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Toward More Authentic and 

Equlitable Assessmemsnt 

W s ' tHEN AN educational 
problem persists de 
spite the well-inten 
tioned efforts of many 
people to solve it, it's 

a safe bet that the problem hasn't been 
properly framed. Assessment in educa 
tion has clearly become such a problem, 
since every state reports above-average 
scores on norm-referenced achievement 
tests and since everyone agrees (paradox 
ically) that such tests shouldn't drive in 
struction but that their number and in 
fluence should nevertheless increase.' 

More ominously, we seem unable to see 
any moral hann in bypassing context 
sensitive human judgments of human 
abilities in the name of statistical accura 
cy and economy. 

We haven't moved beyond lamenting 
these problems, because we have failed 
to stop and ask some essential questions: 
Just what are tests meant to do? Whose 
purposes do they (and should they) serve? 
Are large-scale testing programs neces 
sary? When are tests that are designed 
to monitor accountability harmful to the 
educational process? Need they be so in 
trusive? Is there an approach to uphold 
ing and examining a school's standards 
that might actually aid learning? 

But we won't get far in answering these 
questions until we ask the most basic one: 

What is a true test? I propose a radical 
answer, in the sense of a return to the 
roots; we have lost sight of the fact that 
a true test of intellectual ability requires 
the perforimance of exemplary tasks. First, 
authentic assessments replicate the chal 
lenges and standards of performance that 
typically face writers, businesspeople, sci 

As long as we hold simplistic monitoring tests to be 
adequate models of and incentives for reaching national 
intellectual standards, Mr. Wiggins warns, student 

performance, teaching, and our thinking and discussion 
about assessment will remain flaccid and uninspired. 
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GRANT WIGGINS is a senior associate with 
the National Center on Education and the 

Economy, Rochester, N. Y, and a special con 
sultant on assessment for the Coalition of Es 
sential Schools. 
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entists, community leaders, designers, or 
historians. These include writing essays 
and reports, conducting individual and 
group research, designing proposals and 
mock-ups, assembling portfolios, and so 
on. Second, legitimate assessments are 
responsive to individual students and to 
school contexts. Evaluation is most ac 
curate and equitable when it entails hu 

man judgment and dialogue, so that the 
person tested can ask for clarification of 
questions and explain his or her answers. 

A genuine test of intellectual achieve 
ment doesn't merely check "standardized" 
work in a mechanical way. It reveals 
achievement on the essentials, even if they 
are not easily quantified. In other words, 
an authentic test not only reveals student 
achievement to the examiner, but also re 
veals to the test-taker the actual chal 
lenges and standards of the field. 

To use a medical metaphor, our con 
fusion over the uses of standardized tests 
is akin to mistaking pulse rate for the to 
tal effect of a healthful regimen. Stan 
dardized tests have no more effect on a 
student's intellectual health than taking a 
pulse has on a patient's physical health. 
If we want standardized tests to be au 
thentic, to help students learn about them 
selves and about the subject matter or field 
being tested, they must become more than 
merely indicators of one superficial symp 
tom. 

Reform begins, then, by recognizing 
that the test is central to instruction. Any 
tests and final exams inevitably cast their 
shadows on all prior work. Thus they not 
only monitor standards, but also set them. 

Students acknowledge this truth with their 
plaintive query, Is this going to be on the 
test? And their instincts are correct; we 
should not feel despair about such a view. 
The test always sets the de facto standards 
of a school despite whatever else is 
proclaimed. A school should "teach to the 
test." The catch is that the test must of 
fer students a genuine intellectual chal 
lenge, and teachers must be involved in 
designing the test if it is to be an effec 
tive point of leverage. 

SETTING STANDARDS 

We need to recognize from the out 
set that the problems we face are more 
ecological (i.e., political, structural, and 
economic) than technical. For example, 
Norman Frederiksen, a senior research 
er with the Educational Testing Service 
(ETS), notes that "situational tests are not 

widely used in testing programs because 
of considerations having to do with cost 
and efficiency."2 In order to overcome 
the resistance to using such situational 
tests, we must make a powerful case to 
the public (and to teachers habituated to 
short-answer tests as an adequate meas 
ure of ability) that a standardized test 
of intellectual ability is a contradiction 
in terms. We must show that influential 
"'monitoring" tests are so irrelevant (and 
even harmful) to genuine intellectual stan 
dards that their cost - to student learn 
ing and teacher professionalism - is too 

high, however financially efficient they 
may be as a means of gathering data. 

The inescapable dilemma presented by 

lsing authentic 
standards and 
tasks to judge 

intellectual 
ability is labor 

intensive and 
time-consuming. 

mass testing is that using authentic stan 
dards and tasks to judge intellectual abil 
ity is labor-intensive and time-consum 
ing. Examiners must be trained, and mul 
tiple, contextual tests of the students must 
be conducted. Genuine tests also make it 

more difficult to compare, rank, and sort 
because they rarely involve one simple, 
definitive test with an unambiguous re 
sult and a single residue number. There 
fore, as long as tests are thought of only 
in terms of accountability, real reforms 

will be thwarted. After all, why do we 
need to devise more expensive tests if 
current data are reliable? When we fac 
tor in the self-interest of test companies 
and of colleges and school districts, we 
can see that resistance to reform is like 
ly to be strong. 

The psychometricians and the account 
ants are not the villains, however. As I 
have noted elsewhere, teachers fail to un 
derstand their own unwitting role in the 
growth of standardized testing.3 Mass 
assessment resulted from legitimate con 
cern about the failure of the schools to 
set clear, justifiable, and consistent stan 
dards to which it would hold its gradu 
ates and teachers accountable. But the 
problem is still with us: high school tran 
scripts tell us nothing about what a stu 
dent can actually do. Grades and Car 
negie units hide vast differences between 
courses and schools. An A in 1 1th-grade 
English may mean merely that a student 
was dutiful and able to fill in blanks on 
worksheets about juvenile novels. And it 
remains possible for a student to pass all 
of his or her courses and still remain 
functionally and culturally illiterate. 

