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Stability and Change in Title I 
Testing Policy
lorr aine m. mcdonnell

This article examines the history of Title I’s student testing requirements, focusing on the two purposes they 

have served as a policy tool and measurement instrument. It argues that these purposes have been defined 

by a stable core of testing requirements whose specific targeting and technical characteristics have evolved 

in response to changes in Title I’s institutional and interest group environment. In concluding, it considers 

the form and purpose that the testing requirements are likely to take in the future of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act.
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As the cornerstone of federal education policy, 

Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Edu-

cation Act of 1965 (ESEA) has a multifaceted 

history spanning five decades and extending 

from Congress to the classroom (for early his-

tories, see Bailey and Mosher 1968; McLaugh-

lin 1975; Graham 1984; Murphy 1991; and Kirst 

and Jung 1991; for later analyses, see McDon-

nell 2005; Manna 2006; McGuinn 2006; DeBray 

2006; Cohen and Moffitt 2009; and Rhodes 

2012). This article revisits some of that history 

through the lens of how Title I’s student test-

ing provisions have evolved from 1965 to the 

present. It focuses on the elements that have 

remained basically the same, those that have 

changed, and the factors that explain this com-

bination of stability and change.

Program requirements specifying which 

students should be tested, how they should be 

assessed, and how the results should be used 

have served two distinct but related purposes.

First, like most major federal policies, Title 

I includes provisions designed to act as politi-
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cal and policy instruments. They aim to make 

targets’ behavior consistent with federal policy 

goals, and typically operate through a combi-

nation of incentives, regulations, and bargain-

ing. Although the choice and use of these in-

struments depend on goals articulated in 

congressional and executive branch policies, 

their ultimate effectiveness in a federal system 

is shaped by a broad array of interests and in-

stitutions extending from Washington to local 

classrooms. Requiring states and school dis-

tricts to test students and to evaluate local pro-

grams as a condition of Title I funding has 

been, together with financial reporting require-

ments, the federal government’s main tool for 

promoting its goal of improving the educa-

tional opportunities afforded low- income stu-

dents. As a policy tool, testing can fulfill sev-

eral functions. It may reduce information 

asymmetries between the federal government 

and the street- level where Title I services are 

delivered by providing information (albeit im-

perfect) about the program’s effectiveness. 
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Such information can mobilize program con-

stituents to take action in support or opposi-

tion to the status quo, and test results often 

become evidence used in debates about future 

program directions.

At the same time, these testing require-

ments also function as a technical instrument 

for measuring student outcomes. In this sec-

ond role, the student assessments are judged 

by established psychometric standards of reli-

ability, validity, and fairness. Is student 

achievement—however defined—being mea-

sured consistently across students and over 

time? Is a test actually measuring what it pur-

ports to measure, and are the conclusions and 

inferences drawn from the test results appro-

priate? Is a test systematically underestimating 

the skills and knowledge of a particular group 

(National Research Council 1999a, 71–72)?

Throughout the history of ESEA, these two 

purposes have rarely operated independently 

of each other and, in some cases, have posed 

direct trade- offs among them. For example, the 

policy uses of testing have often yielded reac-

tive effects because educators have organized 

their teaching to improve their students’ scores 

on required assessments (Stone 2012, 198). In 

these instances, policy purposes may preempt 

educators’ professional judgments in using 

testing to guide their teaching. Similarly, when 

policymakers have used test results for pur-

poses for which an assessment has not been 

validated, they compromise it as a measure-

ment instrument. The ways in which these two 

purposes have interacted with each other over 

time have depended on how policymakers, ed-

ucators, and interest groups have applied 

them. The result has been that though the 

overall purposes of the testing requirements 

have remained constant, some aspects of how 

they have been operationalized have changed 

but other elements have remained stable. The 

next three sections examine this pattern of en-

during policy purposes combined with chang-

ing strategies for pursuing them.

staBilit y in title i  testing poliCy

As Title I’s testing provisions have been opera-

tionalized as a policy tool and measurement 

instrument, three aspects have remained sta-

ble throughout its history: a focus on student 

assessment as central to an evaluation and ac-

countability strategy, testing as a tool to lever-

age state and local practice, and a constituency 

with testing and evaluation as part of its advo-

cacy strategy even though its membership has 

changed over time.

Evaluation and Accountability Through 

Student Assessment

At one level, the path to testing as a central 

component of Title I began with a seemingly 

small event. Senator Robert Kennedy (D- NY) 

made clear to the Johnson administration’s 

ESEA architects that he viewed the educational 

problems of poor children as partly due to the 

inability and unwillingness of local school dis-

tricts to address their needs. Kennedy indi-

cated that his support for the ESEA legislation 

depended on the addition of a reporting re-

quirement that would hold educators respon-

sible for educational achievement as the major 

criterion in judging ESEA’s effectiveness. Part 

of that accountability strategy was to make in-

formation available to parents about how their 

children were doing. As a result of Kennedy’s 

ultimatum, language was included in the orig-

inal ESEA legislation requiring that “effective 

procedures, including provisions for appropri-

ate objective measurements of educational 

achievement, will be adopted for evaluating at 

least annually the effectiveness of the pro-

grams in meeting the special educational 

needs of educationally deprived children” 

(ESEA, Title I, sec. 205 (5)).

As Milbrey McLaughlin notes in her analy-

sis of the early history of evaluation in Title I, 

Kennedy viewed evaluation as a political ac-

countability strategy (1975, vii). The wide-

spread provision of information as a basis for 

holding public agencies accountable and as a 

resource that those affected by a policy can use 

in making decisions and in taking action was 

not a common policy instrument at the time 

of ESEA’s passage. However, it has now become 

a customary element in environmental, con-

sumer finance, and health- care policies as well 

as in education (Fung, Graham, and Weil 2007; 

McDonnell 2004). But the effectiveness of these 

hortatory or transparency policies ultimately 

depends on the quality of the information pro-

vided. Informational quality is where ESEA’s 
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evaluation requirement as a policy tool inter-

sects with testing as a measurement instru-

ment. The data available to the U.S. Office of 

Education (USOE) in the early years of Title I 

were often spotty and anecdotal. The quality 

and methodological approaches of local dis-

trict reports varied considerably and in many 

cases, districts ignored state requests for stu-

dent achievement results or provided incom-

plete data (Borman and D’Agostino 2001, 26).

