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Naomi Chudowsky is an educational testing consultant
in Washington, DC, and James W. Pellegrino is Dis-
tinguished Professor of Cognitive Psychology and Ed-
ucation at the University of Illinois at Chicago.

Large-scale assessments can and should support
learning. But for that to happen, greater clarity is
needed about the underlying constructs, or aspects
of thinking and learning, that are the most impor-
tant targets for assessment. This article describes
the construct problem that has long existed in
achievement testing, and argues that current re-
search in the cognitive sciences, measurement, and
technology make this an opportune time to make a
significant leap forward in assessing critical as-
pects of learning. However, designing new kinds
of situations for capturing the complexity of learn-
ing requires breaking out of the current paradigm
of drop-in-from-the-sky standardized testing. It also
requires a sustained, collaborative effort among
specialists in academic content, learning, and as-
sessment.

Needed are classroom and large-scale assessments
that help all students learn and succeed in school by
making as clear as possible to them, their teachers,
and other education stakeholders the nature of their
accomplishments and the progress of their learning.
(National Research Council, Committee on the Foun-
dations of Assessment, 2001, pp. 1-2)

I N THIS ERA OF EDUCATIONAL ACCOUNTABILITY it
     has become increasingly common to hear calls,
like the one just mentioned, for better large-scale
assessments that not only measure but also im-
prove student learning (Commission on Instruction-
ally Supportive Assessment, 2001; Shepard, 2000;
Wiggins, 1998). Policy makers, educators, and the
public are looking to large-scale assessments to
serve a variety of purposes including gauging stu-
dent learning, holding education systems account-
able, signaling worthy goals for students and
teachers to work toward, and providing useful feed-
back for instructional decision making.

Can large-scale assessments live up to the
demands being placed on them? Can assessments
be developed that can both measure and support
student learning? And if so, why has so little
progress been made in this regard? We set forth
the proposition that large-scale assessments can and
should do a much better job of supporting learn-
ing. But for that to happen, education leaders will
need to rethink some of the fundamental assump-
tions, values, and beliefs that currently drive large-
scale assessment practices in the United States. The
knowledge base to support change is available but
has yet to be harnessed.

In this article, we focus on the assessment of
school learning or achievement. However, later we
discuss how achievement testing has been influ-
enced by past practices designed for a different
purpose, assessing individuals’ aptitude for learning
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for predictive purposes. In keeping with the theme
of this issue, we also mainly focus on assessments
used in large-scale contexts—that is, assessments
that are administered at the direction of users ex-
ternal to the classroom, such as policy makers—as
opposed to assessments used by teachers in their
own classrooms. Note that many of the issues raised
in this article also apply to classroom assessment,
which we believe has an even more central role to
play in supporting instruction and learning, as de-
scribed more fully elsewhere (NRC, 2001).

We begin by setting forth what we believe is
the most significant impediment to improving large-
scale achievement testing—the lack of clarity about
the underlying constructs to be assessed. The term
construct refers to the competency, or aspect of
thinking or learning, that one is aiming to assess
(e.g., an area of knowledge, skill, or ability). Con-
temporary research on learning and thinking illu-
minates critical constructs that should be targets of
assessment, but many of them remain untapped by
most large-scale tests, including how students or-
ganize knowledge, the representations they gener-
ate to solve problems, their use of strategies and
self-monitoring skills, and their individual contribu-
tions to group problem solving (National Academy
of Education, 1997). Uncovering the constructs that
are most central to learning in a particular subject
domain and developing assessments that focus on
them requires a sustained, collaborative effort
among specialists in academic content, learning,
and assessment. Such multidisciplinary efforts are
needed to bring to bear the best available research
to answer fundamental questions pertinent to the
design of assessments of school achievement, such
as the following:

1. What are the most essential domains of knowl-
edge and skill that students should master in
school to be productive members of society?

2. What kinds of performances differentiate begin-
ning, competent, and expert learners in each do-
main?

3. What are the central conceptual structures within
each domain that students must grasp to success-
fully move on to higher levels of understanding?

4. What are typical difficulties or misconceptions
that learners have in each domain that, if identi-
fied early, could be remediated with instruction?

After providing some brief background about
the construct problem that has long existed in
achievement testing, we will show that current re-
search in the cognitive sciences, along with ad-
vances in measurement and technology, make this
an opportune time to make a significant leap for-
ward in defining and assessing critical academic
achievement constructs. However, we will also ar-
gue that only limited improvements in large-scale
assessment are possible so long as we remain wed-
ded to current constraints and typical standardized
testing scenarios. Designing new kinds of situa-
tions for capturing the complexity of cognition and
learning requires breaking out of the current para-
digm of drop-in-from-the-sky standardized testing
and exploring alternative approaches.

