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Proficiency testing is a fact, and educators 
should take the lead in developing tests and 
setting standards carefully.

Minimum competency or proficiency testing ] has 
leapt from relative obscurity a few years ago to a 
position of central importance in American education. 
It is no longer pertinent to argue the pros and cons; 
ihree fourths of the states have mandated some form 
of testing,2 so educators are now concerned primarily 
with implementation. Early evidence supports the 
potential value that proficiency testing can have,3 but 
the sudden sweeping changes that must be made by 
millions of people in thousands of school districts 
suggest that it may not succeed. I will discuss some 
of the issues that need to be considered at this time, 
and offer practical recommendations about how to 
proceed.

The Clouds

The first and perhaps most significant problem is 
that many local districts are under pressure to act 
right now. In most places legislators who require 
educators to institute proficiency testing programs 
conveniently allow state and local education officials 
the right to determine how to implement them. (This 
is similar to the ancient practice of forcing slaves into 
the arena to fight the lions. The decision about 
whether to fight was made by government leaders,

1 The subtle distinction!: between proficiency testing and 
minimum competency testing will not be developed here be 
cause of space limitations and because most educators use the 
terms interchangeably.

2 C. Pipho, "Minimum Competency Testing in 1978: A 
Look at State Standards," Phi Delta Kappan 59 (May 1978): 
585-88; S. L. Koffler, "A Comparison of Approaches for Set 
ting Proficiency Standards," Report to the Connecticut State 
Department of Education Psychometric Committee, Novem 
ber 1979.

3 J. Ogden, "High School Graduation Requirements: Do 
They Result in Better Graduates?" paper presented to the 
annual meeting of the American Educational Research Asso 
ciation, San Francisco, April 1979; J. Finley, "Westside's Mini 
mum Competency Graduation Requirements: A Program that 
Works," Phi Delta Kappan 59 (May 1978): 614-18.
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but the decision about how to fight was generously 
considered to be the slave's problem.) Nevertheless, 
I believe educators can do a respectable job of laying 
the foundation for a solid program in spite of the 
atmosphere of coercion that is so prevalent. To do 
this, local teachers and administrators must apply 
common sense to the plans laid out for them. Being 
aware of the problems discussed in this section can 
help, but there is no substitute for experience. Edu 
cators can and should question procedures that their 
experience indicates as being unsound.

This may seem like an overly general charge, 
and it could be interpreted as an argument against 
any change, but I think most educators will under 
stand the wisdom of taking slow and deliberate 
action. When the current furor over falling standard 
ized test scores subsides, teachers and administrators 
will have to accept responsibility for the newly im 
plemented programs in our schools. This is as it 
should be; as it must be. It is simply not responsible 
behavior to stand by meekly while legislators (or 
anyone else) force underdeveloped and untested pro 
ficiency testing programs on schools, then later to 
disclaim responsibility for inadequate programs under 
the pretext of not having wanted them anyway. If 
educators are to be effective in guiding the sensible 
use of proficiency testing, they must be familiar with 
potential problems.

Proficiency testing programs can be no better 
than the tests themselves. Consider a common pro 
gression of events when developing a proficiency test: 
1. Decide to have a test. 2. Create (or select) an 
objective-referenced test in the appropriate content 
area. 3. Set a standard or minimum passing score. 
4. Administer the test. 5. Interpret the results. Since 
objective-referenced, multiple-choice tests are the 
form most commonly used in proficiency testing situ 
ations, it is critical that basic test development proce 
dures (for examining item clarity, difficulty, reli 
ability, validity, and so on) be followed in step two 
above.4 If this is not done, subsequent activities will 
be nothing more than futile exercises. Even worse is 
the likelihood that poor attention to detail at the start 
will obscure future efforts to develop and refine the 
test. As a simple example, the lack of pilot testing to 
establish test reliability can lead to changing per 
centages of students passing and failing from year to 
year with no relation to the efforts and abilities of the 
teachers and the students involved. If this situation 
occurs, the officials involved will probably not at 
tempt to correct past errors but will instead simply 
misinterpret the results.

