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High-Stakes Testing and Students:
Stopping or Perpetuating a Cycle

of Failure?

As state-mandated standardized testing becomes an
increasingly popular tool by which to make stu-
dent-level high-stakes decisions such as promotion
or graduation from high school, it is critical to
look at such applications and their effects on stu-
dents. Findings in this article suggest that non-
White, non-Asian students, as well as students with
special needs and English Language Learners, are
among the groups most deeply affected by high-
stakes testing. Test scores give us important in-
formation, but they do not give us all the information
necessary to make critical decisions. Given their lim-
ited nature and the potentially adverse impacts they
can have, using state-mandated large-scale testing
for student-level high-stakes purposes is unadvisable.

l | SE OF MANDATED LARGE-SCALE TESTING to eval-

uate programs (e.g., Title 1) has been part
of the public educational landscape in the United
States for more than 30 years (Heubert & Hauser,
1999). It was the minimum competency era of the
1970s and early 1980s, however, that ushered in
the widespread implementation of such tests for
student-level evaluations. During this time, the
number of such state-level testing programs rose
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from 1 in 1972 to 34 by 1985 (Haney, Madaus, &
Lyons, 1993). For those states with graduation sanc-
tions attached to their tests, students who were not
able to demonstrate minimal competency in the
basic skills of reading and arithmetic were denied
high school diplomas.

The release of A Nation at Risk (National
Commission, 1983) reinforced the need for stu-
dent accountability and elevated the level of dem-
onstrated proficiency. According to the report, the
United States could no longer rely on minimal read-
ing and math competency to maintain its competi-
tive edge. Instead, students needed to be held to
“rigorous and measurable” standards in order to
ensure the country’s success in the information age
(National Commission, 1983). These standards
would raise the level of expected learning and, in
essence, define a new set of minimum competen-
cies. Within 3 years, 35 states had begun compre-
hensive educational reform, marking the beginning
of an almost 2-decade journey to create and hold
students accountable for mastery of a new set of
world class standards (Kornhaber & Orfield, 2001).
Currently, a majority of states use or have plans in
place to use state-mandated tests as the sole or
significant criteria for promotion and/or gradua-
tion from public elementary and secondary schools
(“Quality Counts,” 2002).

In order to look at the impacts these state-man-
dated high-stakes tests have on students, particularly
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those traditionally underserved by the public edu-
cation system, this article will explore Massachu-
setts and North Carolina as examples. These states
were selected among the 18 currently using high-
stakes testing for graduation and/or promotion for
several reasons. First, each is in the process of
fully implementing standards-based high-stakes
testing for graduation and/or promotion. In North
Carolina, third, fifth, and eighth grade students are
required to pass a state-mandated test for promo-
tion, and a high school exit test will be phased in
over the next several years. In Massachusetts, the
graduating class of 2003 will be the first group
that must pass the state’s standards-based exams
at the 10th grade in order to graduate from high
school. Although many states already fully imple-
ment promotion or graduation testing and a major-
ity are moving toward standards-based assessments,
a fair number have not yet fully aligned their tests
with the state content standards in the way that
Massachusetts and North Carolina have. Thus, they
are two of the better state-level examples of the
aforementioned standards-based reform movement
in that they not only hold students accountable,
but do so in relation to a prespecified set of rigor-
ous content standards. Additionally, Massachusetts
and North Carolina have readily available disag-
gregated test score data as well as information about
the content standards measured on the state ex-
ams. Most states provide information on passing
rates but often do not present them broken out by
race.! Likewise, many states make practice ques-
tions publicly available, but the specific learning
standards measured by the test are not clearly iden-
tified. Massachusetts and North Carolina, then, of-
fer particularly good opportunities to disentangle
the effects of state-mandated high-stakes tests on
minority, ESL, low socioeconomic status, and oth-
er students, as well as to discern the kinds of con-
tent standards that are being measured.