But the solution of imposing an effi 
cient and "standard" test has an uglier his 

'7 don't understand all the fuss about my repeating third grade. Mr. Wilkins 
has been there for six years." 
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tory. The tests grew out of the "school 
efficiency" movement in the years be 
tween 1911 and 1916, a time oddly simi 
lar to our own. The movement, spear 
headed by the work of Franklin Bobbitt, 
was driven by crude and harmful analo 
gies drawn from Frederick Taylor's man 
agement principles, which were used to 
improve factory production. Raymond 

Callahan notes that the reformers, then 
as now, were far too anxious to satisfy 
external critics and to reduce complex in 
tellectual standards and teacher behaviors 
to simple numbers and traits.4 Implicit 
ly, there were signs of hereditarian and 
social-class-based views of intelligence; 
the tests were used as sorting mechanisms 
at least partly in response to the increased 
heterogeneity of the school population as 
a result of the influx of immigrants.5 

The "standards" were usually cast in 
terms of the increased amount of work 
to be demanded of teachers and students. 

As George Strayer, head of the National 
Education Association (NEA) Commit 
tee on Tests and Standards for School Ef 
ficiency, reported, "We may not hope to 
achieve progress except as such measur 
ing sticks are available." A school su 

perintendent put it more bluntly: "The 
results of a few well-planned tests would 
carry more weight with the businessman 
and parent than all the psychology in the 
world."6 

Even with unionization and the insights 
gained from better education, modern 
teachers still fall prey to the insistent 
claims of noneducation interests. The 
wishes of college admissions officers, of 
employers, of budget makers, of sched 
ulers, and even of the secretaries who 
enter grades on computers often take 
precedence over the needs of students to 
be properly examined and the needs of 
teachers to deliberate and confer about 
effective test design and grading. 

Thus, when teachers regard tests as 
something to be done as quickly as pos 
sible after "teaching" has ended in order 
to shake out a final grade, they succumb 
to the same flawed logic employed by the 
test companies (with far less statistical 
justification). Such acquiescence is pos 
sible only when the essential ideas and 
priorities in education are unclear or have 
been lost. If tests serve only as adminis 
trative monitors, then short-answer, "ob 
jective" tests - an ironic misnomer7 - 
will suffice (particularly if one teaches 
128 students and has only a single day 
in which to grade final exams). However, 
if a test is seen as the heart and soul of 

the educational enterprise, such reduc 
tionist shortcuts, such high student/teach 
er ratios, and such dysfunctional alloca 
tion of time and resources will be seen 
as intolerable. 

Schools and teachers do not tolerate the 
same kind of thinking in athletics, the 
arts, and clubs. The requirements of the 
game, recital, play, debate, or science 
fair are clear, and those requirements de 
termine the use of time, the assignment 
of personnel, and the allocation of mon 
ey. Far more time - often one's spare 
time - is devoted to insuring adequate 
practice and success. Even in the poorest 
schools, the ratio of players to inter 
scholastic coaches is about 12 to 1.8 The 
test demands such dedication of time; 
coaching requires one-to-one interaction. 

And no one complains about teaching to 
the test in athletic competition. 
We need to begin anew, from the 

premise that a testing program must ad 
dress questions about the inevitable im 
pact of tests (and scoring methods) on 
students and their learning. We must ask 
different questions. What kinds of chal 
lenges would be of most educational val 
ue to students? What kinds of challenges 
would give teachers useful information 
about the abilities of their students? How 
will the results of a test help students 
know their strengths and weaknesses on 
essential tasks? How can a school ade 
quately communicate its standards to in 
terested outsiders and justify them, so 
that standardized tests become less neces 
sary and less influential? 

AUTHENTIC TESTS 

Tests should be central experiences in 
learning. The problems of administra 
tion, scoring, and between-school com 
parisons should come only after an au 
thentic test had been devised - a rever 
sal of the current practice of test design. 

If we wish to design an authentic test, 
we must first decide what are the actual 
performances that we want students to be 
good at. We must design those perform 
ances first and worry about a fair and 
thorough method of grading them later. 

Do we judge our students to be deficient 
in writing, speaking, listening, artistic 
creation, finding and citing evidence, and 
problem solving? Then let the tests ask 
them to write, speak, listen, create, do 
original research, and solve problems. 
Only then need we worry about scoring 
the performances, training the judges, 
and adapting the school calendar to in 

To design an 
authentic test, we 
must first decide 

what are the actual 
performances that 
we want students 

to be good at. 

sure thorough analysis and useful feed 
back to students about results. 

This reversal in thinking will make us 
pay more attention to what we mean by 
evidence of knowing. Mastery is more 
than producing verbal answers on cue; 
it involves thoughtful understanding, 
as well. And thoughtful understanding 
implies being able to do something ef 
fective, transformative, or novel with a 
problem or complex situation. An au 
thentic test enables us to watch a learner 
pose, tackle, and solve slightly ambigu 
ous problems. It allows us to watch a 
student marshal evidence, arrange argu 

ments, and take purposeful action to ad 
dress the problems.9 Understanding is 
often best seen in the ability to criticize 
or extend knowledge, to explain and ex 
plore the limits and assumptions on which 
a theory rests. Knowledge is thus dis 
played as thoughtful know-how - a 
blend of good judgment, sound habits, 
responsiveness to the problem at hand, 
and control over the appropriate informa 
tion and context. Indeed, genuine mas 
tery usually involves even more: doing 
something with grace and style. 

