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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the use of benchmark tests in Texas public schools
through a quantitative study of 100 school districts using path analysis. The study
examines the relationship between a district’s descriptive characteristics and the number
of benchmark tests they require. Districts’ descriptive characteristics include district type,
accountability status, percent of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students, percent of
economically disadvantaged students, and percent students of color. The number of
benchmark tests a district required was also compared to the percent of students passing
the state required 8™ grade math and reading assessments. This study found districts with
certain characteristics and student populations were more likely to use benchmark tests.
This study also found a small, insignificant, and negative relationship between the
number of benchmark tests a district required and the percent of students passing the state
tests. This suggests the greater the number of benchmark tests required by a district, the
lower the percentage of students passing the state test. The results of the study are
examined through the lens of isomorphism and rational myths in public education are

addressed.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background to the Study

American public schools administer more than 100 million standardized tests each
year (Taubman, 2009). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (NCLB) holds states
accountable for educating all students to a high standard. Under NCLB, each state is
responsible for developing an accountability system that ensures all public elementary
and secondary schools make adequate yearly progress toward reaching the academic
standards set forth by NCLB. Further, NCLB (2002) mandates that state accountability
plans “include sanctions and rewards, such as bonuses and recognition” (NCLB, 2002:
State Plans, 20 U.S.C. § 6311) as part of ensuring schools and districts make adequate
yearly progress. NCLB requires that states define adequate yearly progress in a way that
holds all students to the same high standards and measures progress primarily through
academic assessments (NCLB, 2002). These assessments must be valid and reliable,
consistent with “widely accepted professional testing standards (e.g., Standards for
Educational and Psychological Testing, AERA, APA, NCME, 1999), and objectively
measure academic achievement” (NCLB, 2002, 20 U.S.C. § 6311). Schools that do not
make adequate yearly progress are subject to sanctions. These sanctions may include:
replacing the school staff who are relevant to the failure to make adequate yearly
progress, significantly decreasing management authority at the school level, and/or

restructuring the internal organizational structure of the school (NCLB, 2002).



The requirements of NCLB create sanctions that are high-stakes: students may be
retained in grade level, educators may lose their jobs, and schools may close based on
test scores (Harrison-Jones, 2007). Pressure to succeed and have students perform well
on standardized tests leads many schools and districts to require the use of benchmark, or
practice tests (Valli, Croninger, Chambliss, Graeber, & Buese, 2008). These benchmark
tests are viewed as a way to prepare students for the high-stakes, standardized tests
required by NCLB and to predict student performance on these accountability tests.

Statement of the Problem

Throughout the twentieth and now the twenty-first centuries, assessments have
been used to measure what a student knows and to help educators make instructional
decisions, such as whether a student should be placed in gifted or other special classes
(Delandshere, 2001; Schwandt, 2005). According to the Joint Committee on Standards
for Educational and Psychological Testing of the AERA, APA, and NCME (1999),
assessment is “any systematic method of obtaining information from tests and other
sources, used to draw inferences about characteristics of people, objects, and programs”
(p. 5). Assessment purposes have changed over the years from a focus on the individual
student to a focus on groups of students, schools, and districts. The mandates and
sanctions embedded in the policy NCLB (2002) have further shifted the focus of
assessments from measuring learning to determining the quality of schools and the
readiness of students to be promoted to the next grade (Gunzenhauser, 2003; Heilig &
Darling-Hammond, 2008).

There are two main types of assessments used in schools. One type is formative

assessment and the other is summative assessment. Formative assessment is used to
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gather evidence of learning in an on-going progression and then adjust instruction to meet
students’ needs (Popham, 2006; Scriven, 1967). The second type of assessment is
summative assessment, which generally occurs at the end of learning (Stiggins, 2002;
Taras, 2005). Formative and summative assessments are complimentary and their
combined use helps to create a more comprehensive measure of learning.