This failure to provide reliable and valid 

data stemmed partly from the lack of technical 

expertise in local school districts. However, as 

histories of ESEA’s early years have docu-

mented, much of the low quality and variation 

were due to ESEA’s vague legislative language 

and the political circumstances surrounding 

its passage (McLaughlin 1975; Graham 1984; 

Kirst and Jung 1991; Murphy 1991). Competing 

expectations on the part of policymakers and 

interest groups about whether ESEA would be 

the first step in general federal aid or a pro-

gram specifically targeted on underachieving, 

low- income students had been successfully 

sidestepped in the vague statutory language 

that aided its quick congressional passage. 

 Inexperience on the part of USOE and state 

education agencies in managing a large grant 

program and their political vulnerability un-

protected by clear legislative intent meant that 

Title I’s initial implementation was character-

ized by “compromise and ambiguity” (Kirst 

and Jung 1991, 46). Even after four successive 

reauthorizations of ESEA between 1965 and 

1980 specified more precisely that Title I should 

be used to assist educationally disadvantaged 

students and USOE increased its monitoring, 

the focus was on fiscal accountability, not pro-

grammatic substance. This focus was not sur-

prising, given that Title I remained “more a 

funding mechanism than a specific program 

or policy for helping at- risk students” (Vinovs-

kis 1999, 189).

Assessment as a Tool for Leveraging State 

and Local Practice

Despite the shortcomings of ESEA’s testing 

and evaluation provisions, they have contin-

ued on the path begun with the legislation’s 

initial enactment. The primary reason is that 

these regulations have been the strongest tool 

available to the federal government for leverag-

ing state and local practice. Given that its lim-

ited constitutional authority and funding sta-

tus in education make it the proverbial junior 

partner in the federal system, the federal gov-

ernment has few tools available to advance its 

social policy goals among state and local tar-

gets. As Helen Ingram argued more than thirty- 

five years ago, rather than buying compliance 

by offering grants- in- aid such as ESEA, the fed-

eral government really only purchases the op-

portunity to bargain with the states (1977). It 

exerts limited authority over state and local 

uses of ESEA funds through fiscal targeting re-

quirements and subsequent audits. However, 

in the federal government’s attempts to influ-

ence educational programs delivered to Title I 

students, the testing provisions have been 

among its strongest bargaining chips. Even if 

it had known what instructional strategies are 

most effective in educating low income stu-

dents, a provision in the original ESEA stat-

ute—still applicable today—prevents the fed-

eral government from prescribing that level of 

programmatic detail: “Nothing contained in 

this Act should be construed to authorize any 

department, agency, officer, or employee of the 

United States to exercise any direction, super-

vision, or control over the curriculum, pro-

gram of instruction, administration, or person-

nel of any educational institution or school 

system” (ESEA, Title VI, sec. 604).

Consequently, the federal government has 

had to rely primarily on requiring ex post re-

porting of program results rather than pro-

spectively mandating or even guiding the or-

ganization of classroom teaching. The effect 

has been that the Title I testing requirements 

have created an enormous system of state and 

local testing, and they also launched the devel-

opment of educational evaluation as a research 

specialization (U.S. Congress 1992; National 

Research Council 1999b; Shepard 2008). As we 

see in subsequent sections, Title I’s modest ef-

fects, documented in several national evalua-

tions, eventually led to changes in ESEA. Nev-

ertheless, the basic principle of requiring that 

students be regularly tested in reading and 

mathematics on a standardized assessment 

has persisted. A major reason has been the ex-

tent to which the early statutory language, in-
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cluded to secure ESEA’s enactment, precluded 

alternative forms of federal leverage.

Testing and Evaluation as Part of an 

Advocacy Strategy 

At the same time, a coalition of interest groups 

has reinforced the continuation of the testing 

requirements as an accountability mechanism 

to monitor whether local Title I programs are 

serving their intended beneficiaries effectively. 

The membership of this coalition has shifted 

over time. During ESEA’s early years, organiza-

tions such as the National Welfare Rights Or-

ganization, the NAACP, and the Lawyers Com-

mittee for Civil Rights Under Law advocated 

on behalf of low- income students by pushing 

for increased federal monitoring to ensure that 

Title I funds were spent to meet their educa-

tional needs (Kirst and Jung 1991). Over time, 

the groups and the focus of their advocacy 

changed. Organizations pressing for greater ac-

countability expanded to include the Business 

Roundtable and the National Alliance of Busi-

ness as well as newer organizations with an 

 equity agenda such as the Education Trust 

(DeBray- Pelot 2007; Rhodes 2012). What has 

been constant throughout ESEA’s history is 

that these groups have supported enforcement 

of Title I’s categorical requirements in coun-

terpoise to traditional education interest 

groups that, though now supporting Title I’s 

social policy goals, have advocated for greater 

state and local flexibility in program adminis-

tration.

The explanation for how testing became a 

core part of Title I and why it has endured are 

linked. The original impetus is an example of 

a seemingly small, contingent event, but the 

reasons for its continuation are due to histori-

cal forces extending beyond just ESEA. Robert 

Kennedy’s amendment established testing and 

evaluation requirements as a central element 

of Title I. As states’ and local districts’ past his-

tory of segregation and disregard for poor chil-

dren had demonstrated, his distrust of their 

likely use of federal funds and his efforts to 

institutionalize a partial remedy were well 

placed. Local districts’ expenditures of ESEA 

funds during its early years further buttressed 

the view of those advocating on behalf of low- 

income students that federal monitoring was 

necessary. Because the primary concern during 

ESEA’s early days was ensuring that funds were 

spent on appropriate program targets and less 

on which goods and services were purchased, 

fiscal monitoring took precedence over testing 

to measure student outcomes (Jennings 2001, 

14). Nevertheless, during ESEA’s first fifteen 

years, eight evaluations of Title I were con-

ducted based on student test data to produce 

national estimates of the program’s effective-

ness (Borman and D’Agostino 2001).1

Although its original inclusion in Title I can 

be explained by Kennedy’s amendment, the 

stability of testing as a key policy tool for fed-

eral leverage is best explained by the institu-

tional factors that define education policy in 

the U.S. federal system—namely, the federal 

government’s limited formal authority and an 

ingrained political culture legitimating state 

and local autonomy along with the variation it 

produces. The centrality of testing require-

ments in Title I is a case of strong path depen-

dency in which institutional characteristics 

fundamental to the nature of the American 

state have made the costs of diversion from 

that path politically and administratively pro-

hibitive. However, as policy ideas, testing tech-

nology, and political dynamics have shifted, 

the configuration and direction of that path 

have also been altered.

