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Are We Measuring Student Success
with High-Stakes Testing?

A researcher, whether scientific, politi-
cal, or educational, will tell you that evalu-
ative measures begin with a working
theory of the expected outcome. If high-
stakes standardized exams and tests of
similar ilk are intended to measure student
success, why then have we not seen more
discussion and careful thought placed on
understanding what the outcomes of such
testing actually mean and say about our
students? What, in effect, do such tests ac-
tually set out to measure in our children?

Should we not, as teachers, administra-
tors, and community leaders, be more wor-
ried about the measures and results of these
annual “intelligence” tests that are increas-
ingly being used to label students? FairTest
(2002) recently noted that the United States
already tests more children more often than
any other nation. As a FairTest (1998) sur-
vey concluded, “There are more regulations
governing the food we feed our pets than
the tests used to make decisions about our
children.”

Should we not, as educators, insist on
the time to step back and answer some fun-
damental questions? What is a successful
student? What constitutes successful stu-
dent habits, knowledge, abilities, and
work? How can high-stakes testing be used
more appropriately as a powerful tool for
teachers to assist student learning?

by Kathleen Anderson Steeves,
Jessica Hodgson,
and Patricia Peterson

Should we not open the debate about
whether high-stakes tests, as they currently
exist in most states, are accurate measures
of what we want our students to be able to
do before grade promotion or graduation?
Do we want to stay on a path of instruc-
tion in which decisions are made about stu-
dentintelligence, teacher ability, and school
value based on a one-time test of general
knowledge that has not been clearly de-
fined or examined? As a country adopting
more standardized testing, should we not
see if its outcomes meet its admittedly high
goals?

As educators who see the real effects
of the tests on a daily basis, we believe that
redefining and reexamination is overdue.
Only after reevaluation and setting the pa-
rameters for student success can we go on
to say definitively that such tests ad-
equately measure the intended variables.
This reevaluation must be undertaken be-
fore current testing trends, which may la-
bel students unfairly and inaccurately, be-
come further entrenched in our society as
the all-encompassing measure of a good
student.

HistoricAL DEFINITIONS
OF THE SUCCESSFUL STUDENT

Though the specific details of student
success have varied throughout the history
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of education—from the Puritan’s scripture-
citing prodigy to the Industrial
Revolution’s well-oiled cog of a learner—
certain variables have remained intact
(McNergney and Herbert 1995). As
Goodlad (1984, 36) stated, there are a
“broad array of educational goals in four
[predominant] areas that have emerged in
this country over more than 300 years.”
Though not nationally recognized, these
four areas have become educationally in-
stitutionalized. They represent a logical
first step in the search for the “successful”
student, including, as Goodlad (1984, 51)
noted, “A. Academic Goals (including: 1.
Mastery of Basic Skills and Fundamental
Processes, and 2. Intellectual Develop-
ment); B. Vocational Goals; C. Social, Civic,
and Cultural Goals; and D. Personal
Goals.”

According to Goodlad (1984), both par-
ents and teachers have ranked academic
goals of schooling as their top priority.
These goals consisted of enabling students
to: read, write, and solve basic arithmetic
problems; acquire ideas from reading and
listening; learn to communicate ideas
through writing and speaking; utilize avail-
able sources of information; employ prob-
lem-solving skills, principles of logic, and
different modes of inquiry; use and evalu-
ate knowledge through critical and inde-
pendent skills; accumulate a general fund
of knowledge; and develop a positive atti-
tude toward intellectual development.

Of the eight sub-skills constituting aca-
demic success, only one—enabling stu-
dents to “accumulate a general fund of
knowledge”—suggests that student suc-
cess is connected to the mere “knowing”
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(or testing) of general information. Instead,
Goodlad’s goals point to a student’s ability
to “do” as the keystone to academic success.
Words like “acquire,””problem-solve,” “uti-
lize,” “analyze,” and “inquire” rest at the
helm of a student’s successful navigation
and eventual completion of school.

Currently, standards in all disciplines
are academically rigorous. In describing
their own standards for student success,
national learning organizations have de-
fined success in terms of what the student
can “do”:

¢ Apply reflective thinking and deci-
sion making when analyzing current civic/
social events (National Council for the So-
cial Studies 1993).

