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Hr. Gordon Ambach 
council of Chief state School Officers 
By tex 
tlasbinq'ton, DC ., . 

..Dear Gordon, 1 

I wanted to let you know that I have resiqne4 from the National 
T.st Panel overseeinq '.the development 01: national teats" . I' , 
thought· it i~portant to let you k~ow why. . . 

. . . 

., -- All you may know, I enthuslastit;ally- aupported the Praair.'l.@nt'iJ 
, plan to create a national test baseeS on HAEP for in4ividual 

student.. However,. whon I met with the President, the F:h:st 
Lady', Secretary' Riley, and others on March 5,. I atronqly rqe.d. 
that the development of the national tests be pla.oed uncle the 
lIupervision ot' the N.-tional Assessment· Governinq Soard •. ' 
believe that NAGS is exactly the right institutlon to OVc:1. Bee 

I­
I 

this pr~CGBa, because it is the author!zedgovernlnq body fore 
I N'AEP, .a.nC! because it i8 bipartisan and broadly repre8ent~ lve'. 

At that time, I "'",5 aSsured that the .Administration would 
consider asking conqresa to eXpand NAGB's authorization. to 
include overaiqnt of! this national testing pro9:ram.. Ho<t:>l.faVer, to 
my kn?wledqe, nothlnq has nappenod to implement this. . 

I cont.inue t.o belIeve that NAGS, \.Ihlen is: legally'responlJibleC"r' 
NAEP, should oversea the national tests. I fear that.· th~ 'end' 
J:'eault of the current. policy will '))e to weaken NAGS and b:) 
politioize national testing. ·'I'his would be a tarrlb1e price to 
pay for haste in doveloping ,the test. 

Tor these reasone, I do 'not wish to be part of the Natiol'\:~l' 'l'es!'. 
panel. . I'

I I would appreciate it if. Y9U would share ~Y l.tte~ with other 
member. ot the panel~ t 

t, 
(f)='(J~~
Diana Ravitch . 

ee: SacrBtary Richard ~iley 
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". ........,..........,...-_.-... resIgns~ . . 
fromppnelcreating! 
achievement tests·. 
Says ad.mii1istration politicizedprocess.," 
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Demoerats;re.ieG.toffertosetdeadline 

that· the investigation has not sides" that be hoped would lead to who prese
borne the fruit _ sought. But an agreement on bow to proceed. charges, n 
they blame the Democrats for ty... Those conversations concluded proved an· 

The chairman of the Senate. ing up the earlJ p8rt of the inYe:I- wltb the Democrats turning. the been dispr 
Rules and Administration Com. ligation with 4)roceduraJi maneu- Republicans down flat. going after 
mittee baa offered Democrats a veriDg aad Pul.liul out betoIr it "They offered me some outland- senatnrwic 
definite ctitoft date tor the in...... was avec : . ". ish deaI," Mr. Ford said, refUsing to voicecontr 
gation ofthe Louisiana Senate rac:o . 'MIodv JenJdns. the Republicali. elaborate. He and Sen. Robert C. age astnei 
in exchange for six new FBI agentIt wbom Mn. Landrieu defeated, iD- .Byrd, West Virginia Democrat, charu:e of' 
to probe charges of fraud. sists that the 5250,000 and two scoffed about parts of the proposal. The COlT 

Sen. Wendell H. Ford of Ken-­ months spent on the probe have Mr. Warner has avoided the many beliE 
rocky, the nm.king Democrat· on, only skimmed the surface of the press, in part because his own cau­ stuff" ­
the . cOmmittee, called the otrer wrongdoing be saya turned the CUB is divided OYer' bow to handle two dozea 
"outlandish" and said he baa not.. electioa: . the issue. o.e camp is convinced have vome 
responded with a counteroft'er. . "What are they [Democrats] that corruption skewed the e1ec-' have beeD 

Democrats want to clear the afraid of?" said a frustrated GOP tion, robbing Mr. Jenk:i.ns and the But SeL 
name of winner Mary 1... Landrieu Senate aide close to the investiga- . GOP ora Senate seat. They believe NewJerse 
and end the investigation into the tion.: that the Democrats are blocking a era that 
election that browght her to Wash- .. _The, .~:s.:o~~ttee y~sterd~ fair investigation just as they are backing (l' 
; .... ,..,.-; ... 'L.,~: '"t ............. S";'"' ,..,;:::: -Q"O · ...... ~O,... 
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wanted to hear. But it wOuld, be obtuse DOt to give· at 
... ··leasl a little aedit [0 the civil';righrs-law.- __... 

