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l recent years, our expectations about
what we can learn trom testing students
have become increasingly 'unrealistic. We
use tests tor inappropriate purposes and
draw inaccurate conclusions trom the re­
sults. To fix the perceived problem-low
test scores-we administer more tests. In
the process, we ignore real problems.

Testing has become an integral part of
the public policy dialogue about major na­
tional issues. Scores on standardized tests
are blamed for perceived failures in our
economy and in international competition.
They drive the debate on school reform.
When educators express concern about the
tocus on standardized tests, we create new
and, inevitably, more time-consuming tests
that do nor address the basic problem: Test
score comparisons are highly misleading in­
dicators ot the quality ot education and are
irrelevant to decisions about the wisdom ot
any particular school retorm.

I will address here a set ot myths that
surround standardized testing. Let me ac­
knowledge at the outset, however, that tests
can be valuable tor some purposes. They
have been used ettectivelv to measure stu­
dent progress, predict tuture performance,
diagnose learning problems, encourage
changes in curriculum and teaching meth­
ods, and describe national trends. However,
the current use ot tests has gone well beyond
the reality ot what they can accomplish.

Myth I: Test score comparisons between
nations, states, or schools provide valid measures

of the quality of education. The international
science and mathematics comparisons dem­
onstrate the fallacy of equating test scores
with school quality. These comparisons are

methodologically flawed and have little to
do with the quality of education. The basic
problem is student selectivity: The fewer the
students who take the rest, the higher the
average score. That score is not a valid mea­
sure of the overall quality of the education
system. lt simply reflects the fact that the
students represented in the test comparisons
have been much more highly selected in
some countries than in others.

In addition, the test results reflect differ­
ences among nations in the proportion ot
low-income children in the rest-taking pop­
ulation. The United Stares, for example,
has a large proportion of low-income stu­
dents as compared with many other indus­
trialized countries. There is a strong ass0ci-
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ation between poverty and low test scores.
We tend to hold the education system re­

sponsible tor test results retlecting broad
societal problems.

Test score rankings also retlect ditterenc­
es in curriculum emphases among nations;
for example, the proportion of I2th-grade
students who study calculus, the degree of
subject-matter specialization after age I6,
and the amount ot time devoted to cram
courses in addition to regular schooling.
The decision about whether or not to adopt
a particular educational practice should be
based on a careful consideration of the mer­
its ot the proposed change. not on rankings
on standardized tests that compare quite
different systems (d).

Sampling problems tound in interna­
tonal studies also apply to state rankings on
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). The
states with the highest proportions ot tu­
dents taking the SAT tend to have the
lowest average SAT scores (2).

Comparisons of schools within a school
system are similarly biased by sampling
problems. The fewer and more highly se­
lected the students who take the rest, the
higher the average score. Thar score has
little to do with the quality of the school.

Schools can raise their scores by exclud­
ing low-performing students. Atter an ele­
mentary school was put on probation tor
low test scores, rhe third graders made ma­
jor gains within a single school year because
the "officials simply stopped resting most of
the third graders.... [Four vears later], only
28 percent ot the class took the standard­
zed test. .." (3).

Schools also inflate their scores by en­
couraging students to drop out of school
before the examination or by retaining
them in their grade. An educator put it this
way: "I'm concerned because we have tewer
students after grade 9 and it looks like it's to
a school's advantage to get a kid to drop out
rather than to keep him on the rolls and
have poor test scores at grade 12" (4).

This technique is nor limited to the
United States. A World Bank study de­
scribed primary schools in Kenya that in­
creased test scores by encouraging low­

achieving students to drop out before the
test was administered. And as many as 20%
of Chinese students may be retained in

grade in upper-middle school in order to
increase that school's scoresand, there­
tore, its reputation on unversttv entrance
examinations (5).

Myth The quality t our schools has

declined; that is why we are no longer compet­
itive. We incorrectly conclude from the
flawed test comparisons that our schools or
our parents or our students have tailed. We
overestimate the quality and rigor ot educa­
tion in previous generations. We ignore the
strides that have been made in educating a

large proportion of the population. In 1940,
38.1% of 25- to 29-year-olds in the United
States had graduated from high school. By
[993, that percentage had risen to 88.2%.
In the same time period, graduation rates
from +-year colleges rose trom 5.9% to
23.7% (6). Moreover, our educational ac­
complishments equal and in many cases
surpass those ot previous vears. A recent
study by the R.AND Corporation found that
students' reading and mathematics pertor­
mance improved for all racial and ethnic
groups between I970 and 1990 (7).

Clearly, the United States faces serious
educational problems, bur the are not the
problems identified by the public rhetoric.
In the 1950s, we responded to purnik b
blaming the schools tor a perceived interi­
oritv to the Soviet Lmrn in scrence and
technology. Later, we predicted a shortage
ot scientists and engineers in the [99
again due to the ta1lures ot our education
system. Both concerns were unjustitied.

We continue, however, to hear about
problems in international competitiveness.
The conventional wisdom is that U.S. eco­
nomic competitiveness has declined be­
cause our schools produce a poorly trained
work torce. Yet, the evidence shows that
the problems are caused by quite ditterent
tactors, such as the realities of the global
economv, business practices, and govern­
mnent policies-tor example, tinaneial in­
centives that encourage ottshore mnanutac­

turing; differential wage rates, protit mar­
gins, and government subsidies; licensing
practices; exchange rates; and trade policy.

Myth 3: We can fix our schools by admin­
istering more tests. Or, if we hold teachers
accountable for students' standardized test
scores our schools will improve. The evi­
dence shows the opposite.