However, the high-stakes embedded in NCLB (2002) have shifted the focus of
educational assessment heavily toward summative assessments. This trend is seen in the
changing use of benchmark tests. When benchmark tests originated, they were intended
to be formative assessments to help teachers drive instruction by showing what a student
knew at a particular point in time (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Benchmark assessments were
distinct from practice tests, which were used to help students become familiar with the
format of the standardized tests. Since the introduction of high-stakes accountability, the
nature and purpose of benchmark tests has shifted such that benchmark tests are now
viewed primarily as a means to prepare students for high-stakes standardized tests. They
are also used to identify students in need of additional test preparation, such as tutoring.
In fact, since the inception of NCLB, the terms “practice test” and “benchmark test” have
been used synonymously in the literature (Haertel, 1999; Linn, 2000; Hamilton, 2003;
Trimble, Gay & Matthews, 2005).

According to Popham (2001), benchmark and other forms of practice testing
disrupts instruction and impacts instruction much more than originally intended. The
pressures of high-stakes testing causes teachers and schools to spend valuable time
preparing students to take tests, dissuading best practices of teaching and learning (Au,

2007; Haladyna, & Allison, 1998). One study (Hoffman, Assaf et al., 2001) found that
3



teachers in Texas spent an average of eight to ten hours each week coaching students for
the state test. Other studies have shown that students labeled as low-socio-economic
status (SES) spend more time preparing for state tests than their more affluent peers
(Causey-Bush, 2005; McNeil, 2000; Sheppard, 2002). Darling-Hammond (2011) found
teachers working with students of color spent more time preparing their classes for the
state assessment than teachers working with white students. These findings suggest that
benchmark testing, which takes time away from high-quality teaching and learning, does
not affect all students equitably.

Perhaps more troubling given the amount of time spent on them, the use of
benchmark tests may not even help to improve student performance on standardized tests.
Using a random sample of 41 public school districts in Texas, Nelson et al (2007) found
that approximately 63% of districts participated in benchmark testing. The number of
benchmark tests varied widely in that sample. Some districts required no benchmark
tests, while other districts required students take more than 35 benchmark tests. To
explore whether the practice of benchmarking effects accountability test scores, the study
employed a multi-variate linear regression model. That study found that benchmark
testing had little influence on standardized test scores, regardless of the number of
benchmarks given. Specifically, in math they found no benefit to benchmarking and in
reading the benefit was small (6%) (Nelson et al., 2007).

Purpose and Significance of the Study

In spite of scant evidence of the effectiveness of benchmark testing, many

districts in Texas require some form of benchmark testing. The purpose of this

exploratory study is to investigate school district characteristics and the use of benchmark

4



testing to determine whether there is a predictive relationship between district descriptive
factors and benchmark testing and if there is a predictive relationship between the
number of benchmark tests a district requires and the percent of students passing the
Math and Reading TAKS tests. Specifically, this study will examine whether there is a
predictive relationship between district characteristics and benchmark testing
requirements. Examining the relationship between the number of benchmark tests in a
district and the percent of students passing TAKS will help explain if the practice of
benchmark testing is successful in helping students pass the state standardized tests.
Exploring this relationship may reveal whether the use of benchmark tests is more
prevalent in some kinds of districts than others and whether the use of benchmark tests is
related to the organizational theory of isomorphism.
Theoretical Framework

Organizational theory will be used as the frame for the study. The contingency
model of organizational theory states that there is no one best way to manage; the best
way to manage is dependent on the environment (Martins, 2005; Scott & Mitchell, 1976).
One type of contingency model is institutional theory. Institutional theory suggests that
by examining organizations at the macro level, one can observe the institutional rules that
are taken for granted by members of the organization and are not necessarily based on
actual evidence (Lammers & Barbour, 2006; Tsouskas & Kunden, 2003). When the
institutional rules become habitual actions and members perceive them to have value,
they become rational myths (Burch, 2007; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). There may be no
indication these systems improve performance. Often in the place of increased

uncertainty, organizations will rely on rational myths for decision making. Dimaggio and
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Powell (1983) expanded the ideas of institutional rules and rational myths to create the
theory of isomorphism. Organizations watch other organizations in their field responding
to the environment and change to adopt their practices (Burch, 2007; DiMaggio &
Powell, 1983; Schelling, 1978).

