COMPETENCY
TESTING

WILL IT SOLVE THE PROBLEMS
OF HIGHER EDUCATION?

study by the Association

of American Colleges sev-

eral vears ago concluded

that the decay in college

academic achievement

signaled a crisis in Ameri-
can education.

Evidence of decline and devaluation is
ceverywhere. The business community
complains of difficulty in recruiting literate
college graduates. Remedial programs,
designed to compensate for lack of skill in
using the English language, abound in the
college and in the corporate world. ..

Foreign language competence is now not
only a national embarrassment, but in a
rapidly changing world it threatens to be a
feebling disadvantage in the conduct of
business and diplomacy. Scientific and
technological developments have so out-
paced the understanding of science pro-
vided by most college programs that we
have become a people unable to compre-
hend the technology that we invent and
unable to bring under control our capacity
to isolate the natural world.!

Many voices proclaim their agree-
ment with this study and question the
quality of both private and public
higher education. These include legis-
lators, denominational leaders, stu-
dents, employers, constituents, college
administrators, and teachers—all of
whom proclaim that the quality of col-
lege education is not what it should be.

This outcry should not have caught
higher education by surprise. How-
ever, during the early 1980s colleges
were concerned with different, though
related, issues: declining enrollments,
the rising tide of mediocrity, and
methods for improving the quality of
undergraduate education.? Educa-
tion's role in guaranteeing America’s
competitiveness with other countries

40 ADVENTIST EDUCATION ® APRIL - MAY 1990

BY DALE JOHNSON

How do you measure
competency?

has become a major concern only in
the past few years.

A continuing avalanche of evidence
indicates that American educational
systems can do better. One of approx-
imately 300 studies during the mid-
1980s compared American students
and adults with those in cight other
countries. American college students
placed last. One of five Americans in
this age group could not find the
United States on a world map, placed
New York in 37 different places (on
both Atlantic and Pacific coasts),
and thought that the United States

had a population of more than one
billion.

That American college students are
constantly being outscored by their
peers in Asia and Western Europe in
such subject areas as mathematics
and verbal achievement is a major
concern. This dificiency could lead to
a decline of American standing in the
world market, a lowered standard of
living and a permanent underclass.

If educational incompetency is the
problem, then requiring competency
may be part of the solution. But how
do you measure competency? Would
this require some form of test in sub-
ject areas such as social and natural
sciences, English, and mathematics, as
well as stipulations about a certain
level of attainment in a student’s
major field of study?

An assessment program raises as
many questions as it answers. How
will it be financed? Will remediation
be provided? Who will define compet-
ency and set the standards? What sub-
jects should a college degree include,
and how much should a student know
about each of these?

In looking at particular areas, spe-
cific questions might include the fol-
lowing: Does everyone have to read
certain classics? If so, who decides
which books belong on the list? Should
every student be knowledgeable about
quantum physics, higher mathematics,
and modern ar? Should tests measure
knowledge or skills—or both? None of
these questions—or a myriad of others
raised by competency testing—have
easy answers.

Essential Preconditions

Defining competency, either quan-
titatively or qualitatively, is difficult.
Seventh-day Adventists believe in
educating the whole person. There-
fore, would we want to test for levels
of critical thinking, interpersonal rela-
tionship skills, and physical fitness? If
taken to the extreme, arguments
could be made for testing in every
area. College professors protecting
their turfs might implement require-
ments that would lead to general stud-
ies requirements of nearly 200 hours!

A related problem arises in defining
competencies within a particular sub-
ject area. James Sledd has indicated
that there are “basic incompetencies
in defining basic competencies.” It is
somewhat difficult to define exactly
what is meant by statements such as
“demonstrating skills of standard writ-
ten English” or requirements that stu-



dents “must prove their ability to
present their ideas clearly in standard
English.”3

Defining Competency

To solve this dilemma, higher educa-
tion must arrive at a consensus as to
which academic skills a student must
possess in order to be competent. Other-
wise, we will never be able to deter-
mine whether the goal of eliminating
incompetency has been attained; it will
be difficult to obtain or construct
adequate measurement instruments;
and college students will fail to see the
process as valid or beneficial.

Ascertaining Test Validity

A second essential precondition for
an assessment program would be
ascertaining test validity. However,
test validity cannot be defined until
faculty and curriculum committees
develop instructional goals. Otherwise
the test might dictate the curriculum
or the two might be unrelated.

Numerous national standardized
tests might be used for an assessment
program. These include Graduate
Record Examination field tests,
National Teachers Examinations,
American Institute of Certified
Accountants exams, and the Under-
graduate Assessment Program area
examinations.* Whatever tests are
used, appropriate test construction
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An assessment pro-
gram raises as many
questions as it
answers.

principles and testing procedures
would have to be followed to guaran-
tee test validity.

