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Abstract 

  Education is ever changing to provide future generations the best 

possible education. In spite of past educational reforms, there still remain gaps 

in student achievement that occur in predictable ways on socioeconomic status 

and race. Policymakers have turned to standardized testing to resolve this 

apparent problem. The implementation of high‐stakes standardized testing in 

public school has created clear positive and negative consequences. There exists 

a set of very long‐term historical testing data. The Chinese government first 

administered written exams, known as the Keju, to candidates working in the 

Civil Service, a highly respected occupation. As the system with the longest and 

best‐preserved records, the Keju system exhibited the same positive and 

negative consequences seen in today’s public schools as a result of high‐stakes 

testing. In the mid‐1800’s, testing began on American soil in the form of entrance 

exams. Since then, pressure for high scores on standardized tests has increased 

from diagnosis testing, to evaluation testing, to test‐based accountability. The 

pressure for good test scores, high stakes, reached an all‐time high after No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB) was signed into law in 2001. Public schools are now 

rewarded or punished based on their student population test scores. 

Punishments range from closing schools to losing government funding. With 

severe punishments lurking on test results, standardized testing has created a 

very negative environment in public school systems. Teaching to the test, test 

cheating, and unhealthy competition between schools are a few of the issues 

surfacing in public school systems as a result of high‐stakes testing. It is 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important to note that standardized testing is a good indicator of a student’s 

performance, but not an exact measure of a student’s academic ability. 

Standardized testing is very practical in the sense that they are easy to grade, 

easy to track progress, fast, and relatively inexpensive. Standardized tests only 

have negative consequences when they are used as the sole measurement of a 

student or school district’s educational quality. In light that past reforms have 

not fixed all gaps in student achievement, are policymakers correct in turning to 

standardized testing to solve this apparent problem? 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1 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to better understand the history of 

standardized testing and also to explore the issues related to it. I wanted to 

explore both the advocates and opponent’s claims for standardized testing in 

public schools. This thesis will give educators and other people with interests in 

education the opportunity to consider testing from different perspectives and 

gain insight into a current important issue. People who read this paper will 

become better informed as an advocate or opponent of standardized testing.  

To explore this issue, I conducted an extensive literature review. I read 

various books and journals both supporting and opposing standardized testing 

in public schools. I read publications from the biggest names in standardized 

testing such as Alfie Kohn, Nicholas Lemann, Lucy Calkins, and Diane Ravitch. 

Diane Ravitch’s book was the most current, which explains her involvement with 

the testing movement in 2010. I purposely chose to read publications both 

praising and opposing standardized testing to collect data and consider all sides 

of the issues around standardized testing. I researched publications through 

various online catalogs to ensure that I was reading the most relevant material.  

As I read through research, I purposely sought out materials that included 

the voices and perspectives of teachers. I also spoke informally with several 

teachers from different school districts to see if their perspectives coincided 

with what I was reading. I learned that it is difficult to find support for high 

stakes standardized testing from classroom teachers. 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This paper will begin with the history and evolution of standardized 

testing and its uses throughout the world. I will explain key features of 

standardized tests, including reliability and validity, and then I will then identify 

the positive and negative consequences impacting education as a result of high‐

stakes testing in K‐12 public schools. The paper will then conclude by suggesting 

ways for the reader to speak out in his or her community about the dangers of 

high‐stakes testing in public schools today.  

Current Contexts 

Today’s society is a “testing culture.” There are tests in elementary school, 

tests to go to college, tests to get a driver’s license, and tests to get a job in some 

professions (Koretz, 2008). The APGAR test is even administered within seconds 

of a baby’s birth. Why does society, and even school systems, turn to testing? 

Standardized tests are considered to indicate a person’s mastery of a large range 

of skills and knowledge, and the government, employers, parents, teachers, and 

principals rely on these tests to draw conclusions about the test‐taker’s 

competencies (Young, 2005).  

Tests come in many forms, and public school systems in the United States 

rely on many types of formative and summative assessment, such as midterm 

and final exams. Other tests that schools face today are reading tests, such as 

running records, dibbles, and the vocabulary STAR test. College‐bound students 

graduating high school also take the Standardized Achievement Test or 

American College Test. Public school children may also take achievement tests, 

such as the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, which measure specific knowledge and 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skills in particular content areas such as science, math, English, and social 

studies. In this paper, I am focusing exclusively on the use of standardized 

testing. A standardized test is a test designed in such a way that the questions, 

conditions for administering, scoring procedures, and interpretations are 

intended to be as consistent as possible (Popham, 1999). Standardized testing is 

an effort to make all assessments measuring academic achievement across the 

nation as equal as possible so that comparisons can be made across groups.  

In order to better understand standardized testing in schools, I will 

examine their increased use over the years and also their consequences, both 

positive and negative. This provides one the opportunity to look at testing from 

different perspectives. With an estimated 140‐400 million standardized tests 

given each year in the United States, one may also gain insight into an important 

current issue facing schools (Young, 2005). Readers may also speak out in future 

school board meetings and inform others regarding their feelings about high 

stakes standardized testing in schools.  

 

History and the Various Uses of Testing 

 

  There is quite a long history related to standardized tests. The Keju 

examination system is perhaps the first documented historical use of testing in 

the World.  The Keju examination system originated in the year 606 and 

officially ended in 1905, which is a total span of 1,298 years (Suen, 2006). The 

Chinese government administered written exams, known as the Keju, to 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candidates working in the Civil Service, a highly respected occupation (Young, 

2005). In addition to high stakes employment testing, the government also 

orchestrated educational testing and a test‐driven education system. These tests 

were considered high stakes because they determined who would eventually 

serve as grand councilors and other high‐power positions. In the hierarchical 

Confucian society, success on these tests also decided overall class, power, 

status, and prestige (Suen, 2006).  

The next recorded use of testing was throughout the Middle Ages. In the 

15th century, a scientist from Germany, named Gutenberg, invented the printing 

press, which made books and tests relatively inexpensive to produce. By the 16th 

century, many Europeans could read and attend school, which is when European 

students began taking written entrance exams. European universities were the 

first universities in the world to use tests as part of their entrance requirements 

(Young, 2005).  

Standardized testing was first used in the United States in the mid‐1800’s. 

Boston introduced written exams for the government‐funded schools in 1845. 

Harvard University followed shortly after with the first American college 

entrance exams in 1851 (Young, 2005).  It wasn’t until later in the eighteenth 

century that a standardized entrance exam was developed for colleges across the 

United States.  

In 1909, public schools in America began using the Thorndike 

Handwriting Scale. Schools chose to use this form of a test to measure the quality 

of a student’s handwriting. This was the first use of testing in the public school 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system. It is important to note that this test was administered to every student in 

the school. The Thorndike Handwriting Scale was also presented to children in 

grades 5, 6, 7, and 8.  