Strategic isomorphism is the specific organizational theory that will be the lens
for this research. Strategic isomorphism is the resemblance of an organization’s policies
to the policies of other organizations in its industry (Heugens & Lander, 2007; Meyer &
Rowan, 1977; Abrahamson & Hegeman, 1994; Deephouse, 1996). Organizations tend to
mimic other organizations in their discipline that are perceived as successful (Haberberg,
2005; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). These perceived reasons for success may be based on
institutional rules and rational myths that are assumed and not necessarily based on
concrete evidence (Lammers & Barbour, 2006; Tsouskas & Snudsen, 2003; Meyer &
Rowan, 1977). Strategic isomorphism is more prevalent in times of high stress, such as
when organizations are competing for organizational legitimacy (Deephouse & Suchman,
2008; Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Jepperson, 1991; Deephouse, 1996). Organizational
legitimacy can come from government regulators or public opinion (Scott, 2007; Meyer
& Scott, 1983). In the age of high-stakes accountability, Texas public school districts are
seeking organizational legitimacy from both the government and public opinion.
Government agencies bestow school ratings based on high-stakes test scores and have the
power to close schools or cut funding. Public opinion and support for schools is heavily
influenced by test scores and ratings that are publicized on television news, websites,
banners hanging on the schools, and more (Booher-Jennings, 2005). As a result, school

districts are increasingly looking to one another for strategies that will lead to success
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within the accountability system. Benchmarking is one such strategy that has been
adopted by many school districts in recent years. This study will employ the theory of
isomorphism in examining the use of benchmark tests in public school districts in Texas.
Research Questions
One assumption guiding this study is that there is a connection between district
characteristics found on the Texas Education Agency (TEA) Academic Excellence
Indicator System (AEIS) report and the number of benchmark tests they require of their
students. A second assumption guiding this study is that there is a relationship between
the number of benchmark tests a district requires and the percent of students passing
TAKS, the state standardized test. In exploring the practice of benchmark testing in
Texas public schools, the following research questions will guide this study:
Primary research questions:
1. Do significant relationships (i.e regression weights) exist between a district’s
descriptive factors and benchmark testing practices?
2. Does a significant relationship (i.e regression weight) exist between the number of
benchmark tests a district requires and the percentage of students passing the
TAKS test?
Supporting questions:
1. Is the effect of AYP Status on the number of benchmark tests mediated by the
percentage of economically disadvantaged students in the district?
2. Is the effect of AYP Status on the number of benchmark tests mediated by the

percentage of students of color in the district?



10.

1.

Is the effect of AYP Status on the number of benchmark tests mediated by the
percentage of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students in the district?

Is the effect of a district’s TEA state accountability rating on the number of
benchmark tests given mediated by the percentage of economically disadvantaged
students in the district?

Is the effect of a district’s TEA state accountability rating on the number of
benchmark tests mediated by the percentage of students of color in the district?
Is the effect of a district’s TEA state accountability rating on the number of
benchmark tests mediated by the percentage of Limited English Proficient (LEP)
students in the district?

Is the effect of TEA district type on the number of benchmark tests mediated by
the percentage of economically disadvantaged students in the district?

Is the effect of TEA district type on the number of benchmark tests mediated by
the percentage of students of color in the district?

Is the effect of TEA district type on the number of benchmark tests mediated by
the percentage of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students in the district?

Is the effect of TEA district type on the percent of students passing the Math
TAKS test mediated by the percentage of economically disadvantaged students,
percentage of LEP students, percentage of students of color, and number of
benchmarks?

Is the effect of TEA district type on the percent of students passing the Reading

TAKS test mediated by the percentage of economically disadvantaged students,



12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

percentage of LEP students, percentage of students of color, and number of
benchmarks?

Is the effect of AYP Status on the percent of students passing the Math TAKS test
mediated by the percentage of economically disadvantaged students, percentage
of LEP students, percentage of students of color, and number of benchmarks?

Is the effect of AYP Status on the percent of students passing the Reading TAKS
test mediated by the percentage of economically disadvantaged students,
percentage of LEP students, percentage of students of color, and number of
benchmarks?

Is the effect of a district’s TEA state accountability rating on the percent of
students passing the Math TAKS test mediated by the percentage of economically
disadvantaged students, percentage of LEP students, percentage of students of
color, and number of benchmarks?