Changes in title i  testing poliCy

Although Title I has maintained its essential 

policy goals and basic categorical structure for 

fifty years, its program rules have been signifi-

cantly altered. The testing and evaluation re-

quirements have been central to this transfor-

1. Carl Kaestle and Marshall Smith, writing in 1982, argue that after massive evaluations had been conducted, 

policymakers became skeptical of whether such studies could provide useful outcome and cost- benefit data on 

the overall effects of large educational interventions. At the same time, research conducted between 1965 and 

1980 on the implementation of federal programs had yielded useful information about that process as it related 

to the distribution of program resources and the delivery of services to students. Not surprisingly, given their 

political implications, these Title I program outputs were the focus of policymakers’ attention and expectations.
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mation with three developments defining the 

changes: the focus of accountability has moved 

from monitoring the distribution of inputs to 

evaluating the effectiveness of program out-

comes; states are now required to incorporate 

Title I recipients into their standards and as-

sessment systems as they apply to all students; 

and the technical characteristics of tests have 

changed and their uses have become more 

consequential.

A Shift in Focus to  

Program Outcomes

The major changes in Title I’s testing require-

ments began early in ESEA’s third decade with 

its 1988 reauthorization.2 States were required 

for the first time to define the levels of aca-

demic achievement that Title I eligible stu-

dents should attain as a way to identify schools 

whose students did not show substantial prog-

ress in meeting the achievement outcomes 

(Jennings 2001, 15). This new focus represented 

a significant shift in Title I’s rationale by high-

lighting the academic achievement of Title I 

students, and by beginning to identify them 

not just as recipients of special services but 

also as participants in a school’s general aca-

demic program (Manna 2006, 73).3 Neverthe-

less, despite emphasizing accountability for 

program outcomes and articulating an explicit 

connection between Title I services and the 

general education program, the 1988 reautho-

rization still framed Title I recipients as a dis-

tinct group. That segregation was further rein-

forced because the required Title I testing 

regime functioned as a separate system that 

affected only those 20 percent of the nation’s 

students who were Title I eligible (Manna 2006, 

75).4

In 1993, the Advisory Committee on Testing 

in Chapter 1 [Title I], established by the Depart-

ment of Education (ED) to review the standard-

ized tests used to evaluate the program, issued 

its report. The committee, composed primarily 

of testing experts and other researchers, con-

cluded that “Chapter 1 testing should no lon-

ger be an independent system but should be 

linked with the education reforms that states 

and school districts are undertaking for all 

children,” and that “national Chapter 1 evalu-

ation should be decoupled from state, local, 

and classroom assessment functions” (vii). The 

report also noted that researchers and practi-

tioners were finding that Chapter 1 procedures 

“may be narrowing Chapter 1 curriculum and 

instruction by rewarding those practices most 

likely to produce gains on norm- referenced 

tests,” and that such tests may encourage 

teachers to spend too much time teaching low- 

level skills and test preparation (13).

Title I Linked to State Standards and 

Assessments

In the 1994 ESEA reauthorization, Improving 

America’s Schools Act (IASA), the Clinton ad-

ministration relied heavily on the testing pro-

visions to cement the connection between Ti-

tle I and the general education program in 

states and local districts. As a condition for 

receiving federal funding, states were re-

quired to ensure that the learning goals and 

standards for Title I students were the same 

as for all other students. Although Title I stu-

dents might receive supplemental instruc-

2. Between 1981 and 1994, Title I was known as Chapter 1. With the 1994 reauthorization of ESEA (Improving 

America’s Schools Act [IASA]), it was once again called Title I.

3. The Title I program and its students were moved closer to the core instructional program in individual schools 

with the initiation of school- wide programs. In response to concerns that pull- out services were preventing eli-

gible students from receiving full exposure to the regular curriculum and to findings from the effective schools 

research showing that successful schools are characterized by comprehensive instructional strategies, the 1988 

ESEA reauthorization allowed schools in which 75 percent of the students came from low- income backgrounds 

to operate school- wide programs without requesting matching funds from the local school district.

4. As states adopted standards- based reforms and enacted accountability systems that focused on student 

outcomes, state officials—particularly governors—pressed the federal government to move away from its policy 

that allowed and even encouraged tests of basic skills and to make the Title I testing provisions more consistent 

with state policy (McDermott 2011, 69).
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tion, schools now had to ensure that these 

students were part of the core instructional 

program, and schools had to be accountable 

for the Title I students’ academic progress in 

whatever way states held them accountable 

for all other students’ achievement.

The assumptions underlying IASA and its 

testing requirements were those articulated in 

the academic writing of Clinton’s undersecre-

tary of education, Marshall Smith, and re-

flected in the policies of states that had ad-

opted some form of standards- based reform 

(SBR) (Smith and O’Day 1991; O’Day and Smith 

1993).5 Although the strategy has varied from 

one jurisdiction to another, four elements have 

typically characterized it: a focus on student 

achievement; an emphasis on academic con-

tent standards specifying the knowledge and 

skills that students should acquire and the lev-

els at which they should demonstrate mastery; 

a desire to extend the standards to all students, 

including those for whom expectations had 

traditionally been low; and a heavy reliance on 

achievement testing to spur the reforms and 

monitor their impact (National Research 

Council 1997).

IASA required that state assessments had to 

be aligned with the content standards, test at 

three separate grade levels, be based on “mul-

tiple, up- to- date . . . measures that assess 

higher order thinking skills and understand-

ing,” and “provide individual student interpre-

tive and descriptive reports” as well as disag-

gregated results at the school level by race, 

gender, English proficiency, migrant status, 

disability, and economic status (Improving 

America’s Schools Act, section 1111). States 

were required to hold schools and districts ac-

countable for making adequate progress to-

ward achieving the standards, and they were 

to identify districts and schools in need of im-

provement and to take corrective action in 

cases of persistent academic failure.