The Construct Problem in
Achievement Testing

The lack of clarity and theoretical basis for
the constructs underlying achievement testing is a
byproduct of earlier theories of measurement and
learning. During the first few decades of the 20th
century, techniques were developed for assessing
general intelligence or specific aptitudes for learn-
ing, for the purpose of sorting an increasingly di-
verse student population into instructional tracks
for more efficient instruction. The assessment tech-
niques of that time were based on an underlying
assumption that individuals have general and spe-
cific aptitudes to learn (some people having more
and others less), which influences their performance
across a broad range of situations and content ar-
eas. Although adequate theories of constructs such
as aptitudes were lacking, assessments were none-
theless developed to differentiate among individu-
als with respect to these hypothesized underlying
latent traits.

Recognizing that assessment requires a bal-
ance between defining constructs at a conceptual
level and finding ways of operationalizing them,
assessment validation nonetheless came to be dom-
inated by pragmatic, as opposed to theoretical, ap-
proaches. That is, because construct validity (the
assembly of evidence that a test measures the un-
derlying construct it purports to measure) was dif-
ficult to demonstrate, validation tended to focus
instead on criterion or predictive validity (evidence
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that a test predicts some outcome further down the
road). For instance, the SAT, formerly known as
the Scholastic Aptitude Test, is widely used for
college selection purposes because it has been
shown to predict to some extent the likelihood of
success in a typical college learning environment,
not because it has been shown to measure compe-
tencies required to do college level work.

We now understand that operational and con-
ceptual definitions can become redundant, as in
the case of defining intelligence as that which in-
telligence tests measure (Mosher, in press; Pelle-
grino, 1992). Still today, the vast majority of
aptitude tests, including the SAT, fit the theories
of measurement and learning developed early in
the 20th century. What is less obvious to many is
that the measurement and test development model
created for aptitude assessment has served as the
prototype for the assessment of academic achieve-
ment. Rather than measuring verbal or mathemati-
cal aptitude, we measure reading or mathematics
achievement, but many of the fundamental assump-
tions are the same—that students have general,
unidimensional proficiencies, or tendencies to behave
in certain ways across diverse situations. The adop-
tion of a latent trait approach in achievement testing
has been aided and abetted by earlier theories of learn-
ing that failed to deal with the true complexity en-
tailed in the mastery of academic content domains.
Achievement came to be represented as a step-by-
step accumulation of facts, procedures, definitions,
and other discrete bits of knowledge and skill, and
measurement meant how much more or less one per-
son knew relative to his or her peers.

Most large-scale tests continue to define the
student achievement construct they purport to mea-
sure in a largely operational form (i.e., the con-
struct is defined by the content and item types on
the test). This is contrasted with clearly defining
the construct beforehand in terms of the specific
knowledge and skills that accompany competence
and then selecting content and item types to assess
the critical constructs. This remains true for many
large-scale testing programs despite the fact that
progress has been made in developing performance
assessments that tap more complex forms of knowl-
edge and skill. Many state achievement tests now
use constructed response tasks that may require

more complex skills than traditional multiple-choice
items. Yet much of the potentially rich informa-
tion about student learning is lost because such
tests still lack explicit theories and models of the
underlying achievement construct(s) to guide task
design and selection, scoring of students’ respons-
es, and reporting of results.

Mosher (in press) argues that even the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
considered by many to be the gold standard of
large-scale assessment of academic achievement,
does not pay close enough attention to the structure
of subject matter knowledge and skills. He concludes
that the NAEP measures some confounded combina-
tion of aptitude and achievement constructs that have
yet to be sorted out. Related arguments have been
made by the NRC (1999a) and NAE (1997) com-
mittees that have evaluated NAEP.

Opportunities for a Significant
Leap Forward

Over the last few decades there have been
advances made in several areas. Taken together,
they provide the foundations for developing
achievement tests that have greater construct va-
lidity because they better reflect current understand-
ings of the complexities of learning and the high
standards of academic achievement we espouse for
all students.

