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California Community Colleges response to Gold, Silver, Bronze Proposed Guidelines

In the recent Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) sponsored Data Quality Institute in Savannah, Georgia and the following Next Steps Working Group (NSWG) conference calls, the OVAE released a Gold-Silver-Bronze (GSB) draft proposal for comment that identified both the items considered “Gold”, “Silver,” and “Bronze” and a time-line for phase-in of the proposal. Those proposed guidelines would require all institutions to abandon Bronze category assessments (i.e., faculty and curricular driven assessments), for state developed and/or approved assessments (Silver) or external third-party assessments (Gold) by 2010.
Multiple Postsecondary and Secondary representatives identified concerns about the elevation of third-party tests of technical knowledge in general program areas as the “Gold” standard of Technical Skill Assessment. The premise of the GSB proposal was questioned with concerns that while these tests may assess general technical knowledge useful across occupations in the program areas and may include a short demonstration of a single competency, they are not more useful or accurate in assessing complex technical skill proficiencies than multiple demonstrations of competencies practiced in college classrooms and laboratories. Additionally, the proposed Gold and Silver strategies use tests that cannot be maintained in a timely fashion to include the evolving skills required of market responsive college level Career Technical Education (CTE) (Harmon, R., & MacAllum, K., 2003). 
Subsequently, an additional document “Structured Questions for GSB Guidance Recommendation” was provided to the NSWG for discussion that asked for comments on clarity of the GSB document and also asked whether the NSWG would recommend that the OVAE release the document as “Non-regulatory” guidance. During the discussion, so many concerns surfaced on the clarity and premise of the document that the only sensible recommendation should be the option to “suggest that no guidance be issued on some aspects of this topic” and we recommend that serious broad based discussion should occur on the efficacy of such a proposition at all.  
There are a number of issues that compel the California Community Colleges (CCC) to respond to the proposal to implement a phased-in system of external third-party technical assessments across the nation. The first issue is the basic pedagogical soundness of the proposal. The CCC question the requirement to replace assessments of knowledge, skills, and proficiencies taught and assessed in market responsive programs including local labor market and job specific proficiencies with the general knowledge third-party tests based on general industry standards. The draft document states that Grades and GPA “are non-assessment related indicators of student achievement” (p. 3) but considers a single pass/fail test score as an assessment of skill attainment. The proposal does not recognize that grades, as will be argued subsequently, are a summary of multiple assessments of knowledge and skills and are more representative of student learning and demonstrated proficiencies than any single pass/fail test score.
Issues that are also of concern are those in direct contradiction to directives of the Perkins Act such as, (1) the US Department of Education efforts in controlling curriculum and setting and requiring adoption of program area standards in colleges across the nation, (2) requirements for a new unnecessary data collection system for Perkins, (3) the proposed GSB phase-in would not permit the Technical Skill Proficiency indicator defined, and approved, prior to the enactment of Perkins IV to be used to meet the requirements as allowed in Section 113(b)(2)(D), and (4) the complete substitution of technical knowledge assessment for the Technical Skills Proficiency specified in the Perkins Act in Section  113(b)(2)(B)(i).

Additionally, the GSB document proposes that validity is dependent on the use of a third-party approval of classroom assessments with their statement:

Valid and reliable assessments will remain a State assurance requirement as stated in the Act. (Section 113(b)(2)(A) (sic).  Valid and reliable in this case means a State-approved assessment meeting APA guidelines for validity and reliability.  The State or a State-recognized third-party (e.g., State agency, School district, college, contractor) must review and approve student assessments of technical skill attainment developed by instructors as indicators of competency. (GSB draft, p. 7)
Validity is generally concerned with either criterion (e.g., predictive, concurrent, convergent, etc.), content, or construct validity. Assessments developed by faculty meet these criteria for validity much better than third-party tests for market responsive programs in community college. Approval by some administrative process does not address nor add to validity or reliability. Faculty must either create assessments that have content validity or must revise curriculum and content to “teach to the test.”  For example, content validity for a technical skill proficiency assessment test in welding would require adjustments in curriculum for local and regional industry needs.  A welding program in San Francisco may emphasize high rise construction.  In Fresno, welding will be agriculturally orientated. In Long Beach, the program will be based on maritime and shipbuilding, and in Los Angeles, programs will be useful to those entering into the Aerospace fields. In addition, Los Angeles Trade Tech teaches boiler and pressure vessel welding.