Congress gave the states a long implemen-

tation period, allowing them to implement ma-

jor provisions of IASA over six years with the 

assessments not required to be aligned with a 

state’s content and performance standards un-

til the 2000–2001 school year. However, by early 

2001, only seventeen states were prepared to 

meet the deadline for aligned assessments that 

tested all students in reading and mathematics 

at least once in the elementary, middle, and 

secondary grade spans.6 In addition, states var-

ied considerably in how they implemented the 

required student performance standards. Al-

though all but five had set absolute goals for 

student performance, they had significantly dif-

ferent expectations about the proportion of 

students who would need to meet the state’s 

definition of proficiency. Twelve states ex-

pected 90 to 100 percent of students in each 

school to meet the state’s proficiency stan-

dard, and another ten set a goal of 50 percent. 

Only fourteen states had specific time lines for 

meeting performance standards, on average 

ten years with a range of six to twenty years. 

States also used different methods for defin-

ing adequate yearly progress (AYP). Some re-

quired schools to meet an absolute perfor-

mance target, others expected relative 

improvement each year or reductions in the 

achievement gap among subgrops of students, 

and still others used various combinations of 

these approaches. States also varied in the pro-

portion of Title I schools they designated as 

“needing improvement,” ranging from a low 

of 1 percent in Texas and 5 percent in North 

Carolina to a high of 76 percent in Michigan 

(Cohen 2002, 5).

5. The rationale for what they call systemic reform is that if states set high academic content and performance 

standards common to all students, the wide gaps in achievement among students of different ethnic and income 

groups would narrow. Their vision of reform is one where state governments set the standards, but allow indi-

vidual districts and schools to decide on the instructional strategies to meet them. The systemic notion refers 

to the close links among curriculum, professional development, and school organization in implementing aca-

demic standards.

6. An additional fourteen states had been granted a waiver on the implementation deadline, but were expected 

to meet the requirements given some additional time. Four other states, Alabama, California, Wisconsin, and 

West Virginia, were found to have been substantially out of compliance and unlikely to meet the requirements 

without federal enforcement action (Cohen 2002, 3).
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More Consequential  

Uses of Test Results

A number of scholars have analyzed the legis-

lative history of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 

IASA’s successor (Rudalevige, 2003; DeBray 

2006; Manna 2006; McGuinn 2006). Among the 

issues that they document as contentious were 

the testing provisions, stemming mainly from 

some states’ opposition to changing their ex-

isting assessment systems. Once again, the 

federal government faced the dilemma of seek-

ing greater accountability over how its funds 

are spent, but depending on the states for the 

necessary information. The challenges associ-

ated with the federal government continuing 

to depend on state assessments but being able 

only to set general guidelines for their design 

and administration were compounded by con-

cerns about test use. Because AYP was viewed 

as both an indicator for reporting student 

achievement uniformly across all the state test-

ing systems and a tool for leveraging state and 

local behavior, it was the focus of considerable 

debate. The requirement that all student sub-

groups within a school meet the AYP standard 

and that, for the first time, consequences 

would be tied to test scores in the form of po-

tential sanctions meant that it had become a 

high- stakes indicator and policy tool. Before 

and after NCLB’s passage, researchers warned 

that AYP and the consequences attached to its 

use compromised its validity as a measure-

ment instrument (Kane and Staiger 2002; Linn, 

Baker, and Betebenner 2002). While the legis-

lation was in the conference committee, con-

gressional staff scrambled to revise the AYP 

formula even though researchers warned that 

it would eventually result in large numbers of 

failing schools (Manna 2006, 125). Neverthe-

less, NCLB passed both houses of Congress 

with large majorities, and with the testing 

 provisions essentially intact from what the 

Bush administration had originally proposed 

(Manna 2006, 127).

The NCLB testing mandates represent a 

more precise and detailed version of the IASA 

requirements, and they embody stronger regu-

latory teeth in moving test use from essentially 

informational, hortatory uses to ones with 

high- stakes consequences.7 As a condition for 

receiving Title I funding, states are required to 

test all students in grades three through eight 

annually in mathematics and reading–lan-

guage arts and once in grades nine through 

twelve on a statewide standardized assessment 

aligned with the state content standards.8 Test 

scores are to be disaggregated and reported at 

the school- , district- , and state- levels by race- 

ethnicity, gender, low income, disability, and 

students learning English. States must also 

participate in the fourth-  and eighth- grade Na-

tional Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP). The high stakes aspect of NCLB’s test-

ing regime is represented in an AYP formula 

that requires states to set annual targets for 

increasing student achievement and closing 

gaps among groups so that by the 2013–2014 

academic year, all students were to be profi-

cient in mathematics and reading as measured 

on their state assessments. NCLB sanctions for 

schools failing to meet AYP include giving par-

ents the option to transfer their children to 

other schools, using part of their Title I sup-

port to provide parents with funds to secure 

supplemental assistance for their children, 

and in cases of failing to meet AYP over four 

consecutive years, undergoing major restruc-

turing with the possibility of the school closing 

7. Low-  and high- stakes tests represent two fundamentally different ways of using testing in service of policy 

goals. “A low- stakes test has no significant tangible, or direct consequences attached to the results, with infor-

mation alone assumed to be a sufficient incentive for people to act. The theory behind this policy is that a 

standardized test can reliably and validly measure student achievement; that politicians, educators, parents, and 

the public will then act on the information generated by the test; and that actions based on test results will 

improve educational quality and student achievement. In contrast, high- stakes policies assume that information 

alone is insufficient to motivate educators to teach well and students to perform to high standards. Hence it is 

assumed, the promise of rewards or the threat of sanctions is needed to ensure change” (National Research 

Council 1999a, 35).

8. In addition to testing in mathematics and reading, states are also required to test students in science once in 

elementary, middle, and high school.
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and being reorganized under new manage-

ment. As a number of evaluations of NCLB 

have found, the results have been decidedly 

mixed (for a summary of these studies, see Dee 

and Jacob 2010). Nevertheless, even when the 

Obama administration offered waivers in the 

face of states’ inability to meet the 2014 profi-

ciency standard and Congress’s failure to ad-

dress problems with NCLB and reauthorize 

ESEA, the annual testing and reporting re-

quirements remain in place.9 The waivers have 

offered states the opportunity to alter how they 

use their test scores for accountability pur-

poses, but the frequency of testing and the sub-

jects and grades tested are unchanged.