To prove that an answer was not an ac 
cident or a thoughtless (if correct) re 
sponse, multiple and varied tests are re 
quired. In performance-based areas we 
do not assess competence on the basis of 
one performance. We repeatedly assess 
a student's work - through a portfolio 
or a season of games. Over time and in 
the context of numerous performances, 

we observe the patterns of success and 
failure and the reasons behind them. 
Traditional tests -as arbitrarily timed, 
superficial exercises (more like drills on 
the practice field than like a game) that 
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are given only once or twice - leave us 
with no way of gauging a student's abili 
ty to make progress over time. 
We typically learn too much about a 

student's short-term recall and too little 
about what is most important: a student's 
habits of mind. In talking about habits of 
mind, I mean something more substan 
tive than "process" skills divorced from 
context - the formalism decried by E. 
D. Hirsch and others. For example, a 
new concept - say, irony or the formu 
la F = ma - can be learned as a habit 
or disposition of mind for effortlessly 
handling information that had previous 
ly been confusing.10 As the word habit 
implies, if we are serious about having 
students display thoughtful control over 
ideas, a single performance is inadequate. 

We need to observe students' repertoires, 
not rote catechisms coughed up in re 
sponse to pat questions. 

The problem is more serious than it 
first appears. The difficulty of learning 
lies in the breaking of natural but dys 
functional habits. The often-strange qual 
ity of new knowledge can cause us to un 

wittingly misunderstand new ideas by as 
similating them into our old conceptions; 
this is particularly true when instruction 
is only verbal. That is why so many stu 

dents who do well on school tests seem 
so thoughtless and incompetent in solv 
ing real-world problems. For example, 
the research done at Johns Hopkins Uni 
versity demonstrates how precarious and 
illusory "knowledge" of physics really is, 

when even well-trained students habitu 
ally invoke erroneous but plausible ideas 
about force on certain problems."1 

The true test is so central to instruc 
tion that it is known from the start and 
repeatedly taken because it is both cen 
tral and complex - equivalent to the 
game to be played or the musical piece 
to be performed. The true test of abili 
ty is to perform consistently well tasks 

whose criteria for success are known 
and valued. By contrast, questions on 
standardized tests are usually kept "se 

cure," hidden from students and teachers, 
and they thus contradict the most basic 
conditions required for learning.12 (Of 
course, statistical validity and reliability 
depend on the test being secret, and, 
when a test is kept secret, the questions 
can be used again.) 

Designing authentic tests should in 
volve knowledge use tat is forward 
looking. We need to view tests as "assess 

ments of enablement," to borrow Robert 
Glaser's term. Rather than merely judg 

M ost so-called 
"criterion-referenced" 
tests are inadequate 

because the 
problems are 

contrived, and the 
cues are artificial. 

ing whether students have learned what 
was taught, we should "assess knowledge 
in terms of its constructive use for fur 
ther lea.ing.... [We should assess 
reading ability] in a way that takes into 
account that the purpose of learning to 

read is to enable [students] to learn from 
reading."'3 All tests should involve stu 
dents in the actual challenges, standards, 
and habits needed for success in the aca 

demic disciplines or in the workplace: 
conducting original research, analyzing 
the research of others in the service of 
one's research, arguing critically, and 
synthesizing divergent viewpoints. With 
in reasonable and reachable limits, a real 
test replicates the authentic intellectual 
challenges facing a person in the field. 
(Such tests are usually also the most en 
gaging.) 

The practical problems of test design 
can best be overcome by hinindng of aca 
demic tests as the intellectual equivalent 
of public "performances." To enable a 
student is to help him or her make prog 
ress in handling complex tasks. The nov 
ice athlete and the novice actor face the 
same challenges as the seasoned profes 
sional. But school tests make the complex 
simple by dividing it into isolated and 
simplistic chores - as if the student need 
not practice the true test of performance, 
the test of putting all the elements togeth 
er. This apparently logical approach of 

breaking tasks down into their compo 
nents leads to tests that assess only ar 
tificially isolated "outcomes" and provide 
no hope of stimulating genuine intellec 
tual progress. As a result, teaching to 
such tests becomes mechanical, static, 
and disengaging. Coaches of musicians, 
actors, debaters, and athletes know bet 

ter. They know that what one learns in 
drill is never adequate to produce mas 
tery. 

That is why most so-called "criterion 
referenced" tests are inadequate: the 
problems are contrived, and the cues are 
artificial. Such tests remove what is cen 
tral to intellectual competence: the use of 
judgment to recognize and pose complex 
problems as a prelude to using one's dis 
crete knowledge to solve them. Authen 
tic challenges - be they essays, original 
research, or artistic performances - are 
inherently ambiguous and open-ended. 

As Frederiksen has said: 

Most of the important problems one 
faces are ill-structured, as are all the 
really important social, political, and 
scientific problems.... But ill-struc 
tured problems are not found in stan 
dardized achievement tests.... Effi 
cient tests tend to drive out less effi 
cient tests, leaving many important 
abilities untested and untaught.... All 
this reveals a problem when we con 
sider the influence of an accountabili 
ty system in education.... We need 
a much broader conception of what a 
test is.14 

Put simply, what the student needs is 
a test with more sophisticated criteria for 
judging performance. In a truly authen 
tic and criterion-referenced education, far 

more time would be spent teaching and 
testing the student's ability to understand 
and internalize the criteria of genuine 
competence. What is so harmful about 
current teaching and testing is that they 
frequently reinforce - unwittingly - the 
lesson that mere right answers, put forth 
by going through the motions, are ade 
quate signs of ability. Again, this is a 
mistake rarely made by coaches, who 
know that their hardest and most impor 
tant job is to raise the standards and ex 
pectations of their students. 

EXAMPLES OF AUTHENTIC TESTS 

Let us examine some tests and criteria 
devised by teachers working to honor the 
ideas rve been discussing under the head 
ing of "exhibition of mastery" - one of 
the nine "Common Principles" around 

which members of the Coalition of Es 
sential Schools have organized their re 
form efforts.15 Here are two examples 
of final exams thiat seem to replicate more 
accurately the challenges facing experts 
in the field. 

