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Effects of Standardized Testing on Teaching and Learning

	Much research has resulted from the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  Some of this research has focused on the necessary funding for the broad federalization of education as a result of NCLB.  There have been studies of the effects of standardized testing on children with disabilities.  Researchers have also posed the question of whether high-stakes testing is fair to minorities.  However, another important question is what effects NCLB and its resultant high-stakes standardized testing have had on student learning and classroom teaching.  Research shows that these tests place a large amount of pressure on students, they measure only a portion of what a student should learn, they are based on exceedingly high standards, and they result in an alignment of curriculum to test content. 
Summary
	Most educational experts agree that standardized testing has a legitimate place in assessing student mastery of basic skills.  However, most also agree that these tests should not be the only measure of a student’s abilities.  By definition, a high-stakes test is one for which the results have important consequences.  According to the article “States Stick with High-School Exit Exams” (2003), nineteen states use high school exit exams to determine whether students receive high school diplomas, and five other states will have test-determinant diploma requirements by the year 2008, including the state of Washington.  These high-stakes tests negate a student’s attendance in classes and earning the necessary credits for graduation.  A USA Today survey reports that 92% of teachers surveyed felt that “no single test score can be considered a definitive measure of a student’s knowledge” (Prescott, 2001).  In his article “The Test of Their Lives,” Kunen (1997) argues that such tests put enormous pressure on students and are of little academic value. 
	Further, Kunen argues that standardized tests cannot measure much of what makes a student successful: “cooperation, creativity, or the perseverance…to sit down in a two-room shack and do homework every night” (p. 63).  Rothstein agrees with Kunen’s insight into the failings of these tests in his article “Testing Our Patience: Standardized Tests Have Their Uses but Current Federal Law Uses Testing to Destroy Learning” (2004).  According to Rothstein, standardized tests do not assess “creativity, insight, reasoning, and the application of skills to unrehearsed situations” (p. 45).  
	Rothstein also suggests the existence of another problem with NCLB and standardized testing.  The law requires that all schools report the percentage of its students at each grade level who achieve proficiency in math and reading; the problem lies in the definition of “proficiency.”  NCLB models its definition after the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).  However, the NAEP’s level of proficiency is not only based on a subjective judgment of “proficiency” determined by a panel of citizens; it is also greatly flawed, according to the General Accounting Office, which determined that the NAEP based its definition on unreasonably high standards (p. 46).
	There is another major flaw with the policy.  Kunen, Rothstein, and Prescott all expressed concern over the tendency to “teach to the test,” or aligning curriculum taught in the classroom to the content of what is assessed on these tests.  Prescott found that 83% of public school teachers surveyed said they fear they will end up “teaching to the tests” (p. 21).  This manner of teaching focuses on rote learning and repetitive drills rather than on more creative and useful education.  So much time is spent on preparing for these assessments, which typically focus on math and reading, that the rest of the curriculum is neglected.  As a result, teachers often use the majority of their classroom time preparing students in these academic areas that time devoted to the teaching of other subjects such as science, social studies, and art is diminished.  
	In “Conversion of a Standardized Test Skeptic,” Hoxby (2001) offers the perspective of one who originally thought that the financial costs of standardized testing far outweighed the benefits.  However, her research led her to change her mind after determining that a full battery of standardized tests costs a school approximately $5.00 per student per annum (p. 83).  Hoxby argues that testing is the one aspect of school reform and NCLB with the “highest ratio of benefits to cost” (p. 83).  Hoxby’s article does not present any of the benefits she mentions and only makes a strong argument that testing makes sense financially.  This monetary aspect is perhaps the least of all arguments against standardized testing.  Hoxby’s article does, however, offer a rationale for NCLB and the requisite testing: the fact that the government will not have to spend a considerable amount of money in order to assess whether schools adhere to the new policy.  
Discussion and Evaluation
	With the exception of Hoxby’s article, all of the preliminary research suggests that the concept of high-stakes testing is flawed in a number of ways.  The research presented in these articles shows that standardized testing does, indeed, influence student learning and classroom teaching in non-beneficial and often harmful ways.  Kunen takes exception to the policy of using a single test to determine whether a student will receive a high school diploma and argues that this type of high-stakes test puts unnecessary pressure on students.  Rothstein’s research has shown a tendency of teachers to focus primarily on students who are just below the level of proficiency in order to gain a degree of improvement, which is required by NCLB in its analysis of school performance (p. 44).  According to Prescott, our nation’s children are being tested to a degree that is unprecedented in not only our history but anywhere else in the world (p. 20).  CNN reports that high-stakes testing has a direct correlation to a higher dropout rate among students.  
	Most educators and researchers agree that standardized tests are useful tools in assessing student learning.  Most also agree that the schools must be held accountable for teaching students successfully.  The disagreement lies in the degree of importance placed on standardized tests, such as the Washington Assessment of Student Learning in our state.  The authors are in agreement that any fair accountability system, which is one goal of the No Child Left Behind Act, would rely not only on standardized tests but also on a number of other factors: expert evaluations of schools; reviews of student work and projects; assessments of the quality of teaching and curriculum; and other measures of successful education.
	Only Hoxby’s article supports the concept of standardized testing without restriction.  As a professor of economics, it is not surprising that her research focuses on the financial costs of these tests and ignores the other costs that result from NCLB.  Her point of view, however, introduces the idea of a justification for why the federal government would require standardized testing.  Hoxby offers the notion that because the government’s financial contribution to public education is only seven percent of school spending (p.83), the government has, in the past, lacked a means of impacting schools.  By requiring schools to prove student proficiency in math and reading in order to avoid consequences for poor performance or to reap rewards for adequate progress, the federal government now affects school policy as never before.
Proposed Research Question and Significance
	A preliminary review of the literature available for researching the effects of the No Child Left Behind Act suggests a need for further evaluation of the impact of standardized testing on student learning and classroom teaching.  It would be beneficial to determine what teachers, as the true observers in this field, believe to be the effects of NCLB and standardized testing in terms of pedagogy (the way teachers teach) and curriculum (what teachers teach).  Educators can provide a first-hand perspective not offered by researchers, as well as their experiences, to exemplify the impact of standardized tests on their classrooms and their students.  Specific examples of the effects of NCLB would strengthen the need for further evaluation of this policy.  Educators can perhaps also provide some insight into ways to improve this policy.  Current research suggests that the new system will not last because of its failings.  Further research would either support or negate this claim and evaluate the question “If not the No Child Left Behind Act, then what?”  It is not beneficial to simply discount the current policy of heavy reliance on standardized, high-stakes testing; the more helpful and long-term issue is ways to improve this policy and providing a measure of accountability that is fair and logical.
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