Is the effect of a district’s TEA state accountability rating on the percent of
students passing the Reading TAKS test mediated by the percentage of
economically disadvantaged students, percentage of LEP students, percentage of
students of color, and number of benchmarks?

What is the relationship between number of benchmarks a district requires and the
percent of students passing Math TAKS?

What is the relationship between the number of benchmarks a district requires and

the percent of students passing Reading TAKS?



18. How does the organizational theory of isomorphism help to explain the use of
benchmark testing in school districts and is organizational theory congruent with
the path model results observed in this study?

Brief Summary of the Methods

This study will use path analysis, a multivariate regression technique, within a
structural equation modeling (SEM) framework to answer the research questions. Path
analysis is used to examine linear, causal relationships between observed variables
(Kline, 2005; Randolph & Myers, 2013). Path analysis is the appropriate SEM method
for this study because relationships between only observed variables are examined. Path
analysis allows the researcher to examine indirect, mediated, effects between variables.
According to Bohrnsted and Knoke (1994), path analysis is “a statistical method for
analyzing quantitative data that yields empirical estimates of the effects of variables in a
hypothesized causal system” (p. 414). Correlation between a set of independent variables
and a dependent variable is a major factor in path analysis (Randolph & Myers, 2013). A
path diagram is a pictorial representation of the relationships between variables
(Randolph & Myers, 2013). Rectangles represent observed variables, and a circle with an
arrow pointing to a dependent variable is the error term (Keith, 2006). A single-headed
arrow indicates direction of the relationship, with the variable where the arrow originates
is the independent variable and where the arrow terminates is the dependent variable. A
mediated, or indirect, effect is facilitated by at least one intervening variable. Double-
headed arrows in the model show correlation (Streiner, 2005). McNeil (2000) suggests

that student demographics and district size affect the number of benchmark tests required
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by the district. Using path analysis, a diagram can be constructed to show those
interactions and then test the assumption. Figures 1 and 2 show the path diagrams for the

Math TAKS and Reading TAKS models.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Path Model Math. This conceptual path model depicts the structural equation model developed for the
study for Math TAKS scores. Arrows drawn between variables specify mediating effects. The rectangles represent observed
variables. Arrows point to the dependent variable on the right, the percent of students passing Math TAKS.
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Figure 2. Conceptual Path Model Reading. This conceptual path model depicts the structural equation model developed for
the study for Reading TAKS scores. Arrows drawn between variables specify mediating effects. The rectangles represent
observed variables. Arrows point to the dependent variable on the right, the percent of students passing Reading TAKS.




Conclusion

Hours and days of instruction are lost each year to benchmark testing. It is
important to determine if the benchmark testing makes a significant difference in
students’ scores on the high-stakes standardized tests. The results of this research can
influence district curriculum leaders who determine the number of benchmark tests
students take each year. The results of this study will help school district officials reflect
on their testing practices. They can consider if their benchmark practices are based on the
specific needs of their student population, or if their benchmark testing practices are
based on district characteristics they share with other school districts. The scholarly
literature illustrates that benchmark testing has seemingly little influence on test scores
(Hoffman, et al., 2001; Schmidt, 2009) and that students of color and low SES students
spend more time taking benchmark tests to prepare for the state assessment than their
white, higher SES peers (Heiling & Darling-Hammond, 2008; McNeil, 2000; Sheppard,
2002). Texas Education Agency (TEA) describes school districts based on their size,
location, wealth, and percentage of students identified by different racial/ethnic groups.
These district descriptive factors are reported in the Texas Education Agency’s annual

Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) Reports.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter explores the history of assessment and curriculum in the United
States. The literature review begins with a look the historical development of curriculum
in the United States. Curriculum history is relevant to this study as the drive to
standardize curriculum lead to tests to determine the effectiveness of that curriculum.
Then this review examines the role of curriculum leaders who often make decisions in
districts about the number and types of benchmark tests that are required. This literature
review describes different types of educational assessment including standardized tests.
The use of standardized tests as high-stakes accountability is reviewed. Finally,
benchmark tests, as a way to prepare for the high-stakes standardized tests, their history,
benefits and costs are examined.

