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Oregon and other states are clicking into online testing,
. but they still have plenty of glitches to work out
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Hillsboro, Ore. schools, and—assuming that the legislature will
Us 303 am.on o Monday in early spring

aand foot the bill—eventually make available to every
about two dozen teenagers at Coentury High school in the state. Beyond that, the students are
School hore are taking the Oregon part of a growing national trend toward using
. Marhematics Porformance computers to administer tests. Virginia finished
ress its own pilot study of online testing
academic standards. and the South Dakot.
Standardized tosts are old hat 1o most of these
10th graders. Theyve put No. 2 pencils to the
salmon-pink grids of 0= on the Scantron sheets
sinee 3rd grade. Ba taday is difforent: The

Assessmoent., the
state-required test to determine their prog; this spring,
toward meeting the states a legislature recently voted
to give its academic assessments online
beginning in the spring of next year. Other states
are considering similar steps.

Ve Such efforts are among the baby steps in a
fazing into computer monitors and using a mouse “ecomplicated evolution” toward online testing
w =elect their answors, clicking a black dot into the

throughout education, says Randy E. Bennett,
wir choices on the sereen, the online-testing expert at the Educational
Wuched in front of computers in brightly lit Testing Service, the world's largest private
lab on the south end of this 1.800-student testing organization, based in Princeton, N..J.

=uburban campus. 11 “This evolution is going to happen: it’s going to

" Bennett says.
es that “there

little cireles nest to 1
=

wse students are part of a
iriad of o new online testing system that Oy

egon take a while, but it’s going to happen,
ofticials pl

an to roll out this coming fall to 300 Yet in the same breath, he conced




_DH.>v0l 6456 B2

Vl
{
i

32 EDUCATION WEEK - MAY 23, 2001

are going to be setbacks,” and
that “it’s going to be costly”

“Simply giving assessments
on computers in a school set-
ting is a big jump,” he says.

The ETS administers some
graduate-level standardized
tests by computer at special
testing centers, and a pilot
study is under way to evalu-
ate the strengths and weak-
nesses of offering the SAT—the
widely used college-entrance
exam—online.

One of the biggest lessons
learned by those who have
ventured into this new way of
testing, Bennett says, is “the
way to make it happen is to do
it in relatively small steps, not
bite it all at once.”

ON THIS SPRING DAY AT CEN-
TURY HIGH, the students
have just completed a 10-
minute tutorial for the online
exam and are now encounter-
ing some of the potential pit-
falls of online testing. More -
than anything else, they are
having trouble settling into a
rhythm.

The questions themselves
are the familiar sorts—word
problems, geometric figures and diagrams, alge-
braic equations, and word definitions, each fol-
lowed by four possible responses. But on com-
puter screens, some students say, the
standardized questions look
unfamiliar, eliciting a
strange feeling that they
might not know what
they’re doing.

One girl shifts in her
chair as she gazes at the
first question on the
test, which asks her to
find the least amount of
money needed to pur-
chase 45 cookies, based
on a table with different
prices for a single cookie,
a half-dozen, and a
dozen. She moves her
mouse arrow across the
on-screen calculator and
clicks in a few numbers.
But then she stops, re-
leases the mouse, and
retreats to the familiar
comfort of a pencil and
starts scratching equa-

Unlike

Shawna Dehler, a Century High math teacher,

other student:

Other students in the room also are moving
back and forth between trying problems on the
screen and on paper, seemingly unable to decide
‘which is the better approach.

One frustrated boy clicks the
“Next” button repeatedly,
searching for a test prob-
lem to his liking. Then he
starts repeatedly clicking
the “Back” button to go
back to questions he
skipped over and did not
answer. Still, the online
test seems a natural fit for
other students,

Among them is a girl with
short red hair, who uses
both pencil and paper and
the computer calculator in
an orderly fashion to figure
the cost of flooring to cover
an L-shaped corridor in a
house plan. After writing
down equations in neat

L rows on paper, she plugs

the numbers into the on-

screen caleulator.

Michael G. Helle

who

tions on a sheet of
paper.

