
THE FOLLOWING ARTICLES PRESENT DIFFERENT VIEWS ON STUDENT ASSESSMENT, OR EVALUATION, AS MOST OF US LIKE
TO CALL IT.  THESE ARTICLES WERE PUBLISHED IN AN EDUCATIONAL MAGAZINE ENTITLED “EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP”,
IN FEBRUARY 2003.  YOU WILL NOTICE THAT THIS IS AN AMERICAN PUBLICATION, YET YOU WILL ALSO SEE THAT THERE
ARE VALID ARGUMENTS PRESENTED IN BOTH OF THE ARTICLES.  A LITTLE FOOD FOR THOUGHT…

Driving instruction with high-stakes
tests will not improve schools. A large
body of research demonstrates that
high-stakes testing narrows curricu-
lum and dumbs down instruction. It
causes students to turn off, tune out
and often drop out; induces schools
to push students out; increases grade
retention; propel teachers to leave; and
inhibits needed improvements. In the
end, high-stakes testing will hurt stu-
dents – particularly those students
who most desperately need better
schools.

A POOR RECORD

High-stakes testing has not produced
improvements in educational out-
comes, even as measured by results on
other tests. High school graduation
tests started proliferating in the early
1980s, along with much-expanded
state testing programs. By the late-
1990s, high stakes for schools had
become common. Over this time, re-
search shows that:

• States that did not have high-
stakes graduation exams were
more likely to improve average
scores on the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP)
than were states that did have
such exams (Neill & Gaylor, 2001).
At the same time, NAEP score gaps
between low- and high-income
students did not narrow (Barton,
2002).

• States without graduation tests
were more likely  than states with

such exams to show improvement
or to improve at a faster rate on a
variety of tests, including the
NAEP, the SAT and the ACT
(Amrein and Berliner, 2002).

• Data from the National Educa-
tional Longitudinal Study indicated
that high-stakes testing was not
associated with improved scores
but was associated with higher
dropout rates (Jacob, 2001)

These reports and many others show
that the focus on tests has not pro-
duced the promised results. Claims of
improvement typically rest on inflated
scores on state exams. Texas, the
model for the new Elementary and
Secondary Education Act , provides a
good example. As Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills scores rose dramati-
cally, the state’s NAEP reading results
did not change significantly. At the
same time, the racial score gap in Texas
widened (Neill & Gaylor, 2001). Mean-
while, the test-driven approach in
Texas led to a much higher dropout
rate, particularly for Latinos and Afri-
can Americans  (Haney  2000, 2001).

AN EQUALLY POOR OUTLOOK

If high-stakes tests have not led to
improvement by now, will they ever?
Two important factors suggest that
even if they could in theory, they won’t
in practice.

Socioeconomic effects. Low-income
and African American and Latino stu-
dents enter school substantially less

well prepared to do academic work
than their middle-income (never mind
wealthy) or white or Asian peers (Lee
and Burkam, 2002). In addition, the
first group attends schools that are far
less well prepared, in terms of teach-
ers and physical resources, to teach
them.

Rothstein (2002) points out the vast
disparities in housing, health care, and
other supports available to children.
Those who start with less, get less, and
as a result, they either fail to catch up
or fall even further behind. Without
major social investments in both class-
room and out-of-school supports for
low-income children, it is absurd to
believe that more tests will enable
schools to overcome the gaps in aca-
demic learning. Several reports over
the past few years have  purported to
show that large numbers of schools
serving low-income students have
succeeded in overcoming the effects
of poverty. More careful studies, how-
ever, have shown these claims to be
at best wildly inflated and often com-
pletely misleading (Krashen 2002).
Simply demanding higher scores, even
with rewards and sanctions attached,
will not do the job.

Teaching to the test. Any exam can
only sample the curriculum that stu-
dents should learn. For test results to
be valid measures of real learning, stu-
dents must have been taught a full
curriculum. If instruction narrows to
focus on the limited sample covered
by the test, scores become inflated and
misleading. This largely explains the
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difference between results on state-
specific tests and those on such neu-
tral measures as the NAEP.

Many supporters of test-driven «re-
form» argue that it will at least guar-
antee that teachers teach the basics
(which the test will supposedly cover),
and will thereby initiate a positive re-
form process. Unfortunately, test-
driven schooling often fails to provide
even the basics. For example, some
reading teachers teach students to
read by looking over the answer op-
tions to questions attached to short
reading passages and then searching
the passage to find a clue for select-
ing the answer. Others drill phonics,
but never get to comprehension. As a
result, independent evaluators find
that the students cannot explain what
they have just read - meaning they
actually cannot read (McNeil and
Valenzuela, 2001).

A FLAWED CONCEPT

Testing proponents believe that
focusing on a limited set of skills
and facts will prepare students for
further education - a theory based
on profound misunderstandings of
how humans learn. Shepard (2000)
has demonstrated the mismatch
between tests  and learning,  a
point also developed in rich detail
in several books from the National
Academy of Sciences (Bransford,
Brown ,  &  Cock ing ,  2000 ;
Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser,
2001). In short, humans learn best
through active thinking. «Learn-
ing» while not thinking is like re-
membering lists of phone numb-
ers one will never call. Memoriza-
tion of facts and procedures has
its place deep learning must en-
gage the brain and spur thinking.
Teaching to the test rarely accom-
plishes either.