An oral history project for ninth-grad 
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ers. 16 You must complete an oral history 
based on interviews and written sources 
and present your findings orally in class. 
The choice of subject matter will be up 
to you. Some examples of possible topics 
include: your family, running a small 
business, substance abuse, a labor union, 
teenage parents, or recent immigrants. 

You are to create three workable hypoth 
eses based on your preliminary investi 
gations and come up with four questions 
you will ask to test each hypothesis. 

To meet the criteria for evaluating the 
oral history project described above, you 
must: 

*investigate three hypotheses; 
* describe at least one change over 

time; 
* demonstrate that you have done back 

ground research; 
* interview four appropriate people as 

sources; 
* prepare at least four questions relat 

ed to each hypothesis; 
* ask questions that are not leading or 

biased; 
* ask follow-up questions when ap 

propriate; 
* note important differences between 

fact and opinion in answers that you re 
ceive; 

* use evidence to support your choice 
of the best hypothesis; and 

* organize your writing and your class 
presentation. 

A course-ending simulation/exam in 
economics.'7 You are the chief execu 
tive officer of an established firm. Your 
firm has always captured a major share 
of the market, because of good use of 
technology, understanding of the natural 
laws of constraint, understanding of mar 
ket systems, and the maintenance of a 
high standard for your product. How 
ever, in recent months your product has 
become part of a new trend in public 
tastes. Several new firms have entered 
the market and have captured part of your 
sales. Your product's proportional share 
of total aggregate demand is continuing 
to fall. When demand returns to normal, 
you will be controlling less of the mar 
ket than before. 

Your board of directors has given you 
less than a month to prepare a report that 
solves the problem in the short run and 
in the long run. In preparing the report, 
you should: 1) define the problem, 2) 
prepare data to illustrate the current sit 
uation, 3) prepare data to illustrate con 
ditions one year in the future, 4) recom 
mend action for today, 5) recommend ac 

tion over the next year, and 6) discuss 
where your company will be in the mar 
ket six months from today and one year 
from today. 

The tasks that must be completed in the 
course of this project include: 

* deriving formulas for supply, de 
mand, elasticity, and equilibrium; 

* preparing schedules for supply, de 
mand, costs, and revenues; 

* graphing all work; 
* preparing a written evaluation of the 

current and future situation for the mar 
ket in general and for your company in 
particular; 

* preparing a written recommendation 
for your board of directors; 

* showing aggregate demand today 
and predicting what it will be one year 
hence; and 

* showing the demand for your firm's 
product today and predicting what it will 
be one year hence. 

Connecticut has implemented a range 
of performance-based assessments in sci 
ence, foreign languages, drafting, and 
small-engine repair, using experts in the 
field to help develop apt performance 
criteria and test protocols. Here is an 
excerpt from the Connecticut manual 
describing the performance criteria for 
foreign languages; these criteria have 
been derived from the guidelines of the 
American Council on the Teaching of 
Foreign Languages (ACTFL).18 On the 
written test, students are asked to draft 
a letter to a pen pal. The four levels used 
for scoring are novice, intermediate, in 
termediate high, and advanced; they are 
differentiated as follows: 

* Novice. Students use high-frequen 
cy words, memorized phrases, and for 
mulaic sentences on familiar topics. Stu 
dents show little or no creativity with the 
language beyond the memorized patterns. 

* Intermediate. Students recombine the 
learned vocabulary and structures into 
simple sentences. Sentences are choppy, 

with frequent errors in grammar, vocabu 
lary, and spelling. Sentences will be very 
simple at the low end of the intermedi 
ate range and will often read very much 
like a direct translation of English. 

* Intermediate high. Students can write 
creative sentences, sometimes fairly com 
plex ones, but not consistently. Structural 
forms reflecting time, tense, or aspect are 
attempted, but the result is not always 
successful. Student show an emerging 
ability to describe and narrate in para 
graphs, but papers often read like aca 
demic exercises. 

* Advanced. Students are able to join 
sentences in simple discourse and have 
sufficient writing vocabulary to express 
themselves simply, although the language 

may not be idiomatic. Students show 
good control of the most frequently used 
syntactic structures and a sense that they 
are comfortable with the target language 
and can go beyond the academic task. 

Of course, using such an approach is 
time-consuming, but it is not impractical 
or inapplicable to all subject areas on 
a large scale. The MAP (Monitoring 
Achievement in Pittsburgh) testing pro 
gram offers tests of critical thinking and 
writing that rely on essay questions and 
are specifically designed to provide di 
agnostic information to teachers and 

'Ms. Kelsor says I'd do better with a team of teachers. She thinks six or eight 
would be about right." 
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students. Pittsburgh is also working, 
through its Syllabus-Driven Exam Pro 
gram, to devise exemplary test items that 
are based more closely on the curricu 
lum.19 

On the state level, Vermont has recent 
ly announced that it will move toward a 

portfolio-based assessment in writing and 
mathematics, drawing on the work of the 
various affiliates of the National Writing 
Project and of the Assessment of Per 
formance Unit (APU) in Great Britain. 
California has piloted performance-based 
tests in science and other subjects to go 

with its statewide essay-writing test. 

RESPONSIVENESS AND EQUITY 

Daniel Resnick and Lauren Resnick 
have proposed a different way of mak 
ing many of these points. They have 
argued that American students are the 
"most tested" but the "least examined" 
youngsters in the world.20 As their epi 
gram suggests, we rarely honor the origi 
nal meaning of the word test. Originally 
a testum was a porous cup for determin 
ing the purity of metal; later it came to 
stand for any procedures for determin 
ing the worth of a person's effort. To 

prove the value or ascertain the nature of 
a student's understanding implies that ap 
pearances can deceive. A correct answer 
can disguise thoughtless recall. A student 

might quickly correct an error or a slip 
that obscures thoughtful understand 
ing; indeed, when a student's reasoning 
is heard, an error might not actually be 
an error at all. 

