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I wanted to let you know that I have resigned rrom tha Na ional
Test Panel overseeing the development of national tests. (I
thought it important to let you know why.

As you may know, I enthusiastically supported tha Praaident'a

. plan to create a national test based on NaEpP for individual
students. However, when I met with the President, the First
Lady, Saecretary Riley, and othexrs on March 5, I strongly yrged
that tha developmaent of the national tests be placed undey the
suparvigion of the National Assesament Governing Board. .
believe that NAGB is exactly the right institution to overmeae
this process, because it is the authorized governing body |for,
NAEP, and bacausa it is b;partisan and broadly repruaenta ive.‘

At that time, I wgs asaurad that the- Administration would
consider asking Congress to expand NAGB's authorization to
include oversight of this national testing program. However, to
nmy knowledge, nothing has happenad to implement this. i

I coritinue to balieva that NAGBH, which is lagally responsibla rﬂr
NAEP, should oversea the natxonal tests. I fear that the and
regult of the current policy will ba to waaken NAGB and to
politiciza national testing.. This would be a terribla price to
pay for haste in deVGlopzng the test.

ror thesc reasons, I do nat wish to be part of the Nation@l Tes!
Panel. ‘

o I would uppxeclate it 4f you would share ny letter with othar
- members of thea panel. ' $
. |

Yours truly, ¢

D (\2@.47,\/ o

Diane Ravitch

cc: Secretary Richard Rilay
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Rules and Administration Com-
mittee has offered Democrats a
definite citofY date for the investi.
gation of the Louisiana Senate racey
in exchange for six new FBI agents
to prabe charges of fraud.

Sen Wendell H. Ford of Ken-
tucky, the ranking Democrat on.
the committee, called the offer

responded with a counteroffer:
Democrats want to clear the

name of winner Mary L. Landrieu

and end the investigation into the

eiecuon that broeght her to Wash-
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achlevement tests.
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California-based-consniting:-

The chairman of the Senate .

“outlandish” and said he has not.

the administrationcwould consider
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in weakening NAGB controb of [
. NAEP* .

n, agrees.
with Mrs. Ravitch assessment
+ that the Clinton- administration

“seems less inclined thart it was-

dssembied by ther, - before” to turn over the new na-

dona!m to. NAEP and. NAGB.

have supported natimal testa
vwnh -ther caveat: that oversight be.
asaigned ta NAGB or other bi-
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which says: Suspend any planning
plicit statutory authority from

Congresa™®
“It's politically foolish-to o
bymeongresa, he saik’ “

that - the investigation has not
borne the fruit they sought. But
theyblamatheDemwmsfurty-
ing up the earty part of the inves-
tigation. with procedural’ manets-
vering and pulhng out before it

sists that the $250,000 and two
months spent on the probe have
only skimmed the surface of the
wrongdoing he says turned the
elecunn.

“What are they [Democrats}
afraid of?” said a frustrated GOP
Senate aide clcse to the investiga-
tHon.

The rules committee yesterday

York Umvemty and a senior fellcw
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Rep. Charles E. Schumer and Wayne LaPiem

Gundebateh
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- nobody losr an ear But the Na-
.tionad Rifle Association’s directoe.
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Brady law alive or dead? Do
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After a polite hunch, the NRAS
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E. Schumer, New Yor¥ Demcrat,

-
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ing. to. let thar happen,” Mr.
LaPierre at a man whose
passion is gqun-control laws.. .

Then he turned to the radio and
TV audience and deciared, "This is.
a freedom we have, a freedom to
oWg-a firearm under the Constitu-
Mmmwammgwe that free-
domupbecametbeywon'tenfome
the gun laws? ..