NCLB’s mixed results are reflected in how 

its requirements have served the two purposes 

of testing. As policy tools, they have reinforced 

what was already known from state policies: 

mandates that students be tested on standard-

ized assessments are the most powerful levers 

that elected officials and other policymakers 

have for influencing what happens in schools 

and classrooms. A growing body of research 

has found that although the changes may not 

have the desired or expected effects on student 

learning, they do in fact change school and 

classroom practices (National Research Coun-

cil 1999a, 29). In complying with the testing re-

quirements that NCLB imposed on them as a 

condition for Title I funding, states made ma-

jor changes in their assessment systems. At the 

time of NCLB’s enactment, forty- six adminis-

tered a statewide assessment, and thirty- one 

reported that the tests were aligned with their 

state standards. However, because most states 

tested at just a few grade levels or tested only 

a sample of students, only five fully met the 

NCLB requirements. The remainder had to de-

velop at least one new test and thirty- five states 

had to develop seven or more new tests (U.S. 

General Accounting Office 2003, 8, 13).

At the same time, the AYP requirements, 

coupled with the provision that each state 

could develop its own content and perfor-

mance standards, created incentives for some 

states to shirk by setting their standards low 

and making it easier for schools to reach AYP. 

As a result, Robert Linn, an expert on state as-

sessments, concludes that “the variability in 

the stringency of the state standards defining 

proficient performance is so great that the con-

cept of proficient achievement lacks meaning” 

(2008, 7). This discrepancy in standards be-

came clear when state assessment results were 

compared with NAEP scores. In mapping state 

proficiency standards in mathematics and 

reading for grades four and eight onto the ap-

propriate NAEP scale, researchers found that 

state differences in the percentage of students 

scoring at the proficient level on state assess-

ments did not represent real differences in 

achievement as measured on NAEP, but in-

stead reflected where a state set its proficiency 

levels. Most state cut points, moreover, fell be-

low the equivalent of the NAEP proficient stan-

dard, and some even fell below the NAEP basic 

standard (National Center for Education Sta-

tistics 2007).10

The effects of NCLB’s testing provisions in 

9. The department first offered waivers to states in 2011. To be exempt from having to meet the 2014 proficiency 

standard and to implement specific interventions in schools that fail to meet AYP for two consecutive years, 

states could apply for a waiver subject to annual renewal. The waiver includes four requirements. First, they 

must adopt college-  and career- ready standards and administer high- quality assessments based on those stan-

dards by the 2014–2015 school year (states were allowed to continue to use their earlier SBR assessments in 

the interim). Second, they must develop differential accountability systems that include multiple indicators in 

addition to test scores (for example, graduation rates, student attendance) and that are publicly reported by 

student subgroup (though the number of groups can be fewer than those required for NCLB if the categories 

are broader). Third, they must implement teacher and principal evaluation systems that factor in student achieve-

ment. Fourth, they must identify three levels of schools based on their performance (reward, priority, and focus) 

with interventions required for the lowest performing (priority—equal to at least 5 percent of the state’s lowest 

performing schools) and those with large achievement gaps among subgroups (focus schools). As of the fall of 

2014, the department had granted forty- three state waivers and had withdrawn two of these. 

10. Comparing NAEP scores for a given state with those on the state’s own assessment is not entirely valid. The 

NAEP tests are not aligned with the standards or curriculum of any particular state and the NAEP proficiency 
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functioning as a measurement instrument are 

also mixed. The costs of meeting the require-

ment to test all students in grades three 

through eight annually has led states to in-

crease their use of multiple- choice items in 

their assessments because of the ease of scor-

ing within the time frame specified by NCLB. 

In 2009, thirty- eight of the forty- eight states 

responding to a Government Accountability Of-

fice (GAO) survey, reported that multiple-  

choice items made up all or most of the items 

for their reading and language arts assess-

ments and thirty- nine reported the same for-

mat for their mathematics assessments. About 

20 percent of the states reported increasing 

their use of multiple- choice items since NCLB’s 

passage. State officials and their technical ad-

visers acknowledged the significant trade- offs 

they have faced between validly measuring 

cognitively complex content and accommodat-

ing cost and time constraints. The GAO found 

that some states have attempted to address 

these trade- offs by including open- ended, con-

structed response items on their assessments 

that are outside the NCLB reporting require-

ments and used only to provide information 

for instructional purposes (2009).

However, during this same period, NAEP 

has become a more visible and credible source 

of information about student achievement. 

The NCLB requirement that all states partici-

pate in NAEP and the introduction of the Trial 

Urban District Assessment (TUDA) in 2002 has 

provided more uniform data about student 

performance. In addition, it has highlighted 

the shortcomings of state performance stan-

dards and has functioned as the main source 

of information about differential student out-

comes during national policy debates.11

From their beginnings in 1965, an overarch-

ing function of the Title I testing requirements 

has been their role in evaluating the effective-

ness of the program. That task has not pro-

duced clear- cut answers, and in the case of 

NCLB, has been the subject of considerable 

contention. However, even researchers who 

have attributed positive changes to Title I 

agree that the effects have been modest. In 

their synthesis of seventeen federally commis-

sioned evaluations of Title I’s effectiveness be-

tween 1966 and 1992, Geoffrey Borman and Je-

rome D’Agostino found that the program “has 

not fulfilled its original expectation: to close 

the achievement gap between at- risk students 

and their more advantaged peers. . . . The re-

sults do suggest, however, that without the 

program, children served since the 1960s 

would have fallen further behind academi-

cally” (Borman and D’Agostino 2001, 49). These 

authors conclude, as have others, that al-

though Title I has produced a modest effect on 

students’ annual achievement gains, the effect 

has been highly variable across subject areas, 

testing cycles, grade levels, and schools. Subse-

quent studies of the effects of NCLB, using a 

variety of analytical techniques and primarily 

relying on NAEP and state assessment data, 

have reached differing conclusions. Some have 

found no achievement effects associated with 

NCLB, and others have found either that 

growth in student achievement has been flat-

ter since the enactment of NCLB or that it 

tracks trends that existed prior to NCLB. In 

contrast, a more recent study by Thomas Dee 

standards have been set very high so scores on that assessment can systematically overstate the shortcomings 

of state performance standards and assessments. However, another large data base from tests aligned with in-

dividual state standards confirms the NAEP results. The Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) maintains a 

large pool of test items from which it designs diagnostic tests for local districts using items closest to the relevant 

state assessment. Because all the items are pegged to a common scale, NWEA can make comparisons across 

the states. Using data from 2003 and 2006, collected on 830,000 students in twenty- six states, NWEA found 

significant variability in the level of difficulty in state assessments ranging from the 6th percentile (94 percent 

would pass) to approximately the 77th percentile (23 percent would pass) (National Research Council 2008).