This article begins by looking at what the
research reveals about high-stakes testing and its
relationship to student outcomes. It next presents
data from Massachusetts and North Carolina on
state trends related to high-stakes testing and stu-
dents. Finally, the author offers some suggestions
on the appropriate uses of testing for educational
decision making.
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What Research Says About the Impact

of High-Stakes Testing on Students

As state-mandated standardized testing be-
comes an increasingly popular tool by which to
make student-level high-stakes decisions such as
promotion or graduation from high school, it is
critical to look at what the literature tells us about
such applications and their effects. Although space
does not allow for a detailed review, this section
highlights some of the major findings across studies.

Disparities in performance

Much work has been done to document and
analyze the performance gaps between Whites and
Asians relative to Hispanics and African Americans
on both tests in general and high-stakes tests in par-
ticular. Generally, studies have found that although
differences in test scores have narrowed over time,
substantial disparities still exist. For example, Hedg-
es and Nowell (1998) found that African Americans
have been greatly underrepresented among the high-
est test scorers on standardized tests, and that under-
representation has not diminished over time. Similarly,
Madaus and Clarke (2001) document that, based on
1996 National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) scores, the average proficiency for White
13-year-olds was about the same level achieved by
17-year-old African Americans, and that Hispanics
also continue to underperform relative to their White
counterparts.

Analyses of test score differences between reg-
ular education students and students classified in spe-
cial groups, such as English Language Learners
(ELLs) or students with disabilities, also show that
without appropriate accommodations (and sometimes
even with them), the latter two typically underper-
form (DeStefano, 1998; LaCelle-Peterson, 1998).2 For
example, the work of McNeil and Valenzuela (2001)
found that children in Texas with limited English
proficiency were being “especially handicapped in
their ability to exhibit their knowledge by the [Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills] TAAS exit test” (p.
147). Students with disabilities in New York, regard-
less of the type of accommodations received, still
greatly underperformed on the Regents exams relative
to their nondisabled counterparts (Koretz & Hamil-
ton, 2001). Such documented disparities must be care-
fully considered when weighing these tests’ impacts.
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Dropout rates

Determining the impact high-stakes testing
may have on dropout rates is complicated. The con-
founding influences of factors ranging from the
end of social promotion, to immigrant status, to
changes in graduation requirements make it diffi-
cult to pinpoint a single influence as the root cause
of a student’s decision to leave school before gradu-
ating. That said, a growing body of research is
attempting to more clearly disentangle the impact
of high-stakes exit testing on dropping out (Heu-
bert & Hauser, 1999). There is some empirical work
to argue that no relationship exists between high-
stakes testing and dropping out (Bishop & Mane,
2001). There is a larger body of research, howev-
er, that suggests such exit tests are related to an
increase in the numbers of students dropping out,
particularly for students already at risk (Catterall,
1989; Kreitzer, Madaus, & Haney, 1989; Madaus
& Clarke, 2001). In one of the most recent large-
scale studies on this issue, Haney (2000) studied
the impact of the TAAS on school completion in
Texas and found evidence to suggest that the exit
exam was associated with an increase in dropout
rates, especially among African Americans and His-
panics. High-stakes testing, then, may increase the
numbers of students leaving high school without a
diploma—a minimum certification necessary in to-
day’s labor market.

Retention rates

Districts and states are beginning to increas-
ingly rely on mandated high-stakes tests to make
promotion decisions. Chicago Public Schools is
perhaps the most well known of such a district-
level implementation, where policy makers man-
dated minimum performance on the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills (ITBS) in order to be promoted. In its
first year, 15%, 13%, and 8% of the students at
grades 3, 6, and 8, respectively were retained based
on ITBS test scores, even after mandatory summer
school (Heubert & Hauser, 1999). While Chicago
represents only district-level data, findings such as
these highlight key issues that states may face on
an aggregated level. Further, the statewide use of
high-stakes testing for promotion decisions has to
be considered in the broader context of current re-
tention trends in which a large share of American
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school children are already retained (Heubert &
Hauser, 1999). Again, minorities, ELLs and stu-
dents with disabilities are likely to be the most
vulnerable to such policies (Shepard, 1991). In con-
sidering whether retention is detrimental in and of
itself, existing research once again provides some
insight. Data indicate that repeating a grade gener-
ally does not improve achievement, and it often
increases the dropout rate (Heubert & Hauser, 1999;
Shepard & Smith, 1989).