“Iat's prosecute the bad guys.
beating up on the NRA."
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an agreement on how to p
Those conversations wqciuded
with the Democrats turning the
Republicans down flat. R
“They offered me some outland-
ish deal,” Mr. Ford said, refusing to
elaborate. He and Sen. Robert C.
‘Byrd, West Virginia Democrat,
scoffed about parts of the proposai.
Mr. Warner has avoided the
press, in part because his own cau-
cus is divided over how to handle
. the issue. Ope camp is convinced
that corruption skewed the elec-
tion, robbing Mr. Jenkins and the
- GOP of a Senate seat. They believe
that the Democrats are blocking &
fair investigation just as they are
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wanted to hear. But it would be obruse not 1o give'at

- least a litule credit to the civil;righrslaw._. —
The 1996 federal welfar¢ law is the most recent

effort 1 change fundamental;aspects of human behav-
ior by altering the incentivejsystem. It assumes that
those who have depended oniwelfare, confronted with
the elimination of perrnanent subsidies for idleness,

will find jobs. The likelihoodof this project’s succeed- .

ing is an issue on which reasonable people may at this
point still differ. But jt mght work. It’s not crazy to
hold out some hope. H

In any case, it’s beyond dxspute that government
does sometimes induce people 1o behave. But when its
object is to improve them on the inside, 1o motivate
them ro be good, to teach thern to think about the long
runm, 10 stay away from drugs and crime and promiscu-
ity, and sit quietly in school and listen to the teacher,

}?

Q} N

theu xt is playzng against very zough competition.

A decacie or s0 ago, when George Latimer was
mayor of St Paul, anaota, ke summed up his phi-
losaphy of government in two sentences that would be
difficult to improve upon: Don't look for problems. Look
for opportuniries. Teenage pregnancy and terrible test
scores r.i;ay be the most frightening conditions in an
urban cummumty, but that in iself doesn’s make them
the mosmppropnate targets for benchmark commit-
ments or innovative experiment. The best target may
be gmﬁu, or classroom vaccination, or even comput-
ers in thezstate library system. The best target is some-
thing the ‘society knows how to deal with.

The most intractsble problems of American soci-
ety are enntled 10 some respect—more than we typi-

- cally give. ‘them. Recognizing that fact is the beginning

of pubhc-pohcy wisdom. _ °
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THIS ISN'T ON%

Y A TEST

‘: By Chester E.- F’nni Jr.

#

he saga of national educanon testing won’t sur-
l prise those who have watched other reformist
projects wrn sticky and foul after brushing
against the twin tar babics of the federal government
and the educarion cstablishment. Once again, 2 worth-
while idea for upgrading Ametican education is being

reuddied beyond recognition. '

The tale begins in the 1980s, when governors Like
Lamar Alexander and Bill Clinton realized that the
effort 1o reform U.S. schools and boost student
achievement would never get far until clear academic
standards were set, solid tests put in place, and real
accountability mechanjsms installed. Is impossible to
make 3 successful journey if you cannot state your des-
tination and have no markers of progress along the
way. Nor should one expect much from school-choice
policies—vouchers, charter schools, and the like—
absent clear information for parents on the perfor-
mance of individual schools. ¢

The federally funded testing program called the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
had long reported only nationwide averages rather

Chester E. Finn_Ju’s “Education; The Era of Big Govemment

Is Sull Here” appeared in our Jurne 2iissue,
I
Juur 21, 1997

§

than offenng 2 sense of the dxﬁerencas among the vari-
ous statcs* and school districts. By 1988, NAEP was
chznged; to permit state scores and comparisons
between states; and in order to distance it fror the tar
babies, an independent governing board was appoint-
ed 10 oversee the testing. For two years, I had the privi-
lege of chairing that board, and we sought to ensure
that the assessmcnt content was sound, the tests chal-
lenging, and their results reported in relation 1o stan-

. dards (how well should kids be doing in 8th-grade sci-

ence or 4:h-gmde reading?) instead of su:nple averages
and percenulcs.

In 1989, George Bush end the nation’s govarnors
met in Charlouesv:ne There they set ambitious
national educanon “goals” to be artained by céntury’s
end. Gov. Clmton, especially, toiled into the wee hours
to draft Lhem Yet one essential ingredient was still
missing: \sundaxds'based tests that would allow for
comparisons berween school systems, schools, and
schoolchildren. A governor could find out from NAEP
how his state was doing but not how Memphis was .
performming as opposed to Nashville, much less
Nashville versus Milwaukee. Nor could the Robinson
family see bow litde Jonah and Jonerta were doing
compared with how they ought 1o be doing; or

Ti WEEKLY STANDARD /27
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whether the Fran]dm School bad higher achievement .

than 1he Jefferson. ;
______ There are hundregis, even thousands, of extant
tests, but none of them was—or is—quite right The

“standardized” kind that most school systems use
. doesn’t actually contain,any standards—and is prey 1o

the notorious “Lake Wobegun effect whereby every-
one is told he is above average. Stwte testing programs
don’t allow scores 1o be compzred across jurisdictions.
Even NAEP is still barred from reporting on units
smaller than whole states. College entrance tests such

as the SAT and ACT aren’t taken by everyone—and in .

any case they are no help in the elemesptary and mid-
dle grades.