Content standards
Virtually every state now has standards in place

that outline, in general terms, what all students should
know and be able to do in core subjects. Standards
represent an important start toward identifying key
competencies that should be the focus of assessment;
however, they generally fall short of their intentions.
Most state standards are too vague to be useful blue-
prints for instruction or assessment. Some call on
students to learn a broad range of content rather than
focusing in-depth on the most central concepts and
methods of a particular discipline; some standards
are so voluminous that the big ideas are lost or bur-
ied (American Federation of Teachers, 1999; Finn,
Petrilli, & Vanourek, 1998).

Recently, five national education associations
convened the Commission on Instructionally Sup-
portive Assessment, in which one of the authors
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took part. Experts in assessment, curriculum, and
instruction were brought together to recommend
ways that state-administered achievement tests
could not only satisfy public demands for account-
ability, but also improve the instruction of children.
In the resulting report, Building Tests to Support
Instruction and Accountability, the Commission’s
(2001) first two recommendations speak clearly to
the limitations of standards for guiding instruction-
ally supportive assessment. First, they recommend
that, “A state’s content standards must be priori-
tized to support effective instruction and assess-
ment.” Given limited instructional time, educators
cannot adequately address the large number of con-
tent standards. In addition, state tests cannot ade-
quately assess all of the content standards, and thus
tend to focus on those that are easiest to test. Sec-
ond, the Commission recommends that, “A state’s
high-priority content standards must be clearly and
thoroughly described so that the knowledge and
skills students need to demonstrate competence are
evident.” This reflects the concern that many con-
tent standards are not worded with sufficient clarity
to support instructional planning and assessment de-
sign. Cognitive and learning research has much to
offer in response to these kinds of concerns.

Advances in the sciences of thinking and learning
The work of another recent panel of which

the authors were part, convened by the NRC (2001),
focused on the implications of advances in the cog-
nitive sciences and measurement for improving as-
sessment. That committee’s report, Knowing What
Students Know: The Science and Design of Educa-
tional Assessment, demonstrates that we have ac-
crued a substantial scientific knowledge base about
how students think and learn in particular subject
domains. However, most of what we know has yet
to be applied to large-scale educational assessment.
The report proposes that the constructs to be as-
sessed should be largely determined by a model of
cognition and learning that describes how people
represent knowledge and develop competence in the
domain. Such a model suggests the most important
aspects of student achievement about which one
would want to draw inferences, and provides clues
about the types of assessment tasks that will elicit
evidence to support those inferences (see Figure 1).

The model of learning that informs assess-
ment design should include as many of the follow-
ing key features as possible:

1. Be based on empirical studies of learners in the
domain.

2. Identify performances that differentiate compe-
tent and less competent performance in the do-
main.

3. Provide a developmental perspective, laying out
typical progressions from novice levels toward
competence and then expertise, and noting land-
mark performances along the way.

4. Allow for a variety of typical ways that children
come to understand the subject matter.

5. Capture some, but not all, aspects of what is
known about how students think and learn in
the domain. Starting with a theory of how peo-
ple learn the subject matter, the designers of an
assessment will need to select a slice or subset
of the large theory as the targets of inference.

6. Lend itself to being aggregated at different grain
sizes so it can be used for different assessment
purposes (e.g., to provide fine-grained diagnostic
information as well as coarser-grained summary
information).

Figure 1. Features of a model of cognition and
learning. (NRC, 2001)

Research on cognition and learning has pro-
duced a rich set of descriptions of domain-specific
knowledge and performance that can serve as the
basis for assessment design, particularly for cer-
tain areas of mathematics and science (e.g., Amer-
ican Association for the Advancement of Science,
2001; NRC, 2001). Yet much more research is
needed. The current literature contains analyses of
children’s thinking conducted by various types of
professionals, including teachers, curriculum devel-
opers, psychologists, and educational researchers, for
a variety of purposes. Thus it should come as no
surprise that existing descriptions of thinking differ
on a number of dimensions: Some are highly de-
tailed, whereas others are coarser-grained; some fo-
cus on procedures, whereas others emphasize
conceptual understanding; and some focus on indi-
vidual aspects of learning, whereas others emphasize
the social nature of learning. Differing theoretical
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descriptions of learning should not necessarily be
viewed as competitive, even when they are focused
on the same content. Rather, aspects of such de-
scriptions can often be combined to create a more
complete picture of student competence that better
achieves the purposes of a particular assessment.

Advances in methods of measurement
Existing measurement methods (or psycho-

metrics) are often blamed for constraining the types
of large-scale tests that can be created, largely be-
cause such methods have long been associated with
the types of tests aimed at ranking individuals and
measuring general proficiencies. But many mea-
surement experts point out that the problem lies
not so much with the range of measurement mod-
els (e.g., the statistical methods for interpreting
test data) available, but with the outdated concep-
tions of learning and observation that underlie the
most widely used assessments. This takes us back
again to the construct problem discussed earlier.