As is described below, employers need students who know broad concepts and specific job skills to meet their market needs and who have experienced and succeeded in solving problems requiring critical thinking skills around specific job areas. Faculty revise curriculum to make programs market responsive and thus must be the primary participant in reliability analysis determining validity and reliability.
Pedagogical Soundness 
In a system of market responsive community colleges with the diversity of programs of the California Community Colleges, as well as many other states, the current proposal is not only unworkable, but also pedagogically unsound. To apply the limited number of available third-party tests to the dynamically market responsive (Harmon, R., & MacAllum, K., 2003) specific programs offered in the CCC would be a waste of state and federal funds as well as a disservice to students. Tests of general technical knowledge applied for no pedagogical reason is not acceptable to any market responsive system of higher education.  To maintain market responsiveness, faculty continuously align activities and update test banks that align to their evolving curricula.  Third-party tests cannot remain current to the dynamics of industry responsiveness demands nor are they aligned to the rapidly evolving content of market responsive CCC programs as recommended in the USDE–OVAE publication “Documented Characteristics of Labor Market-Responsive Community Colleges and a review of Supporting Literature” (Harmon, R., & MacAllum, K., 2003).  With over 200 new or substantially modified credit occupational programs developed and approved in the CCC each year and the continuous modifications of over 7,374 state approved CCC credit occupational programs’ curricula as required by market responsiveness, the costs of maintaining the third-party tests would absorb all of the Perkins funds directed to post-secondary in California. Even local college or regional approval of faculty-developed assessments by other faculty with sufficient expertise, even when possible, would be so resource consumptive as to not be feasible. 
In accredited institutions of Higher Education, the currency for academic and technical knowledge and skill attainment is grades.  It is interesting that what the most prestigious institutions in the nation would honor as an indicator of attainment is regarded as the lowest form of documenting attainment under the GSB framework and the currency most valued in the Gold-Silver-Bronze document, a third-party test, has no value in all of Higher Education and often very little in employment. Students continuing in Higher Education can transfer courses with appropriate grades but external third party occupational area tests have no value for a student transferring to a four-year university or for the most part entering employment.

Local businesses often do not recognize most third-party test results (e.g., NOCTI and CASAS) and even third-party exams resulting in firm-based certifications  (e.g., Cisco, Novell, or Microsoft) have little or no value in contracting or tight labor markets or when hiring new employees (Bailey & Morest, 2006).  Employers in the late 1990’s, when the tech boom receded, kept employees who had certificates and degrees over those with only firm-based certifications. Even when labor markets are expanding, employers preferred the degree or institutional technical certificates over narrow certifications when hiring while firm-based certifications were found to be important for mobility within the company and may have added value in hiring as workforces are expanded during times of stable employment (Bailey & Morest, 2006; Grubb, 1996). 
The pedagogical value of third-party tests also becomes suspect when two years of preparation and assessment for the requirements of an occupational area are synthesized into a single test.  Most college programs in areas of licensure have pre-test “brush-up” courses that can prepare students for licensure. These brush-up courses do not replace the education that precedes them nor do the results from the tests replace either the program coursework when continuing in higher education or the degree when seeking employment (Bailey & Morest, 2006; Grubb, 1997; Grubb & Associates, 1999). 
Many private trade schools focus efforts on students passing certification exams rather than developing technical skill competencies. Students graduating with only the knowledge and skills needed to pass these exams have little chance of succeeding in the labor market.  Employers value certificates and degrees from reputable accredited institutions that represent attainment of broad conceptual approaches with job specific skills included over firm (e.g., Cisco, Novell, or Microsoft) and industry certificates (e.g., ASME  - America Society of Mechanical Engineers , NATEF – National Automotive Technicians Education Foundation, NIMS – National Institute for Metal Working Skills, MSSC – Manufacturing Skills Standards Council, etc.) that represent only “narrow and specific” or “broad and general” sets of knowledge and skills respectively. 
Many certification and most licensure tests require successful completion of specific coursework from accredited institutions (e.g., Real Estate, Nursing, etc.). This requirement is what allows tests of a specific knowledge base to verify technical competency. Licensure boards count on the continuous demonstrations of competency in Higher Education course work. Tests of knowledge and calculations in a specific knowledge base cannot compare to, nor can they replace assessments such as diagnosing malfunctioning equipment, developing an operating system or application, or the practical and sometimes clinical (as in nursing) experience of college level CTE. Employers and licensing boards recognize the importance of broad conceptual and deeper levels of learning in complex tasks that occur in occupational programs over short-term test preparation courses and the value of that deeper learning as occupations evolve. To suggest that external third-party, including certification and licensure, measures technical skill proficiencies more accurately than faculty evaluations of student knowledge and performance contradicts the foundational premise of licensure testing. 
In addition, not all our students are just beginning their careers.  Why evaluate a person who returns to community college by the same measure a new or youthful student needs to measure his/her progress. Take the student enrolled in a business certificate program at a community college because she has gotten a management job in a small law firm and has to help with the budgets.  She holds a Jurist Doctorate and has experience as a lawyer. She has no need to certify by exam as a business accountant or administrative assistant--the Gold standard for her program--assuming we had such an assessment. Because of the design of community colleges, no single attribute or outcome other than faculty evaluation of performance (i.e., grades) will be a correct evaluation because our inputs, students, are varied and participate for a variety of reasons and personal needs.

