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Unrealistic Standards

I read the material you sent with great interest.  What you point out is puzzling.  In general, critics of educational reform decry its lowered standards.  Educational reformers usually support grade inflation, social promotion, and generally fear of standardized tests that might reveal its ineffectiveness.  It is therefore surprising to encounter such unrealistically high standards.

What you identify that is happening in the state of Washington is not isolated.  The New Standards, which I have seen, and the new standards test, which I assume reflect the theses standards is quite difficult. 

Here are some examples of problem-solving activities from the high school level New Standards that would indicate student mastery in math:

giving a report on the basic uses of logarithmic scales in log-log and semi-log plots, in analog computing devices and in physical phenomena, such as pH scales(acidity), decibel scales (sound intensity), and Richter scales (earthquake intensity).

solving the following problem: For a regular m-gon, which “rolls” around a (stationary) regular n-gon of the same side length, figure how many time the m-gon (1) rotates about the n-gon and (2) revolves on its axis before the starting position is reached again.

solving the following problem:  Given the formula for height of an object thrown upward with velocity v: h(t) = h0 + vt+(1/2)gt2 use quadratic functions and the quadratic formula to answer questions about the motion of  projectiles and falling objects.

Some of the science performances are challenging, but there seems to be an inordinate emphasis on environmental issues.  Here are some examples of problem solving activities that would indicate mastery in science:

tracing the transformations of energy from electricity in a CD player or boom box to a sound that can be heard as music.

explaining the relationship between gravity and energy

explaining the chain of inference in DNA testing and supporting a position on whether to include DNA testing as evidence in a capital trial.

arguing for a systemic solution to an environmental problem that concerns the school community

In Kentucky, a similar tendency can be seen.  The KIRIS test (which is now called the CATS test) is far too difficult.  The following items are to be mastered by all students including special education students.  Any school whose students do not on average, master all of these questions will be considered a failure.  They have until 2014 to accomplish this.  Here are some items that appeared on the 1996 version of the test.  I selected these particular items because they were brief and would fit on a page.  I use these examples of items in class to let students know what is on the test.

1.  Some objects sink in water, some float, and others remain suspended.  Explain in detail how each occurs.  Use an example of each to support your explanation.

2.  Historically, the North has been an industrial, urban area and the South has been a rural, agricultural area.  In the latter part of the 20th century, however, the characteristics of both regions have been changing quickly.  Explain the reasons for these changes. 

3.  Explain how the United States assumed the role of “world power.”  Describe the role of the United States in the world today, providing relevant examples to support your answer.

4.

years of post-secondary education 
1
2
25
3
4
6
6.5
7.5

entry level salary (in thousands of dollars)
17
19
24
20
27
35
40
45

a.  Make a scatter plot to represent the data in the chart above.

b.  Draw your best approximation of the line of best fit.
c.  Write an algebraic equation for your line of best fit in part b.
d.  Could the line of best fit lead to any unreasonable conclusions about he relationship between years of education and salaries?  Justify your answer. 
5.





 





                    Equation 1


Equation 2

a.  Use algebra to show how Equation 2 is another way to write Equation 1.

b.  


Substitute X into the equation 


Solve to find the numerical value of X (to the nearest tenth).  Show your work.

The question of why educational standards are set so high must be understood within a context.  First of all, the advocates of the social justice brand of educational reform are totally committed to the belief that all students can perform at the same high level.  Even though the kind of standards we are discussing can be expected to have a disproportionately negative effect on non-Asian minorities, but this possibility can never be conceded.  Consider the following quote from the Christian Science Monitor:

In a Council for Basic Education publication, Ruth Mitchell writes that "while research has established that academic ability is distributed evenly throughout all racial and ethnic groups, the lower tracks in schools are still disproportionately populated with Latinos, blacks, newly arrived immigrant groups, and poor white children.... Few today would suggest that this phenomenon - predominantly white middle-class students in the upper tracks and poor, minority, and immigrant students in the lower ones - is still based on perceived destiny."

Of course, there is no evidence establishing that academic ability is evenly distributed across racial and ethnic groups.  The evidence is to the contrary.  What is not known is why this occurs.


Some possible reasons why unrealistic standards might be promulgated follow: 

1. Your idea, which I think is sound, is that education reformers want to create an atmosphere of crisis in order to justify greater expenditures for reform.

2. The most effective method for selecting the best workers for almost any job is through the administration of intelligence tests.  Their use has been curtailed because they have been shown to have an “adverse impact” i.e. their use may result in fewer non-Asian minorities being hired.  Competency tests that are very difficult, covering material for which students have not prepared, perhaps because they are assessing standards intended for older students, function much the same as intelligence tests.  Social justice advocates can hardly complain about the adverse impact of such tests because they are on record as insisting that all students can learn at the same high level. 

3. The standards may be inappropriate out of sheer incompetence of those preparing them.  This partially results from a lack of recognition of the difficulty of the task.  There is no way, in isolation, that decisions can rationally be made about how much students should know about a given topic.  Norm-referenced assessments provide a useful tool for making such decisions, but such assessments are anathema to advocates of standard setting.  Therefore the ridiculous standards that we see may, to some extent, be unintentional.

4. The way most standards are written is to turn the task over to the experts in a particular field, science, math, or social studies for example, and have them define what students need to know in their particular area.  There is a major problem with this approach.  Scientists naturally believe that students need to know a lot about science, mathematicians consider math to be of great importance and so forth.  In Kentucky, students also are tested over the arts and humanities.  For example for dance, students are expected to know the three elements of dance and their components; the different movement phrases; and the similarities and differences in the elements and principles of composition among forms of dance such as ballet, social, and ballroom.  There are similar levels of detail required in dramatics, theatre, music, and visual art.  Students are expected to be familiar with the following figures:  Giotto, da Vinci, Caraveggio, Rembrandt, Aristotle, Homer, Plato, Shakespear, Spenser, Cervates, Pythagoras, Palestrina, DesPrez, Handel, Bach, Jacques-Louis David, Constable, Goya, Delacroix, Courbet, and Hopper and this list only scrapes the surface of what is expected.  The problem is that those who wrote the standards in these areas really believe that every high school students should know all of this knowledge and more.  Of course to succeed in instilling this knowledge would require that most of the school day be devoted to the arts and humanities.  Of course the scientists, historians, economists, political scientists, and mathematicians all want the largest part of the school day devoted to their topic.  There is only so much time in each day.  Hard decisions about what is to be emphasized must be made and it is unreasonable to allow advocates of each subject matter area to define these in isolation.  When these hard decisions are not made, and they seldom are, totally unrealistic ideas about what students should learn are published.
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