Although Edward Thorndike (Thorndike Handwriting Scale) developed 

an early multiple‐choice test, Frederick J. Kelly was the first to use his multiple‐

choice test as part of a statewide assessment. Kelly’s multiple‐choice test was 

created in 1915 and was called the Kansas Silent Reading Test. Multiple choice 

offered a quick way to test and score ability of a large group (Merritt, 2006).  

Standardized testing was first administered in a large‐scale format during 

World War I (Young, 2005). These tests were standardized multiple‐choice IQ 

tests given by a specialist. The purpose of these tests was to assess the 

intelligence of the World War I military recruit and do so in the most efficient 

way. The better a recruit scored on the multiple‐choice test, the higher their rank 

would be.  

In 1916, Alfred Binet developed the intelligence test. He was 

commissioned by the French government to find a method to differentiate 

between children who were intellectually ‘normal’ and those who were inferior. 

Binet developed an original assessment that he tested on Paris school children. 

The assessment consisted of tasks such as following commands, copying 

patterns, naming objects, and putting items in order. From that data, he 

developed the intelligence quotient (IQ). According to Binet, a purpose for 

designing the intelligence test was to “identify students who could benefit from 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extra help in school” (Learninginfo.org, 2010). Binet’s intelligence test has been 

the model for every IQ test ever since (Young, 2005).  

 Following Binet, other tests for specific aptitudes were developed, such 

as Rorschach’s famous inkblot test. Although the development of the inkblot test 

isn’t easily traceable, it is said that the use of inkblots to stimulate imagination 

can be traced back to the 15th century. Rorschach’s inkblot test was used for a 

diagnostic purpose within the psychological realm. For example, data from the 

inkblot test could diagnose a thought disorder.  

 Throughout the early 1900’s, entrance exams were implemented as a 

requirement for most colleges and universities. The College Entrance Exam 

Board developed a series of written exams that would test a potential student’s 

knowledge of math, science, literature, and Latin. This exam was graded by 

professors and eventually led to the development of the Scholastic Aptitude Test. 

The SAT, was developed in 1921. This was a multiple‐choice exam that made 

grading easier and faster. The SAT was adapted from the Army Alpha test 

previously mentioned in WWI. The SAT was thought to have measured pure 

intelligence, regardless of the quality of the test taker’s high school education 

and was only used for scholarship applicants when applying to college. Much 

later in 1942, the SAT became a test for all college applicants. In 1948, the 

Educational Testing Service was chartered and the SAT was on its way to 

becoming the basic college admissions device for millions (Frontline, 2010). 

  From 1930‐1960, the low stakes testing era, standardized tests were used 

as “global assessments of a large range of educational skills” (Ward, 1999, p.48). 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This era was considered “low stakes” because there were no dire consequences 

or huge rewards for student performance on a standardized test. There were 

also very few testing programs imposed on schools; however, many school 

districts purchased and administered achievement tests annually (Koretz, 2008).  

One example is the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS), which was one of the 

five commercially published low‐stakes tests published in 1995 (Langerfeld, K.L., 

Thurlow, M.L., & Scott, D.L., 1996). The IBTS was originally used as a tool to 

improve instruction. There are various content sections that measure specific 

skills, such as vocabulary, word analysis, reading comprehension, listening, 

language, math, social studies, and science. This standardized test solely 

indicates a single student’s strengths and weaknesses in a particular content 

area. It does not determine their full educational ability in relation to their grade 

level curriculum.  

  The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was enacted in 

1965 as part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty. ESEA required all 

schools receiving federal money to prove that they were accomplishing 

educational goals through the results of standardized tests (Young, 2005). Then 

Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy suggested that standardized tests be 

required to demonstrate that the money spent on public education was helping 

students to learn. These federal funds were allocated to high‐poverty schools. It 

is important to note that these funds were not given as a result of high or low 

test scores. 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 Shortly after ESEA was implemented, the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) was launched in 1969. This testing program was 

established to assess educational progress of the United States as a whole. The 

focus of this test was not on the individual student, but on what America’s 

students know and can do in various subject areas as a whole. NAEP, which is 

administered by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), tested 

students of the ages 9, 13, and 17 in areas such as writing, science, citizenship, 

and computers (Ward, 1999). Since 1969, the test has grown to assess more 

academic subject areas such as the arts, economics, geography, mathematics, 

reading, science, U.S. history, and writing. These assessments are given by pencil 

and paper once every two years. The initial results are released about one year 

after administered. This federally funded program was one of the few testing 

programs of this era to have no consequences for poor results.  

  NAEP can be contrasted to required state tests, which measure student 

performance on the state’s own curriculum standards. State tests allow 

comparisons of results over time within the state. State mandated tests also have 

the ability to let parents know how their child is performing in relation to other 

subgroups within the state. On the contrary, NAEP is the only assessment that 

allows comparison of test results from one state with another, or with results for 

the rest of the nation. NAEP does not tell parents how their child is performing in 

relation to their state’s grade level curriculum standards.  

Two years after NAEP was established, the first minimum competency‐

testing program was created. These tests were designed to ensure that all 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students could reach an acceptable minimal level of mastery of basic skills 

(Koretz, 2008).   

Other minimum competency tests focused on individual students and not groups 

of students. These tests were often used as “promotional gates” to either move 

on to the next grade or determine that a student was ready to graduate from 

high school. However, students were well aware that these tests were typically 

easy and had a low minimum score (Koretz, 2008).  

One example of a promotional gate exam is the Regents Exit Exam used in 

New York, one of the most established high school graduation exams. The first 

Regents examinations were administered in November of 1866. Originally, there 

were only five exams that assessed algebra, Latin, American history, natural 

philosophy, and natural geography. In 1897, the New York State Education 

Department expanded the Regents Exams to forty‐two different tests. The 

Regents Exams increased the number of states with mandated statewide testing 

programs (Koretz, 2008). By the end of the 1970’s, 60% of the states in the 

United States were using mandated testing programs.  

  Another federally‐mandated testing program was authorized in 1974, the 

Title 1 Evaluation and Reporting System (TIERS). This testing program required 

evaluation of Title 1 fund‐receiving schools through student scores on 

standardized achievement tests (Koretz, 2008). At this time, schools were not 

held accountable for their student’s performance, but just had to demonstrate 

that their students were taking them. 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 As scores were collected and compared from one year to the next, 

education critics began to comment on the perceived nationwide decline of 

performance on these tests. This led to demands for higher education standards 

and the advancement in the accountability movement (Koretz, 2008). 

