morris Hall

An Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Employer
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H.S. graduation Grade
detennined solely Grade promotion
by CT and course levels tied to "'Ihen
completion assessed MCT administered

Yes No Other Yes No Spring Fall Other

Alabama X 3, 6, 9 X X
Arizona X 8, 12 X X
California X 4-6, 7-9, X X

10*11
Florida X 3, 5, 8, 11 X X X
Georgia X 4, 8, 10 X X X
Hawaii X 9, 12 X X X
Maryland X 9-12 X X
Nevada X 3, 6, 9, 10, X X X

11, 12
New Jersey X 3, 6, 9, 11 Local Option X
New Mexico X 10, 11, 12 X X
New York X 9-12 X X
North Carolina X 11 X X
Oregon X 6-12 X X
Tennessee X 9 X X
Utah X 5, 7, 9, 11 Local Option X
Virginia X 10, 11, 12 X X

00
00



Pennit Ntnnber of
early opportunities

Administered by exit to pass

Teacher Principal Guidance Other Yes No One Two Three More

Alabama X X X
Arizona X X X
California (depends on the district) X (depends on the district)
Florida . X X X X
Georgia· X X X X X
Hawaii X X X
Maryland X X ·X
Nevada X X X X X
New Jersey X X X
New Mexico X X X X ·X
New York X X X
North Carolina X X X
Oregon X X X X X
Tennessee X X X
Utah X X X X
Virginia X X X

00
\.0



Can remain Do students Need to create
in school after receive additional
12th grade remedial help remedial courses

One sturnTIer Full Year l\1ore Yes No Yes No

Alabama X X X
Arizona X X X
California (depends on the district) X N/A
Florida X X X.

N/A N/AGeorgia X
Hawaii X X X
Maryland X X X
Nevada N/A X X
New Jersey X X X
Ne,., Mexico X X X
New York X X X
North Carolina X X X
Oregon X X X
Tennessee (no provision after 12) X X
Utah X X X
Virginia (until age 20) X X

\.0
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Ftmding for
remediation is If students fail,
the responsibility must pass Skills assessed

Whole Area(s) of Life
Local State Both Test Weakness Reading Composition Math Skills Others

Alabama X X X X X
Arizona N/A X X X X
California (depends on the (depends on the X X X

. district) district)
Florida X X X X X
Georgia X X X X X X
Hmvaii N/A X X X X X
Maryland X X X
Nevada N/A X X X X X
New Jersey X X X X X
New Mexico X X X X X X
New York X N/A X X X
North Carolina X X X X
Oregon X N/A X X X X
Tennessee X X X X X
Utah N/A X X X
Virginia X X X X

~.....



Students
told areas Skills to be
test tested Financing
covers Option if fail determined by done by

Certificate
of

Yes No Attendance Other State Local Both Local State Both

Alabama X X X X.
Arizona . X N/A X X
California (Depends on X X X

the district)
Florida X X X X
Georgia X X X X
Hawaii X N/A X X
Maryland X X X X
Nevada X X X X
New Jersey X X X X
Ne\'l Mexico .X X X X X

. New York X X X X

.North Carolina X X X X
Oregon X X X· X
TelU1essee X X X X
Utah X (Varies from district) X X
Virginia X X X X

~
N



Passing Have
standard improved

Tests developed by Testing from used set basic skills

Criterion Simulated
State Outside Local reference performance Other Before After Yes No Other

Alabama X X X X
Arizona X X X N/A
California (Depends on the (Depends on the district) X X

district)
Florida X X X X
Georgia X X N/A N/A
Hawaii X X X X
l'<Iaryland X X X X X X
Nevada X X X X
New Jersey X X X X X
New Mexico X X X X
New York X X X X X
North Carolina X X X . X
Oregon X X X X' X
Tennessee X X X X X'
Utah X X X X X X N/A
Virginia' X X X X X

.~
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