Legal Challenges

Educators also need to address a
third precondition to the use of
assessment tests: legal issues. Will the
use of tests lead to malpractice
claims?S What role will student test
results play in evaluating teachers?
What legal problems will be created if
assessment programs do not provide
remediation for deficiencies identified
by the tests? What if restricted diplo-
mas are issued, or graduation is
denied?¢ Will procedural and substan-
tive due process issues be raised if
competency tests have not demon-
strated both curricular and instruc-
tional validity” and reliability?®

Assessment programs would have to
be carefully developed and imple-
mented to meet the concerns of
minority students, the handicapped,
and those who are not fluent in stan-

dard English. Failure to provide mech-
anisms for these persons to succeed
might well produce cthical as well as
legal problems.

Issues relating to accountability and
fulfillment of contractual obligations
might also arise. If a parent invests
$40,000 in his child’s college educa-
tion, and the child earns a 3.75 grade
point average, but then fails a compet-
ency test during the last quarter of his
scnior vear, the college might face a
lawsuit and demand for a financial
settlement.

Providing Remediation

Another precondition to establish-
ing competency tests is the ecthical
responsibility to assist students need-
ing remedial help. Adventist colleges
are likely to maintain an open-door
policy because of economic pressure,
philosophical belicfs, or other reasons.
As a result, up to one-fifth of their stu-
dent bodies might have difficulty pass-
ing competency exams. This would
necessitate developing much better
programs of remediation and counsel-
ing than presently exist.

Funding the Program
A financial commitment by the
institution to the assessment program
is a fifth essential precondition to test-
ing. Funds must be made available for
Continued on page 46
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within the church and to train them
for service to God and humanity. O

Dr. Roger L. Dudleyv is Director of the
Institute of Church Ministrv at Andrews
University, Berrien Springs, Michigan. At
the time the article was written Dr. Janet
Leigh Kangas was a Research Assistant at
ICM. She is currently Editor of Mission, a
publication of the Church Ministries
Departiment of the General Conference of
SDA, Silver Spring, Marviand.
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ASSISTING STUDENTS
WITH DRUG ABUSE
PROBLEMS
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“Never give them occasion to say, ‘no
man cares for my soul.” a

Wendv Hernandez is Director of the Stu-
dent Assistance Program at Walla Walla
College, College Place, Washingion. She is a
state certified chemical dependency coron-
selor and registered nurse, with a degree in
social work.
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* As used in the document, the word drug
meant any mind-altering chemical, including
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test construction, selection, and
implementation, for faculty and
administrator time, and for designing
and operating remedial programs.?

Organizational Framework

Finallv, competencey testing would
need some tvpe of organizational
framework in order for the system to
function properly. It is doubtful that
anyv denominational board at a
national level could dictate what
assessment programs would be imple-
mented at every college or university.

Many states mandate or require that
specific requirements be met, such as
exit examinations for tcachers, AIDS
cducation programs, or district policy
statements regarding religion within
public schools. After mandating such
requests, the state provides cconomic
assistance, training seminars, and
model programs. This approach is
successful because the necessary
change can be accomplished without
major inconvenience to the institution.
Something similar could be done
within the denomination in regard to
assessment programs for college
students.

The above problems and precondi-
tions are not insurmountable obsta-
cles to implementation of a testing
program. However ditficult thev may
be to solve, thev should not be used as
excuses for failure to develop assess-
ment programs.

Making Assessment Work

Assuming that all the preconditions
for assessment are met, there are still
some fundamental principles that
must be followed. These relate to the
academic purpose and philosophv of
the institution, the involvement of the
faculty in assessment, and the benefits
to be gained by students, faculty, and
the institution.

Assessment must be directly tied to
the guiding purpose of the institu-
tion.!" This requires developing a writ-
ten philosophyv that gives direction to
the development of academics, states
long- and short-term goals, and out-
lines instructional methodology.

Faculty must not only believe that
requiring competencies is essential,
but must also assume ownership and
responsibilitv for the program.! This
requires that thev perceive assessment
as positive, not punitive. For example,
assessment testing should not be used

for teacher evaluations because it
creates a negative reaction among
faculty, causes conflicts between fac-
ultv and administration, and in-
creases the probability that teachers
will teach to the test. Using the tests
for teacher evaluations may also be
illegal in many localities.

A successful assessment program
cffectively redirects faculty and
administrative energy toward teach-
ing and learning. As a result, they view
effective teaching as a priority, giving
more attention to analyzing the cur-
riculum, examining course goals and
objectives, and reorganizing teaching
assignments.

Students, as well as faculty, must
perceive benefits to be gained from
assessment.!? The results coming in
from colleges that have utilized such
programs indicate that their students
arc indeed learning more. Northeast
Missouri College students showed
impressive improvements in mathe-
matics test scores after the school rec-
ognized deficiency in the arca and
incorporated mathematics across the
teaching curriculum.

