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EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION VERSUS
HIGH-STAKES STANDARDIZED TESTING

Asa G. Hilliard, Il
Georgia State University

Theevidence is missing for high-stakes standardized testing of either intelligence or achievement
as a reform tool, a tool for producing higher student achievement. The focus on invalid testing al-
lows us to ignore the well-documented importance of the quality of teaching as a key factor in stu-
dent achievement. There is no doubt that teachers can become powerful agents in raising the
academic performance of children to high levels, regardless of common impediments such as pov-
erty, bilingualism, and so forth. With the extreme and almost exclusive focus on high-stakes testing,
we lose the opportunity to support valid staff development that would make all of our teachers powerful.

For years | have been interested in a special
group of educators. They are the ones who cre-
ate powerful education environments. They are
the ones who are not puzzled about how to raise
the achievement levels of children from any
background to levels of excellence. They are the
ones who see the universal genius, spirit, and
humanity inall children. Things like poverty, bi-
lingual status, single-parent families, and even
threatening neighborhood environments pres-
ent no obstacle to the attainment of excellence
for their students.

These are the educators who are lost in the
aggregate, which includes those unsuccessful
educators who are puzzled about how to teach
for excellence. Most successful educators are
“invisible,” unknown, and not featured. There
are thousands of them in hundreds of schools.
When we focus our attention on clusters of these
educators, there is much to learn. In fact, | have
often referred to the distinction between such
educators and the more typical educators as the
distinction between two conversations. Not
only are these successful educators distinct in
their behavior from the more typical ones, when
they do take the time to reflect on what they do
and speak about their work, their conversation
is distinct as well. They talk about different

things in different ways than their less success-
ful counterparts.

The proverbial “fly on the wall” in the faculty
rooms in schools where children are not suc-
ceeding would very likely hear a conversation
in which children, their families, and their com-
munities are seen as the source of the problems
of low performance. The children’s attendance,
misbehavior, “deficient” language, aggressive-
ness, and so forth are highlighted as common
topics. Similarly, parents are seen as not caring,
as unable to be of help to children, and as
unwilling to become involved in the school.
Even whole communities and cultures are seen
as dysfunctional. All of this is reflected in the
conversations that many professionals have
about children and their performances in the
schools.

What Can We Learn From Educators Whose
Students Achieve Excellence?

In my experience, a very different kind of
conversation takes place among educators who
succeed in spite of all impediments. In my expe-
rience, such educators not only talk about dif-
ferent things, but they have a very different
worldview as well. They talk about their trials
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and errors. They talk about lofty goals, goals of
excellence, and a sense of mission and destiny.
They talk about the school as a family. They talk
about the community and their part in it. They
view each child as a special gift, a small bundle
of enormous potential. Their high hopes for the
children are matched only by the sacrifices that
they do not need to be urged to make because
they are driven to ensure that no child is left
behind. They are problem solvers.

There are indeed educators who are success-
ful, regardless of circumstances, in raising the
achievement of virtually all children to levels of
excellence, not merely minimum competency. |
have spoken often about programs such as Pro-
ject SEED (Special Educational Enrichment for
the Disadvantaged) (Mezzacappa, 1990) and
Beginning School Mathematics (Miller &
McKinnon, 1995). In both cases, children as
young as 3 years of age and all the way into
higher education are taught abstract, conceptu-
ally oriented mathematics in Socratic-type
interactive classrooms, working not with text-
books but with manipulatives or simply with
chalk and blackboard. Professor Everard
Barrett (1994, 1998) is a powerful teacher and an
excellent staff developer who has similar
accomplishments to his credit. For example, he
taught regular fifth-grade students in Bedford
Stuyvesant public schools, most of whom
passed the ninth-grade achievement examina-
tion for New York state. These were poor and
minority children who are normally in the low-
est quartile. Barrett’s techniques are nationally
recognized due to students achieving excel-
lence based on high assessmentratings given by
school districts located in major American cit-
ies. In each case, these educators bring many
years of success in a variety of socioeconomic
settings. The stark contrast between the results
achieved by such teachers and what is typically
expected from children in low socioeconomic
circumstances is enormous.