Regional Accreditation Commissions’ standards focus on student learning outcomes over the last decade assures the continued quality of programs by going beyond simple test outcomes. Tests alone are not evidence of learning under this focus on student learning outcomes. Efforts to move high stakes testing into secondary education have provided evidence of how this effort to replace quality assurance with testing in postsecondary institutions might play out. The diminished value of the curriculum and high levels of student disengagement in secondary education resulting from implementation of high stakes testing is not where CCC needs or is willing to go. 
In Contradiction of the Act

There are a number of issues raised by the GSB proposal that go against specific directions from congress.  First, Congress specifically prohibits USDE from: controlling curriculum (Section 8(a)), mandating costs not required by the Act (Section 8(a)), and approving or certifying standards (Section 8(b)).  The GSB proposal indirectly facilitates Federal control of college curriculum and Federal approval of standards, and states must incur expenditures not required in the Act. The proposal does so by requiring adoption and implementation of third-party tests developed by a few test-developing companies as a requirement for approving state applications for Perkins funds. 
The proposed phase-out of the model used throughout California and most of the nation to assess technical skill proficiency within market responsive program curricula tries to go around the specific directions of Congress in Section 8 of the Perkins Act by using the requirement to phase-in third-party or state developed or approved assessments and phase-out local control over curricula and assessments.  Although the GSB proposal does not directly control curricula, require expenditures, or introduce standards from USDE, it does indirectly introduce a set of generalized content standards within program areas through third-party test requirements that go against sound educational practices that California and many other states value. Required third-party tests would change curricula even when it is not appropriate. Although the proposal states, where appropriate and available, the phase-in requirements disregard it.  

Introducing general industry standards through the requirement to adopt third-party tests not aligned to local program curricula in a market responsive community college is not only bad educational practice as previously mentioned but is in contradiction to the directions of Congress in Section 8 of the Perkins Act. 

Secondly, as also previously mentioned, although the Act does allow state Leadership funds use for data system development to collect and analyze student outcomes data, California believes there is no authorization to require expenditures on an unnecessary and duplicative system.

Colleges routinely evaluate students and assign grades based on tests of knowledge and demonstrations of competencies. They do not routinely store, in student records, the score on a single assignment, test, or evaluative activity. Moreover, outside agencies offering certifications and licensure examinations do not share administrative records on test results that could be used to meet the proposed “Gold” standard requirement.  Colleges may not even be able to get results for their individual students and when testing entities do supply pass/fail results, they often are only in paper formats -- key entry of results from hundreds of sources of high cost generalized content tests would be required.  Either system of documenting scores on single test instrument would require a new data collection mechanism be developed and implemented that has little or no value to students, educators, or congress.

The third contradiction in the proposed GSB effort is that colleges across the nation are using GPA as a measure. Perkins specifically allows states to use measures that were in existence prior to Perkins IV if they meet the requirements of the Act (Section 113(b)(2)(D)).  GPA was determined a valid and reliable measure under Perkins III by OVAE and was the foundation for state measures of Technical Skill attainment in the alignment efforts of the DQI in 2006 for Postsecondary. The validity of this measure is based on the cumulative assessment of technical skill attainment, as measured by the tests, papers, projects, activities, demonstrations of competency and other evaluative activities by local instructors, and reported in course grades of students to ensure that students have mastered the necessary academic and career and technical skills before they complete their postsecondary education.  Student grade point average (GPA) then, as a reflection of grades, is used as a valid and reliable unduplicated measure of students’ technical skill attainment over their educational career.  The alignment of measures both with other state and federal accountability systems, encouraged by the Perkins Act, and alignment across states, encourage by OVAE during the early DQIs, can be seen in many states accountability systems’ uses of GPA and the use of GPA as a standard for measuring skill attainment across the nation from institution to institution.
Finally, as previously argued, general tests of knowledge cannot and should not replace the cumulative tests of knowledge, skills, and competencies of educational programs and the resulting grade as an evaluation outcome.  The proposal to replace assessment of technical skill proficiencies with external third-party tests does just that and in doing so, ignores the direction of Congress.  Although the act allows by inclusion “technical skill assessment,” it does not portend to include technical knowledge assessment as a replacement. The GSB document states that “The key is that both 2S1 and 1P1 imply that the student attain the necessary technical skill proficiencies by or through the means of an assessment” (GSB draft, p. 7). Students attain proficiencies through classroom assignments and activities and are evaluated through assessments including demonstrations of competencies, and although the assessment may reinforce areas of knowledge, the teaching and learning moment comes in the review of student performance on the assessment.  The document confuses learning and testing.
California has in place, as do most states, structures, and processes beyond accreditation to assure currency of CTE programs to meet industry and business needs. Those processes keep program content and assessments advanced far beyond generalized national standards and external third-party tests. To ignore and devalue the great work of professional educators at the college, regional, state, and national levels by disregarding outcomes from the education experience of students demeans states and renders those proposing these Gold-Silver-Bronze placements as irresponsible and irrelevant to the education process experienced by students. Moreover, to require that educational systems adopt a testing scheme irrelevant to market responsive course and program content goes against sound education theory and should be abandoned as a valued measure of technical skill proficiency assessment.
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