Throughout President Ronald Reagan’s administration, there was a shift of 

public opinion toward a belief that every student should attend college (Levine, 

1993). International comparisons on similar tests to NAEP, such as the Program 

for International Student Assessment (PISA), an international evaluation of 

fifteen‐year‐old school pupil’s scholastic performance, indicated that US 

students’ cores were lower than many other countries in reading and 

mathematics. These international comparisons led to the publication of A Nation 

At Risk in 1983 by the Congressional Research Service. This report claimed that 

the declining test scores indicated a “rising tide of mediocrity” in US schools 

(Fowler, 2010). In addition to criticizing American public schools, the authors of 

this report hoped to motivate educators to make the education system better for 

all students (Ravitch, 2010). This report instigated educational reforms marked 

by an increase in the reliance on standardized testing and accountability (Koretz, 

2008).  

  During President George H. W. Bush’s administration, an education bill 

for national tests and standards was proposed, but the legislation died in 

Congress. The Senate passed a resolution condemning the standards by a vote of 

99 to 1. All national education standards were condemned as unlawful and 

deleterious federal dabbling in local and state affairs. National standards would 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have held all states accountable for teaching students the same content in every 

subject.  

In 1994, ESEA was reauthorized. When Clinton was running for office, he 

promised assessments for accountability. He created the “Goals 2000” program 

for states to write and pick their own standards, tests, and curriculums (Ravitch, 

2010). Clinton’s administration spent more time on other aspects of educational 

reform such as increasing school choice, making college more affordable with 

work study grants and scholarships, hiring more quality teachers, reducing class 

sizes, and increasing the education budget. Although Clinton didn’t build his 

education platform around standardized tests, on February 5, 1997 in his State 

of the Union address, President Clinton argued that “good tests will show us who 

needs help, what changes in teaching to make, and which schools to improve. 

They can help us end social promotion. For no child should move from grade 

school to junior high, or junior high to high school until he or she is ready.” 

Although Clinton didn’t create new standardized testing requirements or 

legislation, he believed in assessments for accountability in the public school 

system.  

  Clinton pushed the standards movement out and replaced it with the 

“accountability movement”, which took off full force in the twenty‐first century. 

Accountability was for every student, including those with disabilities and those 

who had English as a second language.  During George W Bush’s administration, 

the consequences of standardized testing intensified with the reauthorization of 

the ESEA as No Child Left Behind. Under NCLB, every student had to be 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“proficient” in reading and math by 2014. NCLB required schools to test its 

students annually in grades three thru eight, and also in one secondary grade 

(Koretz, 2008).  

There were severe sanctions for low and poor performing schools that 

did not meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). AYP determines whether a public 

school or school district is making annual progress towards the academic goals 

established by each state. Each state’s goals call for improvement to eventually 

meeting the NCLB goal in 2014. The sanctions for not meeting AYP could consist 

of a warning, loss of federal funding, or the closing of that school. These high 

stakes consequences often times can produce a fearful school environment, 

rubbing off on the administrators, teachers, and eventually students. Although 

all students in the same state took the same standardized test, the results were 

disaggregated for different racial groups, English language learners, disability 

students, and low SES students (Koretz, 2008). With such pressure on schools 

for good test results, standardized test‐based accountability, not standards, 

became the national education policy (Ravitch, 2010). When test scores became 

the nation’s education policy, standardized testing received its negative 

stereotype. Standardized testing has many practical uses, but the sole 

measurement of a school, student, or teacher is not one of them.  

  When President Barack Obama took office in 2008, he promised to fix 

what he considered to be NCLB’s demanding requirements.. In March 2010, he 

published a blueprint of his NCLB reauthorization plan. The reauthorization 

retains the structure and spirit of the Bush‐era NCLB law, such as annual testing 



13 

and data‐driven accountability, but it also adds resources and flexibility to meet 

new goals (Chaddock, 2010). Obama’s new goal for his revision is that by 2020 

all students’ will graduate from high school prepared for college and a career 

(Quiad, 2010). Obama’s plan is intended to relieve some of the pressure schools 

face in relation to AYP, measuring drop out rates, and every school having 100% 

proficiency on standardized tests. Instead of punishing failing schools, Obama’s 

new plan provides resources to help them. Five percent of the lowest performing 

schools in each state will be identified and then strong measures to upgrade 

those schools will follow (Quiad, 2010). Obama also plans to reward schools for 

progress, particularly with poor and minority students. The NCLB revision also 

includes testing other subjects besides reading and math to avoid narrowing the 

curriculum in schools (Chaddock, 2010).  

With all of these goals and revisions in mind, the NCLB reauthorization 

could be the next big step in the history of standardized testing. Whatever the 

outcome, testing is a part of the education system in the United States, and it will 

continue to be in our future. Because of this, every citizen should speak out 

about the correct and incorrect uses of standardized testing in schools. In order 

to do so, a basic understanding of the key features of standardized tests is 

needed, particularly in relation to the reliability and validity of the tests.  

 

Reliability and Validity 

Aside from all of the negative aspects of high‐stakes standardized testing 

in schools, tests simply cannot be trusted because they are error‐prone. When 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tests lose their full reliability, they should not be used in schools for high‐stakes 

purposes. The NCLB law mandates that testing “shall be used for purposes for 

which such assessments are valid and reliable” (Koretz, 2008).  

In the field of educational assessment, the “validity of assessment” can be 

defined as the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations 

of test scores that are entailed by proposed uses of the test (American 

Educational Research Association, 1999). Generally, most large‐scale state and 

commercial standardized tests are achievement tests that measure the 

knowledge, skills, and abilities (Zucker, 2003). One of the primary purposes of 

the Pennsylvania State School Assessment (PSSA) is to give schools in 

Pennsylvania an accurate assessment on how well their students are performing 

at the time that the test is administered. Anytime that the test does not indicate 

this, the test becomes invalid.  

“Construct irrelevance” refers to a situation in which a test score is 

indicative of some object other than the intended construct being tested (Suen, 

2006). For example, a geography test should examine how much knowledge a 

student holds about geography. When the geography test score indicates the 

student’s family income rather than knowledge, the test has no validity. The 

most frequent discussed sources of “construct irrelevance” are teaching to the 

test, narrowing the curriculum, test cheating, and mastering test‐taking skills 

(Suen, 2006).  

Standardized tests are error‐prone, which effect both validity and 

reliability. Test error occurs when a test score indicates something false about 



15 

the student taking the test. Whether a question is poorly worded, a student 

didn’t get sleep the night before, or the grading machine missed a question, a test 

error takes place (Young, 2005). The resulting test score may give inaccurate 

information about the student who took the test, therefore making the score 

unreliable.  