Curriculum

Definition

Curriculum is the “intentional experiences within the school planned for students”
(Gress & Purpel, 1988, p. 495). Curriculum takes content from external standards and
molds it into a plan for teaching and learning (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Schwab
(1969) describes curriculum as the ideas of what should be taught, the order in which
children can learn those ideas developmentally, and the experiences used for students to
associate, organize, and apply those ideas. The history of curriculum in the United States
shows how the attempts to develop a standardized curriculum lead to the development of

a standardized testing system to measure the effectiveness of curriculum delivery. “As
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one begins to see the extent of testing today, what becomes clear is the enormous
influence tests have not only in determining the future of students, teachers,
administrators, and schools, but also in shaping curriculum and classroom practice” (p.
52, Taubman, 2009).
History

The history of curriculum in the United States can be viewed as four common eras
(Janesick, 2003; Kliebard, 1995). The Progressive Era began in the late 1800s and lasted
until about 1930. During this time, there was a large growth in the number of students
served by the public education system. Beginning around 1920 the Social Efficiency Era
began. This era was marked by the use of 1Q tests and training students for the workforce.
The Technical Scientific Era in education was a way of planning education for the
success. The Reconceptualist Era began around 1960 in the United Stated and focused on
popularizing educational content for all students. These Eras are not discrete movements
with definitive beginning and ending times, but thoughts and ideas that shifted the
movement of education reform in the United States.

Progressive era. The Progressive Era of curriculum development in the United
States began in the mid-1800s when William Harvey Wells divided students in Chicago
public schools into grades and then created a unique course of study for each subject at
each grade level (Lieberman, 2005; Tyack, 1974). The 1870s marked the beginning of
state compulsory attendance laws and a standardized curriculum was a way of managing
the large number of students now in schools (Gress & Purpel, 1988; Williamson, 2008).

As a result of Wells’ work and varied competing academic philosophies in practice
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across the United States, the National Education Association appointed a committee of
ten educators, known as the Committee of Ten to establish a standard curriculum.

Convening in 1892, the Committee of Ten built on Wells’ work and was charged
with developing a plan to standardize high school curriculum (Kelting-Gibson, 2005).
This standardized high school curriculum was broken into distinct subjects that intended
to prepare high-school students for college (Noddings, 2005; Kliebard, 1995). Some of
the committee’s suggestions such as 12 years of schooling, 8 elementary and 4 high
school, were implemented by school districts across the U.S. (National Education
Association, 2009). The Committee of Ten recommended that all students be taught a
curriculum that focused on grammar and arithmetic regardless of their future plans
(Janesick, 2003).

The Progressive Era of education expanded the ideas of the Report of the
Committee of Ten. Progressivism lasted from about 1890-1920 (Gress & Purpel 1988;
Janesick, 2003; Gill & Schlossman, 2004). During this era, John Dewey encouraged
problem solving in addition to rote lessons in areas of grammar and arithmetic (Gress &
Purpel, 1988; Labaree, 2005). Other key ideas of Progressivism were the search for
understanding how people know and learn and how to introduce new curriculum ideas to
effect educational practice (Bellack, 1972; Labaree, 2005). At the end of this era,
Franklin Bobbitt from the University of Chicago published the first general book on
curriculum in 1918. His book The Curriculum, laid out procedures for curriculum
planning consisting of identifying learning objectives and creating experiences to enable
students to learn these objectives (Gress and Purpel 1988; Hlebowitsh, 2005). Bobbitt’s

ideas lead to a shift in thinking about curriculum and education.
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Social efficiency era. John Franklin Bobbitt, an American educator who taught in
the Philippines, enhanced the standardized curriculum by his book publications: The
elimination of waste in education (1912); and How to make a curriculum (1924), to name
a few. Bobbitt believed that education should include classical subjects and those topics
that will prepare students for their roles in industrial society. Through the early to mid
1900’s, curriculum continued to be shaped by principle educational influences such as
John Dewey, Ralph Tyler and Benjamin Bloom, but Fenwick W. English (mid 1970’s)
was the first educator to introduce the concept of curriculum mapping. Mapping, the idea
that college prep