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Introduction

State-Mandated Educational Assessments, prepared by Karen Moore, Ph.D., is a survey report using quantitative research and is based on the deductive positivist approach. Sylvan Learning Centers in the United States hired Harris Interactive, an online marketing research company, to survey American parents’ perceptions about the assessments conducted in their states. This report is located at http://www.ascd.org/educationnews/pr/sylvan.html.
An executive summary, objectives and methodology, respondent characteristics and survey results made up the four main sections discussed in the report. It is worth noting that this report did not include discussion and conclusion sections in its publication.

For critique purposes the following areas are discussed:

Statement of the Problem

Research Design

Findings

Discussion and

Conclusion

Statement of the Problem

This study was commissioned by Sylvan Learning Centers as part of an initiative to aid parents to understand the implications of state-mandated educational assessments and to prepare their children to take these exams. (HarrisInteractive, 2000)  

The main questions or hypothesis in this project were:

1. To explore parents knowledge and perceptions on competency testing in their state.

2. To find out if parents understand whether any consequences for their child depend on competency assessment performance?

3. To find out if parents desire any further information regarding educational assessment and their perceived need for assistance in preparing their child to take state assessment tests. 

4. What is the perceived need for assistance in preparing their child to take state competency tests?

The purpose of the research was to gather data for the company, Sylvan Learning Centre, to better understand current parent perceptions of state competency testing. The researchers also appeared to want to present the above company as a resource for parents who needed added support in determining the implications of state-mandated educational assessments, and as a support system for preparing children for these examinations. In this study researchers were trying to locate the “How” as stated in Neuman (2000).  How is Sylvan Learning Centre able to better help the parents regarding assessment testing?  Who are the people they should target? Therefore, this research was descriptive in nature.  
Applied Research tries to solve specific policy problems, or in this case, it tried to help practitioners accomplish tasks (Neuman, 2000, p. 24). The central issue was to seek a solution, which in this case is trying to help parents directly, with the aid of the company that sponsored the study, find a solution to their problems regarding educational assessment. This research was also evaluative in nature.  It was trying to determine if High Stake parents were more in need of assistance than Not High Stake parents.  Consequently a needs assessment was conducted to determine whether there was a need for further information and preparation for state mandated assessment testing.

The main concept of this study was to help parents understand the implications of state-mandated exams. These concepts were then broken up into concept clusters such as: knowledge about assessment, experience with assessment, opinions about assessment, needs for information about assessment and preparation for assessment. The relationships between concepts were not outlined and were not substantiated with evidence from previous studies and logic. However, the researcher did summarize the data for most questions given, to show the results of the two different classifications (High Stake and Non-High Stake).  

There were many underlying assumptions in this study that the reader had to take at face value.  We must assume that state-mandated tests are an honest and accurate reflection of the child’s progress and we must also assume that their definition of High Stake and Non-High Stake parents was developed properly.
Research Design

The research design used in the Harris Interactive study on Sylvan Learning Centers State-Mandated Educational Assessments was a quantitative deductive research design. The unit of analysis used was parents who were completing the survey. The respondents answered questions from a survey sent through email. This method of surveying is the most economical (Neuman, 2000, p. 271). The advantages of this type of survey are that it offers “anonymity and avoids interviewer bias” (Neuman, 2000, p. 272). The disadvantages of email surveys are that there is a possibility of low response rates, the researcher cannot control the conditions in which the survey is completed, and they “cannot visually observe the respondents’ reactions to questions, physical characteristics, or the setting” (Neuman, 2000, p. 272). 

The respondents were recruited from the Harris Interactive’s 6.2+ million member panel of cooperative survey respondents (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 3). Email invitations were sent out randomly to this panel. The report noted that this was not a random sample because respondents were chosen from the Harris Interactive database. Therefore, this would not generalize to the larger population. The target age range was between 25-60. There was a screening criteria respondents had to meet in order to qualify to participate in this survey. The criteria were established by the Sylvan Learning Centers. The criteria respondents had to meet were: U.S. resident, from any state, have at least one child attending public school in grades 4-12, consider themselves moderately to very involved in their child’s education, not employed in the field of education, and know that students in their state take state-mandated educational assessments (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 4). 

There was also a draw for ten $100 prizes that was used as an incentive for participants. Approximately 53, 000 emails were sent out on April 17th, 2000. Of those initial emails, 1636 individuals responded to the survey invitation. There were 606 respondents who qualified to participate in this study. Harris Interactive concluded the data collecting on April 25th, 2000. 

