CRITICS: TEST RESULTS AREN'T A VALID GAUGE - 
NORTH CAROLINA STUDENTS CAN PASS THE STATE END-OF-GRADE TESTS WITH MORE ANSWERS WRONG THAN RIGHT. 
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North Carolina students can pass state End-of-Grade tests by getting as few as one-third of the questions correct, and that relatively low passing threshold makes state schools appear to be doing a better job than they really are, critics say.

More than 81 percent of students passed state tests this year, according to the ABCs of Public Education report card, released in August. Just 62 percent passed in 1996-97, the first year of the ABCs. Education officials say far more students are on grade level now, but some critics don't believe the state tests are a valid indicator of student performance. 

The bar has been set so low that "you could almost fall over" it, said Sam Miller, a UNCG education professor and chairman of the university's department of curriculum and instruction. Miller has been looking into the issue since May and recently contacted the News & Record after the state Department of Public Instruction refused to give him the numbers of correct answers required for passing each test.

Miller works with teachers at Greensboro's Hunter Elementary, where 85 percent of students test at grade level. He said he has seen children who cannot read and perform math at grade level pass the End-of-Grade tests.

Eighth-graders can pass the End-of-Grade math test by getting 26 correct answers out of 80 questions, or 33 percent. The threshold isn't much higher for most other state math tests: Fifth-graders need to get only 35 percent right, while seventh-grade students must answer

38 percent correctly.

Reading-exam passing requirements are a little higher - 45 percent to 48 percent of the questions must be answered correctly . Only the sixth-grade reading exam, which requires 52 percent right, requires students to answer more than half the questions correctly.

With so few correct answers needed for a passing score, many students simply can guess their way to a passing mark, Miller said. The End-of-Grade tests are multiple-choice. Students choose one of four possible answers for each question, so a student should be able to get 25 percent of the questions right at random.

Thus, anyone with even a "vague inkling" of the subject matter might be able to eliminate a few obviously wrong answers and improve the odds of guessing correctly, said John Hood, president of the John Locke Foundation, a conservative, Raleigh-based think tank.

Hood has been following state testing issues for years. The low number of correct answers needed to pass calls into question the validity of the test results and the state's claim that students are making great gains, he said.

Allowing students to pass with more wrong answers than right "doesn't meet the common-sense test," he said, adding that students should have to answer at least a majority of questions correctly to pass.

The exact number of questions students need to get right varies by grade level and subject. Most grade levels also have several versions of a test, so the number of correct answers needed can vary slightly even within the same classroom.

In 2001, state testing officials admitted they set the bar too low on the math exams, with students being able to pass by getting about 28 percent of the questions right. Virtually all students passed the math exam that year. Testing officials said the errors were the result of tight deadlines to produce new tests.

But state Testing Director Lou Fabrizio said he believes the current minimum passing scores are appropriate, although he said setting these benchmarks always will be somewhat subjective.

"If you set a standard too high, you give people a false negative," Fabrizio said.

In 2002, the state Board of Education threw out that year's batch of writing-test results after scores inexplicably dropped 20 percentage points.

He said students need to get fewer than half the questions right because many of the questions are difficult. Although the tests are designed to determine if a student is at grade level, the questions vary in degree of difficulty. Students get more credit for answering the difficult questions than they do for the simple questions.

Hood said he also thinks that North Carolina's testing system contains an inherent conflict of interest that could be contributing to the problem: Many states buy off-the-shelf tests, but North Carolina writes its own exams.

Thus, Hood said, the people who create the tests and determine the passing score have a vested interest in making the schools look good.

Using an independent test would improve the credibility of the state's testing program, he said.

North Carolina is in the minority of states to write its tests in-house, according to Ron Dietel, a spokesman for the California-based National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards and Student Testing. Dietel said he doesn't have exact numbers, but far more states buy tests from private companies than create their own.

However, state education officials have said that creating their own exams allows them to match the questions closely with the state curriculum, which every public school is expected to teach.

Contact Bruce Buchanan at 373-7078 or bbuchanan@news-record.com 

Memo:  WANT TO KNOW MORE? 

The N.C. Department of Public Instruction's brief description of state testing standards can be foundonlineatwww.ncpublicschools.org/accountability/testing/briefs/ABriefEOG04.pdf 
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