Children are not screened specifically for
these educators. It is only the luck of the draw
that determines whether children will be served

by the powerful teachers or by the alternative.
This simple fact has enormous consequences for
how we should think and behave in the design
of educational opportunity. Hundreds of indi-
vidual schools such as the New Suncock School
in Lovell, ME; the Sankofa African Centered
Charter School in East Lansing, MI; Lincoln
High School in Dallas, TX (under recently
deceased principal Napoleon Lewis); and Gar-
field High School in the Los Angeles barrios
during the time of Jaime Escalante demonstrate
quality teaching. Individual teachers, whole
schools, and, in some cases, whole districts defy
the odds. In preschool, elementary, secondary,
or higher education, good teaching matters.
When good teaching occurs, all children achieve
at levels that we can currently describe to be
excellent.

Finally, there is an impressive and growing
body of literature supporting what | have said.
Cumulative and Residual Effects of Teachers on
Future Students’ Academic Achievement
(Saunders & Rivers, 1998), Achieving Despite
Diversity, The Study of High Achieving, High Pov-
erty Schools in West Virginia (Hughes, 1995), the
national study of excellent schools by Schmoker
(1996), reported on in his book, Results, and the
Educational Trust documentation of gap-clos-
ing schools (Haycock, 1998) feature educators
who provide an empirical foundation to show
that they know what to do and do what they
know. What is the source of this excellence? Is it
the use of high-stakes standardized testing?
Hardly! Few of these educators, if any, use stan-
dardized high-stakes testing as a tool to get high
achievement.

Much more could be said about these two
conversations, between those who produce and
those who do not. However, one thing we might
ask aboutin probing both of these conversations
is how they are similar or different in the way
that they view high-stakes standardized testing.
In my experience, they differ markedly in their
level of preoccupation with such tests. They dif-
fer markedly in their interpretation of the mean-
ing of the tests.
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The Legitimate Desire for Accountability
and for the Highest Standards

Children, parents, communities, and the pub-
lic at large, including policy makers, have every
right to raise the difficult question of whether
schools achieve appropriate goals. More than
that, they have the profound responsibility to
ask. There can be no argument about the neces-
sity for high standards. Therefore, there should
be no confusion when high-stakes testing is crit-
icized. Confusion makes some interpret the crit-
icism of high-stakes standardized testing as
opposition to high standards. Nothing could be
further from the truth. It is very important that
we understand what the real issues are in this
debate and dialogue. High standards may not
be connected to high-stakes standardized test-
ing at all. In fact, an argument can be made that
the content of some standardized high-stakes
testing reflects low standards, (Zacharias, 1977;
Schwartz, 1977a). The high standards mean lit-
tle unless they are met. The real issue is to give
children the teachers who can make them reach
high standards. | call this power teaching.

Many years ago, Dr. Barbara Sizemore and |
were cochairs of the 10-member Task Force on
Black Academic and Cultural Excellence.
(Hilliard & Sizemore, 1984). We coedited a pub-
lication for the National Alliance of Black School
Educators titled Saving the African-American
Child. In that publication, we called for the fol-
lowing high standards for all high school stu-
dents. We did so as a task force because we were
quite familiar with educators who know how to
get virtually all of their students to reach those
standards.

The Task Force notes that performance goals for pub-
lic schools are usually stated in terms of normative
scores (where students, classes, or schools rank as
compared to other students). This is grossly inade-
quate for our purposes. We believe that a high level
of academic achievement is within reach of virtually
all African American children. Specifically, we be-
lieve that the following criterion levels of perfor-
mance in basic subjects must be established as
standards and must be reached by our children by
the end of the twelfth grade.