Student learning

The research shows that the negative impacts
of high-stakes testing on students are potentially
severe. But we have not addressed a possibly re-
deeming factor: whether the exams serve their in-
tended purpose of improving student learning. As
the argument goes, high-stakes tests “focus stu-
dent attention on the knowledge and skills that are
deemed most important to learn” (Linn & Herman,
1997, pp. 2, 5). This important knowledge and skill
set, however, often becomes myopically defined
as a narrow, test-defined set of skills (Madaus &
Clarke, 2001). Students focus on mastering only
those competencies measured on the exam to the
exclusion of others that may be educationally im-
portant but untested (e.g., collaboration, research
project design). Teachers foster those efforts by
teaching to the content and tradition of the test
(Madaus, 1988). Test scores go up and more stu-
dents pass the exam.

As empirical evidence suggests, however, in-
creased high-stakes test scores do not equate to
increased learning (Cannell, 1989; Koretz, Mitchell,
& Stetcher, 1996). For example, work by research-
ers at RAND found that, while TAAS scores in
Texas indicated large increases in academic
achievement across all ethnoracial groups, NAEP
scores during the same time period suggested oth-
erwise. While Texas students improved significant-
ly more on a fourth-grade NAEP math test than
did their counterparts nationally, the size of this
gain was smaller than their gains on TAAS. Fur-
ther, such gains were not present on the eighth-
grade math test. In particular, where TAAS scores
suggested a rapid narrowing of the achievement
gap between Whites and students of color, NAEP
trends showed a larger and increasing gap (Klein,



Hamilton, McCaffrey, & Stetcher, 2000). These
findings suggest that high-stakes tests are not nec-
essarily leading to increased learning. Similarly,
Amrein and Berliner (2002) gathered comprehen-
sive evidence from 18 states using high-stakes test-
ing to suggest that in all but one analysis, student
learning was indeterminate, remained at the same
level as before the policy was implemented, or ac-
tually went down after the testing policy was insti-
tuted. These high-stakes tests, then, may be
increasing risks with no increased benefits to stu-
dent learning.

Given this general synopsis of the ways in
which high-stakes testing may impact students, the
article now turns to Massachusetts and North Caro-
lina as specific examples of how state-mandated
high-stakes exams are affecting students.

Massachusetts

In 1993 the Massachusetts Education Reform
Act was passed to ensure that all students were
learning at high levels. Groups of educators began
the task of creating frameworks “of high quality,
results driven, and focused on world class stan-
dards” (Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks,
n.d., para. 3). To assess whether students were
meeting those expectations, the Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) was
created and administered for the first time in 1998.
Passing scores on the exams would be an indica-
tion that test takers could “synthesize, organize,
and apply knowledge to complex problems and
real-life situations” (“Background on the MCAS,”
n.d., para. 2 and following).

In its current iteration, the MCAS is admin-
istered at grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10. Across
these grades, tests in reading, English Language
Arts (ELA), mathematics, science and technology/
engineering, and history and social science are ad-
ministered. They include multiple-choice, short
answer, and open-response items. Students receive
a scaled score (ranging from 200 to 280) and a
corresponding proficiency level: Warning, Needs
Improvement, Proficient, or Advanced. For students
in the graduating class of 2003, a Needs Improve-
ment or better on both the ELA and mathematics
exams is necessary to graduate from high school.