Surveys are used to ask many people about their belief, opinions, characteristics, and past or present behavior (Neuman, 2000, p. 247). The research design was appropriate for the objectives of this study because the researchers wanted to find out parents’ beliefs and opinions on state competency tests. 

The objectives or concepts measured were to explore parents knowledge and perceptions about competency testing in their state, to determine if parents understand whether any consequences for their child depend on the competency exam performance, to investigate parents desires for further information regarding competency tests, and to find out the degree of parents perceived need for assistance in preparing their child to take state competency tests. (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 3) The dependent variable was the opinions and beliefs of the parents in regards to competency testing. The independent variable was the high-stake states versus non-high-stake states in the Respondent Characteristics section.  The problem was that the independent variable had no relationship to the concepts being measured given that the study did not clearly state what constituted a high-stake state versus a non-high-stake state.  

These objectives were measured through the responses of the parents, to the twenty-four survey questions. Both open-ended and closed-ended questions were used. “Yet something important may be lost when an individual’s beliefs and feelings are forced into a few fixed categories...” (Neuman, 2000, p. 260). The survey did start with opening questions, to make the “respondent feel comfortable about the questionnaire” (Neuman, 2000, p. 265). Some questions asked did not relate to the specific objectives outlined on page 2 of the report. For example, the first six questions in the survey have nothing to do with competency testing. How involved do you consider yourself in your child’s education? How often do you participate in Parent Teacher Association or (PTA) or other parent/teacher organization meetings and activities?, Do you regularly help your child with homework?, How often do you help your child with homework?, Have you met all of your child’s teachers?, and Do you read all notices sent home from your child’s school/teacher?) The researchers could have used less opening questions and shortened the length of the survey. This could eliminate responses dropping  “significantly for longer questionnaires” (Neuman, 2000, p. 265). The rest of the questions in the survey did measure the objectives presented in the study. 

The report also noted the possibility of errors, which included question wording, question ordering, non-response, and screening (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 5). 

Findings

Through the use of a self-reported survey, frequency tables and cross-tabulated charts, Harris Interactive, on behalf of Sylvan Learning Centers, provided a quantitative analysis of parents’ impressions of state-mandated assessments. The measurement tools used involve nominal and ordinal scales and involved the use of basic data reporting charts and Likert scales. Nominal scales “classify persons or objects into two or more categories” whereas ordinal scales “not only classifies subjects but also ranks them in terms of the degree to which they possess a characteristic of interest” (Gay, 1996, p. 420-421). The respondent characteristic’s describing racial identification data is an example of a nominal measure. Data reporting how much parents agree or disagree with statements about state-mandated educational assessments is an example of ordinal measures reported through a Likert scale. The tools used to report the data are proper for what Harris Interactive was measuring. However, the findings call into question the reliability and validity of this report. Whereas reliability is the consistency of the material, validity is held to be the truthfulness or accuracy of the data and the report (Neuman, 2000, p. 170-171).

Setting the tone for the entire report, Harris Interactive stated that they could not determine a “margin of error” because there were too many other potential sources of error. It stated, “These potential sources of error include question wording and question order, non-response, and screening...” (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 5). Reliable and valid research would have tested the questions before they were submitted to the public. In addition, a thorough literature review, which was not conducted by Harris Interactive, may have revealed some of these factors that Harris said were “impossible to quantify” (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 5).

Moreover, Harris Interactive used a system called “propensity weighting.” This means, “...survey data were weighted by age, sex, education, income, race/ethnicity, and region, as well as propensity to be online, in order to generalize the results to the national population” (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 5). As it is not logistically or financially feasible to survey the entire U. S. population, the need to find a sample that clearly represents that population is critical. Harris Interactive suggested their sample met these criteria. However, the respondent characteristic statistics they present were reported as unweighted data and do not appear to meet the criterion. By not weighting the data it does not appear this can accurately represent the population.

In terms of racial identification, the Harris survey showed that 86% of the respondents were white (not Hispanic) Americans, 4% were Black or African American (not Hispanic), and 3% were Hispanic. However, estimates from the U. S. Census Bureau show numbers that contradict the report’s representation. 