10.

Mathematics: Criterion performance, algebra in the
sixth grade and calculus by the twelfth grade.
Economics: Criterion performance, understanding
of the workings of the American economic and
other economic systems.

Political Science: Criterion performance, an under-
standing of and the ability to discuss the workings
of the American political system.

Computer Competence: Criterion performance,
ability to write computer programs in one or more

languages.

History: Criterion performance, an understanding
of and the ability to discuss African American per-
spectives on standard historical topics commonly
taught in schools.

Language Arts: Criterion performance, to be able to
write a term research paper demonstrating the abil-
ity to use common English, appropriate documen-
tation of ideas, and appropriate presentation of
ideas.

Foreign Language: Criterion performance, a speak-
ing, reading, and writing knowledge of at least one
foreign language. The acquisition of competence in
an African language should be available as an op-
tion.

Sciences: Criterion performance, a passing grade in
a course equivalent to general chemistry. This as-
sumes that the common practice is to require appro-
priate coursework in biological and physical sci-
ences as a prerequisite.

Vocational: Criterion performance, typing, child
care, work habits, employability.

African American History and Culture: Criterion
performance, ability to tell the general story of Afri-
can and African American people from earliest
times to the present.

In addition to the criterion performances in
academic areas cited above, certain general aca-
demic goals which transcend the disciplines
mentioned above are attainable. Among these
are the following:

¢ The demonstration of critical thinking

¢ The demonstration of creativity

¢ The demonstration of the acquisition of a sys-
tematic approach to problem solving and the
demonstration of an understanding of the scien-
tific method

Our thinking on the criterion levels of perfor-
mance is in essential harmony with two recent
education reports. The College Board Report,
Academic Preparation for College: What Students
Need To Know and Be Able To Do and Paidiea Pro-
posal edited by Dr. Mortimer Adler.

These are not unreasonable goals for African
American students, if fair, equitable, appropri-
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ate, and high quality instructional support is of-
fered to them. (Hilliard & Sizemore, 1984,
pp. 35-36)

The Language of High Standards and the
Construction of Failure in Intelligence or
Aptitude

Publication of Saving the African American
Child: A Report of the National Alliance of Black
School Educators, Inc. (Hilliard & Sizemore, 1984)
preceded the current emphasis on high stan-
dards. In fact, at the time that the National Alli-
ance of Black School Educators called for these
standards, the cry was for “minimum compe-
tencies” at the national level, as national policy!
In our report, we chose to emphasize course
completion and rigorous academic curricula as
the centerpiece of evidence for meeting high
standards. But even beyond traditional aca-
demic high standards, the think tank that pro-
duced that report spoke to the need for develop-
ing students who would become men and
women of high character with the capacity to
create joyful environments that would be fulfill-
ing to their spiritual needs. Indeed, | know of no
higher or more comprehensive standards called
for then or now. Thus, meeting excellent stan-
dards of performance is not the issue for most of
the educators who | know. If not, then what is
the issue?

The discussion of high-stakes standardized
testing must include reference to the politics of
standardized testing. There is a well-docu-
mented history here, a history of abuse of
minorities and the poor. We may like to think
that such things, if they exist at all, are in the
past. However, they are as present today, even
though they may be presented in a more dis-
guised form.

Few people have read The Bell Curve: Intelli-
gence and Class Structure in American Life
(Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). Fewer still know
its history and context. It is a highly sophisti-
cated rendering on popular old ideas in new
covers. Skip past the pseudo science reflected in
the many charts and graphs and go straight to
the end of the interpretive and policy recom-
mendation chapters (especially Chapters 17-22
and, more specifically, Chapters 21 and 22). The

real agenda for the book and for those who pro-
vide the support for the authors is contained in
these seemingly innocent chapters. Here we
have the real dangers of the misuse of one type
of high-stakes standardized test exposed. The
authors see 1Q as intelligence, and they see intel-
ligence as the casual factor for poverty and for
affluence, or low- and high-class status. This
means that the low class does not have the men-
tal capacity to be improved, and therefore, char-
itably, they should be neglected.