Horn
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MCAS results for the 10th grade

Tables 1 and 2 present the percentages scoring
at the Needs Improvement level or higher on the 10th
grade ELA and mathematics tests for each of the
years the exams have been administered. Overall,
more students pass the ELA MCAS than do the
mathematics MCAS. Minority students, in particu-
lar African Americans and Hispanics, however,
greatly underperform relative to their White and
Asian counterparts on both tests. For example, only
52% and 42% of Hispanic ELA and mathematics
test takers, respectively, scored at the Needs Im-
provement level or higher on the 2001 administra-
tion. Comparatively, 88% of White students reached
the same level on the ELA test; 82% did so on the
math MCAS. Regular education students outper-
form students with disabilities and limited English
proficient students every year on both tests.

For the first three years of administration,
the percentages passing the ELA test stayed fairly
stagnant or declined across racial/ethnic and spe-
cial population categories. The mathematics test
scores reflected similar patterns in the first two
years, but the percentage passing actually rose
modestly (3 to 7 percentage points) across all cat-
egories in the Spring 2000 administration. In 2001,
the first year test takers needed a Needs Improve-
ment score on both tests to graduate, however, all
racial/ethnic and student status groups saw marked
increases in the percentages passing each of the
exams. Although there is no clear and definitive
explanation for these substantial jumps, several
possibilities exist. Students might have taken the
tests more seriously because of the upcoming di-
ploma sanction. Additionally, schools may have
worked to improved student performance on the
tests by offering more focused in-class and after-
school preparation for the exams.

Alternatively, some have argued that the gains
may not be due to increased student performance
but to technical changes in the way raw scores
were converted to scaled scores (Hayward, 2001).
Skeptics of the increase have also pointed to the
fact that more than 4,000 fewer students are present
in the current class of 2003 compared with the
original class of 2003, following patterns seen in
the research on high-stakes testing, retention, and
dropping out in Texas (Haney, 2000). A state report
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suggests that such drops are normal and are typically
the result of students dropping out (unrelated to the
test), being retained in grade (unrelated to the test),
or moving out of the state (Perlman, 2002). In order
to more fully understand whether the MCAS gradua-
tion exams, other factors, or some combination of
the two may be resulting in more dropouts and reten-
tions in grade, the state must continue to closely doc-
ument and make publicly available the disaggregated
data on who is being impacted and why.

Turning back to the current class of 2003, the
first group to fall under the high-stakes testing stipu-
lation, Table 3 shows the numbers of students by
racial/ethnic or student status category who have
earned a competency determination as of the Fall
2001 retest.> According to the state, the current class
of 2003 is comprised of 8% African Americans, 5%
Asians, 8% Hispanics, and 79% Whites. Of that to-
tal, 76% of the students have passed the necessary
exams to graduate. Disaggregated by race/ethnicity,
however, the total number having earned a compe-
tency determination is made up of 5% African Amer-
icans, 5% Asians, 4% Hispanics, and 85% Whites.
African Americans and Hispanics are underrepresent-
ed relative to their presence in the enrolled class;
Whites are noticeably overrepresented. Likewise, stu-
dents with disabilities and limited English proficien-
cy make up 12% and 4%, respectively, of the Fall
2001 enrollment but only 7% and 1% of the total
having earned a competency determination.

The disproportionate impact of the 10th grade
MCAS tests is presented differently in Table 4.
While 82% of all White students in the current
class of 2003 have met the testing requirements
necessary for graduation as of the Fall 2001 retest,
only 41% of Hispanics and 48% of African Amer-
icans have met the same goal. Even more striking,
84% of limited English proficient students have
not yet passed both tests. Despite the large increases
in the percentages passing (as shown in Tables 1
and 2), it seems unlikely that the gains necessary
to put minority pass rates on par with Whites and
Asians will be met with only one year remaining
until the 2003 graduation date.