Consider a few of the events taking place in the 
Florida competency program. In October 1977, com 
petency lests in mathematics and communication 
skills indicated failure rates of 36 percent and 8 per 

cent respectively. 5 After $26.5 million was spent on 
remediation, retesting in October of 1978 revealed 
failure rates of 26 percent and 3 percent in the same 
content areas. State Education Commissioner Turling- 
ton6 announced that "the gains prove that students 
can achieve" because "the final scores of the 1978 
administration speak for themselves." That conclus- 
sion is unsound because two basic principles of test 
development and administration were violated. Parts 
of both tests were changed with no assurance that the 
new parts of the 1978 test would be comparable to 
the 1977 test. Further, retesting some of the same stu 
dents with the same items one year later (the majority 
of items on the tests were unchanged) allows for some 
gains solely because of familiarity with test items.

Another problem that must be faced by test 
enthusiasts is that there is no single best method for 
setting a standard, or minimally acceptable level of 
performance, for a proficiency test. With the number 
of suggested methods being over two dozen and 
climbing,7 how should local educators select the 
method they will use? Or should they use several 
methods? And then, should they average the results, 
or choose the most acceptable one? How high or low 
should the resulting standard be, given a particular 
method?

Unfortunately, direct answers to these questions 
are not currently available. Although a few careful 
comparisons among methods have been made,8 and 
others are in process, not enough is known to provide 
definitive answers. Nor will these issues be resolved 
anytime soon; members of the measurement com 
munity have just recently turned their attention to 
these issues (despite the existence for many years of 
methods such as Nedelsky, 1954), and longitudinal 
studies are needed to answer some of the questions. 
For example, questions about the impact of profi 
ciency testing on subsequent student achievement 
cannot be answered without studies of several years' 
duration. No amount of wishing, hoping, or legislat-

^ R. L. Ebcl, Essentials of Educational Measurement, (Engle- 
wood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1972), pp. 359-82.

5 T. H. Fisher, "Florida's Approach to Competency Test 
ing," Phi Delta Kappan 59 ( May 1978): 599-602.

8 R. D. Turlington, "Good News from Florida: 'Our Mini 
mum Competency Program Is Working/ " Phi Delta Kappan 
60 (May 1979): 649-51.

7 R. K. Hambleton, S. Powell, and D. R. Eignor, "Issues 
and Methods for Standard Setting," paper presented to the 
annual meeting of the National Council on Measurement in 
Education, San Francisco, April 1979, p. 3.

8 B. J. Andrew and J. T. Hecht, "A Preliminary Investiga 
tion of Two Procedures for Setting Examination Standards," 
Educational and Psychological Measurement 36 (Spring 1976): 
35-50; R. L. Brennan and R. E. Lockwood, "A Comparison of 
Two Cutting Score Procedures Using Generalizability Theory," 
paper presented to the annual meeting of the National Coun 
cil on Measurement in Education, San Francisco, April 1979.
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ing is going to change this. That is precious little 
comfort to teachers and administrators faced with 
imminent deadlines, but awareness of these problems 
may give them a realistic understanding of the diffi 
culties they face. At the very least, this discussion 
should explain why all standards, regardless of how 
they are generated, must be viewed as tentative and 
subject to review and revision.

The final cloud on the proficiency test horizon is 
that perennial favorite—inadequate resources. The 
reason this problem deserves special note (when other 
educational programs are also inadequately supported) 
is that cutting corners in proficiency testing is so easy 
that some proponents could be shortchanging their 
programs without knowing it. Take the issue of set 
ting standards, for example. One district might 
choose an entirely arbitrary level—say 70 percent— 
as the standard for all tests. Another district might 
test without ever setting a standard, giving remedial 
help to students scoring lowest and moving to higher 
scoring students as resources allow. But the first 
approach makes no allowances for the differences in 
difficulty among individual tests and the second ap 
proach circumvents the purpose of proficiency testing: 
to determine whether particular students are mini 
mally proficient. In the latter case, it would be far 
better to use existing diagnostic tests.

". . . while proficiency testing goes beyond 
these activities . . . it can coexist in a mutually 
supportive arrangement with current educa 
tional practice . .. a good proficiency testing 
program can reduce the volume of classroom 
testing." t

Given the problems I have discussed, wouldn't 
we be better off to admit we cannot devise adequate 
tests and then to abandon all efforts in this direc 
tion? * I think not. First, quite a number of people are 
reporting positive effects in spite of the problems. 10 
Second, there are several positive aspects to pro 
ficiency testing and the process of implementing it 
as I will explain in the next section. And third, the 
severity of the problems can be lessened by using 
common sense and following the guidelines given in 
the final section.