The root of the word assessment re 
minds us that an assessor should "sit with" 
a learner in some sense to be sure that 
the student's answer really means what 
it seems to mean. Does a correct answer 

mask thoughtless recall? Does a wrong 
answer obscure thoughtful understand 
ing? We can know for sure by asking fur 
ther questions, by seeking explanation or 

substantiation, by requesting a self-as 
sessment, or by soliciting the student's re 

sponse to the assessment. 
The problem can be cast in broader 

moral terms: the standardized test is dis 
respectful by design. Mass testing as we 
know it treats students as objects -as 
if their education and thought processes 

were similar and as if the reasons for 
their answers were irrelevant. Test-takers 
are not, therefore, treated as human sub 
jects whose feedback is essential to the 
accuracy of the assessment. Pilot stan 
dardized tests catch many technical de 

fects in test questions. However, respons 
es to higher-order questions are inherent 
ly unpredictable. 

The standardized test is thus inherent 
ly inequitable. I am using the word eq 
uity in its original, philosophical mean 
ing, as it is incorporated into the British 
and American legal systems. The concept 
is commonsensical but profound: blank 
laws and policies (or standardized tests) 
are inherently unable to encompass the 
inevitable idiosyncratic cases for which 

we ought always to make exceptions to 
the rule. Aristotle put it best: "The equita 
ble is a correction of the law where it is 
defective owing to its universality."2' 

In the context of testing, equity re 
quires us to insure that human judgment 
is not overrun or made obsolete by an ef 
ficient, mechanical scoring system. Ex 
ternally designed and externally mandat 
ed tests are dangerously immune to the 

possibility that a student might legiti 
mately need to have a question rephrased 
or might deserve the opportunity to de 
fend an unexpected or "incorrect" an 
swer, even when the test questions are 

well-structured and the answers are mul 
tiple choice. How many times do teach 
ers, parents, or employers have to alter 
an evaluation after having an answer or 
action explained? Sometimes, students 
need only a hint or a slight rephrasing to 
recall and use what they know. We rely 
on human judges in law and in athletics 
because complex judgments cannot be 
reduced to rules if they are to be truly 
equitable. To gauge understanding, we 
must explore a student's answer; there 
must be some possibility of dialogue be 
tween the assessor and the assessed to in 
sure that the student is fully examined. 

This concern for equity and dialogue 
is not idle, romantic, or esoteric. Con 
sider the following example from the Na 
tional Assessment of Educational Prog 
ress (NAEP) science test, Learning by 

Doing, which was piloted a few years 
ago.22 On one of the tasks, students were 
given three sets of statistics that sup 

posedly derived from a mini-Olympics 
that some children had staged (see Table 
1). The introductory text noted that the 
children "decided to make each event of 
the same importance." No other informa 
tion that bears on the question was pro 
vided. The test presented the students 
with the results of three events from the 
competition. 

The first question asked, Who would 
be the all-around winner? The scoring 
manual gives these instructions: 

Score 4 points for accurate ranking 
of the children's performance on each 
event and citing Zabi as the overall 
winner. Score 3 points for using a rank 
ing approach ... but misinterpreting 
performance on the dash event ... and 
therefore, citing the wrong winner. 
Score 2 points for a response which 
cites an overall winner or a tie with 
an explanation that demonstrates some 
recognition that a quantitative means 
of comparison is needed. Score 1 point 
if the student makes a selection of an 
overall winner with an irrelevant or 
non-quantitative account or without 
providing an explanation. Score 0 for 
no response. 

Makes sense, right? But now ask your 
self how, using the given criteria, you 

would score the following response giv 
en by a third-grader: 

A. Who would be the all-around 
winner? 

No one. 
B. Explain how you decided who 

would be the all-around winner. Be 
sure to show your work. 

No one is the all-around winner. 

The NAEP scorer gave the answer a 
score of 1. Given the criteria, we can see 

why. The student failed to give an ex 
planation or any numerical calculations 
to support the answer. 

But could that answer somehow be 
apt in the mind of the student? Could 
it be that the 9-year-old deliberately 

TABLE 1. 

An Item from the NAEP Science Test 

Child's Name Frisbee Toss Weight Lift 50-Yard Dash 
(yds.) (lbs.) (secs.) 

Joe 40 205 9.5 
Jose 30 170 8.0 
Kim 45 130 9.0 
Sarah 28 120 7.6 
Zabi 48 140 8.3 
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and correctly answered "no one," since 
"all-around" could mean "winner of all 
events"? If looked at in this way, couldn't 
it be that the child was more thoughtful 
than most by deliberately not taking the 
bait of part B (which presumably would 
have caused the child to pause and con 
sider his or her answer). The full sen 
tence answer in part B - remember, this 
is a 9-year-old - is revealing to me. It 
is more emphatic than the answer to part 

A, as if to say, "Your question suggests 
I should have found one all-around win 
ner, but I won't be fooled. I stick to my 
answer that no one was the all-around 

winner." (Note, by the way, that in the 
scorer's manual the word all-around has 
been changed to overall.) The student did 
not, of course, explain the answer, but 
it is conceivable that the instruction was 
confusing, given that there was no "work" 
needed to determine that "no one" was the 
all-around winner. One quick follow-up 
question could have settled the matter. 

A moral question with intellectual ram 
ifications is at issue here: Who is re 
sponsible for insuring that an answer has 
been fully explored or understood, the 
tester or the student? One reason to safe 
guard the teacher's role as primary asses 
sor is that the most accurate and equita 
ble evaluation depends on relationships 
that have developed over time between 
examiner and student. The teacher is the 
only one who knows what the student can 
or cannot do consistently, and the teach 
er can always follow up on confusing, 
glib, or ambiguous answers. 

In this country we have been so en 
amored of efficient testing that we have 

overlooked feasible in-class alternatives 
to such impersonal testing, which are 
already in use around the world. The 
German abitur (containing essay and 
oral questions) is designed and scored by 
classroom teachers, who submit two pos 
sible tests to a state board for approval. 
The APU in Great Britain has for more 
than a decade developed tests that are 
designed for classroom use and that in 
volve interaction between assessor and 
student. 