11. Another development, implemented by states independently of the NCLB requirements, has also contributed 

to the design of more reliable and comprehensive student data systems and more effective use of them. Over 

the past decade, states have begun to develop longitudinal student- level data systems and to link their student 

and educator data, pre- K–12 and postsecondary systems, and across education, social service, and employment 

agencies.
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and Brian Jacob that compares test score 

changes between 1990 and 2007 across states 

that already had school accountability policies 

before NCLB and ones that did not finds mod-

est and mixed effects. They report that NCLB 

has been associated with statistically signifi-

cant increases in the average mathematics per-

formance of fourth graders with somewhat 

larger effects among the highest-  and lowest- 

achieving students. The effects on eighth- 

grade mathematics scores are also positive, es-

pecially for low- achieving groups. However, 

there is no evidence that NCLB has had any ef-

fect on either fourth-  or eighth- grade reading 

scores. The researchers note that these achieve-

ment gains appear limited when compared 

with NCLB’s goal of 100 percent proficiency 

and that the program has contributed only 

modestly to reducing the achievement gap 

(Dee and Jacob 2011).

e xpl aining staBilit y and Change 

in title i  testing poliCy

The history of the Title I testing requirements 

raises two questions:

• Why in the face of continuing evidence 

about the limitations of testing as a policy 

tool and measurement instrument have 

these provisions endured through multiple 

ESEA reauthorizations?

• Why have significant changes been adopted 

even while the core elements of the testing 

requirements persist?

Perhaps surprisingly, the same two factors ex-

plain both the stability and changes: the insti-

tutional structures and rules that make feder-

alism a defining feature of government in the 

United States, and the interest group dynamics 

that have shaped ESEA.

The Influence of Federalism

More than in some other policy domains, fed-

eral authority in education is essentially lim-

ited to enforcing constitutional civil rights and 

civil liberties guarantees. Beyond that, the fed-

eral government’s major policy tools are cate-

gorical programs that seek to change the insti-

tutional behavior of state and local agencies by 

offering financial assistance on the condition 

that they undertake certain prescribed activi-

ties (McDermott and Jensen 2005; McDonnell 

2005). This arrangement has two central fea-

tures. First, because schools are “coping orga-

nizations” where neither outputs nor outcomes 

are truly observable, the federal government 

must rely on proxy indicators and limited in-

formation (Wilson, 1989, 168). Consequently, 

information about how Title I funds are spent 

has become the proxy for outputs and test 

scores the main proxy for outcomes. The fifty- 

year history of ESEA suggests that a wholly dif-

ferent strategy is not likely to be politically or 

administratively feasible.

The second feature is that the federal gov-

ernment’s enforcement powers in the case of 

Title I are limited. In theory, a categorical pro-

gram carries the threat of the withdrawal of 

funds if recipients fail to comply with the con-

ditions of the grant. However, although the De-

partment of Education has been willing to im-

pose some partial withholding of Title I 

administrative funds, it has avoided more strin-

gent penalties because of the likely political 

pushback from Congress and the potential 

harm to students receiving Title I services.12 

Consequently, the shaming of malefactors 

through information dissemination and bar-

gaining with states have been the modal en-

forcement mechanisms.

Although federalism has functioned as an 

institutional constraint ensuring the stability 

12. A recent example of the federal government’s limits on enforcing its categorical requirements was ED’s re-

sponse to California’s decision to suspend accountability testing and reporting required under NCLB for one 

year as it field- tested new Common Core assessments in 2014. The initial ED response was to threaten to with-

hold at least $15 million in Title I administrative funds from California with the possibility that the amount would 

increase as the federal government also withheld ESEA funds spent on testing in the previous year and on 

turnaround schools. However, six months later after California’s governor, legislature, state board of education, 

and state education agency refused to change their position, ED secretary Arne Duncan granted the state a 

waiver. California students took the pilot test in 2014, but the results will not be publicly reported by school and 

subgroup and will not be included in the formula for calculating AYP (Klein 2013; McNeil 2014).
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of the testing requirements, it has also pro-

vided the federal government with opportuni-

ties for changes that have extended and 

strengthened its programmatic reach over 

state and local behavior. Several analysts have 

concluded that NCLB’s design, especially the 

more prescriptive testing requirements, was 

possible only because of profound changes in 

the state role beginning in the 1980s (McDon-

nell 2005; Manna 2006). In the wake of the “Na-

tion at Risk” report and the implementation 

of standards- based reforms in a number of 

states, academic content and performance 

standards along with standardized assess-

ments became an integral part of state policy 

(McDermott 2011). This major development at 

the level of the governmental system with con-

stitutional responsibility for education al-

lowed the federal government “to borrow 

strength.” Paul Manna defines this process as 

occurring “when policy entrepreneurs at one 

level of government attempt to push their 

agendas by leveraging the justification and ca-

pabilities that other governments in the fed-

eral system possess” (2006, 5). Policy entrepre-

neurs promoting NCLB could mobilize around 

the license, or arguments that states had al-

ready made to justify the involvement of higher 

levels of government in classroom processes 

and outcomes, and around the capacity or re-

sources and administrative structures that 

state reforms had created.13 

The last point about capacity and structures 

is particularly important for the Title I testing 

requirements. One effect of more than twenty 

years of state SBR policies is that a substantial 

testing infrastructure has been institutional-

ized (McDonnell 2008). Networks of state 

agency staff, testing contractors, vendors of in-

structional materials, and local testing and 

evaluation staff are now well developed. Most 

states had to change their testing policies in 

response to NCLB, but the institutional infra-

structure was already firmly in place. That ca-

pability and the policy ideas animating it have 

allowed substantial changes in Title I testing 

over the past two decades yet ensured that its 

core elements remain stable.