The U. S. Census Bureau (http://www.census.gov/population/estimates/nation/intfile3-1.txt), using the 1990 census, projected the following numbers for the year 2000 (the year Harris’ survey was conducted):

· White, not Hispanic  


71.4%

· Black, not Hispanic



12.2%

· Hispanic Origin



11.8%

Population by gender also presented a validity problem when comparing the two sources. Seventy-two per cent of Harris Interactive’s survey participants were women, while 28 % were male. According to the U.S. Census projections, the number based on a calculation of females divided into the total population reveals 51% of U. S. residents are female and 49% are male. When you narrow this down to the 25-60 year age group the numbers reveal that 48% are women and 49% are male (http://www.census.gov/population/estimates/nation/intfile2-1.txt). Harris indicated that the above data was unweighted, yet it also stated that it was representative of the U. S. population. 

The issue of propensity of people to be online also caused some concern about the validity of this report. This type of research excluded people from low-income families who may not have had access to Internet connections. In fact, the survey revealed that a combined percentage of people with incomes of 25K-74K was 59%. Level of education was also a factor that excluded a number of users in an online environment. Harris’ sample found 47% or respondents had completed at least some college education. Neuman (2000) discussed representative reliability as “...reliability across subpopulations or groups of people.” While the propensity to be online is consistent with those online and may be considered a subgroup, this is skewed in that only those who are registered for Harris Interactive’s online marketing research were sampled.

Other discrepancies arose which pointed to the lack of reliability and validity of this data. A key example was within the Involvement Level data. In the Executive Summary, the report stated, “Almost half of the parents who reported high involvement in their child’s education attend PTA meetings monthly or bi-monthly, compared to 23% of those with Moderate involvement and only 2% of those with Low involvement” (p. 4). The data for the question “How often do you participate in Parent Teacher Association (PTA) or other parent/teacher organization meetings and activities” did not support Harris’ claim. In fact, the data showed that 20% of respondents stated they attend “every month or so” while 15% attended “once a month or more” (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 3). It is unclear where Harris is referring when it made the claim that almost half the parents reported high involvement.

Also suggesting validity problems was the change of the base number from 606 to fewer people sampled. The following example illustrated this. Parents were asked if they regularly helped their child with homework. The first problem was that regularly was never defined so it could mean once a day or once a week depending on the interpretation of the respondent. Nevertheless, according to the data, 88 % of respondents said yes. The following question in the report then showed a base of 521 respondents resulting from only those who said yes to the previous question. This came to 86%, not 88%. In fact, 88% of 606 respondents is 532, leaving 11 people unaccounted for in the analysis. Thus the validity of the report is questionable. The changes in the base number without a justification for doing so and the percentages that do not add up from one chart to the next also indicated that the report in unreliable. 

Throughout this report there is example after example where the reliability and validity of the material can be questioned. The respondent characteristics are not representative of the overall population; there are unexplained differences in the reported percentages, and the changes in the base number lead to the conclusion that the data is unreliable and invalid. Harris Interactive did not provide the instrument for the reader to view so it is also impossible to determine if the data presented was complete and comprehensive. Finally, it is difficult to determine whether the analysis tools support or refute the concepts because the methodology used created more questions than they answered. 

Discussion:

It should be noted that the Harris Interactive report did not provide a discussion section after the results were presented. Generally, they restated what was in the charts or tables without analyzing that data in a separate section. Despite this omission, it is worth reviewing how Harris Interactive addressed the four questions as posed in the Statement of the Problem section of this critique. 

On the surface, the data presented by Harris Interactive appears to support three out of the four questions as indicated in our Statement of the Problem.  

#1 - When looking at parental knowledge about state testing, 31% of parents, which was the majority, knew both the names of the state tests and the grades these tests were administered.  Interestingly, another 15% of those surveyed knew the title of the state tests but not the grades they were administered.  Furthermore, an additional 17% of the onliners replied that they knew the grade level at which students were tested but not the names of the examinations.  In conclusion, an impressive 63% of the survey sample had some knowledge about state instituted competency testing when asked to produce the names or grade levels of these tests or both.  

#3 - The knowledge of both the names of state tests and grade levels they are imposed at is clouded by the fact that only half of the respondents know what is measured in their state's educational assessments (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 30).  However, if parental stakeholders desired further information on state testing they would prefer to receive this information from their child's teacher, from their state Department of Education, and from their child's principal (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 45).  The significance of these findings is encouraging because there is a great untapped opportunity for teachers to reach out to parents and describe areas that are measured in the classroom that aren't necessarily present in a state mandated assessment instrument.   