The Silver Linings

Proficiency testing of basic skills offers a prac 
tical method of shifting attention to how well stu-
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dents do on tests based on locally developed objec 
tives, in contrast to our long standing dependence on 
norm-referenced standardized test scores. This shift 
can have more than one positive effect. It provides a 
tool for assessing student progress without setting up 
an atmosphere of competition (where the quality of a 
student's score is measured by the percentage of stu 
dents he/she surpasses). Applied intelligently, pro 
ficiency testing can succeed in replacing norm-refer 
enced tests, which simple objective-referenced testing 
has failed to do. This is true because proficiency test 
ing provides a critical element that most objective- 
referenced tests do not—a standard or yardstick 
against which to measure the quality of a student's 
work. With this helpful ingredient, educators and 
parents who wish to avoid fueling classroom com 
petition can turn to an empirically sound alternative.

A second positive aspect is the opportunity pro 
ficiency testing can provide to local districts for as 
suming control over the curriculum and the standards 
used in their schools. The task of developing local 
proficiency tests is by no means quick or easy, but 
the long range interests of education will be enhanced 
if professional educators, instead of rallying against 
proficiency testing or remaining neutral, argue for a 
carefully planned, locally controlled schedule of im 
plementation. And, while state and federal govern 
ments can be an important source of expertise and 
funds, I join others n in arguing against statewide or 
nationwide standards.

Another advantage of proficiency testing is that 
the underlying principles are in keeping with recom 
mended practice even if the terminology and some of 
the problems are new. The process of setting well- 
defined goals (for teachers and students) and meas 
uring progress toward those goals is an admirable 
activity already in use in many places. So, while pro 
ficiency testing goes beyond these activities (by re 
quiring performance standards and prescribing out 
comes based on students' scores), it can coexist in a 
mutually supportive arrangement with current educa 
tional practice. In fact, I believe a good proficiency 
testing program can reduce the volume of classroom 
testing that plagues teachers and students today.

An advantage that will not be apparent to those 
unfamiliar with proficiency testing lies in the bene 
ficial effects derived from the process of teachers and

9 G. V. Glass, "Standards and Criteria," Journal of Edu 
cational Measurement 1 5 (Winter 1978): 237; A. E. Wise, 
"Minimum Competency Testing," Phi Delta Kappan 59 (May 
1978): 596-98.

l°Ogden, ?• '; Finley, p. 617; Hiscox, "Development of a 
Comprehensive Proficiency Testing System," Portland, Oregon: 
Northwest Regional Education Laboratory, 1978.

11 G. Cawelti, "National Competency Testing: A Bogus 
Solution," Phi Delta Kappan 59 (May 1978): 619-21. (Also see 
footnote. 9)



administrators (and parents and students) working 
together to set standards. It is probably obvious that 
some benefit would be gained through the thought 
ful, cooperative efforts of the concerned parties; that 
each group would tend to see things from a slightly 
different perspective, and that the sharing of these 
ideas would be a positive factor. What may not be 
obvious is the positive effect of the standard-setting 
process on the tests and on the individuals involved. 
Those participating in a standard-setting session are 
generally required to think about the test items as 
would a student taking the exam. Doing so helps 
them identify problems of wording, logic, misspell 
ings, and ambiguities missed earlier. The resulting 
improvement in the tests helps reduce student frustra 
tion and alienation and yields more accurate results.

The direct benefits to the individuals involved 
arise from their increased awareness of the curriculum 
being addressed by the test. They also develop a more 
realistic understanding of the limitations of paper and 
pencil tests. I have witnessed teachers who, appar 
ently for the first time, discovered just how unfair to 
students a poor test item can be (usually because that 
teacher could not decipher the question properly). 
This leads to a greater appreciation on the part of 
teachers (and administrators and parents) of the 
difficulties faced by students taking the test. Even 
better is the tendency for this awareness to spread to 
other staff members who did not have the opportunity 
to join the sessions. The net effect, then, may be to 
enhance staff and community relations and to broaden 
both groups' understanding of the testing process.

