
MINIMUM COMPETENCY TESTING PROGRAMS

Introduction

The peak growth period for statewide competency testing was 1975-77. As Figure

1 shows, this growth leveled off in 1982 . Although a few states will be phasing out

competency testing, most states are maintaining their current programs with some of

these states making changes. Typical changes are adding new skills to be tested or

adjusting the cutoff score that students must exceed.

Currently 11 states require high school students to pass competency tests in order

to get  a  diploma. Four additional states have plans to add a competency test

requirement for high school graduation. Figure 2 shows the different purposes of

competency testing.

As is the case with assessment testing, minimum competency testing programs vary

widely from state to state. Nine states reported their minimum competency programs

were tied to the state assessment programs. Sixteen states reported responsibility for

administering the minimum competency program rests with the state agency. Eighteen

states said the program is mandated by the state, but administered by the local districts,

often with the local school district defining both the competencies to be measured and

the standards to be met. The diversity of these programs is evident by the data in Table

1, a summary of which follows.
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Table I

Characteristics of Programs

Responsibility for administering the minimum competency programs was found to

be about evenly split between state education agencies and local education agencies.

Broad areas of competence to be measured normally are defined by state education

agencies, but responsibility for the specific definition of competencies is about evenly

split between the two agencies.

The purposes states give for the competency testing are: remedial/diagnostic (27

states), standards for high school graduation (16 states, plus 4 more to be added in future

years), monitoring of local education agencies educational programs (11), elementary

graduation standards(l).

More states reported using state-produced tests for their minimum competency

program than any other type of test. Seventeen reported using state-approved or

prescribed tests, 9 reported that local education agencies were given the option of

producing their own tests, and 6 reported that local education agencies were to produce

their own tests by state mandate.

Most minimum competency testing is confined to the areas of reading, math,

language arts, and writing. The even spread of number of states reporting use of

minimum competency tests at each grade level above grade 2 reveals that minimum

competency programs have been designed to track student progress over a period of

years so that any need for remediation can be identified at intervals along the way.

Typically, the tests are administered periodically as in grades 3, 6, 9 and 11 or some

similar configuration. In a number of states, tests are administered in every grade within

given ranges, and in 2 states, Kentucky and Vermont, they are administered in every

grade, K-12.
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