Many students take the SAT numerous times before settling with a final 

score. When students re‐take the SAT, their test score is often slightly different 

every time (Koretz, 2008). The student never takes the same SAT twice. There 

are many different versions of the test, all which are said to test the same skills 

at the same levels. Different variations of the same test may prove to be 

unreliable because a student often receives a different score each time the test is 

taken. Ravitch (2010) states that some tests may even be worded poorly, have 

ambiguous answers, or have two answers that are equally correct. An error in 

mechanics may cause a student to receive a misleading score. In these cases, the 

reliability of the test score is significantly lowered.  

Another entity that a standardized test score does not reflect is the 

‘outside conditions’ when a student is taking the test (Ravitch, 2010). Particular 

room circumstances such as temperature, noise level, and who is sitting next to 

whom may effect the way a student performs on a test. Student performance 

may also be affected by their state of mind or distractions outside of the 

classroom. A student may be fighting with his or her best friend, only slept for 4 

hours the previous night, or missed breakfast that morning. All of these 

scenarios would cause a student to perform at a lower level than typical of that 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student. The way a student handles standardized test taking may also skew the 

scores. One student may care so much about their score that they are overly 

nervous and perform poorly on the test. When a student has test anxiety, they 

will perform significantly lower than what a teacher knows that student can do. 

The higher the stakes, the higher the anxiety, and the lower the reliability of the 

test scores (Kohn, 2000). Timed tests also increase nervousness in anxious 

students. On the flip side of test anxiety, students may care less about the test 

because the score is not reflected in their final grade. Students may ‘blow off’ the 

test by coloring in random ovals to complete the test quickly. All of these outside 

factors are not taken into consideration when examining the validity of a test 

score. 

Another unreliable source of error found within standardized testing is 

an inconsistency in scoring. For multiple choice “bubble” questions, a machine 

will scan the answer sheet and provide immediate results. These technological 

machines are great for saving time and effort, but their accuracy may be 

questionable at times. A well‐publicized case in October of 2005 made known of 

possible machine grading errors. Over four thousand student’s SAT scores were 

lowered about 130 points due to a machine glitch when scanning their answer 

sheets (Pope, 2006). A case of moisture made the machine shift student answer 

sheets so that they didn’t line up correctly with the censor. Some students may 

not have been accepted into their college of choice due to that mistake. 

Therefore, one should watch how much trust is being placed on these machine‐

graded exams. It may not happen often, but machine errors can occur. Other 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errors in standardized test grading are found in graders for the writing section. 

There are multiple graders across the nation for the writing and essay portion of 

the test. Although trained together, some graders may grade more harshly than 

others (Koretz, 2008). Some graders may even change the way they grade to be 

like other graders. A high‐level student may receive a low writing score because 

he or she had a harsh grader and a lower‐level student may receive a high 

writing score because he or she had a light grader. The perception of these two 

students in writing may be skewed due to the grading process. Any source of 

error in the process of standardized testing lowers the reliability of the test 

score.  

Another element to consider with test score reliability is the proficiency 

score of each state. NCLB demands that by 2014, every child in every state must 

score proficient on the standardized test of its state. However, there is no set 

score that determines a national proficiency. Proficiency may vary from the 6th 

to the 77th percentile (Ravitch, 2010). This is such a big difference that if a 

student is proficient in Colorado, they could be failing in Massachusetts.  

The system with the longest and best‐preserved records, the Keju 

examination system revealed these same problems with reliability and validity 

throughout history.  The fact that these problems persisted in the Keju system, 

despite repeated attempts to remove them, suggests that standardized tests are 

not the most valid and reliable test. When measures are taken to remove these 

problems, they simply mutate to new forms (Suen, 2006). In high stakes testing, 

success is defined by a high score on the test. The factors of test‐taking skills, test 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cheating, and curriculum narrowing appear to be so inherently chronic under 

high stakes conditions that they defy preventative measures (Suen, 2006).  

   Since NCLB law mandates that tests should be used for assessments when 

“valid and reliable”, a standardized test should not be used as the sole 

measurement of a students academic ability or proficiency. The National 

Research Council agrees in stating, “tests are not perfect, an educational decision 

that will have a major impact on a test taker should not solely be made on the 

basis of  a single test score” (National Research Council, 1999, p.276).  

 

Testing Bias 

 

  Another characteristic to take into consideration about standardized 

testing is test bias. Standardized test questions may be biased against the 

students taking the test. This is another source of test error that may lower 

reliability. A test bias is a systematic distortion of scores that undermine the 

validity of a particular student or subgroup taking the test (Young, 2005). As 

previously mentioned, teaching to the test and inflation from testing materials 

are ultimately forms of test bias. One of the biggest faults of standardized tests is 

that they often do not take diversity into account (Ravitch, 2010). Student test 

anxiety, disabilities, cultural differences, language differences, gender, and 

socioeconomic status are all diversities amongst our students today. Test 

questions do not take these diversities into account and therefore may 

undermine the validity of a particular student score. 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 Gender is not so much an inherent bias within the test. However, there 

are different expectations of males performing well on the math section and 

females performing well on the reading section. This may influence a student’s 

performance going into the testing atmosphere with these stereotypes in mind 

(Young, 2005). A student’s socioeconomic status, however, is an inherent bias 

within the test. Tests require a set of knowledge and skills more likely of a 

privileged background (Kohn, 2000). Students who have attended preschool, 

own computers, overheard conversations of current events from parents, and 

have been on interesting trips are considered to have a privileged upbringing. 

When a student is lacking one or few of these experiences, they may be placed at 

a disadvantage on the test. Content or wording on the test may distort the 

performance of a low socioeconomic student. For example, there may be a math 

word problem on the test about ‘yachting’. A poor student most likely will not 

know what that means and may answer the question incorrectly solely on the 

misunderstanding of the word (Koretz, 2008). A student’s location could also 

double as a similar test bias. If the same question about yachting was 

administered to a student in a western landlocked area, they may fail to know 

the meaning of a lanyard, which would obscure the competence of the Midwest 

in math.  

  A student’s gender, socioeconomic status, and location are all subject to 

test bias. However, the two biggest subgroups impacted by test bias are children 

with special needs and English language learners (Koretz, 2008). 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 The 1990’s increased the participation of special education students in 

large‐scale testing programs to ensure that they were assessed in the same 

fashion as mainstream students. NCLB requires that 95% of students with 

disabilities must be included in state and district‐wide testing programs with 

“appropriate accommodations where necessary”(Thurlow, 2001). Due to the 

indistinct nature of accommodations in the law, different states interpret the 

meaning inconstantly. One state may even permit an accommodation that 

another state prohibits. The purpose of these accommodations is not to raise the 

test scores of special needs children, but rather to help them score as well as 

their proficiency warrants them to score (Koretz, 2008).  