The Role of Interest Groups

A number of recent studies have analyzed the 

changing politics of education through the 

lens of groups with a stake in this policy do-

main. Taking somewhat different but comple-

mentary perspectives, this research has fo-

cused on the growing density and diversity of 

interest networks and on the altered issue def-

initions and policy ideas that the groups have 

embraced (for example, see DeBray- Pelot and 

McGuinn 2009; Rhodes 2012; Mehta 2013; 

Wolbrecht and Hartney 2014). These interest 

group dynamics—their ideological and mate-

rial interests, how they frame them, and their 

policy preferences and strategies—are a sec-

ond factor in explaining Title I’s change within 

stability. This interest- focused explanation 

also has institutional dimensions that closely 

connect it to the first explanation. Just as the 

federal government borrowed strength from 

the states, groups with an interest in testing as 

part of a reform strategy have taken advantage 

of the multiple policy arenas in the federal sys-

tem in advancing their agenda. Their promo-

tion of SBR at all governmental levels has re-

sulted not only in a range of policies, but also 

in new institutions to develop and maintain 

those reforms. The testing infrastructures now 

operating in states and local districts and used 

in implementing the NCLB requirements are 

prime examples.14

One of the most noteworthy changes in the 

politics of education since the 1980s has been 

13. Although borrowing strength is typically used to explain the emergence of new federal policies that are le-

gitimated through existing state ones, the process can also work in the opposite direction. So, for example, al-

though state policymakers may oppose the strictures imposed by NCLB, the law has allowed them to use the 

federal mandate as leverage to strengthen their own influence over local districts and schools.

14. Jennifer Hochschild notes that theories of issue expansion identify the creation of new institutions as a 

strategy that interest groups use to maintain their policy gains even as public attention shifts to other problems 

and opponents seek to diminish or alter those gains. Once established, institutional rules and incentives are 

more difficult to change than policies, and Hochschild suggests that this difference helps account for the con-

tinuing success of groups pressing for greater educational accountability (2003, 119–20).
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a substantial expansion in the array of groups 

beyond those representing the interests of 

teachers, administrators, and education gov-

erning bodies. Although the traditional educa-

tion interest groups disagree among them-

selves on a number of issues such as labor 

relations, they have historically coalesced in 

pressing for greater state and local flexibility 

in administering Title I, and they have opposed 

the NCLB testing and AYP requirements as 

overly prescriptive. In contrast, newer entrants 

into the education policy arena, such as busi-

ness interests and groups promoting various 

reform agendas, actively support the NCLB 

testing requirements as part of a larger ac-

countability strategy. Their support has en-

sured the continuation of testing as a policy 

tool central to Title I, but it has also helped 

promote the changes that have made the re-

quirements more prescriptive.

The reasons for these groups’ support can 

be traced to a combination of revised problem 

definitions and new policy ideas framed as so-

lutions to those problems. Because different 

groups have accepted and promoted alterna-

tive problem definitions and rationales, their 

shared agreement on stricter accountability 

provisions as a solution does not always extend 

to the reasons for it. Space limitations preclude 

a thorough discussion of the new problem 

framings and policy ideas that contributed to 

changes in the Title I testing requirements. 

However, several of these are specific to ESEA, 

and others reflect broader changes in educa-

tion politics and policy. One factor, directly 

linked to ESEA’s history and reflected in the 

congressional deliberations over NCLB, was a 

perception on the part of much of the Repub-

lican caucus and many moderate Democrats 

that federal education policy had not de-

manded real results for the billions of dollars 

spent (Rudalevige 2003; DeBray 2006). Conse-

quently, NCLB was seen as a way to deal with 

the persistent and vexing problem of Title I’s 

modest effects by moving federal regulation 

away from an emphasis on fiscal audit trails, 

and trading some increased flexibility in pro-

gram operations for states and localities in ex-

change for their greater accountability for stu-

dent outcomes. Frustration with Title I’s 

shortcomings also motivated some civil rights 

groups who view SBR with a strong testing and 

accountability component as a way to focus at-

tention on the underachievement of histori-

cally disadvantaged students, and to create po-

litical momentum for improving the schools 

they attend. These groups, like Robert Ken-

nedy decades earlier, believe that states and 

localities will not adequately serve disadvan-

taged students without federal pressure to do 

so.15

Title I’s own history and how past evalua-

tions have shaped definitions of the policy 

problem partly explain changes in the testing 

provisions. However, the selection of a 

standards- based strategy with high- stakes as-

sessment as a central feature of the solution is 

best explained by the broader SBR rationale. 

That rationale is now well known, having been 

repeated in media commentary and policy de-

liberations dating back to the publication of “A 

Nation at Risk” in 1982. Its statement of the 

problem includes an economic and demo-

graphic dimension: to be competitive in a tech-

nologically advanced, global economy, the 

United States needs better- educated workers, 

and the changing demographics of the U.S. la-

bor force require that schools do a more effec-

tive job of educating those students who have 

historically been poorly served by the public 

schools. Much has been written about how this 

problem definition became linked to stan-

dards and accountability and school choice as 

the solutions now dominating education pol-

icy (for example, see Manna 2006; Rhodes 2012; 

Henig 2013). Similarly, numerous researchers 

and commentators have questioned the under-

lying assumptions of these policy ideas and the 

evidence about their effectiveness (for exam-

ple, see Cohen and Moffitt 2009; Ravitch 2010; 

Kirp 2013).

What is perhaps most important from the 

15. In his analysis of what he calls “civil rights [policy] entrepreneurs,” Jesse Rhodes makes a distinction between 

these groups as one faction within the civil rights community and other organizations that do not support SBR. 

The groups working on behalf of NCLB and related state policies include the Citizens’ Commission on Civil 

Rights, the Education Trust, and the National Council of La Raza.
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perspective of Title I is that these policy ideas 

moved the program and its recipients from the 

periphery of schooling to the instructional 

core with its academic standards and account-

ability requirements. This shift occurred be-

cause the dominant policy image of what con-

stitutes educational equity was changed. A 

problem statement requiring that all students 

be educated to higher standards shifted the 

definition of equity away from access to edu-

cational resources and compliance with legal 

mandates to a focus on students’ learning op-

portunities and their achievement. As Kathryn 

McDermott concludes, “by defining equity in 

terms of a common educational threshold for 

all students, the performance- based under-

standing of educational equity shifts to a uni-

versal definition of equity and away from un-

derstandings of equity that targeted specific 

disadvantaged groups such as low- income stu-

dents, students of color, or girls” (2011, 167). As 

a result, Title I, in effect, became an example 

of what Theda Skocpol calls antipoverty pro-

grams based on “targeting within universal-

ism” (1991). In this case, the testing require-

ments have placed Title I within a universal 

policy framework, and the interests promoting 

the broader SBR idea have made that shift po-

litically feasible.