U.S. testing in 1997 ras:mbles a faulty model-air-
plane kit in which the pieces cannot be fitted together.
Yet for those who beheve in stan-
dards-based  tests, tes:—based '

be made available for district and
school-level testing, but the educa-
tion establishment—and ¢ommercial test publishers—
rose up in ourrage. The independent board was pun-
ished for its hubris in 1994, when Congress stripped
away much of its mdcpcndencc

Re-enter Bill Clinton!, first with a wretched pro-
gram called Goals 2000 that was long on federal con-
trol of state and local reform plans but short on testing
and accountability, and then, just this January, with a
proposal for national testing.

Initially, Clinton’s January proposal seemed mod-
est and workable. He offefed the states vohuntary tests
of dth-grade reading and! 8th-grade math=--nothing
more—based on the tests dnd standards already in use
by NAEP er the narional level, At little cost 1o them-
selves (there would be a federal subsidy, of course),
statcs could use these tests 10 find out how their school
systems, schools, and children were doing. The tests
would also be accessible fo individual communities,
private schools, someday even parents.

Gov. John Engler immediately signed Michigan
up, and scveral other states have since agreed 10 join.
Clinton is barnstorming ithe land to recruit more.
Judging from the many; presidential events snd

)
H
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speeches in which it now stars, the testing plan has

* become one of his top education priorities.

" Alas, the plan had one surpassing flaw. While it
wss said to be “based on” NAEP’s carcfully developed
tests and standards, Clinton was not actually going to
use»those tests and standards, nor did he propose to
enr:usr the new venture 1o the board I once chaired.
Rather, the Department of Education—without ex.
plicit congressional authority—would use discretion-
ary ‘dollars o launch the test-development process by
contracting with 2 private organization. The indepen-
dent board would control neither test content nor

' stzndards Instead, the executve branch would.

tImmediately, the scholar Diane Ravitch, the Edu-
cation Leaders Council (a group of state education
officials who don’t 10¢ the establishment party line),
i@ and I urged the administration. to
e reconsider. We said that national

. accountability, and resglts—based testing had merit—bur that any-
education reform, this is a plane . BILL CI.INTO N'S thing so sensitive as these tests rnust
¥ h th A
thatlzeleg;lmBﬁgsh and then-educa NATIONAL TESTIN G ::nx:::na: a:::ls ifiigctatiirgistailgig- ‘
tion secretary Lamar Alexander PROPOSAL SEMD ment 1ar babies. It also seemned that
proposed a new nationwide testing MODESI MD Congress should have something 10 -
scheme called “American Achieve- WORKABLE. say about the arrangements for so
ment Tests,” but Congress would AIAS IT momentous 2 shift in American
have none of it. NAEP’s governing il educational federalism. ,
board suggested that NAEP tests IS NEI"IHER. - There has been no effort 10

i address our concerns. The Educa-
! tion Department has been rushing

10 pUI the ongma] plan into operation. The indepen- -

dent%boaré has been marginalized. Congress has been
suﬁei Critics have been ignored. And to the extent
that! dne can forecast real harm from procedural mis-
stepsjidamage lies ahead. As often in education-reform
cffons, the procedure has been hijacked by the tar
babm The hijacking rakes the form of conmracts that
are alrcady being signed with neither congressional
approval nor independent oversight.

The maip contract so far is with the Council of

Chief State School Officers to develop ftest
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-averse crews. The chief
of th chiefs, Gordon Ambach, is a former New York
state commissioner of education, staunch advocate of 2
Iargcr federal role in education—a key backer of Goals
2000; for example—and & veteran federal granmt-gerter.
He #nd his group have an ancient and cozy

 relationship with the Education Department and can

be counted on to do its bidding, down 10 such particu-
lars as%Sp&msh-languagc math rests and other worri-

i . .

: ' Jury 21,1997
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some wrinkles in the Chnwn plan.