Although accommodations are a violation of standardization, they 

increase the validity of test scores for students who have disabilities. An example 

of an accommodation for a blind student would be having a Braille version of the 

test. An example of an accommodation for an orthopedic student would be 

having that student dictate her answers rather than writing them down. Once 

again the purpose of accommodations is not to raise their test score, but rather 

help each student score in a way that reflects his or her abilities. Providing 

insufficient accommodations for a student may cause him or her to score lower 

than his or her knowledge or ability level. Providing too many accommodations 

for a particular student may cause him or her to score higher than his or her 

knowledge or ability level. Both of these scenarios indicate a test bias because 

the accommodations, whether too little or too many, undermine the validity of a 

student’s test scores. 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Learning disabilities are the largest classification of a disability and they 

are also the hardest to assign a fair accommodation to for a student (Koretz, 

2008). For example, a dyslexic student may need help reading the questions on 

the test, but not drawing an inference to answer. Reading the test to him or her 

would fundamentally change what the test measures: to first decode, then infer 

meaning (Koretz, 2008). Not reading the test to the dyslexic student would 

significantly decrease the child’s score, and reading the test to the dyslexic 

student may increase a child’s score. Either way, there would be a test bias for 

this student. Under NCLB, there are serious consequences for special needs 

students not meeting AYP but only a few risks in providing excessive 

accommodations. Therefore, many schools are over‐accommodating and 

providing an unfair advantage to these students (Koretz, 2008).  

The second biggest test bias subgroup is students who are English 

language learners (ELL). The biases for these students are similar to assessing 

students with disabilities, even though having English as a second language is 

not a disability. ELL students come from different cultures. Some questions, even 

if read correctly, could be confusing to some students due to the different 

cultural traditions (Koretz, 2008). An intelligent Israeli student may have 

cultural or linguistic factors that undermine his or her aptitude from poor test 

results. The most common ELL test bias is from linguistic barriers. A lot of 

American words or phrases have polysemy, words that have multiple unrelated 

meanings.  For example, “cutting a price” means reducing the price, not cutting it 

with a knife(Koretz, 2008). Non‐native English speakers may only know the 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more common meaning of any word. The most obvious ELL test bias is when a 

student cannot speak or reading English fluently. If a student cannot read the 

question, they cannot give an appropriate answer. A test translator would be the 

most apparent accommodation given to an ELL student, however; there are so 

many different languages in schools today that a translator in every school for 

every language is seemingly unrealistic (Koretz, 2008). A translator reading the 

test to an ELL student may also fundamentally change what the test measures, as 

in the case of the dyslexic student. There are also advantages with certain 

languages compared to others. German and Spanish have a similar structure to 

English, whereas Mandarin is completely different. All of these situations pose a 

testing bias that undermines the validity of a particular student or subgroup 

taking the test.  

 

The Positive Aspects of Standardized Tests When Used As Intended 

   

  With all of the negative publicity standardized testing has received from 

educational activists, it is a common misconception to think that these tests are 

“bad”. The negative impact of standardized testing in schools comes not from the 

tests themselves, but rather from the consequences of their misuse. Allocation of 

funds, meeting AYP, and possible closing of failing schools are just a few 

examples of the consequences of high stakes standardized tests. In these cases, 

the students’ test results are used as the sole measurement of the education they 

have received. It has been stated that test scores are only an indicator, not the 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definition of the education a student has received (Young, 2005). The 

information taken from tests can be extremely valuable for certain uses if the 

tests themselves are valid and reliable (Ravitch, 2010).  

  Test results can show students and parents what the student has learned, 

what they have not learned, and what they need to improve. To some extent, 

these tests can be used to make comparisons across groups of students. A 

correct use of a test would be to assess a student’s comprehension of a particular 

unit taught in class. Teachers may use the test results to see how much of a 

particular lesson was truly taken in by the students. The correct use would be to 

test what is taught, not to teach what is tested (Ravitch, 2010). Such 

comprehensive exams are valid and reliable, because they reflect the 

information taught in class.  

  Standardized tests are a very practical assessment. These tests are fast, 

easy to administer, and relatively inexpensive compared to performance 

assessment (Kohn, 2000). While standardized tests quickly determine a 

student’s knowledge, performance assessment determines a student’s use of 

knowledge and problem solving skills. Performance assessment takes a long 

time to administer and grade for each student. So why wouldn’t standardized 

tests be used? Standardized tests are less time consuming than more 

complicated assessments that require personal time with each and every 

student. No school district has the time during the school year to fully evaluate 

each student’s performance individually for every single subject. A standardized 

test is a quick measurement with quick results. The standardized test also is a 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snapshot overview of a person’s mastery of a large range of skills and knowledge 

(Young, 2005).  As previously mentioned, this overview should not be the sole 

measurement of a student’s academic achievement. 

  The standardization of each test is a step towards equality for all test‐

takers. This holds all students, across the nation, accountable for the same 

material (Young, 2005). Standardization attempts to level the playing field with 

many diverse school systems. Each student is exposed to the same content, as 

well as the same format of the test. These tests are also easy to administer 

because there are explicit directions that come with each test packet. All 

students are delivered the same directions in the same way (Young, 2005).  

  Standardized tests also save time with easy grading. A teacher or 

administer doesn’t have to go through each individual test and grade written 

work. With standardized testing, a machine does the grading work for the 

evaluator, which saves time. The machine grading is also consistent and non‐

biased about the student answer sheet being graded (Young, 2005). The 

objectiveness of the grading machine is another positive aspect of using this 

form of assessment. Both the test and grading machine lower the risk of human 

error. For example, a teacher who may be a bit harsher when grading tests, or a 

teacher who is in a hurry may make errors or overlook problems when grading a 

test. A grading machine will mark an incorrect response as wrong and a correct 

response as right. A grading machine does not have any emotional ties to a 

student to judge their test differently. When a teacher is assessing their students, 

their emotions and prior knowledge of the student may become a bias and affect 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how they score the student (Young, 2005). Therefore, objectivity is a positive 

aspect of standardized testing.  

  Another aspect of standardized testing highly looked upon is the ease of 

tracking a student’s progress from year to year. With mountains of data stored 

on electronic files, computers can easily track the progress of an individual 

student over many years. Standardized tests also group students together by 

race, gender, and SES, which can allow schools to track the achievement of these 

different performance groups over time to make improvements in instruction 

(Young, 2005). Tracking progress from school year to school year goes hand in 

hand with accountability.  As noted earlier, under NCLB, schools must show an 

adequate yearly progress. With the help of standardized testing, tracking the 

data of these groups of students becomes very easy. Each school can set a cut 

score for students and hold them accountable to it. Standardized testing can also 

hold schools across the nation accountable for the same cut score (Young, 2005). 

Tracking progress and setting high expectations for students on standardized 

assessments may force students to take their education more seriously (Nathan, 

2002). 