The paper and pencil
had been passed out by
the two test proctors at
the start of the test,
along with regular
hand-held calculators
and reference sheets of common mathematical
formulas—even though the testing system has
on-screen equivalents of the calculators and ref-
erence sheets.

were taking the online math test,
Christy Shaner, 16, a Century High
sophomore, says she was unfazed
by the on-screen calculator. Still,
she had a hard time reading some
diagrams on the screen.

Only one aspect seems un-
necessarily difficult for her:
The screen doesn’t show the
entire floor plan at once. As
a result, she must click the
mouse to move the scroll
bar up and down to view
different sections of the dia-
gram, which makes it
harder to visualize the whole floor plan than if
it were on paper. In response to that, she and
other students draw the diagram themselves on
scratch paper.

ON ASSIGNMENT

Michasl G, Halle

says online testing would offer teachers a “huge benefit.”

Despite the technical quirks and their unfa-
miliarity with taking tests online, several stu-
dents, after they finish taking the two 30-ques-
tion, multiple-choice tests, say they prefer the
online format.

“I think it’s better on the computer,” says Tina
Leung, 15, because “it’s easier to go back [to ear-
lier questions].”

Leung—who, like most other Century High
students, has a computer and Internet access at
home—adds that the paper tests seem out-
dated. “If we have [computers], we should use
them,” she says.

THE TRIAL HAS PLACED THESE STUDENTS in
an important role—to help work out the kinks
so the state’s Technology Enhanced Student As-
sessment system, as it is called, lives up to its
name—by enhancing Oregon’s system of acade-
mic assessment, rather than making it harder
to give a test than it is with the time-tested
paper-and-pencil format.

About 4,000 students at 28 elementary and
high schools in Oregon are participating in the
trial of the online versions of mathematics and
English assessments; their test scores and cri-
tiques will be used to improve the program.

Initially, it will cost the state nearly $600,000
a year to pay a testing company to run the on-
line tests. Within three or four years, state offi-
cials predict, the computerized format will save
Oregon money on its assessment program by
cutting printing and document-handling costs,
for example. Still, a net benefit is far off because
of the additional costs of ironing out technical
wrinkles and providing adequate technology.

Moreover, in Oregon and elsewhere, there are
still many questions to answer and concerns to
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address about online testing, says Michael K.
Russell, an education researcher at Boston Col-
lege. Russell, who works in the college’s Center
for the Study of Testing, Evaluation, and As-
sessment, has conducted several studies with
other center researchers comparing school-
children’s performance on standardized writing
tests when using paper vs. a computer.

Their main conclusion: students who are ac-
customed to writing on computers tend to do
better on computerized tests than on paper
exams. Conversely, students who don’t use com-
puters often to write tend
to do better when they
complete their tests on
paper.

Bennett of the ETS
says the findings of
Russell and other re-
searchers are a pre-
dictable result of stu-
dents’ switch to
high-tech modes of
learning.

“It’s very clear that
as kids become used to
and routinely do writ-
ing on computers,
paper-and-pencil tests
don’t do a fair job of de-
termining their skills,”
Bennett says.

In response, he says,
educators and policy-
makers must revamp
tests to reflect those
changes. “Tests that

are delivered in a The

Blake Barnes, 16, says “you don’t
feel as nervous™ taking a test on

score lower is based on several studies that
conclude that people who are unfamiliar with
computers are at a disadvantage on computer-
based multiple-choice tests. But Russell says
that research was focused on subjects who
were age 16 or older. Younger children, he
points out, may perform differently because
they were exposed to technology earlier in
their lives and have not developed test-taking
routines. Beyond that, Russell’s list of prob-
lems to be solved includes several mundane
but essential ones, such as how to avoid the
loss of data when computer

systems crash, how to keep
the costs of using online
tests at an affordable level,
and how to ensure that all
students—including chil-
dren with disabilities—can
participate. Those are all
problems that Oregon,
South Dakota, and Virginia
officials are grappling with.
State and local education
officials are also worried
about the security of online
test questions and results.
The Oregon tests, delivered
via the Web, can be made

= available anywhere in the
school building. For now,
though, Century High
School administrators have
limited computerized test-
taking to two computer labs.
And the online assessments
won’t be accessible from

a
mode that’s different of 100 students at Century High who
took part in a trial of online tests
that Oregon plans to use.

from the one students
are learning in will
eventually become in-
defensible,” he argues.
“They won’t be credible to parents, teachers,
and students. In end, they won’t be credible to
the testing community either.”