North Carolina

Approved by the state in 1999, the North Caro-
lina Board of Education passed sweeping reforms

Horn
High-Stakes Testing and Students

Table 3
Percent of Total by Category Enrolled
Compared with Percent of Total by
Category Who Have Earned a Competency
Determination, Fall 2001

Fall 2001 Total Number Who
Enrollment Have Earned CD
(% of Total (% of Total Who
Enrollment) Have Earned CD)
All Students 63767 48463
Limited English 2335 374
Proficient 4) (1)
Students with 7806 3512
Disabilities (12) (7)
Regular 53626 44510
Education (84) 92)
African Ameri- 5074 2436
can/Black (8) (5)
Asian 2956 2217
() (5)
Hispanic 5284 2166
(8) (€5)
Native American 172 126
(<1) (<1)
White 50281 41230
(79) (85)

Source: Massachusetts Department of Education (2002)

Table 4

Percent of Total Meeting the Needs
Improvement Standard or Higher on both
the 10th Grade ELA and Mathematics

MCAS, Fall 2001

% of Total Who
Have Earned CD

All Students 76
Limited English Proficient 16
Students with Disabilities 45
Regular Education 83
African American/Black 48
Asian 75
Hispanic 41
Native American 73
White 82

Source: Massachusetts Department of Education (2002)
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requiring increased accountability at the student lev-
el. Although the state already had structures in place
to evaluate schools (e.g., The ABCs of Public Edu-
cation), these new reforms marked the first time the
state implemented high-stakes testing for elementary
and middle school students. Students receive a scaled
score and a corresponding achievement level ranging
from I (student does not have sufficient mastery to
be promoted) to IV (student performs beyond what
would be expected to be promoted) (North Carolina
State Board of Education, 1999).

Students in grades 3 through 8 participate in
Gateway Exams, a set of standards-based, end-of-
grade multiple-choice tests of reading and mathe-
matics, in order to be promoted from grades 3, 5,
and 8. High school students, beginning with the
graduating class of 2005, will also have to pass an
exit exam to graduate from high school. In order
to “ensure that students are working at grade level
in reading, writing, and mathematics before being
promoted to the next grade,” fifth graders in 2000-
2001 were the first required to pass reading and math
Gateway Exams for promotion (North Carolina State-
wide Student, n.d., para. 1). The exam-based reten-
tion policies were applied to third and eighth graders
with the 2001-2002 test administrations (data on the
number of students retained as a result of test scores
are not yet available). It is important to note, howev-
er, that principals have overriding power to make
promotion and retention decisions (North Carolina
State Board of Education, 2000).

Results for the fifth grade

Table 5 presents the percentages of fifth grad-
ers scoring at or above Level III on both the reading
and mathematics tests over a 2-year period. As evi-
denced in the table, all racial/ethnic groups have seen
noticeable increases. The percentage of African

Americans passing both tests, for example, has risen
6 points. Substantial disparities, however, remain
among African Americans, Hispanics, Asians, and
Whites. While 87% of White and 85% of Asian
students passed both Gateway Exams in 2001, only
62% and 67% of African Americans and Hispan-
ics, respectively, met the same standard. These dif-
ferential performances among racial/ethnic groups
are substantive, especially given the fact that Spring
2001 marked the first year the fifth grade exams
were used for promotion decisions.

While Table 5 presents the percentages of
students passing both the reading and math Gate-
way Exams on the first try, it does not, according
to other state documents, exactly reflect the per-
centage of students promoted to the sixth grade. In
determining how many students are promoted/re-
tained in grade based on end-of-grade test scores,
North Carolina offers two retests (the first of which
happens only 3 weeks after the first test results are
returned) to students not meeting the requirements
on the first exam. Additionally, students who do
not meet the standards on the second try receive a
Personalized Education Plan (PEP), which is in-
tended to provide focused instruction. Further, the
state gives schools the option of adding one stan-
dard error of measurement to a student’s test scores
in determining whether (s)he has met the designat-
ed achievement level for passing (Student Account-
ability Standards, n.d.). Finally, as mentioned
earlier, there is a review process in place that al-
lows principals to make a decision to promote a
student despite not reaching the standards (North
Carolina State Board of Education, 2000).