Sceveral Florida colleges reported
increases in student reading perfor-
mance after they implemented an
asscssment program. Such results
suggest that the learning process itself
may be enhanced through assessment.
Interviews with students there indi-
cated growth in independent inquiry
and greater interest in learning, which
was ascribed to the special character
of the school’'s competency assess-
ment-based curriculum.” Such evi-
dence indicates that assessment could
promote better academic standards,
create an advantage in obtaining job
prospects, provide better opportuni-
ties for students to enter more selec-
tive graduate programs, as well as
increase their accomplishment and
self-csteem,

Conclusion

Since better test results seem to
build confidence in faculty, enhance
recruitment efforts, and attract better
students, successful assessment pro-
grams have increased the respect
shown to institutions by their con-
stituency.

Because of issues of accountability,
cost, and quality, the demand for
assessment will not quickly fade. The
difference between a first-rate and a
third-rate education is real and has
lifelong effects. ' Thercfore, it is essen-
tial that each institution pursue the
changes itself, rather than wait for
such programs to be imposed by out-
side agencies.

Incorporating asscssment into
denominational higher education



could prove extremely beneficial. If
done properly, it could increase the
competency of the system, of individ-
ual institutions, of academic depart-
ments, and of instructors and stu-
dents. Since there are a number of
legitimate ways to implement such a
program, assessment would probably
not prove excessively complex.

The possibilities for success are
high; the risks are relatively low.
Therefore it would be worthwhile for
Adventist colleges to implement
assessment programs for their stu-
dents. O

Dr. Dale Johnson was Chairman of the
Department of Education and Psvchologv
at Walla Walla College, College Place,
Washingion, when he wrote this article. He
is currentlv Superintendent of Education
for the Washington Conference of SDA,
Bothell, Washington.
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the nature of the work.

8. Beware of sidelining an emplovee,
that is, removing him from his current
position and placing him in a less
desirable job in order to avoid termi-
nation. If the emplovee resigns from
the unwanted position, he or she may
charge the organization with “con-

structive discharge,” which mav open
the wav to a legal action alleging
wrongful discharge.

9. Review vour emplovee handbook.
Ask a labor attornev to examine the
handbook before it is distributed, and
to review any changes that are
planned. Handbooks often cover the
following areas:

Probationary Periods

(or other appropriate terminology)
Definition

Length

Extensions

Grievance Procedures
Steps to be followed
Alternatives (if anv)

Employee Access to Personnel File(s)

Statc law
Time frames

Progressive Levels of Discipline
Evaluations

Offenses meriting various levels
Verbal warnings

Written warnings

Probation

Time frames

Termination
Procedures?
Settlement
Release statement

Compensation/Benefits /Retirement
Philosophyv
Emplovee/emplover participation

Consistency and fairness are the key
words to remember when designing
an employee-relations policy. As long
as these concepts are put into action,
and lines of communication are kept
open, the threat of wrongful discharge
litigation may be significantly re-
duceds

Awarcness of potential risks relative
to the topics covered in this column
and the two previous columns—sexual
harassment, sexual abuse, and wrong-
ful termination—is essential in order
to reduce possible liability. Preventive
measures as well as guidelines for
handling an accusation/complaint
must be in place before such situations
arisc in order to safcguard against
unjust and unlawful acts.

However, in considering these
issues, each person, whether employee
or emplover, administrator or policy
maker, must keep in mind his respon-
sibility to conduct both personal busi-
ness, as well as the Lord’s business, in
a Christlike manner. If this policy is
reflected through “every action,
thought, and deed”® it will offer the
greatest protection and the greatest
rewards. a

Ruth E. Parish is Director of Personnel

for the General Conference of SDA Risk
Management Services, Silver Spring,
Marvland.
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NEWS NOTES
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of action between Washington's troops and
the British who occupied it.

Friday, August 25

This dayv we had a conventional historic
tour of colonial Philadelphia, including
Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell Pavil-
ion, Carpenter’s Hall, and Christ's Church.
All in all, a quite informative and exciting
wecek.

School administrators should be
aware that Frecedoms Foundation
presents programs in the school sys-
tem throughout the United States.
Through cooperation with the Ameri-
can Legion, this foundation sponsors
many excellent programs, seminars,
and workshops.

The American Legion of California
sent more than 40 teachers to the Dela-
ware Valley Workshop. The St. Hel-
ena Post paid for mv books and the
$500 tuition charge. Freedoms Foun-
dation also has a national awards pro-
gram open for applicants in both edu-
cation and citizenship categories.

Topics for 1990 programs include
“The American Revolution” (Boston to
Philadelphia; Charlotte, North Caro-
lina to Philadclphia; and Philadelphia/
Delaware Valley; “The Civil Way” (the
eastern campaigns); and "“"Hispanic
American Heritage” (the California
missions). Five one-weck workshops
will be held between June 24 and
August 24.

For more information, write to
Freedoms Foundation at Valley Forge,
Vallev Forge, PA 19481. O

Dr. N. Gordon Thomuas is Professor of His-
tory and Chairman of the History Depart-
ment at Pacific Union College, Angwin,
California.
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