A Betkely, Calif, consulung firm has been.

engaged 10 help the chxefs§w'1th this project. They've

narped three new panels; two “conient coramittess” w-

shape the reading and math ezams and a “National

Test Panel” to advise'on the whole process. (A fourth
committee, to furnish’ zechmczl” advice, will appear

any day now.) Several meetings have been held, and
draft specifications are due this month. By September,

the Education Department will let contracts for actual

- test preparation. A huge consortium of private test-
malers and publishers is posmoued to get the job—at
a pricetag rumored to be near $50 million. The plan is
to have these tests ready 10 roll in 1995.

For a new federal pro;ccr, ir’s
moving exwaordinarily fast,v appar-
endy so that binding commirments
can be made during the currem fis-
¢al year and before Congrfss ‘cranks
up to do anything. (House! educa-
tion-commirttee chairmag  Bill
Goodling, himself a former school
superintendent, dislikes tests that
allow children and schoals 1o be
compared and has tried—so far
without success—1to artach g killer
~ amendment to various bills.):

In truth, it’s moving far too
quickly for scmethmg as momen-
tous as national tests in a country
that never kad anything of the sort
before. But haste ism’t the main
problem. What’s most alarmmg is
that these tests will be crearures of
the education establishment and
prone to its posunodern cumcular ‘

faddishness.
' Consider these clues:

Firsy, the contractor is in charge of its own adviso-
ry committees. Rather than an independent board that
sets policies and tells the contractor (and the executive
branch) what to do, the chiefs—in consultation with
hierarchs 2t the Education Enpartment-—hzve their
own -handpicked panels, yet remam free to ignore
them. &

/i
4

%
Second, the commirttees are narrowly based. -

Whereas NAEP’s mdepende;it board contains gover-
pors, business leaders, local school-board members,
and parents, the chiefs’ new National Test Panel con-
sists almost enrirely of experts, interest-group repre-
sentatives, and—surprise—several chiefs. Nobody
knows whether it is b1pamsan*

Third, and most womsome, the two subjec:-marter

- s
Juiv 21,1997 ' \
‘ ¥

commirtees, for reading and math, include only educa.
.1oTs a.nd experts; there’s 0ot a “consumer” or employer
‘in the Jor. And while each group contains some well-

regazded scholars and 1eachers, each is also tilted

' toward today’s dominant educagonist bias; the theory

of teachmg and learning known as “constructivism.”
Thar's the approach in which children are expected 10
create thcxr own meaning and teachers are supposed to
“facilitate” learning instead of directly instructing
their pupils in worthwhile knowledge. Constructivism
is heavy on “critical thinking” and “problem solving™
but light on specific knowledge and basic skills. It
do&nt so much care whether you know something as
whether you can look it up. It doesn’t judge certain
information to be important and
f'““ certain books 1o be best, but, rather,
' A - partzkes of fashionable academic
relativism. It’s friendly 1o “whole
languagc” reading, wary of system-
atic phomics; it asks children to
" guesstimate the solutions to raath

_tance of correct answers. ~Tests
grounded in this philosophy will be
applauded by the ed-school profes-
soriate and the deconstructionists,
bur they won't test the sorts of
things that. !
Engler—or, once, Clinton—really

- wants the children of his state to0
know. '

lsts of panclists? Probably not.
People I respect in math and read-
ing who have eyeballed these lists
use words like “disaster” to
describe the tests and standards
that they £XPECt 10 emerge.

If national testing is beaded that way, the country
would be better off without it. Congress should apply
the brakes before a wreck occurs. Then maybe—ijust
maybe-+let 2 different driver take a turn at the wheel.
If a fully independent version of the board 1 chaired in
the 19805 were put in full charge, the risk of crashing
would be reduced. Alrernatively, the whole idea might
be pnvsuzed turned into 2 commercial (or philan-

Hevin Chadvick
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_thropic); tcsnng program that picks up Clinton’s basic
. concept but with no government entanglement or fed-

eral funds We stifl need a means 1o compare achieve-
ment acmss state borders. But i’s worth doing only if
the twmitar babies ean be avoided. The one thing

: zndxspu;ably worsc than no national tests would be

bad national tests. . e
} ’ .
|
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g governor like.

Am [ reading w0 much into
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