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Chapter 1

INTRODUCT ION

The students in the State of Tennessee who complete high
school after the 1982 academic year have to pass the Tennessee
State Proficiency Test (TSPT) which covers four basic skill
subjects (Math, Spelling, Language and Reading). In March
of 1983, a memorandum explaining the state policy was sent
out by the Tennessee State Department of Education to the
various community school district personnel (McElrath, 1983).
The memorandum explained the state policies concerning gradua-
tion requirements; The memorandum indicated that students
who had earned sufficient credits but had failed the TSPT in
their five tries could, after graduation, take and pass the
General Education Development Test (GED) and exchange their
GED diploma for their regular high school diploma.

There are no data available which gives any indication of
the extent to which this policy might influence the actual
number of high school diplomas which could be issued to
students who have failed the TSPT during their high school

= s this question.
years. The sresent study addresses this a



Chapter 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The Proficiency Test

History. T ini
N he minimum competency testing programs, referred

to as the state proficiency test in Tennessee, have become

increasingly popular in recent years. 1In 1976, only eight

states had some form of minimum competency testing (MCT), but
by 1980, thirty-eight states had some form of minimum competency
testing program (Lerner, 1981). Most of this growth in compe-
tency testing came between 1976 and 1977. By 1977, thirty-
‘three states had such tests for elementary and secondary
students with most or all the other states having legislation
pending or state board studies underway (Pipho, 1978). After
1977, fewer states adopted MCT programs because they were
studying the effects (hopefully positive) that the MCT programs
had on the educational performance of the students.

Pipho (1978) explained that the states usually allowed
the local school board districts to establish their own

graduation requirements. However, with the MCT the state

superseded to set some overall state requirements. Arthur .
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Not only has the state had input into the local districts

but there has been Federal input as well. Ip 1977, legislation

was introduced in Congress that would stop national funding of
states that did not have basic standards of educational pro-
ficiency in reading, writing, and math (Wise, 1978). It has
been proposed that there be a national MCT program prepared
and offered for the local school districts to use, if desired,
but not mandatory. If this becomes the case, it is not clear
what kind of pressure would be put on the local boards by the
local parenté to use this national test (Cawelti, 1978). As of
March, 1984, several bills had been introduced in Congress
which would directly involve the federal government in minimum
competency testing, but no laws have been passed.

However, several states have taken legislative action
which tends to move the responsibility of setting standards
from the local to the state level. The state of California
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- 4
striving for that American dream of g3 complete educati o
ation for

ALl (Pipho, 1977).

Compari .
omp ng states is not €veén possible ang comparing school

districts within a state is very, Very risky (Pipho, 1982)

Concerned people in the local area such as parents, taxpayers

Smployers, Eovemiment officials, and critics of the school

system have gone to the state legislators seeking legislation
in improving literacy and solving the problems of low achieve-
ment. Government officials maintained that the state imposed
requirements were only responses to the constituencies requests
(Miller, 1978).

Many people in the United States believe that the high
school diploma has little meaning today because students are
ill-prepared to enter the work force or college upon graduation
from high school (Miller, 1978; Popham and Lindheim, 1981).

The public wants proof that the educational system is doing
its job and MCT seems to provide that proof. The MCT is one
route which most states are taking to give the high school
diploma the meaning of achievement which has been lost. James

Popham suggests that even though tests are imperfect, they

i a3 tO Sep: students that are
are sufficiently accurate to separaie stude tt
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MCT programs have been instityteg in stages with check

point exams 1n grades 2, 5, 7, and 9, ang each year or semester

thereafter (Henderson, 1978). 1t tpe test is not passed
remedial classes are then set up to bring the students back up

to a2 minimum level. These tests are used as a requirement for

high school graduation, grade level promotions, or, as noted

earlier, to determine the need for remediation to bring students
back to some established minimum (Mills, 1980). Pipho (1977)
said: '
Equal education opportunity is considered a noble goal
for society as a whole, but parents are really more
interested in having the schools bring their children up
to grade level in reading, writing and arithmetic before

they are promoted to the next grade level or graduate

from high school. (p. 516)

In the article "Consideration for Retention in the Elementary

Grades" by Margaret J. Hallenbeck (1981), the author explains

g ; 3 iliati in being retained, but
that there might be some humiliation 1n oelng

_ S 1iati
some children are already suffering great amounts oI humiliation

~ B — to successriully with thelr
because of their inability to compeze 3

classmates. These underachisvers
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retention 1s needed and it barents, teacher and student look
| | en (o]e}
at it with the right attitude it cap be helpful In some studi
4 € studies
on non-promotion done as early ag 1911 and again in 1926

1928,
1936 and 1956,

1t y
was shown that only 20% of those retained

improved their performance, while 409 showed no improvement and

the other 20% did worse (Cawelti, 1978),

Social Implications.