As laid out in the NRC (2001) report, a wide
variety of measurement models are currently avail-
able to support the kinds of inferences about stu-
dent knowledge that cognitive science suggests are
important to pursue. It is now possible to (a) char-
acterize student achievement in terms of multiple
aspects of proficiency rather than relying on a sin-
gle score; (b) chart students’ progress over time
instead of simply measuring performance or status
at a particular point in time; (c) deal with multiple
paths or alternative forms of valued performance;
and (d) model performance not only at the level of
students, but also at the levels of groups, classes,
schools, and states.

Many of these methods are not yet widely
used because they are not easily understood or
packaged in accessible ways. Furthermore, having
a broad array of models does not mean the mea-
surement problem has been solved. Much hard work
remains to focus psychometric model-building on
the critical features of achievement that we desire
to asses—but once again we note that those con-
structs must first be clearly delineated.

The role of technology
Information technologies, such as computers,

are helping to remove some of the constraints that

have limited assessment practice in the past, and
technologies are expanding the types of constructs
that can be tapped through assessment. By enrich-
ing assessment situations through the use of multi-
media, interactivity, and control over the stimulus
display, it is possible to assess a much wider array
of constructs than was previously possible. New
capabilities afforded by technology include directly
assessing problem-solving skills, making visible se-
quences of actions taken by learners in solving
problems, and modeling complex reasoning tasks
(NRC, 2002). Technology also makes possible data
collection on concept organization and other as-
pects of students’ knowledge structures, as well as
representations of their participation in socially
interactive discussions and projects.

In sum, the advances in cognition, measure-
ment, and technology just reviewed hold promise for
creating assessments that are more useful and valid
indicators of what students have learned (Figure 2).
In fact, some promising examples of assessments that
have capitalized on these advances (see NRC, 2001),
especially in the form of classroom formative assess-
ment tools, already exist. For instance, intelligent tu-
toring systems have been created that seamlessly
integrate computerized, self-paced instruction with
assessment of student correct responses and errors in
areas of the curriculum such as algebra and physics.
The computer program recognizes when a student is
progressing in the desired learning direction and
when a mistake has been made, and provides ad-
vice and remediation to keep the learning on track
in the desired direction (Koedinger, Anderson,
Hadley, & Mark, 1997; VanLehn & Martin, 1998).
But to derive real benefits from the above advanc-
es for large-scale assessment requires finding ways
to cover a broad range of competencies and to cap-
ture rich information about the nature of student
understanding. A major problem is that only limit-
ed improvements in large-scale assessments are
possible under current constraints and typical stan-
dardized testing scenarios.

Alternative Approaches to
Large-Scale Assessment

Large-scale assessments are designed to meet
certain purposes under constraints that often include
(a) providing reliable and comparable scores for
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Advances in the cognitive sciences, methods
of measurement, and technology also have implica-
tions for improving classroom assessment practic-
es. A summary of some key implications follows.
For a more detailed discussion see NRC (2001).

1. Providing students with frequent information
about particular qualities of their work and about
what they can do to improve is crucial for maxi-
mizing learning.

2. In the classroom, theories of cognition and learn-
ing can be particularly helpful by providing teach-
ers with a picture of intermediary states of student
understanding on the pathway from novice to
competent performance in a subject domain. By
assessing a learner’s current state of understand-
ing, instruction can center on what is most im-
portant for the next stage of learning.

3. Students also have a critical role to play in mak-
ing classroom assessment effective. They should
be taught to ask questions about their own work
and revise their learning as a result of reflection.
Just as teachers should adopt models of cogni-
tion and learning to guide instruction, they should
also convey a model of learning (perhaps a sim-
plified version) to their students so the students
can monitor their own learning. This can be done
through techniques such as getting students to
develop scoring rubrics or other criteria for eval-
uating their work.

4. The effectiveness of classroom assessment rests on
a bedrock of informed professional practice. Pre-
service and professional development are needed
to uncover teachers’ existing understandings of how
students learn, and to help them formulate models
of learning so they can identify students’ initial
understandings and build on those to move stu-
dents toward more sophisticated understandings.

5. Teachers should not be expected to design all of
their own assessment tools themselves. Sophisti-
cated cognitive theories and measurement models
can be embedded in easy-to-use instruction and as-
sessment materials for classroom use (e.g., in the
form of computerized tutoring systems). A goal for
the future is to provide tools that make high-quality
classroom assessment more feasible for teachers.