BUT RUSSELL CAUTIONS THAT THE MOVE TO
ONLINE TESTING risks introducing new in-
equities into state assessments. “As soon as you
enter technology into the picture,” he says, “de-
spite the problems of testing in its current form
of paper and pencils, you automatically have to
start thinking about the haves and the have-
nots and the digital divide.”

The Oregon trial is getting at those questions
and concerns by giving students one test sec-
tion on paper in addition to the two sections on
computer. The idea is to compare the scores on
several overlapping questions between the on-
line and the paper versions. State officials
want to determine if the academic knowledge
and skills of less technologically skilled stu-
dents would be underestimated by a comput-
erized test.

Several Century High students, however,
pointed out a flaw in the state’s computer vs.
paper comparison. They said they easily re-
membered the answers from the online tests
and simply put those down on the paper test,
which they completed during the same 90-
minute session.

The fear among some experts that students
who have less exposure to technology will

homes.

In those two computer
labs, under the watchful
eyes of proctors, students
log on to the system with
their student-identification
numbers, followed by a “daily access key,” a
number that is changed every day, and a test
key for the specific test they are authorized to
take.

Such measures address some of the concerns
people have about the security of online tests.

“It’s very often the case that people confuse
Internet delivery with lack of security,” says
Bennett of the ETS. “The two are unrelated—
you can have highly secure online tests.”

‘e was one

SCHOOL OFFICIALS HERE IN HILLSBORO SAY
THAT THE NEW SYSTEM will strengthen the
district’s ability to keep ahead of its assessment
needs at a time when its student population is
being transformed by economic and demo-
graphic changes.

Hillsboro County, a short drive west of Port-
land, has grown up with the sprawl of that
city. Its school enrollment has increased by 14
percent, to 18,000 students, since 1996, when
it was formed by merging seven school dis-
tricts. It is now the third-largest school district
in the state.

The district has a highly mobile population,
thanks to the influx of employees who move here
to work at the Intel and Nike corporations,
which have their headquarters nearby. Seasonal
farmworkers come and go with their children,
and a growing number of Cambodian and Viet-
namese families are moving into the area.
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Toni wanis to have hardwood floors instelied In the eniry and han
of hier new house. I flooring costs $10 per square foot inslalled,
how much will Ton have to spend on flooring?
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Online math question.

“This evolution

[to online testing]

is going to |
- happen. ... .. . _

[But] it’s going

to be costly.”

Randy E. Bennett
Online-Testing Expert
Educational Testing Service
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Student mobility, therefore, is exceptionally
high—with about 30 percent of Century High’s
student population turning over each year, says
Steve Callaway, the Hillsboro district’s director of
communications. And that makes placing stu-
dents in the right classes a difficult task.

Administrators hope online testing will help
make some of those tasks—especially placing
students in the appropriate academic classes—
much easier because the school will be able to
test students soon after they walk in the door
and then review the results of those tests im-
mediately.

They also want to use data on students’ per-
formance to modify the academic program and
teachers’ professional development, says Kathi
B. Robinson, Century High’s assistant princi-
pal for assessment. “It would give us the op-
portunity to modify the curriculum and beef up
programs in some places,” she says.

As it is, the assessment data that Century
High students generate through hundreds of
hours of paper testing currently gives almost
no help to the school, officials here admit.

“It doesn’t drive instruction at all,” Robinson
says.

The problem is teachers simply don’t get the
paper-test results returned in time to use
them. Because it takes so long to grade and
sort paper exams, the teachers don’ see their
students’ results from the winter or spring
testing periods until July or August, well after
the students have finished their classes.