What is so striking about many of the 
APU test protocols is that the assessor is 
meant to probe, prompt, and even teach, 
if necessary, to be sure of the student's 
actual ability and to enable the learner to 
learn from the assessment. In many of 
these tests the first answer (or lack of 
one) is not deemed a sufficient insight 
into the student's knowledge.23 Consid 
er, for example, the following sections 
from the assessor's manual for a mathe 

matics test for British 15-year-olds cover 
ing the ideas of perimeter, area, and cir 
cumference. 

1. Ask: "What is the perimeter of a 
rectangle?" [Write student answer.] 

2. Present sheet with rectangle 
ABCD. Ask: "Could you show me the 
perimeter of this rectangle?" If neces 
sary, teach. 

3. Ask: "How would you measure 
the perimeter of the rectangle?" If nec 
essary, prompt for full procedure. If 
necessary, teach. . .. 

10. "Estimate the length of the cir 
cumference of this circle." 

11. Ask: "What would you do to 
check your estimate?" [String is on 

XX4ho is re 
sponsible for 

insuring that an 
answer has been 
fully explored or 
understood, the 

tester or the student? 

the table.] If no response, prompt for 
string. 

13. Ask: "Is there any other meth 
od?" If student does not suggest using 
C = itd, prompt with, Would it help 
to measure the diameter of the circle?" 

The scoring system works as follows: 
1) unaided success; 2) success following 
one prompt from the tester; 3) success 
following a series of prompts; 4) teach 
ing by the tester, prompts unsuccessful; 
5) an unsuccessful response, and tester 
did not prompt or teach; 6) an unsuc 
cessful response despite prompting and 
teaching; 7) question not given; and 8) 
unaided success where student correct 
ed an unsuccessful attempt without help. 
The "successful" responses were com 
bined into two larger categories called 
"unaided success" and "aided success," 

with percentages given for each.24 
The Australians for years have used 

similar tasks and similarly trained teach 
ers to conduct district- and statewide 
assessments in academic subject areas 
(much as we do in this country with the 

Advanced Placement exams). Teachers 
give tests made up of questions drawn 
from banks of agreed-upon items and 
then mark them. Reliability is achieved 
through a process called "moderation," in 

which teachers of the same subjects gath 
er to compare results and to set criteria 
for grading. 

To insure that professionalization is 
aided, not undermined, by national test 
ing, the process of "group moderation" 
has been made a central feature of the 
proposed new national assessment system 
in Great Britain. The tests wil.l be both 
teacher-given and standardized. But what 
is so admirable -and equitable -is that 
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XVe must over 
come the lazy habit 

of grading and 
scoring "on the 

curve" as a cheap 
way of setting and 

upholding standards. 

the process of group moderation requires 
collective judgments about any discrep 
ancies between grade patterns in differ 
ent schools and between results in a giv 
en school and on the nationally stan 
dardized criterion-referenced test. Sig 
nificantly, the process of moderation can, 
on occasion, override the results of the 
nationally standardized test: 

A first task of a moderation group 
would be to examine how well the pat 
terns of the two matched for each group 
of pupils [comparing percentages of 
students assigned to each level].... 
The meeting could then go on to ex 
plore discrepancies in the pattern of 
particular schools or groups, using 
samples of pupils' work and knowledge 
of the circumstances of schools. The 
group moderation would first explore 
any general lack of matching between 
the overall teacher rating distribution 
and the overall distribution of results 
on the national tests. The general aim 
would be to adjust the overall teacher 
rating results to match the overall re 
sults of the national tests; if the group 

were to have clear and agreed reasons 
for not doing this, these should be 
reported ... [and] departures could be 
approved if the group as a whole could 
be convinced that they were justified in 
particular cases.25 (Emphasis added) 

At the school-site level in the U.S., we 
might consider the need for an oversight 
process akin to group moderation to in 
sure that students are not subject to ec 
centric testing and grading -a commit 
tee on testing standards, for example. In 
short, what group moderation can pro 
vide is the kind of on-going professional 

development that teachers need and de 
sire. Both equity in testing and reform of 
schooling ultimately depend on a more 
open and consensual process of establish 
ing and upholding schoolwide standards. 

A number of reasons are often cited 
for retaining "objective" tests (the design 
of which is usually quite "subjective"'), 
among them: the unreliability of teacher 
created tests and the subjectivity of hu 

man judgment. However, reliability is 
only a problem when judges operate in 
private and without shared criteria. In 
fact, multiple judges, when properly 
trained to assess actual student perform 
ance using agreed-upon criteria, display 
a high degree of inter-rater reliability. In 
the Connecticut foreign language test de 
scribed above, on the thousands of stu 
dent tests given, two judges using a four 
point scoring system agreed on a student's 
score 85% of the time.26 Criticisms of 

Advanced Placement exams that contain 
essay questions usually focus on the cost 
of scoring, not on problems of inter-rater 
reliability. Inadequate testing technolo 
gy is a red herring. The real problem 
standing in the way of developing more 
authentic assessment with collaborative 
standard-setting is the lack of will to in 
vest the necessary time and money. 

True criterion-referenced tests and di 
ploma requirements, though difficult to 
frame in performance standards, are es 
sential for establishing an effective and 
just education system. We must over 
come the lazy habit of grading and scor 
ing "on the curve" as a cheap way of set 
ting and upholding standards. Such a 
practice is unrelated to any agreed-upon 

intellectual standards and can reveal only 
where students stand in relation to one 
another. It tells us nothing about where 
they ought to be. Moreover, students are 
left with only a letter or number - with 
nothing to learn from. 

Consider, too, that the bell-shaped 
curve is an intended result in designing 
a means of scoring a test, not some co 
incidental statistical result of a mass test 
ing. Norm-referenced tests, be they lo 
cally or nationally normed, operate un 
der the assumption that teachers have no 
effect - or only a random effect - on 
students. 