Figure 2. Classroom assessments that support learning.

individuals as well as groups; (b) sampling a broad
set of curriculum standards within a limited testing
time per student; and (c) offering cost-efficiency in
terms of development, scoring, and administration.
To meet such demands, designers typically create
assessments that are given at a specified time, with
all students taking the same tests under strictly stan-
dardized conditions (often referred to as “on-de-
mand” assessment). Tasks are generally of the kind
that can be presented in paper-and-pencil format,
that students can respond to quickly, and that can
be scored reliably and efficiently. In general, the
competencies tapped are those that lend themselves
to being assessed in these ways, while aspects of
learning that cannot be observed under such con-
strained conditions are not addressed. To design
new kinds of situations for capturing the complexi-
ty of cognition and learning will require breaking out
of the current paradigm to explore alternative ap-
proaches to large-scale assessment.

Population sampling versus census testing
If the primary purpose of the assessment is

program evaluation, the constraint of having to pro-
duce reliable individual student scores can be re-
laxed, and population sampling can be useful.
Instead of all students taking the same test (census
testing), a population sampling approach can be
used whereby different students take different por-
tions of a much larger assessment, and the results
are combined to obtain an aggregate picture of stu-
dent achievement. The best known example of this
is the NAEP, which is a national survey intended
to provide policy makers and the public with in-
formation about the academic achievement of stu-
dents across the United States in nine subject areas
at grades 4, 8, and 12; thus its coverage is broader
than any particular curriculum. The challenge for
the NAEP is to assess the breadth of learning goals
that are valued across the nation. This is accom-
plished through a matrix sampling design where
each student takes only a small portion of the en-
tire assessment.

Maryland is one of the few states that decided
to optimize the use of assessment for program evalu-
ation, forgoing individual student scores. For nearly
10 years, Maryland has used a sampling approach
where each student takes only one-third of the entire
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assessment, which includes a variety of perfor-
mance tasks such as essays, science laboratory re-
ports, and open-ended mathematical reasoning
problems. This means an individual student’s re-
sults do not give a complete picture of how that
child is performing (although parents can obtain a
copy of their child’s results from the local school
system). What is gained is a program evaluation in-
strument that covers a much more comprehensive
range of learning goals than that addressed by a tra-
ditional standardized test. Unfortunately, state lead-
ers just recently announced that they are abandoning
the performance assessment program in favor of a
more traditional, largely multiple-choice, census
testing program. Much of the impetus for Mary-
land’s change in course is due to new federal edu-
cation legislation, which requires individual test
scores, at more grade levels, and with speedy turn-
around of test results (Hoff, 2002). We return later
to discussion of the implications of federal educa-
tion policies for the future of achievement testing.

Embedded assessment
If individual student scores are required,

broader coverage of the domain can be achieved
by extracting evidence of student performance from
classroom work produced during the course of in-
struction (often referred to as “curriculum-embed-
ded” assessment). This can be used to supplement
the information collected from an on-demand as-
sessment. Although rarely used today for large-
scale assessment purposes, curriculum-embedded
tasks can serve policy purposes of assessment if there
is some standardization (e.g., tasks are centrally de-
termined to some degree; consistent rules are used
for scoring student work), with flexibility built in
for schools, teachers, and students (e.g., some choic-
es about which tasks from a set of possibilities to
use, and when to have students respond to them).

Curriculum-embedded assessment approach-
es afford additional benefits. In on-demand testing
situations, students are administered tasks that are
targeted to their grade levels but not otherwise con-
nected to their personal educational experiences. It
is this relatively low degree of contextualization
that renders these data good for some inferences,
but not as good for others (Mislevy, 2000). If the
purpose of assessment is to draw inferences about

whether students can solve problems using knowl-
edge and experiences they have acquired in school,
an on-demand testing situation in which every stu-
dent receives a test with no consideration of his or
her personal instructional history can be unfair. In
this case, to provide valuable evidence of learning,
the assessment must tap what the student has had
the opportunity to learn (NRC, 1999b). Curricu-
lum-embedded assessment offers an alternative to
on-demand testing for cases in which there is a
strong desire to maintain a correspondence among
curriculum, assessment, and actual instruction.

