
Reforming Testing and Accountability–Problems and Solutions

The Ills of a Test-Obsessed System

–The current state system of test-driven school accountability, with its heavy punitive emphasis, has taken our public schools seriously off track and is failing to deliver the quality education our students deserve.

–State law, despite some changes at the margin, makes scores on standardized state tests the primary basis for judging the performance of students, educators, and schools. 


–The result is a narrowing of instruction and an obsessive emphasis on testing and test preparation, to the detriment of real teaching and learning in our classrooms.   


–A new push to tie high-stakes employment decisions to test scores only aggravates the already excessive emphasis on standardized testing and further distorts instruction.


–The system’s focus remains on bureaucratic, top-down, short-term goals of avoiding punitive sanctions by hitting narrow test-score targets, not on meeting the broader educational needs of students to prepare them for post-secondary education and careers as thinking, productive members of society.


–The bottom line is that far too many of our nearly five million students are not getting what they need from our test-obsessed school system. This is especially true for students disadvantaged by low income (nearly six out of ten), disability (about 10 percent), and low English proficiency (more than one out of every six). The testing obsession helps produce student dropout rates that by any measure are unacceptably high. It is no coincidence that Texas ranks last in the nation in the percentage of adults who have completed high school.

Solutions–Putting the Focus Back on What Students Need

–Balance needs to be restored to school accountability by refocusing on students rather than tests.  The accountability system must be broadened to hold the legislature, school districts, and schools responsible for providing what students need by the time they graduate from high school–starting with access for all to high-quality preschool education.


–Revising the accountability system to reduce excessive emphasis on test scores means we must start measuring other factors relevant to student achievement, including safe and healthy learning environments; resources provided each campus (e.g., budget per pupil, ongoing professional training, mentoring, facilities, instructional materials); administrative support (e.g., class size, special-education and ELL services); and quality of curriculum (e.g., not only well-designed core courses but quality courses in foreign languages, physical education, career and technology, music and visual arts).


–Students’ growth and success, and thus school effectiveness, also must be measured by their social/emotional development, as well as by multiple measures of academic proficiency.


–Wraparound community services must be provided within our schools, integrating academic and social services in a true “community school” model.


–Punitive sanctions (such as school closures and mass firing of principals and teachers) based on test scores must be replaced by a transformational model, based on qualitative as well as quantitative evaluation, with intensive interventions enlisting school/community alliances.


–Interventions to improve schools should be based on what we know works: developing school leaders who can nurture leadership in others; building parent-community ties; continuously enhancing the professional capacities of faculty and staff; fostering a student-focused culture of support for striving and successful engagement in learning; a strong, well-rounded curriculum and the instructional tools needed to deliver instruction–including tests, in their proper place, as diagnostic tools.