ConClusion

Three conclusions emerge from the history of 

the Title I testing and evaluation requirements: 

their dual policy and educational purposes, the 

persistence of change within a stable policy 

core requiring regular student testing, and the 

institutional and interest- based reasons for 

how the testing requirements have evolved. 

Looking ahead to ESEA’s future, questions 

arise about whether the testing requirements 

will survive and, if so, will they continue to 

serve the same two purposes. Because a num-

ber of groups and commentators are calling 

attention to problems with the overtesting of 

students and poor quality assessments, the 

testing requirements will likely become less 

prescriptive in a reauthorized Title I. Neverthe-

less, despite significant disagreements be-

tween Democratic and Republican members 

of Congress on major parts of the legislation, 

the requirement that students be tested ap-

pears in most proposals, the leadership still 

focused on students continuing to be tested in 

grades three through eight, and some rank- 

and- file members pressing for less testing but 

still requiring it on a regular basis (Camera 

2014; Rich 2015a, 2015b).

What is likely to change is which govern-

mental level establishes the rules for state ac-

countability plans and how test results are 

used in rewarding and sanctioning schools 

and educators. If states are given greater flex-

ibility in how often they test students, some 

may decide that with less frequent testing (or 

testing only samples of students), they can af-

ford to increase the validity of their assess-

ments through improved item design and 

curriculum coverage. Increased state flexibil-

ity in test use may also move assessments 

back to earlier low- stakes, hortatory uses that 

depend on transparency and reducing infor-

mation asymmetries among policymakers, 

their constituents, and educators. If granting 

states greater flexibility leads them to admin-

istering assessments that more validly mea-

sure student performance and using the 

scores only for purposes for which a test is 

designed, the result will be higher quality as-

sessment systems more closely aligned with 

the standards established by the testing pro-

fession (American Educational Research As-

sociation et al. 2014). However, not all states 

will use such flexibility to improve their tests 

as either policy tools or measurement instru-

ments.

Consequently, if the federal government is 

to maintain its core policy goal of enhanced 

learning opportunities for low- income stu-

dents, two key elements of NCLB need to re-

main in a reauthorized ESEA. The requirement 

for reporting the distribution of test scores by 

student subgroups has been one of the most 

effective examples of the federal bully pulpit in 

highlighting social problems and in providing 

a major resource for political mobilization. 

Similarly, the requirement that states partici-

pate in NAEP has generated substantial pay- 

offs for education reformers as comparisons 

between state assessment results and NAEP 

scores (as flawed as these comparisons may be) 

have functioned as powerful rationales for sub-

sequent policies such as the Common Core 
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State Standards. So a stable core of required 

testing and public reporting of the results 

should continue in a reauthorized ESEA even 

if the level of state discretion over test design 

and use is increased.

If such changes occur, the issue will be 

whether testing can continue to function as a 

policy tool and measurement instrument. De-

spite continued criticisms and identified flaws, 

the testing requirements have proven to be 

among the federal government’s most effective 

strategies for pursuing its ESEA social policy 

goals. As a tool for leveraging state and local 

behavior, the requirements have significantly 

increased the federal government’s influence 

over the allocation of program resources and 

its ability to reach further down into the edu-

cation system in shaping decisions about who 

will be served with Title I funds and how they 

will be served. The evaluations conducted dur-

ing Title I’s early years led to more precise tar-

geting of program resources, and the SBR ori-

entation reflected in IASA and NCLB integrated 

Title I recipients into the instructional core 

with other students. Consequently, the testing 

requirements will continue to function as a 

policy tool in providing the information that 

allows federal policymakers to know whether 

subnational governments are meeting the cat-

egorical conditions for receiving funding, to 

negotiate with states from a stronger bargain-

ing position, and to provide constituents with 

a mobilization resource.

The record of Title I testing requirements 

as a measurement instrument has been mixed. 

The requirements led to expanded use of stu-

dent testing and increased capacity of states, 

local districts, and commercial test develop-

ers in designing and using standardized as-

sessments. At the same time, Title I has also 

created disincentives for developing more re-

liable and valid tests. Most testing experts 

would argue that the move from norm- 

referenced tests to standards- based ones im-

proved the validity of the inferences that could 

be drawn about student progress because they 

were measuring knowledge and skills more 

closely aligned with what was being taught in 

individual states. However, these advances 

were halted by the cost and administrative 

constraints imposed by the NCLB testing re-

quirements and the move to more multiple 

choice testing. How the testing requirements 

continue to function as a measurement instru-

ment will depend on the amount of flexibility 

that states (either individually or in consortia) 

will have in designing their assessments and 

on how the federal government will decide to 

incorporate the use of test results in ESEA pro-

gram rules and administration. What can be 

predicted with some certainty, however, is that 

the status of the measurement function will 

continue to depend on the demands placed on 

testing when it is used as a political and policy 

tool.

The degree to which federalism is embed-

ded in the structure and political culture of the 

United States has created a symbiotic relation-

ship between the policy and measurement pur-

poses of the Title I testing requirements, but 

it has also generated some unproductive trade- 

offs. On the one hand, pursuit of the federal 

government’s policy purposes has politicized 

Title I testing and its uses in ways that have 

weakened its quality as a measurement instru-

ment, especially to the extent that it has cre-

ated incentives for educators to narrow their 

teaching to the content being measured (Na-

tional Research Council 2011). At the same 

time, the federal government has been limited 

in how it can use testing for policy purposes 

because it must depend on the states to be its 

enforcer, information source, and main policy 

implementer.

Consequently, the Title I testing require-

ments have never completely fulfilled Robert 

Kennedy’s vision of objective measurement in 

the service of effective programs for students 

living in poverty. Yet when we consider the in-

stitutional constraints on federal action in ed-

ucation and the competing demands placed 

on Title I by an expanding range of interests, 

the testing requirements have been more suc-

cessful and enduring than what might have 

been predicted early in ESEA’s history. The 

challenge now is the same one the program 

has faced for fifty years: ensuring state and lo-

cal behavior consistent with federal goals while 

acknowledging the technical limitations of 

testing and balancing political accountability 

by elected officials with educators’ profes-

sional judgment.
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