As stated earlier, many people feel

that the high school diploma does not mean much. This is where

MCT's step in. The cost of good MCT programs appears to be
high, but the cost to society of having schools produce
incompetent students in the areas of basic skills must also

be considered. James Popham suggests that the discovery of
students (mainly more minority students) that are failing MCT
is based on the fact that these students are currently receiving
an inadequate education (Popham, 1981). Whether underachieve-
ment is the school's fault or the student's fault, it does not
matter. The MCT can show areas where the students are having
problems, enabling the educators to reclassify them and teach
them. The article, "The Minimum Competency Testing Movement--
Social, Scientific and Legal Implications,” explains what

] , g 9 Wi tl
implications theré are to society (Lerner, 1981). With the

decreasine number of unskilled jobs and increasing numbers of
reasing r

high school graduates, minimum
Lag-
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Employment. In 1975 7

| ' "What
requirements, if any,

woul
d you set for graduation from high
school for those students who do not plan to go on t 1
0 college

the Gallup Pol1l asked adults

but who plan to take a job or job training following graduation"

(Lerner, 1981). The American adults responded as follows:

96% said that students should be able to read well enough to

follow an instruction manual; 92% said that the students should

be able to write a letter of application using correct grammar
and spelling; and 87% felt it important to be able to solve
basic math problems. The Gallup Poll discovered later in 1976
that 65% of the adults sampled thought that a nation-wide test
should be passed before the high school diploma is received.

It has been estimated by Lerner (1981) that 20-25% of high
school seniors are illiterate or semi-illiterate. Evidence

does not support the claim, which.has been upheld by most non-
proponents of MCT programs, that the students' self-esteem will
be damaged if they don't receive a diploma upon leaving high

school after twelve years of schooling.
The number of blue or white collar unskilled jobs fell

. t low
from about 15% of all jobs at the turn of the century to 2a

00int of about 6.1% im 1970. The MCT programs are available

] ore
to improve the basic skills and enable people to become

. and not how
b d o - -+ splv what is wrong and not
skilled. MCT programs Suggest Of-J



offer some hope of success for the student
nts.

Legal. Wise (1978) stateq that there would be
man
problems with MCTs.

able to do but cannot. He wepnt On to say that there would be

lawsuits, in the judicial version, of educational malpractice

Action already taken in Florida's court system requires that

MCT must test only those things that have been taught in the
school and that it must be fair (Popham and Lindheim,

1981). This ruling implies that lessons last taught in the

sixth grade must be presented and reviewed by the teacher and
student just before a test can be given in the 11th or 12th

grade (Pullin, 1981).

The General Education Development Test

Ih a memorandum sent to superintendents of school districts
and state special schools, and principals or headmasters of public
and state approved nonpublic schools, Robert L. McElrath,
Commissioner of the Tennessee State Department of Education
(McElrath, 1983), made it known that the state would accept

the passing of the General Educational Development Test (GED)

as equal to the passing of the TSPT exam. This would only

pp -\7 Lo Chose St‘\lden tS wno h a.d SdIl ;.u-:,ﬂ T CI edJ. t aours 3,.1(1
ST EL ,_..eAICI >Xam 141‘-3%
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| 9
The history of the GED has been eXplained
e

he N York in a study done
7 [ New or .

by the State Education Department ang other departments
thereof (1981). The GED was first produceq in 1942 to help

post-war veterans. By 1959, more non-veterans than veterans

were taking the test. It was first called the Veteran's Testing

Service, and then in 1963 the name was changed to the General

Education Development Testing Service. The GED uses national

norms developed in 1945, 1955 and 1977 by testing high school
seniors. About 20% of those seniors tested scored below the
passing score of 35 on each test or a 45 average on the five
tests. The New York State Education Department has estimated
that less than half of the population of the United States has

a high school diploma (New York State, 1981). According to

the 1970 census, 80,000,000 adults over the age of 26 do not
have a high school diploma. More and more young people are
dropping out of school or are failing to receive a diploma while
industries, employment centers and the Armed Forces are placing
greater and greater emphasis on this credential. Just under one

half (47.5%) of the people pass the GED test when taking it for

N

the first time. There are more people taking it now because it

i ; + ine is =mphasized throughout
is the acceptable thing to do. Resding = P

i r ing level mastery.
the test, requiring an eighth grade reading

n the Newsiront section



10
in 1970 was 29.1 years old.