#4 - Granted, the political cry for greater accountability in public education in the 1990s has been significant. A strong but not surprising 71% of the survey sample realize and believe additional preparation outside of school could help their child perform better on state mandated educational assessments (Harris Interactive, 2000, p. 46). The top choices for additional preparation were to use at home software and extra review time spent with their child at home. 

#2 - To find out if parents understand whether any consequences for their child depend on competency assessment performance?

The questions used in the survey to determine this did not answer or even attempt to answer this question.

· Has your child ever taken any of your state's mandatory educational assessment? (p. 37)

The overwhelming majority indicated their children had taken their state's tests but Harris Interactive never stated the consequences of them taking it or not taking it?  Did they move onto the next grade or were they pushed?  Did they need to access a special needs/remedial program or some form of diagnostic testing to help find the appropriate placement for their child? 

· Have you ever received the results from your child's educational assessments? (p. 38)

Again a very high percentage had received these results but what action was taken or significant insight about their child was given before the paper they were reported on was hopefully recycled? 

· Were your child's educational assessment results consistent with his or her report card evaluations? (p. 39)

Opinions were spilt on this question but no concern seemed to surface on why this was the case or if further exploration was needed to explain this difference between what happens in a classroom for 190 days vs. a timed multiple choice exam.

Unanticipated Findings

When parent's were asked the question of whether they felt that state mandated educational assessments were a true and valid measure of their child's ability, Harris reported the majority of parent's said that state mandated assessments are not true and valid measures of their child's ability (p. 33).  When given the opportunity to make suggestions about what they would like to see factored into state assessments the samples coded responses indicate there was nothing else they felt was needed to be factored in or included in state assessments (p. 34).  It seems that parents support the purpose of these tests (p. 37) but they do realize that they are just a snap shot of their child's ability.  

Conclusion

This cross-sectional research is like a ‘snap shot’. It represents a single point in time.  It is the simplest and least costly alternative to collecting data.  No conditions or situations are manipulated, people simply answer questions (Neuman, 2000, p. 30).  One can ask about the utility and quality of this research.  The central issues of this research were related to the recent movement for greater accountability in public school and the implications of state competency testing for the student’s future.  Secondary to this, it was to provide solutions to parents to help their children.

The following hypotheses taken from the report were used to measure, gather and analyze data to find a solution to their problem.

· Explore parent knowledge on competency testing in their state

· Explore parent perception on competency testing in their state
· Experience with assessments
· Opinions about assessments  

· Determine if parents understand the ‘possible’ negative consequences for their children future if they do not perform in those state competency tests.

· Investigate desired needs for further information regarding state competency tests

· Find out the parent’s perceived need for help their child with state competency tests
As we saw, this survey research was to gather data with the intention of having a better understanding of the current parents’ perceptions about the implications of state competency tests and then to offer their services if parents needed them.

To choose a survey for this research seems an appropriate method because the researchers wished to provide information about “individual and group characteristic attitudes, behavior and other variables” and wished to generalize about a larger group (Hayes, 1991, p. 39).  Although the basic design seems reasonable, it appears that this report has many inconsistencies in its sampling and weighting. Therefore, we are not convinced that their results are accurate.

Hayes (1991) stressed the importance that “evidence of the reliability and validity of these procedures should be provided” (p. 39). Many possibilities of error can be present during the research process making the research weak.  One of the problems we saw in this report is that Harris Interactive’s sampling of the population is not representative of the general population.  According to Neuman (2000) one of the primary goals of sampling is to get a representative sample or a small collection of units or cases … and produce accurate generalizations about the larger group (p. 195). Also, a random process is preferable when sampling the population to be able to predict the margin of error. If Harris Interactive wish to produce accurate generalizations of the population, it should be much more careful in choosing its sampling.  

A second problem is the questionnaire itself.  In a survey research, the questionnaire is very important.  It is with the questionnaire that you measure the concepts, collect data and later on analyze data.  The content validity is very important when analyzing the data.  “Are you measuring what you think you are measuring?”  However, Harris Interactive didn’t do a pilot to verify if the questions actually measured what they said they would measure. Nor did they provide a sample of the raw instrument in the report. 

In this report, there are concerns about the quality of the data collection procedure and consequently, we are not convinced that their findings are reliable and valid.  Clarification is needed to better explain the relationship between the various concepts.  Moreover, accuracy is needed for the presentation of the findings (when the numbers don’t add up) and also in the comment box at the bottom of the page.  Information needs to be clear for the readers.

It seems that maybe some steps in the research process got forgotten.
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