The preceding discussion would be meaningless

if it were offered in a vacuum, out of context. The 
context in which these points must be viewed is the 
current state of proficiency testing: the state of the 
art and the state of the legislation. A look around 
shows clearly that legislation is surpassing the current 
state of the art at nearly every turn. The necessary 
question then becomes, "What can local districts do if 
they are being forced to comply with state legisla 
tion?" While the following suggestions are given with 
this question in mind, they may be helpful to any 
district considering implementation of a proficiency 
testing program.

Recommendations

Initial planning. I f your state is assuming total 
responsibility for developing, administering, and in 
terpreting the tests, then much of what follows is 
superfluous. If, however, your district retains at least 
a vestige of power to control what takes place in its 
schools, these considerations should prove helpful. 
View the decision to develop a proficiency test as the 
first step of an important but extended journey. It is 
simply not practical to expect a one-shot effort to be 
sufficient. The staff should know that they have before 
them the tasks of creating the test, setting the stand 
ard, administering the test, examining the scores, re 
fining the standard, and repeating the processes of 
administering, examining, and refining again and 
again. Even if much more were known about the im 
plications of setting standards and using test results, 
a commitment to the refinement process would still be 
necessary in order to make adjustments for changes in
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curriculum, societal concerns, student populations be 
ing served, and advances in measurement practices. 
Our lack of important facts associated with the use of 
proficiency testing only serves to emphasize the need 
for educators to make a long term commitment to 
develop, modify, and refine programs that they deem 
worthwhile, instead of casting out programs at the 
first hint of trouble and searching about for a new 
panacea.

Staff involvement. Make sure that everyone in 
volved (or expected to be involved) is clear about the 
ground rules for the test. This means discussing the 
following types of questions with teachers, adminis 
trators, parents, and students.

• Which content areas will the tests cover?
• Will more areas be added later (according to 

current plans)?
• Which students will be tested? When?
• Is the purpose of the test to provide remedia 

tion or to award promotion or graduation?
• Are there certain deadlines that must be met?
• What resources (financial, technical assistance) 

are available for each step in the implementation 
process?

• What provisions are there for reviewing and 
refining the procedures once they are established?
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Addressing these issues early greatly increases the 
chance of developing a successful program. This is 
accomplished by eliminating misconceptions and un 
reasonable expectations, thus avoiding the disillusion 
ment that occurs when expectations are not met. It is 
not necessary to definitively answer all of these ques 
tions. What is important is that these topics are dis 
cussed openly and that differences of opinion are 
brought to the surface. It is certainly preferable to 
raise questions, even though answers may have to be 
deferred, than to leave people with the misconception 
that their unique solutions are universally accepted.

Purpose. If there is any flexibility in the matter, 
resist tying proficiency test results to promotion or 
graduation, particularly on a first administration. 
Measurement experts know about the many things 
that can go wrong, factors that contribute to the error 
in test scores. While error cannot be eliminated com 
pletely, it can be reduced to within tolerable limits— 
but only if the test is examined and refined. No one 
can fire off a perfect 50-item test on the first try. By 
using the test for only remedial purposes at first, the 
pressures and problems that can arise will be lessened.

Educators who have been handcuffed by legisla 
tion mandating the link between proficiency tests and 
graduation and/or promotion can attempt to postpone 
this requirement by requesting that the first one or 
two administrations be viewed as trials. This is not 
only more just for students since it provides upcom 
ing classes with greater warning and a more fully de 
veloped test, but it allows time to iron out problems 
that develop. Further, the task of adjusting and cor 
recting the test is made easier because the stakes are 
not as high when decisions involve remediation rather 
than promotion or graduation.

Standard setting. There are several points that 
need to be made about the process of setting stand 
ards. The first is that these suggestions should be 
considered tentative, pending further research and 
experience. Although they represent my own prefer 
ences and experiences, they are generally consistent
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with the shared experiences of leading practitioners 
in the field. 12

Involve as many people as possible in the proc 
ess. Factors such as the content and grade level will 
dictate whether student involvement is practical. The 
time of day at which meetings are held may limit 
parent involvement, but there are always compromise 
methods to accomplish some involvement where there 
might have been none, or more involvement where 
there might have been little. The support for the 
program that will be gained will be well worth the 
effort.