Taking all of those safeguards into place, then,
92% of the state’s tested fifth graders passed both
sections and were promoted in 2001 (North Carolina
State Board of Education, 2001). Conversely, less

Table 5
Percent Scoring At or Above Level III in Both Reading and Mathematics, Grade 5
African Asians Hispanics Mixed Race Native Whites
Americans Americans
Spring, 2000 56 82 77 59 83
Spring, 2001 62 85 82 65 87

Source: North Carolina State Board of Education, State Testing Results, 2000-2001
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than 3% of the tested fifth graders did not meet the
standards and were retained. Five percent of the
fifth graders did not meet the standards but were
promoted; roughly 1% met the standards but were
not promoted for other reasons. Among the vari-
ous racial/ethnic groups, Whites and Asians had
the highest percentage meeting the standard and
being promoted (96% and 94%, respectively). His-
panics and African Americans had the lowest per-
centage meeting the standards and being promoted
(85% and 86%, respectively). Four percent of both
African American and Hispanic test takers were
retained in grade because they did not meet the
standards (compared with 1% of all White students)
(North Carolina State Board of Education, 2001).

Taken as a whole, the Massachusetts and North
Carolina results suggest that non-White, non-Asian
students are among the groups most affected by this
type of high-stakes testing. The 10th grade results
from the MCAS ELA and mathematics exams show
that minority, limited English proficient, and disabled
students will be deeply impacted by the upcoming
diploma sanction. As many as half of African Amer-
icans and Hispanics currently in the class of 2003
may not graduate because of test scores. Up to 84%
of limited English proficient students also may not
receive a diploma. In North Carolina, African Amer-
ican and Hispanic students are being retained in grade
because of test scores at almost 4 times the rate of
White and Asian students. Although it is too early to
determine the extent to which these high-stakes tests
are having other negative impacts on students (e.g.,
increased dropout rates), preliminary descriptive data
are troubling.

But the question remains, in spite of these find-
ings. Are such tests valuable because they ultimately
ensure an education that will better prepare students
for the needs of a changing workforce? The next
section addresses this issue directly.

21st Century Skills and a
Changing Workforce

In 1999, the U.S. Departments of Commerce,
Education, and Labor, along with the National In-
stitute of Literacy and the Small Business Admin-
istration, released a report outlining 21st century
skills necessary for 21st century jobs. Those com-
petencies include:

Horn
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e Basic skills — The academic basics of reading,
writing, and computation are necessary for jobs
of all kinds.

e Technical skills — Workers use a growing array
of advanced information, telecommunications,
and manufacturing technologies, as employers
turn to technology to boost productivity and ef-
ficiency, and to deliver services to customers in
new ways.

* Organizational skills — New systems of manage-
ment and organization, as well as employee-cus-
tomer interactions, require a portfolio of skills
in addition to academic and technical skills.
These include communication, analytical, prob-
lem solving, and interpersonal skills; creative
thinking; and the ability to negotiate and influ-
ence and to self-manage.

Others have similarly laid out the skills stu-
dents ought to have to be productive citizens in
the 21st century (CEO Forum on Technology and
Education, 2001; Murnane & Levy, 1996). As evi-
denced by the list above and elsewhere, workers in
the emerging labor market will be required to have
far more than the basic skills of reading, writing,
and math. The recurring skills needed for success
in the new millennium also include proficiencies
in technology, communication, problem solving,
and working with others. Moreover, these 21st cen-
tury skills are demanded in the context of a chang-
ing labor force. The U.S. Department of Labor
projects that by 2008 Asians, Hispanics, and Afri-
can Americans will have a 40%, 37%, and 20%
increased presence in the labor force, respectively.
Whites, by comparison, are estimated to have only
a 7% increase (U.S. Dept. of Labor, n.d.).

