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Brief Prospectus for a State Consortium

On Board Examination Systems

from the National Center on Education and the Economy

Support for national standards is growing stronger by the day. It seems clear that the U.S. Department of Education is giving high priority to following up the development of the Common Core standards by committing large sums to the construction of assessments to match the national standards. 

One might well think that the nation is on the verge of solving its standards problems, and is therefore well on the way to putting in place the secret sauce that has up until now been known only to those countries with the most successful education systems.  But that is not the case.  The National Center on Education and the Economy has been benchmarking the countries with the best education systems for twenty years, and we know of no case in which a country’s educational success can be attributed to implementation of internationally benchmarked student achievement standards accompanied by matching American-style tests.

Our own work, many papers by John Bishop; the best research using the PISA data (now the world’s largest data base on the effects of national education systems), and recent work by others all point in another direction.  What drives success in those systems is a combination of two key factors: the presence of a highly aligned national instructional system and the decision to recruit the nation’s teachers from the top third of the distribution of college students.

The indispensable elements of these instructional systems are: 1) high school programs consisting of a logical ordering of courses in the core curriculum, typically their native language, mathematics, the sciences, history and the arts; 2) well designed courses described by a detailed syllabus; 3) high quality examinations (typically dominated by essay questions to which the students must write extended responses) that are designed to assess the extent to which the student has command of the material described in the syllabus and can apply it to unfamiliar problems; 4) professional scoring of the examinations; and 5) high quality training of the teachers who will teach the courses, training that is explicitly designed for this purpose.  

Sometimes all of this comes with explicit statements, in narrative form, of what students are expected to know and be able to do, sometimes not.  When they are not explicitly stated, the standards are made evident to all by the syllabi, the annually released exam questions, and examples of the kind of student work that earned a top grade.  No one is in any doubt as to what the standards are, but no one imagines that the students would do well on the examinations without the entire apparatus just described.  The experts in these other countries would be deeply puzzled at the idea that a country could produce high achievement simply by publishing narrative statement of standards and administering tests that rely mainly on multiple choice, computer scored tests.  We refer to a system with the components just described as Board Examination Systems.

Using Board Examination Systems to Get to International Standards and Greatly Improve Student Performance at a Very Reasonable Cost

A state could, of course, use the forthcoming Common Core standards to create its own set of Board Examinations, complete with program designs, syllabi for all the courses, examinations, scoring contractors, and teacher training programs.  But consider how long it has taken Achieve to develop its Algebra II course and test, which are still not finished, and note that Achieve did not create course designs, instructional materials, or teacher training to go with that course, never mind additional instructional resources tied to the standards to help students that are far behind their peers.  It quickly becomes apparent that it would take many years and a great deal of money to duplicate the systems that the highest performing countries have had in place for years.  

But there is an alternative.  The oldest of these board examinations systems—the University of Cambridge International Examinations—is used by schools in more than 150 countries.  So the question is obvious: Why not use the best board examinations that have already been developed rather than starting from scratch?  The argument for doing this is very strong.  These exams set the real international standard.  All over the world, elite high schools use these curricula and exams.  When Singapore set out to produce the most successful school system in the world, they contracted with the University of Cambridge International Examinations to build a customized version of the Cambridge “O” Level curriculum and exams.  

Using the best of the exams that are already available makes consummate sense.  A state that does this benefits from many years and many millions of dollars of development and field testing, all done at someone else’s expense.  By adopting these exams, a state would leap right through national standards to international standards.  These exams are recognized by universities all over the world, including, but way beyond, universities in the United States.  Much more important than either of these arguments, these exams have all the power that comes from fully integrated, highly aligned, very powerful instructional systems, something no state currently has the capacity to produce for itself, even if we were not in the midst of an economic crisis.

One Instructional System for Lower Secondary, and Another For Upper Secondary

Let’s look for a moment at the structure of the University of Cambridge system.  They have two sets of international exams.  One is intended to be taken by students at about the age of 16, roughly at the end of our sophomore year of high school, the other a couple of years later.  The first set really sets the global compulsory school leaving standard for all students.  The second set of exams is pitched at a level that shows students are prepared for entry into very selective colleges.  

There is a strong argument for setting up an education system this way.  When we look closely at international examinations for students at the end of lower secondary school, the course requirements and standards line up nicely with the expectations of our state open-admissions two-year and four-year colleges.  So in the United States we could say to students who pass these exams at 16 or later that they could go right to a two-year or four-year open-admissions college without having to take any remedial courses.  If they did not pass, we would know from the sub-scores on their exam just where they fell short and work with them on those things so that they could pass it on a subsequent attempt.  A very large number of our high school students get very little out of their senior year anyway and would jump at the chance to get on with their lives.  Of course, many students might not be able to pass these exams until the end of the junior or senior year.

But students who pass their board exams at the end of grade ten could also stay in high school and take the courses required to take the upper level board exams.  These courses and exams would prepare them for admission to selective colleges.