And forget about giving the test scores to the
students’ teachers the following year, school of-
ficials say. Summer vacation erases the diag-
nostic value of the tests—especially for stu-
dents who take a double block of English in the
fall semester, and don’t take English again
until the following fall.

Meanwhile, Virginia state education officials
say they are making the move to online testing
because of similar problems. “A key factor in all
of this is that we want to get scores reported
back to the school divisions as quickly as we
can,” says Mark J. Schaefermeyer, the associate
director for Web-based assessment in the Vir-
ginia Department of Education. “The elec-
tronic-testing environment should let students
know how they did virtually instantly.”

Beginning next year, the online tests in Ore-
gon will return students’ exam scores to teach-
ers immediately.

Getting those scores right away would be a
“huge change” and “an enormous advantage for
everybody,” says Gail Young, who teaches 10th
grade advanced language arts at Century High
School and helped proctor the trial of the Eng-
lish assessment.

“If T had it, I'd look at the composite [scores],
and if everybody’s down on drawing conclu-
sions or reading charts, I'd adjust my lessons,”
she says.

The fast results would also allow schools to
wait longer before administering the assess-
ments in the semester, so that students would
have completed a greater share of the course-
work.

As it stands now, the Century High students
who take the paper assessments in January—
just a week before the semester’s end—have
completed about 90 percent of their instruc-
tion. But students who take the same test in
March have barely finished half their instruc-
tion, and they often complain that they are
tested on skills they haven’t been taught,

teachers and administrators say.

What’s more, Shawna Dehler, who teaches
10th grade advanced algebra at Century High,
says the online system would be much more
flexible than the paper assessments, which are
administered to students in groups at just a
few designated times and locations. The online
system could easily be used with a student or
two—new transfers to the school, for exam-
ple—in the computer lab at almost any time.

And if state officials make the online assess-
ments available at all times, as they plan to do,
teachers potentially could have students take
the exams as pretests at the beginning of the
year and multiple times thereafter, making
such assessments a tool to measure progress
during the year.

“It’s a huge benefit to be able to pre-test and
post-test,” says Dehler.

Her colleague, Linda Butler, who teaches alge-
bra and geometry at the school, adds that “hav-
ing results within a reasonable time would give
us the advantage of retesting on a timely basis.”

Not only would teachers see how their stu-
dents measure up jindividually against the
state academic standards, but the students
would, too, Young says.

State officials say that when the final ver-
sions of the online exams roll out in the fall,

. the last question students will see on the tests

will be: “Would you like to know your score?”

“Students ... want to know their scores,”
says Young, who has taught for 29 years, in-
cluding four at Century High. “Many of them,
especially the advanced kids, they really care.
[But] by the time they get back in the fall, they
don’t care.”

THE OREGON TRIAL IS REVEALING a number
of additional problems with online testing—
some easily correctable and others seemingly
harder to fix in the immediate future.

Some text passages, for instance, were pre-
sented in a tiny typeface. And scroll bars often
appeared in the middle of questions.

“The questions were very poorly formatted,”
says Barbara Ternus, a math teacher who proc-
tored some of the math assessments.

On the English assessment, problems with
scrolling apparently were worse, according to
Young. “At some points, kids were having to
scroll horizontally to read the text passages,
and scroll vertically to see the answers”—un-
doubtedly a glitch that could raise their test
anxiety.

The more serious problems have to do with
students’ computer skills and how computers
are used by teachers in their classrooms to
help students learn.

To be sure, the teenagers here have spent a
lot of time with computers, but that might not
be enough, Ternus suggests. “They’re not used
to critical thinking on the computer,” she says.

Almost none of Century High’s teachers use
computers in math instruction, Ternus says.
And just a couple of teachers use software that
teaches students how to use mathematical
spreadsheets.

Ternus acknowledges: “I think as a teacher I
have to do more math on the computer, just to
make them comfortable thinking on the monitor.”

Having all students take the test several times
a year would eat up far too many class days, Ter-
nus concludes. But to be able to use it at will in
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