While promotion tests are seen as important
preventive measures, high school exit exams, in
particular, are perceived as a last stop gap for un-
derprepared students funneling into the workforce.
Given their more direct link to the labor market,
then, the article returns to the 10th grade MCAS.

ELA and Math curriculum frameworks, the
MCAS, and 21st century skills

By their own claim, the Massachusetts Frame-
works are world class and prepare students to en-
ter the workforce in the new millennium. But how
do the standards in the Massachusetts Frameworks
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really compare to the necessary 21st century skills
just outlined? At present, the 10th grade ELA
Frameworks include 27 standards broken into 4
strands: Language, Reading and Literature, Com-
position, and Media (Massachusetts Department of
Education, 2001). The Mathematics Frameworks
cover 5 strands: Number Sense and Operations;
Patterns, Relations, and Algebra; Geometry; Mea-
surement; and Data Analysis, Statistics, and Prob-
ability (Massachusetts Department of Education,
2000).* The standards in both frameworks, but in
particular the ELA Frameworks, ask students to
demonstrate both basic and higher-order thinking
skills, work in groups, analyze and apply technol-
ogy, and so on, and are very much in keeping with
those outlined as necessary for the 21st century
workforce (Achieve, 2001).

Given that the standards are in line with 21st
century competencies, one must next ask how well
the MCAS tests assess students’ acquisition of those
skills. Although the MCAS tests ask only ques-
tions aligned with the standards and include short
answer and open-response questions in addition to
multiple-choice items, not all standards and not all
modes of demonstration receive equal attention.
Looking specifically at the 10th grade ELA MCAS
test, only 18 of the 27 standards across three of the
strands (the Media content strand is not included
on the test) are measured, and the majority of the
questions are in multiple-choice format. The stan-
dards not tested include the following examples:

e Students will pose questions, listen to the ideas of
others, and contribute their own information or
ideas in group discussions or interviews in order
to acquire new knowledge. (Language Strand)

e Students will make oral presentations that dem-
onstrate appropriate consideration of audience,
purpose, and the information to be conveyed.
(Language Strand)

e Students will organize ideas in writing in a way
that makes sense for their purpose. (Composi-
tion Strand)

e Students will design and create coherent media
productions (audio, video, television, multime-
dia, Internet, emerging technologies) with a clear
controlling idea, adequate detail, and appropri-
ate consideration of audience, purpose and me-
dium. (Media Strand)

38

Comparing these nontested ELA standards to
the 21st century competencies laid out previously,
it is interesting to note that almost all of these
harder to measure skills are viewed as no less nec-
essary for jobs in the new millennium. For as much
as the new labor market will need to have the abil-
ity to read and write, these workers will also need
to work collectively, utilize technology, and be able
to present ideas orally (to name a few). Similarly,
while many of the mathematics standards are more
easily and readily tested, there still remain less
easily measured skills that are important in the
emerging labor market but not assessed (e.g., an
ability to express mathematical concepts clearly to
a variety of audiences).

At best, the high-stakes MCAS tests are en-
suring proficiency in only a subset of skills de-
fined as essential for work in the new millennium.
At worst, the MCAS assessments may be leading
to the underpreparation of students for the 21st
century workforce. The American Educational Re-
search Association (AERA) states, “The content
of the test and the cognitive processes engaged in
taking the test should adequately represent the cur-
riculum. High-stakes tests should not be limited to
that portion of the relevant curriculum that is eas-
iest to measure” (2000, para. 10). Looking to the
10th grade MCAS ELA test as an example, how-
ever, the test developers seem to have done just
what AERA warns against. Only the most readily
testable standards are included on the assessment.
Given that research suggests content measured on
high-stakes tests ultimately defines the curriculum,
valuable skills may be lost because they are not
tested and therefore not taught. This is even more
troubling in the context of the disproportionately
high rates of failure among African Americans, His-
panics, limited English proficient students, and stu-
dents with disabilities. An increasingly diverse
workforce may not be ready for what it will be
asked to do.

