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12. BUILDING SCHOLASTIC VARIABLES

Any professional in a position of responsibility in a school must have a way to keep track of what
the school produces in student achievement. The only way to account for what is produced is to have
a means for measuring scholastic growth in the areas for which the school is responsible such as
arithmetic and reading. We will call these growth areas, variables and speak of the school’s job as the
increase of students’ standings on scholastic variables.

Although there is a great deal of information about how children are supposed to develop, and
what kinds of stimulation is supposed to encourage them, unless school effects can be made explicitly
quantitative, it is impossible to evaluate school success. A school has to account for its educational
efforts. Todo this, the school has to construct scholastic variables on which the results of teaching can
be measured and devise ways to measure these results.

THEMEASUREMENT PROBLEM

No school can neglect the measurement problem. Schools have to deal with it because it is the
only way they can report to themselves or to the people to whom they are responsible the extent to which
they are accomplishing their reason for existing. Schools must be able to measure their students’
achievement.

How can school variables be defined and measured? We are deluged with tests from competing
publishers who claim that their products relate the scores of increasingly difficult tests and provide
indications of growth in particular areas. We believe that scholastic growth can be manifest by
performance on test items. There seems no doubt that useful and relevant information can be obtained
by giving students carefully selected questions to answer and then observing how they answer them.
Thus we expect to use test performance to infer students’ standing on the scholastic variable provoked
by the test questions.

The trouble is that test publishers offer contradictory systems for quantifying test performance.
The translation from one system to the other is neither definite nor agreed upon. Connecting test
publishers’ measures over the years of development is also difficult. Their equating systems are not
convincing. Their reporting units of percentiles and grade equivalents are misleading.

Disagreement among test publishers is not the only problem. Difficulty in equating forms over
the years of development is another. Local school dissatisfaction with national testitems is yet another.
The definition of an educational variable provided by a publisher, although marginally acceptable in
New Jersey, may not be relevant to aschool in Oregon. Butno school dares to go off on its own without
maintaining some connection to other schools. Neither does any school want to capitulate to a “national”
standard imposed by some publisher. National tests offer a kind of comparability but lack relevance
and flexibility. Local tests offer relevance and flexibility, but lack comparability. What is needed is
ameasurement system based on students’ responses to test questions as the essential observation with
tests made up of items focused on common scholastic variables of interest to the school but with results
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