The 1996 federal welfare law is the most recent 
effort to change fundamentaliasperu ofhuman behav­
ior by allmng the incentivelsystem. It assumes that 
those who have depended on~elfa.re, confronted with 
the elimination of pennaneD,t subsidies for idleness, 
will find jobs. The likeliboodl,of this project's s~cceeei- . 
ing is an issue on which reasqilable people may at this 
point still d..iffer. But it mi~t work. It's not aazy to 
hold out some hope. 

In any ase, it's beyond dispute that government 
does sometimes iIlduce people, to behave. But when its 
object is to improve them oD the inside, to motivate 
them to be good, to teach them to think about the long 
run, to Stay away from drugs ~d crime and promiscu­
ity, and sit quietly in school and listen to the teacher, 

\ 
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then it is playing against ver:y tough competition . 

...- ... A 4,e~de or so ago, 'Wbt;ll George Latimer .was 

mayor of St. Paul3 Min.nesotl, he sw:runed up his phi­
losophy; ofgover:QIDeDt in two sentences that would be 
di.fficul~ to improve upon: Donllook ferr problems. LOok 
ferr DPPO'I1U1tirils. 11!enage pregnancy and terrible lest 
scores rPay be the most frightening conditions in an 
urban c:~unity, but that in itselfdOf!Sll't make them 
the mO~~liappropria[e targets for bcuchmark commit­
ments cir innovative experiment. The best target may 
be graffiH> or classroom vaccination, or even comput­
ers in tb;~st:ate library system. The best target is some· 
thing tht"society knows how to deal with. 

The [most inuactable problems of America soci­
ety are ehtitled to some respect-more than we typi­
cally giv~lthem. Recognizing that fact is the beginning 
of publici policy wisdom. '. 

THIS:, ISN'T ONLY A TEST 

I ' ' 

