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Sandy Kress’ Talking Points

1. There is much talk nowadays about poor U.S. performance on international tests.  Our students’ performance on these assessments is indeed cause for concern.  But dealing constructively with the concern requires getting the remedy right.

2. Some very fine reformers have suggested that states and districts ought to begin by participating, for example, in PISA assessments.  This thinking, while understandable, may not lead to the most effective use of effort and resources.

3. Assessments should be driven by standards and execution of policy and practice toward learning to those standards.  They certainly should not be administered in a vacuum.

4. Standards in the U.S. are generally vague, lacking in rigor, poorly structured and not well aligned to clear goals (such as post-secondary readiness).  This condition leads to a use of resources, including assessments, that tend to be ineffective, if not counterproductive.

5. How does assessing students with the PISA help deal with this problem?  Do we know the standards that undergird the PISA?  Are students taught to these standards?  Should they be? In whole or in part?  What part?  Would our business and higher ed leadership want them to be? Have we analyzed whether they're right, better than the specifications behind TIMSS?  NAEP?  Are materials and teaching geared in the communities where students would be PISA-tested to these standards?  If we don't know the answers to these questions, or the answer is no, the value of testing in the PISA is dubious.

6. Instead, why don’t we get to the real work that is in front of us - that is, getting our standards right?  Let’s figure out what students should know and be able to do to be ready for post-secondary success.  Leaders in business and higher education can help here.  Whether we should have model national standards or states that lead the way, we should set strong graduation standards, benchmarked to the best in our own country and around the world, and consistent with post-secondary requirements.  Then we should back-map those standards to earlier grades.  And then we can allocate our resources, and assess success by solid tests, to student learning to those standards.

7. There’s no substitute for doing the work - in appropriate order - of establishing a standards-based system.  It would be nice if we could get the change we need simply by showing “deficiencies” off results from an imported test.  We’ll get the change we need only by directly making the changes we need to make.
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