* Develop the abilities that character-
ize science as inquiry (Center for Science,
Mathematics, and Engineering Education
1996).

¢ Investigate, make sense of, and con-
struct meanings from new situations; make
and provide arguments for conjectures; and
use a flexible set of strategies to solve prob-
lems from both within and outside math-
ematics (National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics 1989).

e Apply a wide range of strategies to
comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and ap-
preciate texts, including drawing on prior
experience, interactions with other readers
and writers, knowledge of word meaning
of other texts (National Council of Teach-
ers of English 1996).

¢ Use English to communicate in so-
cial settings, to achieve academically in all
content areas and in socially and culturally
appropriate ways (Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages 1997).

Indeed, teacher conceptions of the
“successful” student appear to be aligned
with those of the community, parents, and
employers, each defining success as a
student’s ability to solve problems, seek
solutions, and create and understand

7o

meaningful texts. A research study of em-
ployers in Oxon Hill, Maryland (Walker
1999), found that employers, like teachers,
defined a successful student as one able to
acquire and apply knowledge, such as: 1)
locating and using meaningful information,
2) deciphering written and spoken lan-
guage, 3) employing English in a context-
appropriate manner, and 4) working with
others in a professional manner.

Members of the National Education
Goals Panel (1994) imagined successful stu-
dents as those “practicing the scientific
method, solving problems as a group, ana-
lyzing data, expressing their findings in
writing, and defending their analysis in
discussion.” Educators such as Theodore
R. Sizer and Ernest Boyer have envisioned
similar learning environments and roles for
the “successful” student. For Sizer (1992,
72), “The residue of serious learning is a
mixture of awareness and logic. One exer-
cises qualities of the mind with specifics,
but the qualities themselves are the end to
be pursued.” In short, the goal of learning
for Sizer is not the knowledge garnered but
rather the processing of learning to garner
it. As Boyer (in Fiske 1991, 65), former presi-
dent of the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, has argued,
“The key to problem solving is not to fig-
ure out the answer to a question that some-
one else hands you, but to define the right
problem. An educated person today is
someone who knows the right questions to
ask.” When so many seem to agree on the
current definition of a successful student,
what’s the problem?

HiGH-STAKES TESTING IN PRACTICE

Since U.S. educators first invented the
modern standardized norm-referenced test,
as Debra Meier (2000, 25) recently declared:

Our students have been taking
more tests more often than any nation
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on the face of the earth, and schools and
districts have been going public with
test scores starting almost from the
moment childven enter school. From
the third- or fourth-grade level (long
before any of our international coun-
terparts bother to test children) we
have test data for virtually all schools,
by race, class, and gender. We know
exactly how many kids did better or
worse in every subcategory. We have
test data for almost every grade there-
after in reading and math, and to some
degree in all other subjects. This has
been the case for nearly half a century.

Current trends in testing, though still
tentative because there has not been
enough time for in-depth study, include:
use of multiple-measure assessments, em-
phasis on reading, and some sort of transi-
tional accountability system as an interim
step to mandatory state testing (Anderson,
Fiester, Gonzales, and Pechman 1996). Ac-
cording to FairTest (2002), as of 1999, 17
states had graduation tests and five more
were planning to implement such tests. Of
the 15 states south of the Mason-Dixon line,
11 required students to pass graduation
tests. In all, 39 states give either a criterion-
referenced or norm-referenced test to de-
termine their students’ proficiency level.
Almost all states are in the process of imple-
menting proficiency tests of some kind, a
process required now by the new federal
education legislation. Illustrations from
several jurisdictions provide a snapshot of
some of the issues for teachers and students
in this high-stakes testing trend.

In the District of Columbia, principals’
and teachers’ evaluations are initially to be
based on student scores and improvement
on the Stanford-9 (SAT-9) test battery, a
multiple choice test adopted in 1996 to
measure student achievement in reading
and mathematics. A committee that in-

cluded several teachers argued that the
SAT-9 best matched the district’s public
schools curriculum, which is now aligned
with national standards. The SAT-9 is avail-
able with various sets of empirical, norma-
tive information; ironically, none of the in-
dividual tests apply specifically to urban
school districts (Harcourt Brace Educa-
tional Measurement 1999).