  Standardized tests are very practical because they are fast, easy to 

administer, and relatively inexpensive. Computers storing data make it easy for 

schools to track the progress of their students and student sub‐groups from 

school year to school year. Standardized tests are also very objective and are 

non‐biased when grading each answer sheet. Lastly, the standardization of each 

test holds each student across the nation accountable for the same content 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standards. With no dire consequences or rewards pending on the scores of a test, 

standardized testing is a positive tool in assessment for schools to use freely.  

  Very few teachers cited in my research had anything positive to say about 

the standardized tests they are required to administer to their students. It is also 

important to note that little to nothing is documented in literature where 

teachers support high stakes standardized testing.  

 

With High­Stakes Consequences, Standardized Tests Have Negative 

Impacts 

 

A current belief is, “testing ruins schools”. In an interview regarding his 

book, The Case Against Standardized Testing, Alfie Kohn stated, “tests damage 

low‐income students by reducing their education to test‐prep”. In concurrence 

with Kelly Gallagher’s book, Readicide, Kohn also states, “children are not coming 

home chatting excitedly about school or wanting to read a book for fun” (Kohn, 

2000). Additionally, Kohn states that tests are ruining school spirit. The question 

of “how well are kids learning” has been changed to “who is beating whom”. 

There are other professional opponents who are in agreement with both Kohn 

and Gallagher’s books and beliefs. On the other hand, the advocates of 

standardized testing claim that tests are very practical, objective, and correct as 

an indicator of student achievement. Standardized testing becomes negative 

when it has high stakes and is used as the sole measurement of a student’s 

academic achievement. 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 As previously listed, standardized tests could have many positive uses in 

schools if used appropriately. Most recently, however, students, teachers, and 

parents  view standardized tests in an increasingly negative way. In 1975, 

Donald Campbell, a well‐known sociologist, stated, “the more any quantitative 

social indicator is used for social decision‐making, the more subject it will be to 

corruption”(Patton, 2008, p.258). This became known as ‘Campbell’s Law’. After 

NCLB was passed in 2001, standardized test results were used to label schools as 

passing or failing, yet this was not the purpose of the tests when they were 

designed. The tests were designed to be indicators of what students learned in 

particular subject areas, not indicators of what they were taught or the quality of 

their school. The increased pressure resulted in the corruption of schools to 

meet AYP any way they could. This pressure, also known as high stakes, created 

negative consequences associated with standardized testing in schools. In high 

stakes testing, success is defined by a high score on a test (Suen, 2006). 

Bess Keller wrote in the highly respected weekly education journal, 

Education Week, “no single measure should determine a student’s fate”(Keller, 

1998, p.1).  Under NCLB, students, teachers, administrators, and schools are 

judged solely on the measure of standardized test scores. Ravitch (2010) states, 

“not everything that matters in education can be measured; spirit of innovation, 

inquiry, imagination, and dissent are lost.” However, NCLB continues to use 

math and reading test results as the primary measure of students and schools. 

From the consequential pressure and high stakes associated with student test 

scores, standardized testing has had a severe negative impact on students, 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teachers, and the K‐12 public school systems over the past decade. Standardized 

testing does have many practical uses, but the sole measurement of a school, 

student, or teacher is not one of them.  

  One of the most widely talked about issues with high‐stakes standardized 

testing is the narrowing of classroom curriculum. It is a common misconception 

that what is taught in the classroom and what is actually tested are the same 

thing. However, what students are tested on doesn’t always match up with 

classroom objectives (Ormrod, 2003). Therefore, to improve student test results, 

teachers sometimes discard other topics planned in order to spend more time on 

concepts they know will be on the test. This is often referred to as “teaching to 

the test”. When standardized tests only measure reading and math, other 

important subjects such as history, civics, literature, science, arts, and geography 

may be left out of the classroom agenda (Ravitch, 2010). A test should always 

follow curriculum, not replace it. However, NCLB only mandates testing, not a 

curriculum. Not only do children lose out on important subject matter, but they 

also lose social and moral development. With a class driven by reading and math, 

there is no time for class meetings, building a sense of community, creative play, 

or working on conflict‐resolution skills (Kohn, 2000). These skills are important 

for creating a well‐rounded, functioning citizen in society.  

  Robert Tobias, the New York City public schools testing director for 

thirteen years, has stated, “Much of test preparation is not designed to increase 

student learning, but rather to try to beat the test”. For example, when a teacher 

is teaching his or her students about the Pythagorean theorem, one might say 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“two of the most common ratios are 3:4:5 and 5:12:13”. What the teacher 

actually means is that those two ratios will most likely be used on the particular 

test they will take. The real world will not help a person out with right triangles 

legs only in the ratio of 3:4:5 and 5:12:13 (Rubinstein, 2000). Another example 

of teaching to the test took place in Montgomery County, Maryland in 2001. A 

teacher was reviewing for the county’s math exam with her students. A question 

on the review sheet read, “how much should each band member raise if b= 

number of band members, when f(b)=$1200/b?” The question on the actual 

county test read, “how much money should each cheerleader raise when n= 

number of cheerleaders, and f(n)=$420/n” (Strauss, 2001). With questions 

almost identical, a student will temporarily memorize the procedure to pass the 

test, not commit the procedure to memory. Another form of ‘teaching to the test’ 

is when a teacher teaches “testwiseness” (Burley, 2002). Testwiseness is 

teaching valuable test taking skills, such as how to guess on a multiple‐choice 

question. When the curriculum content is narrowed and test‐taking skills are 

taught, students potentially lose out on a rich and full education (Young, 2005). 

  Most all standardized, high‐stakes tests are multiple‐choice. The multiple‐

choice format limits teaching and learning to knowledge, at the expense of skills 

and abilities, such as critical thinking, creative thinking, and problem solving 

(Haladyna, 2002). Students unable to generate a response will just have to 

recognize or guess at one for a correct answer. Roger Farr, professor and 

standardized test writer from Indiana University, has stated, “I don’t think that 

there’s any way to build a multiple choice test that allows a student to show 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what they can do with what they know” (Checkley, 1997, p.5).  Children will 

never go beyond Piaget’s Concrete Operational Thought into Higher‐Level 

Thinking on a multiple‐choice exam. Having a student graduate with the ability 

to correctly chose one bubble out of four on a multiple‐choice exam is not as 

important as a graduating a student well‐educated and equipped to live a 

gratifying life.  

  The negative impact that high‐stakes standardized testing has on 

students goes beyond the loss of history, civics, the arts, science, and literature. 