Using Tests Wisely
Many professional educational organizations
have spoken out strongly against the use of a sin-
gle test score for promotion and/or graduation of
students. The American Evaluation Association
(AEA) recently released a position paper stating,



“High-stakes testing leads to under-serving or miss-
serving all students, especially the most needy and
vulnerable, thereby violating the principle of ‘do
no harm’” (2002, para. 1). Basing its position on
the 1999 Standards for Educational and Psycho-
logical Testing, the AERA writes, “Decisions that
affect individual students’ life chances or educa-
tional opportunities should not be made on the ba-
sis of test scores alone” (AERA, 2000, para. 6).

Rather than rely on a single measure, other
relevant information such as grades and teacher
recommendations should be considered in deter-
mining promotion or graduation (Heubert & Hauser,
1999). Such a student-level accountability model
balances test performance with other indicators of
achievement and allows one measure to offset an-
other. Further, given the disparate test score per-
formance among Whites, African Americans, and
Hispanics documented earlier, using a compensa-
tory system seems increasingly logical. As Jencks
(1998) argues, test score differences between Whites
and minorities may be real, “But inability to measure
the other predictors of performance, on which Blacks
[and Hispanics] seem to be far less disadvantaged,
poses a huge social problem” (p. 84). If tests are
not assessing certain qualities indicative of future
professional success, it seems advisable to decrease
(not increase) reliance on them.

Conclusion

With the introduction of his education reform
initiative, President George W. Bush (2001) out-
lined a referendum on public education that in-
cluded the following mandate:

Too much precious time has lapsed in this case for
us to achieve what we want: every child being able
to learn. Testing every child every year is the way to
stop the cycle. We must care enough to ask how our

children are doing. (G.W. Bush, press conference,
January 2001)

As Bush’s vision has come to fruition with
the January 2002 signing of the reauthorized Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education Act, standard-
ized testing is now federally blessed to remain a
linchpin of educational accountability. It remains
to be seen, however, whether the use of standard-
ized tests will lead to every child being able to
learn. Madaus and Horn (2000) note, “Although
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the use of standardized tests was intended to assist
in the improvement of public education and in many
ways it has, it also created long-term, intractable
problems related to misuse or overuse” (p. 49).
Test scores give us important information, but they
do not give us all the information necessary to
make critical decisions. Given their limited nature
and the potentially adverse impacts they can have
as evidenced in the literature and in Massachusetts
and North Carolina, using state-mandated large-
scale testing as the single measure for student-level
high-stakes purposes is unadvisable.

Notes

1. One of the mandates to states in the reauthorized
Elementary and Secondary Education Act is to make
such data available to the public.

2. For a thorough discussion of the technical and va-
lidity issues related to testing students with disabil-
ities and English Language Learners, see Heubert
and Hauser (1999).

3. It is important to note that only one focused retest
form is administered per year. The Department of
Education writes, “Students who have not yet earned
a competency determination are allowed to partici-
pate in the spring MCAS administration, but must
answer the same common questions as students tak-
ing the standard test. In the future, an additional
focused retest opportunity may be offered in the
spring or at some other point during the year” (“Fre-
quently Asked Questions,” n.d., final para.). Addi-
tionally, the Fall 2001 retest did not include ad-
vanced questions, but instead added more questions
focused at the level of Needs Improvement and was
targeted at students who had not yet met the stan-
dard on the ELA and/or math MCAS.

4. A revised version of the English Language Arts
Frameworks was released in June 2001. The new
frameworks represent a refinement of the original
released in February 1997 but remain substantively
similar. The 2000 Mathematics Frameworks are a
more substantive revision of the 1996 original. To
see both of the original frameworks, visit the Mas-
sachusetts Department of Education website at http:/
/www .doe.mass.edu/frameworks/archive/.
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