In Maryland, the state’s School Perfor-
mance Assessment Program (MSPAP), es-
tablished in 1990 as the result of the
Governor’s Commission on School Perfor-
mance, tests students’ mastery in math,
reading, and writing. Tasks require stu-
dents to respond to questions or directions
that lead to a solution to a problem, a rec-
ommendation, a decision, an explanation,
or a rationale for the students’ response to
the task or question (Maryland State De-
partment of Education [MSDOE] 1998).
Once hailed for offering one of the first
“performance-based” school tests in the
nation, few states have followed
Maryland'’s lead with MSPAP (Argetsinger
and Nakashima 1998), finding such tests to
be too expensive and time-consuming.
MSPAP critics have complained that the
test is used only to rate schools and does
not measure individual student perfor-
mance. An analysis of the 2001 MSPAP
scores for the eighth-grade exam showed a
dramatic decline in scores that left educa-
tors without an explanation. As a result,
schools were given an option as to whether
to use it or not. Questions were raised about
the test’s validity and the reliance on one
test as a measure of teacher and school suc-
cess (Shulte 2002) Starting with the class of
2004, high school students will be required
to pass the Maryland Functional tests in
content courses as a requirement for gradu-
ation (MSDOE 1998).

Massachusetts has spent $20 million on
the development of the Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assistance System, which
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will be required of all tenth-graders begin-
ning in 2003. The state test will include
multiple-choice and open-response ques-
tions. A newly formed group, the Coalition
for Authentic Reform in Education, is ac-
tively opposing the notion that one test
should be the only measure of student
achievement (Public Broadcasting Service
[PBS] 2002).

In Virginia, public schools began using
the Standards of Learning (SOL) tests to
assess students and schools in 1998. Stu-
dents are tested in English, mathematics,
history/social studies, science, and com-
puter/technology in grades 3, 5, and 8 and
at the end of core courses in high school.
Beginning with the class of 2004, passing
the SOL tests will be a determinant of earn-
ing a high school diploma. In addition, by
2006, a school’s accreditation will depend
on a 70 percent student-passing percentage
on the SOL tests (Virginia Department of
Education [VDOE] 1999-2001). In the sec-
ond year of testing, 93 percent of public
schools failed to reach the approved bench-
mark. The state was considering ways to
adjust its timetable to implement sanctions
(Mathews 1999). At this point, about half
of the schools have achieved a passing rate
on the required core SOL exams—though
ESL students’ scores were not included
(VDOE 2001). In an effort to comply with
expected requirements of President Bush’s
(2001) “No Child Left Behind” federally
backed education legislation, Virginia is
moving to expand the SOL testing to grades
4,6,and 7.

Hicu-St1akes Testing May
FaiL STUDENTS AND TEACHERS

If these high-stakes tests are to be the
measure of students, as well as of schools,
it is imperative that we assess the effect of
such testing on student academic success.
When our country looks blindly to one test
to tell us all we hope to know about stu-

dents, teachers, and schools, then educa-
tors must demand a closer look at the ac-
tual meaning of these test results. Many
educators know the flaws in the system
firsthand. For example, when important
consequences—such as student graduation
and school accreditation—are linked to
high-stakes testing, teachers are likely to
respond by “teaching to the test” (Gordon
and Reese 1997, 346). To ensure that stu-
dents pass the assessment, teachers cover
material that they believe will most likely
be included on the test. However, teaching
to these high-stakes tests has several nega-
tive consequences for both teachers and
students.

When teaching to the test, the test does
not become an assessment of a student’s
mastery of content; it is, instead, a power-
ful curricular tool. The teacher is forced to
make instructional decisions that are not
based on prior professional experience,
what is of academic importance, or what is
in the best interest of the student; instead,
decisions are based on what is most likely
to be included on a standardized test
(Shepard 1991). In essence, the test becomes
a teacher’s filter for making instructional
decisions. As the curriculum becomes more
narrow, content and skills that are not on
the standardized assessment are elimi-
nated. In fact, teachers feel pressure to make
sure classroom activities correspond to
material on the assessment even though
they may know other materials will better
prepare students for success in the world.