Students are also bribed with food, sports tickets, and exemption from finals and 

sometimes punished with no diploma for their test scores (Keller, 1998). These 

reinforcement tactics teach students that test scores are the only things 

important in education. With this lesson taught, testing undermines the love for 

learning and the desire for students to acquire knowledge. Both of these are 

ingredients of intrinsic motivation (Ravitch, 2010). Because a test score has no 

correlation with reading at home, students may have no interest in reading a 

book for their own enlightenment. It is difficult to maintain the same level of 

student motivation because teachers and students know that the tests are the 

primary measure of their success or failure (Ravitch, 2010).  

  Another negative impact on students from high stakes testing is through 

unhealthy competition. Before the implementation of high‐stakes standardized 

tests, healthy competition was present in schools.  Students would compete 

between schools in science fairs, essay contests, debates, and athletic events. 

Today, there is exceptionally unhealthy competition driven between schools, 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such as receiving the highest test scores, not sharing resources, and teaching to 

the test (Ravitch, 2010). There is also unhealthy competition between individual 

students in schools. Students may now worry how their test scores compare to 

other students test scores instead of worrying about how well they are doing for 

the sake of wanting to do well. Those students whose scores do not compare 

well to those of high performing students may believe they are failing, even 

when they are not (Kohn, 2000). This leads to a loss of self‐esteem and 

decreased motivation in school. This downward spiral of poor performance and 

negative views toward education are extremely difficult to break.  

  Students are not the only ones negatively affected by high‐stakes 

standardized testing in K‐12 public schools. As previously mentioned, teachers 

are pressured into narrowing the curriculum in which they teach to improve his 

or her class test scores. The accountability pressures corrupt the purpose of 

schooling by causing teachers to focus on the measure, rather than the goal of 

education. 

The standardized testing movement most often affects teachers 

emotionally. Educators feel as though they need to defend themselves and what 

they teach. Under such pressure for their students to perform well, teachers may 

feel they need to teach to the test or cheat. This then may cause good teachers to 

lose their love for teaching and leave the schools (Kohn, 2000). Teachers may 

also feel emotionally biased against low‐performing students. A superintendent 

in Florida observed, “when a low‐performing child walked into the room, instead 

of seeing a challenge or opportunity for improvement, teachers saw the student 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as a liability” (Wilgoren, 2001).  Best‐selling author and writer for the New York 

Times stated, “not everything of value that a teacher imparts on his or her 

students can be captured on a test” (Gladwell, 2008). However, teachers are 

feeling solely responsible for the scores his or her students receive. Teachers 

also feel helpless when students’ scores are publicized because they are not the 

only person who influenced that score.  

When high‐stakes standardized testing has a negative impact on the 

students and a negative impact on the teachers, the K‐12 public school system as 

a whole is impacted negatively as well. Story lines and newspaper headlines 

every year read, “performance is getting better, scores increasing dramatically”, 

but this is only true at face value (Fuller, 2006). Test scores, indeed, may be 

increasing, but an actual increase in student learning and achievement is not. 

This is often called test inflation. Test scores may appear to be increasing 

because teachers are teaching to the test. The students lose out other valuable 

subjects, but their test scores in reading and math increase. Schools spending 

millions of dollars for test preparation materials also go hand in hand with 

teachers teaching to the test. Another form of test inflation is when schools use 

incentives, such as food and prizes, to boost student performance on test. 

Ravitch (2010) states that results from incentives are meaningless because gains 

that are purchased with cash are short‐lived and have nothing to do with a real 

education. “Buying” good test scores with incentives and test preparation 

materials does not create an actual increase in student learning, which is the 

goal of education. Relocation of good teachers to failing schools and test cheating 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are also forms of test inflation used today (Koretz, 2008). Ways to make real 

gains in education are by working more effectively, teaching more content, and 

working harder. These are hardly possible in a curriculum driven by high stakes 

standardized tests.   

Test inflation is not the only corruption in K‐12 public school systems. A 

problem on the rise is simple test cheating. Test results are often used to 

“determine funding, salary increases, and other administrative aspects” 

(Ormrod, 2003, p.538). With such an unwarranted amount of pressure on 

teachers and principles, scores are often raised by hook or by crook. This 

dishonesty of school systems takes four different forms (Ravitch, 2010). The first 

is old‐fashioned cheating. Schools may correct student answers or even leak 

questions to the students before the test. A second form of test cheating is called 

“skimming”. Skimming is when schools restrict admission of low‐performing 

students into their district (Ravitch, 2010). Schools may do this by requiring 

interviews with parents they know won’t show up, have students write essays, 

compare attendance records, or ask for letters of recommendation (Carnoy, 

Jacobsen, Mishel, & Rothstein, 2005). A third way of gaming the system is by 

reducing the participation of low‐performing students on state tests. Schools 

may encourage those students to stay home that day or suspend them. School 

administrators may also shift students to other categories, such as special 

education or English language learners. The last form of test cheating is when 

schools make the test less challenging or lower the cut score. For example, the 

test scores in New York jumped from 65.8 proficiency in 2006 to 86.5 % in 2009. 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To the public, those schools were improving, but in actuality, the cut scores were 

lowered to increase proficiency. It was also noted in 2008, that sometimes 

students in New York could receive enough correct answers to pass by randomly 

guessing (Senechal, 2009). All in all, the colossal pressure of standardized testing 

has forced school systems to turn to deceit. This dishonesty in schools today 

steers them away from the original goals of education.  

In Ondine Rarey’s production of Testing Mrs. Grube, a failing school in 

Central Harlem begins preparation for state‐mandated tests in September that 

are administered in April. Even with a scripted three‐hour daily test prep, Marie 

Grube’s fifth grade students continue to fail every practice test, until she deviates 

from policy (Ondine Rarey Productions, 2007). In this documentary, teachers 

became managers and instruction was clearly teacher‐centered, expository, and 

not responsive to individual developmental levels. The second part of the 

documentary, A Different Standard, acts as a corrective to the school in Testing 

Mrs. Grube. This documentary explores a different New York school in Central 

Park. At this school, learning is inquiry‐based and children are clearly engaged 

and learning through hands‐on discovery approach instruction. Like the Central 

Harlem school in Testing Mrs. Grube, this school is also required to take the 

standardized tests. The innovative school struggles to merge its instructional 

approaches with the reality of the tests. The teachers of the Central Park school 

defend their pedagogical positions in the face of the standards testing 

movement. These two documentaries, viewed as a set, show that there are two 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clear paths schools can follow under NCLB; the path of teaching to the test, or the 

path of inquiry and innovative learning.  