There is nothing sacred about the 
normal curve. It is the distribution most 
appropriate to chance and random ac 
tivity. Education is a purposeful activi 
ty, and we seek to have the students 
learn what we have to teach. . . . [W]e 

may even insist that our efforts are un 
successful to the extent that the distri 
bution of achievement approximates 
the normal distribution.27 

In addition, such scoring insures that, 
by design, at least half of the student 
population is always made to feel inept 
and discouraged about their work, while 
the other half often has a feeling of 
achievement that is illusory. 

Grading on a curve in the classroom 
is even less justifiable. There is no sta 
tistical validity to the practice, and it 
allows teachers to continually bypass the 
harder but more fruitful work of setting 
and teaching performance criteria from 
which better learning would follow. 

To let students show off what they 
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"171l have the decaffeinated; 21 third-graders will be providing me with enough 
stimulation. " 
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know and are able to do is a very differ 
ent business from the fatalism induced by 
counting errors on contrived questions. 
Since standardized tests are designed to 
highlight differences, they often end up 
exaggerating them (e.g., by throwing out 
pilot questions that everyone answers cor 
rectly in order to gain a useful "spread" 
of scores).28 And since the tasks are de 
signed around hidden and often arbitrary 
questions, we should not be surprised if 
the test results end up too dependent on 
the native language ability or cultural 
background of the students, instead of on 
the fruit of their best efforts. 

Tracking is the inevitable result of 
grading on a curve and thinking of stan 
dards only in terms of drawing exag 
gerated comparisons between students. 
Schools end up institutionalizing these 
differences, and, as the very word track 
implies, the standards for different tracks 
never converge. Students in the lower 
tracks are not taught and assessed in such 
a way that they become better enabled to 
close the gap between their current com 
petence and ideal standards of perform 
ance.29 Tracking simply enables students 
in the lower tracks to get higher grades. 

In the performance areas, by contrast, 
high standards and the incentives for 
students are clear.30 Musicians and ath 
letes have expert performers constantly 
before them from which to learn. We set 
up different weight classes for wrestling 
competition, different rating classes for 
chess tournaments, and separate varsity 
and junior varsity athletic teams to nur 
ture students' confidence as they slowly 
grow and develop their skills. We assume 
that progress toward higher levels is not 
only possible but is aided by such group 
ings. 

The tangible sense of efficacy (aided 
by the desire to do well publicly and the 
power of positive peer pressure) that 
these extracurricular activities provide is 
a powerful incentive. Notice how often 
some students will try to sneak back into 
school after cutting class to submit them 
selves to the rigors of athletics, debate, 
or band practice - even when they are 
not the stars or when their team has an 
abysmal record.31 

CRITERIA OF AUTHlENT7ICITY 

From the arguments and examples 
above, let me move to a consideration of 
a set of criteria by which we might dis 
tmnguish authentic from inauthentic forms 
of testing.32 

Structure and logistics. Authentic tests 
are more appropriately public, involving 
an actual audience, client, panel, and so 
on. The evaluation is typically based on 
judgment that involves multiple criteria 
(and sometimes multiple judges), and the 
judging is made reliable by agreed-upon 
standards and prior training. 

Authentic tests do not rely on unrealis 
tic and arbitrary time constraints, nor do 
they rely on secret questions or tasks. 

They tend to be like portfolios or a full 
season's schedule of games, and they em 
phasize student progress toward mastery. 

Authentic tests require some collab 
oration with others. Most professional 
challenges faced by adults involve the ca 
pacity to balance individual and group 
achievement. Authentic tests recur, and 
they are worth practicing, rehearsing, 
and retaking. We become better educat 
ed by taking the test over and over. Feed 
back to students is central, and so authen 
tic tests are more intimately connected 

with the aims, structures, schedules, and 
policies of schooling. 

Intellectual design features. Authentic 
tests are not needlessly intrusive, arbi 
trary, or contrived merely for the sake 
of shaking out a single score or grade. 
Instead, they are "enabling" - construct 
ed to point the student toward more 
sophisticated and effective ways to use 
knowledge. The characteristics of com 
petent performance by which we might 
sort nonenabling from enabling tests 

might include: "The coherence of [the 
student's] knowledge, principled [as op 
posed to merely algorithmic] problem 
solving, usable knowledge, attention-free 
and efficient performance, and self-reg 
ulatory skills. "33 

Authentic tests are contextualized, com 
plex intellectual challenges, not frag 

mented and static bits or tasks. They cul 
minate in the student's own research or 
product, for which "content" is to be 
mastered as a means, not as an end. 
Authentic tests assess student habits and 
repertoires; they are not simply restrict 
ed to' recall and do not reflect lucky or 
unlucky one-shot responses. The port 
folio is the appropriate model; the general 
task is to assess longitudinal control over 
the essentials.34 

Authentic tests are representative chal 
lenges withiin a given discipline. They are 
designed to emphasize realistic (but fair) 
complexity; they stress depth more than 
breadth. In doing so, they must neces 
sarily involve somewhat ambiguous, ill 
structured tasks or problems, and so they 

make student judgment central in posing, 
clarifying, and tackling problems. 

Standards of grading and scoring. 
Authentic tests measure essentials, not 
easily counted (but relatively unimpor 
tant) errors. Thus the criteria for scor 
ing them must be equally complex, as in 
the cases of the primary-trait scoring of 
essays or the scoring of ACTFL tests of 
foreign languages. Nor can authentic tests 
be scored on a curve. They must be 
scored with reference to authentic stan 

A uthentic tests 
are contextualized, 

complex intellectual 
challenges, not 
fragmented and 

static bits 
or tasks. 

dards of performance, which students 
must understand to be inherent to suc 
cessful performance. 