Though many methods of standard setting have 
been proposed, 13 most districts should find three meth 
ods to be sufficient. The Angoff, Nedelsky, and Ebel14 
methods have been employed most frequently and 
have the most known about them. These methods, 
particularly the Angoff and the Nedelsky, facilitate 
identification of poor items by guiding the standard 
setters through an inspection of the test on an item- 
by-item basis. These methods are recommended be 
cause they are direct, relatively easy to apply, and can 
be utilized in school districts without a great deal of 
expense or outside involvement. Specific guidelines 
for applying each of these methods are too extensive 
to be given here but can be found in other sources. 15

Although each of these methods is independent 
of the others, it is advisable to apply at least two, if 
not all three, of the procedures. The application of 
more than one method to the same test allows for 
comparisons among the standards generated by the 
methods. While some would view the likely discrep 
ancy among standards as evidence for scrapping the 
whole process, I believe that an examination of the 
differences among standards is necessary and enlight 
ening. It helps the participants shed whatever desire 
they may have to accept a standard as absolute. It 
also sets the stage for attempting to refine the stand 
ard by demonstrating visibly that an acceptable 
standard can be reached only through careful thought 
and dialog over an extended period of time. The need 
for a long term commitment is once again made clear.

A final point about the standard-setting process 
concerns the amount of time required to generate a 
standard. These requirements vary from method to 
method and from test to test, depending on such fac 
tors as length and subject matter. Generally, how 
ever, one or two working days should be sufficient to 
complete the group activities required. One of these 
group activities that can consume a great deal of time, 
however, is the definition of what constitutes mini 
mally acceptable performance. Although space does 
not permit a thorough discussion of all the aspects of 
reaching such a definition, previously cited references 
are available and I will, therefore, offer only the fol 
lowing comments. The main reason arriving at a

uB ASCD Annual Conferences4-'-
:•> St. Louis, Man* 7-11,1981
; Anmheim, March 20-24,1962 
J ; Houston, March 5-9,1983 
JNew York, Match 10-14,1984

mutually agreeable definition of minimum perform 
ance can be so difficult is the diversity of opinions 
about how to operationalize the broad concepts identi 
fied by the district's goals and objectives. There is no 
argument that high school graduates should be able to 
read, but there is a great deal of disagreement about 
what they should be able to read, and how well they 
should be able to read it. If a school district is to de 
velop a workable proficiency testing program, the 
individuals participating in the standard-setting proc 
ess should recognize that these differences of opinion 
are natural and must be accepted. The open dis 
cussion of the specific skills that should be expected 
of a minimally proficient student is critical to the 
intelligent development and implementation of a 
proficiency test. It is not practical or desirable to at 
tempt to force consensus from the group. It is impor 
tant, however, to allow enough time for discussion so 
that all points of view can be heard and responded to 
by other group members. It may also be wise to hold 
this discussion several days in advance of the actual 
standard-setting sessions. This allows ideas to sink in 
and, if necessary, permits time for further discussion. 

The course that proficiency testing takes in the 
public schools is up to us to decide. Like any innova 
tion, it requires resources in the form of time, money, 
and effort. And, as with any innovation, the expendi 
ture of resources will not guarantee success. Neverthe 
less, we can increase our chances of success as we 
guide our schools into uncharted waters by proceeding 
cautiously, relying on the best available information 
and common sense to plan our course, and recogniz 
ing that new developments are likely to necessitate 
changes in heading as we grow through experience. <§7

12 R. M. Jaeger, "A Proposal for Setting a Standard on the 
North Carolina High School Competency Test," paper pre 
sented to the spring meeting of the North Carolina Associa 
tion for Research in Education, Chapel Hill, 1978; Hambleton 
and others, pp. 58-69.

13 Ibid, p. 19.
14 W. H. Angoff, "Scales, Norms, and Equivalent Scores," 

in Educational Measurement, ed. R. L. Thorndike (Washington, 
D.C.: American Council on Education, 1971); L. Nedelsky, 
"Absolute Grading Standards for Objective Tests," Educa 
tional and Psychological Measurement 14 (Spring 1954): 3-19; 
Ebel, pp. 492-96. *

15 One excellent reference is M. J. Zieky and S. A. 
Livingston, "Manual for Setting Standards and the Basic Skills 
Assessment Tests," Princeton, N.J.: Educational Testing Serv 
ice, 1977. (Also see footnote 7.)
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