',;f

:t
By Chester E •. Finr.i:;:Jr. 

~~~ 

The saga of national education testing won't sur- than off~ a sense ofthe differences among the van· 
prise those who have '!"atehed other reformist ous $m~~and sehool districts. By 1988, NAEP.was 
projects tum sticky and foul after brushing changed) to permit state scores and comparisons 

against the twiD tat babies orlthe feeieral government betWeen ~tateS; and in order to distance it from the tar 
and the education establishment. Once again, a worth· babies, ail independent governing board was appoint-
while idea for upgrading Amman education is being ed to oversee the testillg. For two years, I had the privi­
muddied beyond recognition. i lege of chairing that board, and we sougbt to ensure 

The tale begins in the 19805, when governors like that the assessment content ~"3.S sound, the tests chaJ· 
Lamar Alt!xander and Bill Clinton realized that the lengiIlg. ~d their resultS reported in relation to. stan­
effort to reform US. schools and boost student .. dards (hqy;well WntI4 kids be doiIlg in 8th-grade sci­
achievement would never get far until clear academic ence or 4:lh-grade rea.diJ:lg?) instead ofsimple averages 
standards 'I'J.'ere set, solid tests put in place, ana real and perce~tiles. . ,. 
accountability mechanisms instaUed.lt's impossible to In 19~?> George Bush wei me nation's gOvernors 
make a successful journey ifyoh cannot state yow: des- met in ¢Jlarlonesville. There they set ambitious 
tination and have no markers of progress along the national ~ducation "goals" to be attained by c:ent:ury's 
way. Nor should one expect much from school-choice end. GovJClinton, especially, toiled into the wee hours 
policies-voucheE'S, charter schools) and me like- to draft #iem. Yet ooeessential ingredient \\'as still 
absent clear information for parents on the penor· missing: \s.taIldards-based tests that would allow for 
mance of individual sdlools. ~ c:omparisc;Ds berween school. systems, schools, and 

The federally funded testing program called the scboolchildren. A governor could nod out frOm NAEP 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) how his ~tate was doing but not how Memphis was 
had long reponed only nationwide averages rather performing as opposed to Nasbville, mu.ch less 

t Nashvill~ versus Milv.'au.kee. Nor could the Robinson 
CJwrer E. FinnJr!s "Edur.ation; The Era a/Big Government· family se:e bow little Jonah and Ionetta were doing 
l( Still Here" appeared in ourjUTI£ 2;issuc. compared,. with ho~' they· ought to be doing; or 

d likl 
l~ 
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, 
whether the Fra.cklin $chool had higber achievement . 
than the Jefferson. ,~ . . 

..... , There are hundre~s~ even thousands~ of extant 
tests, but none of thelt! was-or is--quite right. The 
"standardized'" kind that most school systems use 
doesn't actually contain~any standards-and is prey to 
the notorious "Lake Wpbegon" effeCt whereby every­
one is told he is above ~verage. State testing prognims 
don't allow scores to be ¢ompared aeross jurisdimons. 
Even NAEP is still ban-cd from reponing on units 
smaller than whole states. College elltnmce tests such 
as the SAT and ACf are:n't takell by eVc::ryo{le-and in .' 
any case they are no helpiD the elementary aDd mid· 
dlegrades. 

U.S. testing in 1997 resembles 3 faulty model-air­
plane kit in which the pi~es cannOt be fitted together. 
Yet for those who believe in stan­
dards-based tests, 

'1
:;test-based· 

. accouinability, and resplts-based INI-Fw.LY' 
education reform, this .!s a plane . BILL CLIN1'FON'S 
that needs to By. ~. .NATIONAl TEstING 

;dIn 1991, Bush and then-educa­
tion secretary Lamar ~lexander PROPOSAl SE,~D 
proposed 3 new nationw~de testing MODEST AND 
schc;me callc:d "Amcrica.D; Achieve­ woRKABLE. 
ment Tests." but Congress would Ai.:AS, IThave none of il. NAEP's governing 
board suggested tbat NAEP teSts IS NJ£rrHER. 
be made available for di$trict and 

school-level testing, but tPe educa­
tion establishlDent-aIld Commercial test publishers­

rose up in outrage. The independent board was pun­

ished for its hubris in 1~94, when Congress stripped 

away much of its independence. 


Re-enter Bill Clintoril first with a wretched pro­
gram called Goals 2000 that was long on federal con­
trol ofstate and lo¢al reform plans but short OlllCSting 
and accountability, and tllen, JUSt this January, with a 
proposal for national testin.g. 

Initially, Ointon's Jan~ary proposal seemed mod­
est and workable. He offered the St4tes 'o'oluntary testS 
of 4th-grade reading and! 8th-grade math-nothing 
more-based on the.tests and standards already in use 
by NAEP at the national level. At linIe cost to them­
selves (there would be a federal subsidy. of course), 
States could use these tests ~o find OUt how their school 

I systems, schools, and chil~ell were doing. The tests 
I would also be accessible t~o individual communities, 

private schools, someday eYen parents. 

1 
I Gov. John Engler immediatel~'signed Michigan 
, up, and several other States have since agreed to join. 

Clinton is barnstorming l.the land to recruit more: 
Judging from the many; presidential events and 

j 

I 

I 

i 
sp,eeebes in VoThicb it now $tar8, we resting plan has 

. ~me one uf his top ed.ucation priorities . 
rAJas. the plan had ODe surpassing iiaw. While it 

was said to be <:'b~d on" NAEP's carc:fully developed 
t~Ts, and standards, Ointon was not actually goiQg to 
u~.¢~those .tests and standards, nor did he propose to 
erigust the new venture to the board I once chaired. 
R4ther, the Department of Education-without ex­
plicit congressional authority-would use dis~on­
arY'clQllars to launch the test-devc!opment process by 
co~traetiDg.with a private organization. The indepen­
dent board would control neither test Content nor 
suhdards. Instead,. the executive branch would. 

i'Immediately, the scholar Diane Ravitch, the Edu­
cation Leaden Council (a group of state education 
ofac:ials who dOll't loe! the establishment PartY 1ine)~ 

. 
 and I urged the administration, to 
reconsider .. We said that national 
tcsting had meri1.-buI that any­
thing so sensitive as these tests must 
be run at arm's length from the gov­
ernment Dnd cclucadon+cstablish­
ment tar babies. It also seemed that 