Our aim would be to get at least 85 percent of the American students to the college-ready standard.  Students would be able to take the lower division exams as often as they liked.  High schools would be obligated to analyze the sub-scores of those who failed and use them to construct a customized program of study that would address their weak points, so that they would stand a much better chance of succeeding the next time they take the exam.  Middle schools would be encouraged to adopt programs intended to prepare their students for the high school board examination programs.  Some of the high school board examination programs already provide middle school program designs for this purpose.

How We Could Get Started

We’ve identified three board examination systems that appear to be suitable and ready to use at the end of the sophomore year: the Pearson/Edexcel International General Certificate of Secondary Education Examinations, the University of Cambridge International General Certificate of Secondary Education Examinations, and the ACT’s new QualityCore program.  With just a few alterations (with the British exams, there are matters of British vs. American English, for example, and the substitution perhaps of novels in a syllabus that are more American for others that are less so, for another example), these systems could be up and running in a state very quickly.  

What does it mean to be up and running?  What we have in mind is a state saying to its high schools, “First, you must offer at least one of the two board examinations systems we have approved for this purpose to your lower division students.  If students get a passing grade, they will be admitted to any public open-admissions institution in the state with no further questions asked.  If they pass, they also have the option of staying in high school and taking one of the upper division board examination programs we have approved.  Among those programs are a selected set of Advanced Placement courses, the International Baccalaureate Diploma Program, the Pearson-Edexcel “A” Level program, the University of Cambridge AICE Program, or the ACT QualityCore program (upper division).  Students who take these state-approved upper division board examinations and get sufficiently high grades on them will qualify for state scholarships in any open-admissions or selective college they want to go to.”

Schools implementing these programs would have to make sure that their teachers participate in the teacher training offered by the organizations providing the examination systems.

The Idea of a State Collaborative

We are proposing that a group of states band together to build a system of the kind just described.  The National Center on Education and the Economy is prepared to provide the technical support needed to make such a system work.  At the outset, it would be important to make sure that the exams used at the end of the lower division program have the same modifications and that they are set to the same pass standards, assuming that there is interest among the states in being able to compare student performance within their state as well as across the states.  This will require moderating the exams to the same standard, so that an A is an A across exam systems and across states.  By doing this, the states will also be enhancing student access to out-of-state schools.

During this initial period it will also be critical to ensure that passing scores on the lower division exams that allow students to move on to open-admissions colleges and universities are grounded in solid evidence about the knowledge and skills necessary for success in first year undergraduate credit-bearing courses.  NCEE will engage the nation’s leading researchers to conduct these studies.

Later on, we think it will be important to consider making customized changes in the curriculum and examinations, just as Singapore has done.  If the current effort to get agreement on Common Core standards is successful, we would want to modify the providers’ offerings to reflect those standards.  Beyond that, other changes that might be worth thinking about are those needed to reflect cross-disciplinary skills that are not already built in to some of the exams such as those in the SCANS list, what the British call “key skills,” or the list of cross-cutting skills that New Standards came up with.  We also have in mind the possibility that these instructional systems should be optimized for building students’ creative and innovative skills and aptitudes.  Another possibility is building board exams that offer students the alternative of emphasizing either traditional instructional methods or instruction that embraces project- and problem-based learning.  It might also be possible to create alternative programs within the structure, even at the lower division level that would allow students to “major” in the STEM disciplines or the arts and humanities.  And there is empirical work being done in other parts of the world to discover what the natural developmental sequences are for students who are mastering the core disciplines, work that should enable us to work with the aforementioned providers to improve their systems so that they more accurately reflect the natural progression of knowledge and skill development.

It will be much less expensive for the states to collaborate on such development projects and to have one organization responsible for coordinating such research and working with the states to come up with common requirements that can then become the basis of periodic changes in the board examination systems, so they evolve over time to meet the changing requirements of the participating states.  The National Center on Education and the Economy, the originator of the New Standards in the 1990s and a leader in the national standards movement, proposes to play this coordination and support role.  NCEE has access to many of the nation’s leading cognitive scientists, psychometricians and curriculum experts and is in an ideal position to take on this role.  NCEE also has been working closely with all of the Board Examination organizations mentioned.

Next Steps

NCEE is currently seeking funds from national foundations and plans to work with states that want to include these ideas in their applications to the U.S. Department of Education for funds from the “Race to the Top” program authorized by the recently passed economic recovery legislation.  These funds would be used to fund a collaborative of states planning to implement a demonstration program of the kind described above.  We have presented these ideas to the foundations with which we have been talking as developmental, meaning that the actual design of the program may differ in important respects from the exact details described above as our research and development work proceeds and the detailed needs of the states involved evolve, but the principles underlying the design will not change.  

We are seeking states that are willing to seriously consider building a system of the kind just described.  And we are seeking enough funds to cover research, development, coordination and operational costs during the developmental period, of at least three years.  These costs will include some or all of the costs of purchasing the curriculum, training the teachers, administering the exams, and providing funds for incentive payments to teachers, if necessary. 

States interested in receiving more information about the State Consortium on Board Examination Systems should contact Marc Tucker, President of NCEE at mtucker@ncee.org or Susan Sclafani, Director of State Services, at ssclafani@ncee.org or call 202-379-1800 in Washington, DC.
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