Overall, state tests do not do a
good  job  of  measur ing  s ta te
standards,  part icularly higher-
level thinking. Researchers at the
University of Wisconsin found that
state exams poorly matched state

standards and measured mostly
lower-level thinking (Wisconsin
Center for Educational Research,
1999).

In a high-quality education, stu-
dents conduct sc ience exper i-
ments ,  so lve  rea l-wor ld  math
problems, write research papers,
read and analyze books, make oral
presentations, evaluate and syn-
thesize information from a variety
of fields, and apply their learning
to new and ill-defined situations.
This work provides them with both
deeper substantive knowledge and
higher level thinking skills. Stand-
ardized paper-and-pencil tests are
poor tools for evaluating these
important kinds of learning. If in-
struction focuses on the test, stu-
dents will not learn the skills they
need for success in college and be-
yond.

WHAT’S THE ALTERNATIVE?

If focusing instruction on large-
scale, high-stakes tests will not
lead to genuine improvements in
our nation’s schools, what should
schools do in response to high-
stakes testing mandates?

Educators can take some comfort
from the knowledge that employ-
ing richer curriculum and instruc-
tion is likely to somewhat improve
standardized test scores (Center
for Collaborative Education, 2001;
Institute for Education and Social
Policy, 2001). In Chicago, students
of teachers who used more inter-
active rather than exclusively di-
dactic instructional approaches
gained more than their peers on
scores on the Iowa Tests of Basic
Skills (Newmann, Bryk, & Nagaoka,
2001; Smith, Lee & Newmann, 2001).

One can also assess higher-level
attributes. Teachers do it all the
time. Studies of a group of small
schools in New York City and  simi-
lar schools in Boston described
these successful schools as having
high standards and rigorous as-

sessments (Center for Collabora-
tive Education, 2001; Institute for
Education and Social Policy, 2001).
The high schools often require stu-
dents to present and defend their
work in a number of subject areas
to earn a diploma. A committee
that typically includes outside ex-
perts reviews the work. As Meier
(2002) says, these high standards
do not entail the standardization
or drill-and-kill imposed through
high-stakes exams.

These high-quality schools in New
York and Boston generally do not
focus on teaching to the test; in-
deed, many are struggling to avoid
being coerced into becoming test-
prep programs. They demonstrate
their success by far more than test
scores. Deborah Meier’s Central
Park East Secondary School, for
example ,  prepares low-income
students not only to enroll in col-
lege but to succeed there - a far
more important goal than merely
increasing their test scores (Meier,
1995). Indeed, Meier has often
pointed out that although her stu-
dents learned to succeed, their
standardized test scores did not
necessarily show substantial gains.
These schools succeed by teaching
for deeper, important learning.

Some have  a rgued  that  such
schools cannot be replicated. They
presume that test-driven improve-
ments can. However, researchers
from the Dana Center went hunt-
ing for successful Texas school dis-
tricts that had improved scores
and  c losed  rac ia l  s core  gaps
(Sk r la ,  Scheur i ch ,  &  Johnson ,
2000). Using modest criteria that
were overly dependent on TAAS
scores – enrollement of 5,00 or
more students; high poverty lev-
els; and 50 percent of the high-
poverty schools in the district cat-
egorized as Recognized or Exem-
plary on the basis of their test
scores – they studied data from all
Texas districts. They found 11 dis-
tricts to examine closely, which
they reduced in the end to 4 suc-



cessful districts. In other words,
after nearly a decade in which the
state had focused on high-stakes
testing, sympathetic researchers
found only a few districts in the
state to meet their narrow criteria
for success.

Unlike high-stakes testing, which
undermines good schools and pre-
vents real improvement, better
forms of assessment can play a
power fu l  ro le  in  improv ing
schools. Most important is assess-
ment that provides meaningful
and usable feedback to students
and engages them in self-evalua-
tion. A research summary of more
than 250 articles and chapters by
Black and William (1998) found
that formative assessment can
contribute more to improving out-
comes (primarily as measured by
test scores) than any other school-
based  fac tor,  benef i t ing  low
achievers more than high achiev-
ers. In other words, it helps raise
everyone’s achievement while also
closing learning gaps – which test-
driven reform has not done. This
approach, however, requires treat-
ing teachers as professionals, im-
proving professional development,
and spending more money.

Rather than chasing the illusion
that test-driven change will pro-
duce significantly improved learn-
ing, policymakers need to shift at-
tention to practices and models
that emphasize serious thinking
and skilled teaching. If we do less,
we will consign far too many stu-
dents to a continued second-class
education. At the moment, few
policymakers recognize this. It ap-
pears that, to get on the path of
genuine improvement, educators
and parents will have to join to-
gether to beat back test-based «re-
form.»
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