Gordon and Reese (1997) conducted a
study on the effects of high-stakes testing
on teachers in Texas. In this case, the high-
stakes assessment became the object of in-
struction rather than the outcome of previ-
ous instruction. The Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS) evaluates schools
based on the results of the assessment and
gives cash awards to schools with high test
scores, while poorly performing schools
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face “sanctions and intervention” (Gordon
and Reese 1997, 348). These researchers
found that one way Texas teachers have re-
sponded to high-stakes testing is to empha-
size skills on the test. Teachers tended to
spend more time on “drill and practice”
and less time on “hands-on activities”
found in the curriculum
standards. Teachers in
Texas complained that the
TAAS made them ac-
countable in terms of
teaching TAAS-related
content, but it did not
make them accountable in
terms of being effective
teachers (Gordon and
Reese 1997). Critics of the
state’s testing procedures
have noted that dropout
rates have increased, as
has cheating (PBS 2002).

Gary Natriello (in Benning 1999), a pro-
fessor at Columbia University’s Teachers
College, has argued that the new empha-
sis on testing may discourage teachers from
entering the field because they really want
to shape young minds rather than raise a
test score by a point or two. Furthermore,
schools—especially in urban settings—
already have difficulty filling teaching po-
sitions. If the broad application of high-
stakes test scores demoralizes the teachers
currently working, and discourages poten-
tial teachers from applying, student
achievement ultimately suffers.

Students are likewise affected by high-
stakes testing. One of the most troubling ef-
fects of high-stakes testing is that it “can
force students to leave school before they
have to take the examination, or after fail-
ing it” (Madaus 1991, 229). Another effect is
that the performance of principals and su-
perintendents is often linked to the number
of students who reach the bar set by the state.
Unfortunately, this situation may mean it is

There is no evidence that
passing the current tests
equates to student stccess.
Actually, for many, it may
even mean the opposite.

in an administrator’s best interest to elimi-
nate systematically from the test those stu-
dents who probably wouldn’t make the bar
and to keep enrolled discipline-problem stu-
dents who will get high scores on the test.
In fact, in efforts to increase school perfor-
mance on high-stakes testing, some schools
have relied on increased
special education place-
ment and retention in
grade. This system allows
schools to control, to some
extent, the student popu-
lation whose test scores
are reflected in school
scores (Allington and
McGill-Franzen 1992).

Whatever philo-
sophical perspective one
has toward high-stakes
testing, it is clear that
these tests have a signifi-
cant effect on both teachers and students.
In narrowing the curriculum, changing in-
structional strategies, and impacting the
classroom and student demographics,
high-stakes testing negatively alters the
educational environment for teachers and
students.

Overall, educators understand that the
emphasis these tests place on lower-level
skills is not in line with what discipline-
based organizations are asking their teach-
ers to do in meeting content standards.
Given the increased focus on nationwide
standards, it must be asked whether
schools are supplying their students with
the skills and knowledge necessary to be-
come “successful.” There is no evidence
that passing the current tests equates to stu-
dent success. Actually, for many, it may
even mean the opposite. These questions
must then be asked: Are we producing stu-
dents who can problem-solve, analyze, and
ask the right questions? Are we evaluating
them accordingly? Are these popular and
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increasingly endorsed “high-stakes” tests,
which neatly tell us who has succeeded and
who has failed, attuned to our definition
of a successful student or to the philoso-
phy of success that shapes current practice?

ReTHINKING How WE MEASURE SUCCESS

With the current rush toward adoption
of high-stakes testing forms that align with
state standards, we must encourage impor-
tant and necessary public discussion about
the outcomes and what we are actually try-
ing to assess in our students today (U.S.
Department of Education 1998). As schools
hurriedly move toward the narrow use of
standardized tests to determine eligibility
for graduation and school and teacher
evaluation, we argue that it still has not
been made clear what these tests really
measure and if they actually come close to
identifying our society’s agreed-upon defi-
nition of a successful student.

It is necessary to reopen the discussion
on testing, not as a measure to be removed,
but as something that must be reexamined
for what test results actually do mean and
how the billions in testing dollars could be
spent best in assessing our students. We
must begin a discussion about what a suc-
cessful studentis and whether a revamped
test or a restructured system of accounting
for the results could more accurately mea-
sure this success.

As part of the call to reenergize this im-
portant discussion, various issues must be
considered. The discussion has begun in a
number of states, but it must be expanded.

How do we increase the validity of
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