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d) president of his local school board 
provides a fascinating example of how 
our actuarial perspective and skills 
strengthen the process of assessing 
school performance. In fact, his expe- 
riente shows that if the expectations 
and objectives of actuaries are not 
brought to the table, the public 

can be terribly misled by “apparent” 
statistical evidente. 
A perspective 
One could argue that education is the 
glue that binds al1 the key elements of 
actuar& and their profession, bringing 
together components such as research, 
communication, and standards. As we 

continue to address the three levels of 
education outlined here, we must keep 
in mind the “relatedness” of all these 
efforts. Addressing the education of 
actuaries, our publics, and our kids has 
many principles and objectives in 
common, and each thrust can leam fi-om 
and contribute to the others. 

We need a better way to 
assess schools’ perfoimance 
by Bart Clennon 

H ow well are our children being 
prepared in the basics of educa- 
tion? It’s not always easy to tell, 

if you rely on the current methods of 
assessing students. 

Actuaries could be of great public 

a 
ice by taking a closer look to help 
re that this important data is being 

developed and interpreted appropri- 
ately. Many actuaries are involved in 
their local schools, either by serving on 
the board or in volunteer groups. 
Their ability to analyze the issues makes 
them valued members of these groups. 

As a member of the school board in 
Wenatchee, Washington, for four years 
and president of the board for two, it 
became clear to me that we need a 
better way to assess how our schools 
are performing. We need a system that 
doesn’t paint a rosy picture when 
things aren? rosy, but one that really 
tells us how we’re doing. 

Our present evaluation tools fail in 
many ways. Two notable examples that 
constantly get media attention are 
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores 
and comparisons to other nations. 
SAT score comparisons 
The national media regularly compare 
the current year’s SAT scores to previ- 

@ 

years. The national results very 
iely mirrored our community’s 

res&, and it’s very easy to point to a 
huge flaw in these numbers. 

In 1977 in Wenatchee, 10% of the 
student body took the SAT test with 

an average score of 961. 
In 1992, approximately 
40% of the students 
took the test with an 
average score of 
942. 1s it fair to 

student body in 1977 
Pa 

with 40% of the student 
body in 199211 think not, 
particularly aher 1 

compare 10% of the 

confirmed with the testing 
service that in 1977, the 
10% was made up primarily of 
students at the upper-end of their 
class trying to get into the top universi- 
ties or establishing credentials for 
scholarships. To point out the inappro- 
priateness of the comparison, 1 took 
10% of our student body in 1992 and 
averaged that many top SAT scores. 
The average was 1,169. I’m not 
suggesting this method is completely 
valid, but it’s more relevant than 
comparing the total averages. The 
numbers in surrounding years were 
even more impressive<loser to 1,200. 
International comparisons 
We must be very careful in comparing 
our high school graduates to those in 
other countries. For example, in 
England, severa1 sorting processes take 
place prior to the time students are 
tested. We cannot validly compare a 
small percentage of their students 
(approximately 25%) to a cross section 
of our students. 

Again, 1 want to emphasize that 1 
don’t want us to believe the schools are 
doing a better job educating students 
than they are. 1 think it is important, 
however, to have a meaningful assess- 
ment program. The danger in using 
invalid techniques is that it is easy to 
become what you think you are. Self- 
actualization becomes a factor; that is, 
if you think you’re not very good, 
that’s what you’ll become. On the 
other hand, if you have reliable data 
that provides the needed information, 
you can appreciate the progress you’re 
making, but also can use it as a tool to 
help plan program improvements. 
Bart Clennon is a consulting actuary 
in Wenatchee, Washington. 