Congress should bave something to 
say about the arrangements for so 
momentous a shift in Americ:ln 
eduelltional federalism. 

. There bas been no effort to 
address our concerns. The Ed1.1Cl­

\ 
 . tion Department has been rushing 
to PUt the original plan intO operation. The indepen­
dentgboard has been margi~d. Congress has bcc:c 
sti.fied. Critics have been ignored. And to the extent 
that!:Onc can forecast reallwm from procedural mis­
step~:Mamage lies abead. As often in education-reform 
efforits, the procedure has beeD hijacked by the tar 

1_.,: 

babi~. The hijaeking takes the form of ~ontr3cts ilial 
are ~'ready being signed with neither congressional 
appxpval nor independent oversight, 

Tne main contract so far is with the Council of 
Chi~f State School Officers to develop test 
specifications. "The chiefs,'" as they're known in edu­
cator-land, are the Washington-based association of 
state: superintendents, and they form one of the 
establishment's most change.avcrse crews. The chief 
of the chiefs. Gordon Ambach, is a former New York 
saue :t'bmmissiontr of education, staunch advocate of a 
larger federal role in education-a key backer of Goals 
2000}!Cor ex.ample-a.nd a Veteran federal grant-getter. 
He ijld his group bave 'an ancient and cor; ~ 
relati~~hip with the Education Depantllcnt and can , 
be eoqnted OD to do its bidding, dO\ll'U to such particu­
lars a's~Spanisb-languagC math Iests and other uroni· 

1 • I 
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some wrinkles in the Clinuin plan. 
A Berkeley, Calif., (;onslollting Drm has been. 

engaged. to help the chie:fs~with this project. They've 
named three new panels; tWo "content oommittees" to 
shape the reading and math exams and a "National 
Test Panel" to advise'on th~ whole process. (A fourth 
comminee, to fumish"tecllnica1" advice, will appear 
any day now.) Sevual meetings have been held, and 
draft specifications are due ~ month. By September. 
the Education Department f.illiet contracts for actual 

. test preparation. A huge c6nsomuDl of private test­
makers and publishers is po:hltioned to get the job-at 
a pricetag rumored to be ne4r $50 million. The plan is 
to have these tests ready to 1'911 in 1999. 

For a new federal projeCt, it's 
moving extraordinarily faSt;{ appar­
endy so that binding comm~tment$ 
can be made during the c:u.r:rent fis­
cal year and before Congress;:cra.nks 
up to do anything. (House 

"-
~educ:a-

tion.committee chairman Bill 
G09dling, himself a former ischooJ 
superintendent, dislikes tests that 
allow children and school~ to be 
compared and has tried-rso far 
without success-to attach ~ killer 
amendment to various bills.)1 

In truth, it's moving far too 
quickly for something as m~men. 
tous as national tests in a c6untry 
that never had anything of~e son 
before. But haste isn't the; main 
problem. What's most ala.nq,ing is 
that these tests will be c:rearures. of 
tbe education establishme~t and 
prone to its postmodern c;ur#cular 
faddishness. . ~ 

Consider these clues: 
First, the contractor is in ~ge of its own adviso:­

ry committees. Rather than an independent board that 
sets policies and tells the conria.c:tor (and the eleen.rive 
branch) what to do, the chiefs-in consultation with 
hierarchs at the Education Department-have their 
own ·handpicked panels, yei remain free to ignore 
them. ,S' 

Second, the committees are narrowly based .. 
Whereas NAEP's independ~t board contains· gaver­
Dors, business leaders. local .~chool-board members, 
and parents, the chiefs' new National Test Panel con­
sists almost entirely of experts, interest-group repre­
sentatives) and-surprise-~evera.I chiefs. Nobody 
knows whether it is bipanisan! 

Third) and most worrisom~ the two subject-matter 
~ 

JtJL'II 21,1991 
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comJihees, for reading and math, include only educa •.. 
. . tors ~~ c.-pertS; there's not a "consumer" or employer 

in the .'lot. And while each group contains some well­
reprd~d scholars and tI;:achc::rs, each. is also tilted 

. towar~~'today's dom.i.nant educationist bias: the theory 
of teaChing and learning known as "consuuctivjsm." 
Thar'~ the approach in which children are expected to 
create :~eir own meaning and teachers are supposed to 
"facilitate" learning instead of directly instructing 
their p'upils in worthwhile knowledge. Constructivism 
is heaVy on "critical thinkinS" and "problem solving" 
but light on specific knowledge and basic skills. It 
doesn't so much. care whether you know something as 
wheth~r you can look it up, It doesn't judge certain 

t information to be important and 
cermin boob to be best, but, rather, 
partakes of fashionable a.cademic: 
relativism. It's friendly to "whole 
language" reading, wary of·system­
atic: phonics; it asks children to 
guesstimate the solutions to math 
problems and discountS the impor­
tance of correct answers. Tests 
grou,nded in this philosophy will be 
applauded by the ed-school profes­
soriate and the deconstructionists, 
but they won't test the sorts of 
things that. ~ governor like. 
Engler-or. onc~, Clinton-rcally 
wants the children of his state to 
know. 

Am I reading tOO much into 
i 	 lists of panelists? Probably not. 
I 	People I respect in math and read­
i 	ing who have eyeballed these lists 

use words like "disaster" to 
\ . describe the tests and standards 

that the~.\expect to emerge. 
If n~uonal testing is headed that way, the countlj' 

would b~ better off without it. Congress should apply 
thebrakC3 before a wreck occurs. Then maybe:-jus{ 
maybe-+let a different driver take a turn at the wheel. 
If(l fullY, independent version of the board I chaired in 
the 198q~ were PUt in full charge, the risk of c:rashing 
would b~;reduced. Alternatively, the whole idea might 
be privatized, turned into a commercial (or philan­
thropic);tpting progratri that picks up Clinton's basic 
conceptti~t with no government entan~ement or fed­
eral fun4? We srill need a means to tompare achieve­
ment a~5 state borders. But it·s worth doing onl~' if 
the twirlt:tar babies can be avoided. The one thing 
indisputably v,'orse than no national tests would be 
bad Dational rests. • 

1· 
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