Authentic tests use multifaceted scor 
ing systems instead of a single aggregate 
grade. The many variables of complex 
performance are disaggregated in judg 
ing. Moreover, self-assessment becomes 

more central.35 
Authentic tests exist in harmony with 

schoolwide aims; they embody standards 
to which everyone in the school can as 
pire. This implies the need for school 
wide policy-making bodies (other than 
academic departnents) that cross discipli 
nary boundaries and safeguard the essen 
tial aims of the school. At Alvemo Col 
lege in Milwaukee, all faculty members 
are both members of disciplinary depart 

ments and of"competency groups" that 
span all departments. 

Fairness and equity. Rather than rely 
on right/wrong answers, unfair "distrac 
tors," and other statistical artifices to wid 
en the spread of scores, authentic tests 
ferret out and identify (perhaps hidden) 
strengths. The aim is to enable-the stu 
dents to show off what they can do. Au 
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thentic tests strike a constantly examined 
balance between honoring achievement, 
progress, native language skill, and pri 
or fortunate training. In doing so, they 
can better reflect our intellectual values. 

Authentic tests minimize needless, un 
fair, and demoralizing comparisons and 
do away with fatalistic thinking about re 
sults. They also allow appropriate room 
to accommodate students' learning styles, 
aptitudes, and interests. There is room 
for the quiet "techie" and the show-off 
prima donna in plays; there is room for 
the slow, heavy lineman and for the 
small, fleet pass receiver in football. In 
professional work, too, there is room for 
choice and style in tasks, topics, and 

methodologies. Why must all students be 
tested in the same way and at the same 
time? Why should speed of recall be so 

well-rewarded and slow answering be so 
heavily penalized in conventional test 
ing?36 

Authentic tests can be - indeed, 
should be - attempted by all students, 

with the tests "scaffolded up," not 
"dumbed down" as necessary to compen 
sate for poor skill, inexperience, or weak 
training. Those who use authentic tests 
should welcome student input and feed 
back. The model here is the oral exam 
for graduate students, insuring that the 
student is given ample opportunity to ex 
plain his or her work and respond to criti 
cism as integral parts of the assessment. 

In authentic testing, typical procedures 
of test design are reversed, and account 
ability serves student learning. A model 
task is first specified. Then a fair and 
incentive-building plan for scoring is de 
vised. Only then would reliability be con 
sidered. (Far greater attention is paid 

ffFy soea m is ilbeal 
tolanapwu ltJo yms 
takes. " 

O nly a humane 
and intellectually 
valid approach to 

evaluation can help 
us insure progress 

toward national 
intellectual fitness. 

throughout to the test's "face" and "eco 
logical" validity.) 

As I said at the outset, we need a new 
philosophy of assessment in this country 
that never loses sight of the student. To 
build such an assessment, we need to re 
turn to the roots of authentic assessment, 
the assessment of performance of exem 

plary tasks. We might start by adopting 
the manifesto in the introduction of the 
new national assessment report in Great 
Britain, a plan that places the interests of 
students and teachers first: 

Any system of assessment should 
satisfy general criteria. For the purpose 
of national assessment we give priori 
ty to the following four criteria: 

* the assessment results should 
give direct information about pupils' 
achievement in relation to objectives: 
they should be criterion-referenced; 

* the results should provide a basis 
for decisions about pupils' further 
learning needs: they should be forma 
tive; 

* the grades should be capable of 
comparison across classes and schools 
. . .so the assessments should be 
calibrated or moderated; 

* the ways in which criteria are set 
up and used should relate to expected 
routes of educational development, giv 
ing some continuity to a pupil's assess 

ment at different ages: the assessments 
should relate to progression.37 

The task is to define reliable assess 
ment in a different way, committing or 
reallocating the time and money needed 
to obtain more authentic and equitable 
tests within schools. As the British pro 
posals imply, the professionalization of 

teaching begins with the freedom and re 
sponsibility to set and uphold clear, ap 
propriate standards - a feat that is im 
possible when tests are seen as onerous 
add-ons for "accountability" and are de 
signed externally (and in secret) or ad 

ministered internally in the last few days 
of a semester or year. 

The redesign of testing is thus linked 
to the restructuring of schools. The re 
structuring must be built around intellec 
tual standards, however, not just around 
issues involving governance, as has too 
often been the case so far. Authentic re 
structuring depends on continually ask 
ing a series of questions: What new meth 
ods, materials, and schedules are re 
quired to test and teach habits of mind? 

What structures, incentives, and policies 
will insure that a school's standards will 
be known, reflected in teaching and test 
design, coherent schoolwide, and high 
enough but still reachable by most stu 
dents? Who will monitor for teachers' 
failure to comply? And what response to 
such failure is appropriate? How schools 
frame diploma requirements, how the 
schedule supports a school's aims, how 
job descriptions are written, how hiring 
is carried out, how syllabi and exams are 
designed, how the grading system rein 
forces standards, and how teachers po 
lice themselves are all inseparable from 
the reform of assessment. 

Authentic tests must come to be seen 
as so essential that they justify disrupt 
ing the habits and spending practices of 
conventional schoolkeeping. Otherwise 
standards will simply be idealized, not 

made tangible. Nor is it "soft-hearted" to 
worry primarily about the interests of stu 
dents and teachers: reform has little to do 
with pandering and everything to do with 
the requirements for effective learning 
and self-betterment. There are, of course, 
legitimate reasons for taking the intellec 
tual pulse of students, schools, or school 
systems through standardized tests, par 
ticularly when the results are used as an 
"anchor" for school-based assessment (as 
the British propose). But testing through 

matrix sampling and other less intrusive 
methods can and should be more often 
used. 

Only such a humane and intellectually 
valid approach to evaluation can help us 
insure progress toward national intellec 
tual fitness. As long as we hold simplis 
tic monitoring tests to be adequate models 
of and incentives for reaching our in 
tellectual standards, student performance, 
teaching, and our thiinking and discussion 
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about assessment will remain flaccid and 
uninspired. 
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