Throughout the research, teachers seem to agree that high stakes 

standardized testing negatively impacts public schools, administrators, teachers, 

and children. Lucy Calkins agrees with the theme in this movie by stating that a 

concern for high scores makes the curriculum match the test (Calkins, 

Montgomery, & Santman, 1998). Other teachers agree that narrowly focused 

curriculum can be harmful. Teaching to the tests may achieve higher scores in 

the short run, but these scores are not evidence that the students are strong in 

that subject (Calkins et al, 1998). Interviewed teachers have stated that the 

learning environment for children is less innovative and that teachers, too, have 

a rough work environment. Another common issue mentioned amongst 

teachers, literature and movies was the concern that not every student performs 

his or her best when taking a standardized test. Calkins mentions that test 

anxiety is very common (Calkins et al, 1998). Test anxiety affects the overall 

trustworthiness of the test results. Reliability and validity are two key factors in 

standardized testing.  

 

Is NCLB­Mandated High Stakes Standardized Testing Even Working? 

   

  It is safe to say that if improvement of educational achievement is the end 

goal, testing is not working (Peterson, 2003). Despite twenty years of agitation 

and reform, mostly started by A Nation At Risk and NCLB 2001, student 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achievement has idled, if not declined. In 2006‐2007, 25,000 public schools 

didn’t make AYP and in the 2007‐2008 school year, 30,000 public schools didn’t 

make AYP (Ravitch, 2010). Thirty thousand schools are around 30% of all public 

schools in America, therefore 30% of American public schools are failing to make 

AYP. As previously noted, the number of failing schools keeps increasing. Often 

times, after reviewing test results from various schools, the government spends 

more time punishing failing schools that don’t do well rather than spending time 

helping those students and schools improve (Young, 2005). Federally taking 

over schools, removing resources, and cutting off funding are a few of the many 

ways failing schools are punished. These punishments do not raise test scores or 

improve student education.  

In some school districts across the country, test scores have improved. 

Some may credit these scores to increased learning, but in most cases, test 

inflation or test cheating forces higher scores under high stakes. Teaching to the 

test will definitely improve test scores.  Ravitch (2010) states that data reflects 

mainly the amount of time invested in test preparation activities. In these cases, 

the education of a student isn’t improving, just the test score on a standardized 

reading, writing, and math test. Tests fail to measure “carrying out extended 

analyses, solving open ended problems, and displaying command of complex 

relationships” (Ayers, 1993, p.118). Even the reading questions rarely examine 

how students interrelate parts of the text and do not require justification or 

evidence of an answer. Tests are “a quick finding of answers rather than a 

reflective interpretation” (Resnick & Resnick, 1990, p.71). Because a 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standardized test score is not a full measurement of a student’s academic ability, 

requiring high test scores from schools are not going to improve education. Well‐

educated teachers, small class size, beautiful facilities, and curriculums rich in 

arts and science are what will improve education as a whole. As of today, 

nationwide mandated standardized high‐stakes testing is not improving 

educational achievement in schools.  

 

Conclusions 

   

  There are a few positive and several negative aspects of high stakes 

standardized testing in K‐12 public schools. Standardized testing has been 

around for a long time and will continue to be used in schools in the future. The 

pressure and consequences for which the scores are used have increased over 

the years to present day public schools, due to the standards‐based 

accountability mandated by NCLB in 2001 (Zucker, 2003).  Pressure, or “high 

stakes”, comes from important decision‐making based solely on a test score. 

These important decisions may determine school funding, school resources, or 

closing the doors of failing schools. Standardized testing is used for a good 

indicator of a student’s performance, not a full measurement of their education 

and capabilities. Therefore, schools should not be solely judged based on their 

passing or failing test scores. Some schools are more affected by low 

socioeconomic status and an abundance of ELL students than other schools. 

These test‐biased circumstances may cause a significantly lower performance on 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tests. Struggling schools need help, not a loss of funds, resources, or operation 

rights. In addition to a potential test bias, standardized tests are error prone and 

incapable of measuring every aspect in education. Therefore, it is learned that 

standardized testing should never be the sole measure determining a student, 

teacher, or school’s fate.  

  In addition to being a constructive indicator of a student’s performance 

level, standardized testing also equalizes the playing field by ensuring that every 

student takes the same test. Standardized tests are also seen in a positive light 

because they are quick, easy to grade, and are inexpensive. Additionally, machine 

graders grade each test objectively. Standardized testing receives its negative 

connotation when it is implemented under ‘high stakes’. This is currently 

happening under NCLB. The high pressure placed on test scores has forced many 

negative outcomes in public schools. The curriculum is narrowing to solely math 

and reading, teachers are cheating to achieve optimum results, and the moral 

and love for learning in schools is declining.  

  In 2001, the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act under No Child Left Behind set the stakes for standardized testing the 

highest in history. Today in 2010, Obama’s plan to change NCLB lowers the 

stakes by eliminating AYP, measurement of dropout rates, and punishments for 

low scoring schools. Also, schools will not be required to reach 100% proficiency 

by 2014. The possible elimination of these requirements would significantly 

lower the pressure on schools and allow for a healthy, public education system. 

Teachers will feel they have time to teach other subjects such as, social studies, 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science, and art. Hopefully current “test score” atmosphere in schools will return 

to a general love for learning. Honesty will also be restored in schools.  

  Standardized testing will still be used in schools, however; without 

pressure and high stakes, standardized testing can be used sensibly. A sensible 

use of the test would be in supplementation of other information, such as 

portfolios, evaluations, and experiments (Koretz, 2008). Summative tests are 

also a good evaluation of content learned in a particular subject. Instead of using 

standardized test scores to evaluate the effectiveness of a school, inspection 

teams could do the job. Physical conditions, curriculum plans, and the quality of 

teaching and classroom learning are far greater measurements of a school than 

test scores (Ravitch, 2010).  

Standardized testing is not the “cure‐all” in education. To improve the 

education in schools, there should be an established curriculum, standards for 

proficiency in that curriculum, matching textbooks, and tests based on the 

curriculum taught (Ravitch, 2010). The school system should be aligned with 

curricular goals, not with random skills testing. Standardized tests under low 

stakes or no stakes could have a positive outcome in our schools today. 

According to Nicholas Lemann, “We have a moral obligation to be precise about 

what the problems in American education are‐like subpar schools for poor and 

minority children‐and to resist heroic ideas about what would solve them, if 

those ideas don’t demonstrably do that” ( (Lemann, 2010). 

Until changes are made, teachers, students, administrators, parents, and 

community members can all work to change the use of standardized testing in 



40 

our schools today. Many professionals believe high‐stakes testing is corrupting 

our schools year by year, and that people in the community should speak out to 

help their school and the K‐6 public education system. An advocate for or an 

opponent against could speak out at a school board meeting, form a group of 

supporters, write a letter to a school administrator, write a letter to a state 

legislator, or write to the local newspaper. With help from the community, the 

use of standardized testing in schools can be changed and K‐6 public schools can 

be restored to a healthy, honest environment for students to become well‐

educated, productive members in society. 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