The Advanced Placement (AP) Studio Art
portfolio assessment is an example of an assess-
ment designed to certify individual student attain-
ment over a broad range of competencies, and to
be closely linked to the actual instruction students
have experienced (College Board, 1994). Student
work products are extracted during the course of
instruction, collected into a portfolio, and then eval-
uated by a group of artists and teachers. Instruc-
tional goals and the criteria by which students’
performance will be evaluated are made clear and
explicit early on. Numerous readings go into the
scoring of each portfolio, enhancing the fairness
of the assessment process (Mislevy, 1996). Thus,
by using a curriculum-embedded approach, the AP
Studio Art program is able to collect rich and varied
samples of student work that are tied to students’
instructional experiences over the course of the year,
but can also be evaluated in a standardized way
for the purposes of summative assessment. It should
be noted that some states attempting to implement
large-scale portfolio assessment programs have en-
countered difficulties (Koretz & Barron, 1998). There-
fore, while this is a good example of an alternative
approach to on-demand testing, the authors recog-
nize that there are many implementation challenges
to be addressed.

Technology-supported assessment:
A vision of the possible

What might happen if assessment of student
learning became an integral part of instruction? It is
both intriguing and useful to consider the possibili-
ties that arise with intelligent uses of technology
to support such an integration of instruction and
assessment. One can imagine a future in which the

Chudow/PellegPM 2/7/03, 1:55 PM81

[5
4.

23
6.

15
8.

73
]  

 P
ro

je
ct

 M
U

S
E

 (
20

24
-0

4-
09

 0
5:

53
 G

M
T

)



82

THEORY INTO PRACTICE / Winter 2003
The Impact of High-Stakes Testing

audit function of large-scale external assessments
would be significantly reduced or even rendered
unnecessary because the information needed to as-
sess students, at the levels of description appropri-
ate for various assessment purposes, could be
derived from the data generated by students in and
out of their classrooms. Technology could offer
ways of creating over time a complex stream of
data about how students think and reason while
engaged in important learning activities. Informa-
tion for assessment purposes could be extracted
from this stream and used to serve both classroom
and external assessment needs, including provid-
ing individual feedback to students for reflection
about their states of knowledge and understanding.

A metaphor for this shift exists in the world of
retail outlets, ranging from small businesses to su-
permarkets to department stores. No longer do these
businesses have to close down once or twice a year
to take inventory of their stock. Rather, with the ad-
vent of automated checkout and barcodes for all items,
these businesses have access to a continuous stream
of information that can be used to monitor inventory
and the flow of items. Not only can business contin-
ue without interruption, but the information obtained
is far richer, enabling stores to monitor trends and
aggregate the data into various kinds of summaries.
Similarly, with new assessment technologies, schools
might no longer have to interrupt the normal instruc-
tional process at various times during the year to
administer external tests to students, let alone spend
large amounts of time preparing to take such tests.

While people are sure to be divided as to the
practicality and advisability of pursuing the sce-
nario just described, we offer it as food for thought.
Clearly there are a number of associated pragmat-
ic, equity, and privacy issues that would need to
be worked through.

Conclusion
To develop large-scale assessments that give

a valid picture of students’ understanding of school
subject matter, signal worthy educational goals to
work toward, and provide instructionally useful
feedback, we must reflect more deeply about what
it is, exactly, that large-scale tests should be mea-
suring. Opportunities exist for better defining the
constructs of achievement testing. Advances in the

cognitive sciences have illuminated qualities that
differentiate beginning from more competent per-
formers in particular subject domains, and advances
in measurement and technology have expanded the
capability to collect and interpret more complex
forms of evidence about student performance.

The recently reauthorized ESEA legislation,
with its emphasis on setting high academic stan-
dards and measuring students’ attainment of those
standards, reinforces the needs to clarify and focus
educational goals. Unfortunately, the new require-
ments to quickly put in place census tests for mul-
tiple grades, such as yearly testing of all students
in grades 3-8 in mathematics and reading, also
present some real dangers (Popham, 2002). It is
entirely possible that states will abandon efforts to
develop new, improved forms of assessment of the
type implied by our preceding discussion, and in-
stead resort to the less costly alternative of tradi-
tional standardized tests. Such instruments have
proven inadequate for supporting learning in the
past and would fail to meet the intent of ESEA,
which is to establish challenging academic stan-
dards and then measure student proficiency rela-
tive to those standards. Hopefully, education leaders
will accept the conceptual as well as the opera-
tional challenge of ESEA. This includes recogniz-
ing the need for investing time and resources to
pursue the improvement of large-scale assessment
so it can provide the information needed to help
all students learn and succeed in school.
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