Testimony before the US. House of
Representatives put it this way: "[Test­
based accountability] has been tried many
times over a period ot centuries in numer­
ous countries, and its track record is unim­
pressive. It was the linchpin of the ed­
ucational retorm movement of the 1980s,
the failure of which provides much of the
impetus for the current wave of reform.
...Holding people accountable for perfor­
mance on tests tends to narrow the curric­
ulum. It inflates test scores, leading to pho­
ny accountability. lt can have pernicious
etfects on instruction. such as substitution
ot cramming tor teaching. lt can ad­
verselv 1ttect students alreadv at rsktor
example, increasing the lropout rate and
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producing more egregious cramming tor the
tests in schools with large minority enroll­
ments" (8).

Test comparisons do not provide a valid
basis for an accountability system. The re­
sults do not control tor changes in student
population, tor incentives to encourage cer­
tain students to take or nor take the test, or
for consistency between the test and the
instructional program. We can raise test
scores it we teach to the test or if we ex­
clude low-achieving students trom taking
the test, but the higher scores gained under
those circumstances do nor reflect im­

proved education.
The RAND study referred to above con­

cluded: "Comparisons of simple, unadjusted
test scores from one year to the next or
across different schools or districts do not
provide a valid indicator of the performance
of the teachers, schools, or school districts
unless the differences in scores are very large
compared to what might be accounted tor by
changing demographic or family character­
istics. This is rarely the case; so, anv use ot
unadjusted test scores to judge or reward
teachers or schools will inevitably misjudge
which teachers and schools are performing
better" (9).

A key question is whether we can alle­
viate the problem bv using alternative mea­
sures, such as attendance rates, graduation
rates, or the proportion ot students going to
college. Clearly. these measures provide
communities with valuable intormation
about educational accomplishments and
problems. However, they do not provide an
equitable basis tor measuring teacher ac­
countability. The basic problem remains:
The effects of teacher quality cannot be
separated trom the wide range of other tac­
tors that intluence school outcomes.

Myth 4: The problems in current standard­
ized testing programs can be solved by develop­
ment of new and improved tests. lt is argued
that innovative tests, called performance
tests or portfolio assessments, will take care
of flaws in current testing programs. How­
ever, little attention is paid to how long
such tests take to develop, how much they
cost, whether they can be administered on a

large scale, the amount of instructional time
they displace, and the validity of the result­
ing comparisons.

Studies ot state testing programs show
that the new tests do not reduce method­
ological problems, they increase them. The
scoring is unreliable and measures ot valid­

ity (for example, whether the tests predict
students' future academic performance) are

lacking (I0, I). Some state testing pro­
grams have tried to use complex statistical
formulas to control for student background
variables rhat might affect scores. The at­
tempt has nor worked. Indeed, it has result­
ed in a scoring svstem rhat ts incomprehen-

sible even to educators working within the
system (12).

'

Although the new tests may draw teach­
ers' attention toward writing and problem­
solving skills and away from rote learning,
this benefit could be obtained by incorpo­
rating pertormance tests or porttolio assess­
ments into a school's instructional program
without attempting to make comparisons
that provide spurious information.

Moreover, the testing programs are ex­
tremely costly and time consuming. Re­
searchers estimate the potential cost of na­
tional testing in tive subject areas in only
three grades to be more than $3 billion per
year (13). In Kentucky's testing program,
tourth-grade teachers were "overwhelmed'
by the administration and grading of writ­
ing and mathematics portfolios (I). In
Vermont, teachers spent an average of 30
hours per month, excluding training, work­
ing on mathematics porttoliostime taken
trom instruction children otherwise would
receive (Ie).

Perhaps the best example ot what hap­
pens to testing programs comes trom En­
gland. In 1988, Parliament mandated na­
tional curricula and assessments. The assess­
ments of T-year-olds took ? to + weeks out
of the school ear. The marking and report­
ing torm for I+-vear-olds in mathematics
was II2 pages long. Is a result. teachers,
with strong parental support, boycotted ad­
ministration ot the tests and reporting ot
test scores. They cited a range of concerns
similar to those emerging trom testing pro­
grams in the United States overwork, bu­
reaucracy, disruption ot regular schooling,
tlawed rests, invalid comparisons ot schools,
and opposition to a national curriculum
(15). The program has been abandoned.

Myth 5: We can compensate for the inad­
equate resources spent on poor children by
increasing testung requirements. Or, put an­
other way, money does not matter. Re­
search shows, however, that per pupil ex­
penditure, teacher expertise, and class size
do make a ditterence in student achieve­
ment (16). Increasing testing requirements
does not buy better teachers or the atten­
tion children can receive in small schools or
classes. Tests do not provide low-income
inner city or rural students with science
laboratories, computers, or decent tacilities,
amenities that affluent students take tor
granted.

Nor will tests reduce school finance in­
equities that relegate low-income children
to the most poorly funded schools. For ex­
ample, the IO poorest districts in Texas
spend an average of just under $30 per
student. The IO wealthiest districts spend
about 7200 per student. In Illinois, school
districts spend berween 240 and 38300
per student (17).

We cannot improve our schools by gv-

ing more tests. The danger is that myths
about testing will lead to policies that are
irrelevant and counterproductive in ad­
dressing the nation's most pressing educa­
tional problems: the large proportion of
children who live in poverty and the vast
differences in educational resources be­
tween rich and poor schools. My greatest
concern is that a tocus on test scores takes
attention away trom our most troubled
schools, the work that needs to be done to
resolve the problems, and the resources
needed to do it.
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