While most people (74%) tested in
1980 were white, only 70% had completed the 10th grade and about

75% of those tested had average or better high school grades.
Those who pass the GED test, according to Lawrence Moore
(1982), are more employable, more productive in terms of income,
usually seek further education or training, and tend to be more
responsible toward civic responsibilities (they tend to vote
more). This seems to be somewhat similar to what was said

earlier about the MCT programs. The official predictor test

for the GED is the official GED Practice Test which was used
for this study (New York State Education Department, et al,

1981).



Chapter

METHOD

seniors from the four high schools in Montgomery County, Tennes

see. These seniors had not passed all parts of the Tennessee

State Proficiency Test, and therefore would not be eligible

for a regular high school diploma. Twenty-three (62%) were male
and 14 (38%) were female.

Tests

The TSPT had been administered earlier by local school
personnel. The Official GED Practice Test (GED) was administered
to groups of students in their local school during a two-week
period in April of 1983. The test was administered in the
morning and three hours were allowed for completion of the tests.
Forms A and B were used in a group setting.

The TSPT yields four scores: mathematics, spelling,
language and reading. The scores are expressed as a percentage
of the items on the test which are answered correctly. The

highest score for each part was used. The GED yields six

: ; t i
scores: writing, social studies, science, reading, mathematics
: iting,

and a total battery Score.

dnalysi

is »5f Data
. winla mairings of these
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These correlations were computed by the Digital Equipment

CompanY'S VAX II/780 computer at Austin Peay State University
The alpha level of .05 for a two-tailed test was used to

determine levels of significance.



Chapter 4

RESULTS

The means and standard deviations of the 10 scores a
re

reported in Table 1 of the Appendix. As would be expected

from such a selected sample, the meap 1s lower than average o
n

poth tests and the standard deviations were smaller. Under

these conditions, the low correlations reported in Table 2 are

not surprising. Only 10 of the 45 correlations were significant
at the .05 level, and only one of these was between a TSPT
subtest and a GED subtest. The reading score on the TSPT
correlated significantly with the total battery score on the
GED.

As indicated earlier, this sample of students made very
low scores on both tests. In fact, they had failed the TSPT
even after four attempts. Also, none of the students attained
2 passing score on any of the GED subtests. It is doubtful that

many students who are denied a regular high school diploma

because of low scores on the TSPT will be able to get 2 GED

diploma (McElrath, 1983).

13



Chapter 5

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The Tennessee State Proficiency Test did not correlate

with the GED practice test for this sample. Thig is probabl
. y

due to the limited range of scores op the two tests. The
students' guidance counselors did not expect these students

to pass their fifth and last attempt at passing the proficiency
test. The scores on the GED may not be representative of their
best work. As the test was administered, some of the students
seemed to be bored with the test and marked answers without
reading the questions. Some of them completed 30 to 50 reading
questions in less than 15 to 20 minutes when for the average
reader it would have taken at least an hour. One student
finished the complete three hour test in a little over one

hour probably because he could not read it. Upon starting the
test he said that he could not read, and during the test he
asked for an explanation of the meaning of many of the words.

It would be beneficial to have a random sample of students take

both tests. Apparently these students need more educational

: L - a'
help before they take the GED test 11 they are to have any

Chance of passing.

14
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Table 1
TSPT and GED Sample Test

Means and Standard Deviations

XEEEEELEE Means Standard Deviation
proficiency Test - Math 72.32 8.48
proficiency Test - Spelling 81.00 10.97
Proficiency Test - Language 68.97 6.92
proficiency Test - Reading 76 .57 8.85
GED - Writing 36.51 5.20
GED - Social Studies 36.35 8.95
GED - Science 37.00 5. 77
GED - Reading 38.38 7.82
GED - Math 34.94 4.38

GED - Total 36.62 4.14
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Table 2

CORRELATION MATRIX OF THE TSPT WITH THE GED?

.25 1.00

.23 .30 1
-.13 .04
-.11 -.10
-.09 -.07

.08 -.11

-.06 .26

. 32 .19 -
-.15 .05

Proficiency Test -
Proficiency Test -
Proficiency Test -
Proficiency Test -

GED - Writing
4Critical value at

binderlined values

exceed critical

.00

.38 .00
.09 .07
.17 . 30
.02 .28
.05 .20
.01 .08
.14 .33
Math
Spelling
Language
Reading
.05 = .32.

1.00
.34 1.00
.11 . 36
.01 .22
.08 .25
.46 77
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

value at .05.

1.00

. 385 1.00

.29 .39 1.00
.64 .65 .55

GED - Social Studies
GED - Science

GED - Reading

GED - Math

GED - Total

.00
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