Interestingly, Herrnstein and Murray (1994)
see the underclass as a virtual aggressor and at
least a threat. The following demonstrates their
view.

Facing Reality About the Underclass

What new ways? There are many possibilities,
but the central ones all involve the underclass. We
fear that a new kind of conservatism is becoming the
dominant ideology of the affluent—not in the social
tradition of an Edmund Burke or in the economic
tradition of an Adam Smith but “conservatism”
along Latin American lines, where to be conserva-
tive has often meant doing whatever is necessary to
preserve the mansions on the hills from the menace
of the slums below. In the case of the United States,
the threat comes from an underclass that has been
with American society for some years but has been
the subject of unrealistic analysis and ineffectual, of-
ten counterproductive policy. The new coalition is
already afraid of the underclass. In the next few de-
cades it is going to have a lot more to be afraid of.
Now is the time to bring together from many chap-
ters throughout the book the implications of cogni-
tive stratification for the underclass. (pp. 518-519)

Herrnstein and Murray pronounce the final sen-
tence on children with low intelligence. In doing so,
they are unaware of or fail to take into account the
thousands of powerful teachers who raise the perfor-
mances of low-intelligence children to high levels.
These teachers destroy the 1Q correlation, because IQ
is tied to poverty and to achievements, but not with
good teachers in the mix (Fuller, 1977).

There will still be jobs for low skill labor, mostly with
service businesses and private households, but the
natural wage for those jobs will be low. Attempts to
increase their wage artificially (by raising the mini-
mum wage, for example, or mandating job benefits)
may backfire by making alternatives to human labor
more affordable and, in many cases, by making the
jobs disappear altogether. People in the bottom
quartile of intelligence are becoming not just increas-
ingly expendable in economic terms, they will some-
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time in the not-too-distant future become a net drag.
In economic terms and barring a profound change in
direction for our society, many people will be unable
to perform that function so basic to human dignity:
putting more into the world than they take out.
(Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, pp. 519, 520)

What is the destiny of the poor? Herrnstein and
Murray (1994) suggest a part of the answer:

In short, by custodial state, we have in mind a
high-tech and more lavish version of the Indian res-
ervation for some substantial minority of the na-
tion’s population, while the rest of America tries to
go about its business. In its less benign forms, the so-
lutions will become more and more totalitarian. Be-
nign or otherwise, “going about its business” in the
old sense will not be possible. It is difficult to imag-
ine the United States preserving its heritage of indi-
vidualism, equal rights before the law, free people
running their own lives, once itis accepted that a sig-
nificant part of the population must be made perma-
nent wards of the state. (p. 526)

This custodial state is a life sentence with no possi-
bility of parole for the poor because they are not
merely regarded as poor but as beyond help. This is
contrary to the record cited earlier on power teaching
and power schools. Then Herrnstein and Murray
raise the ante. Things will get even worse.

Herrnstein and Murray (1994) settle for find-
ing aplace for the poor in the new caste system:

The Goal and a Definition

The broadest goal is a society in which people
throughout the functional range of intelligence can
find and feel they have found a valued place for
themselves. For “valued place,” we offer a prag-
matic definition: You occupy a valued place if other
people would miss you if you were gone. (p. 535)

Thus, the authors pronounce with finality
that low-achieving children are defective mate-
rials. They must find a “place” and be put in it,
and they should stay in their place: “Govern-
ment policy can do much to foster the vitality of
neighborhoods by trying to do less for them” (p. 540).

Ultimately, the authors recommend aban-
donment of the poor, notwithstanding their nice
way of saying it.

The material from The Bell Curve above must
be placed in context. Herrnstein acknowledges
that he and Murray were at the American Enter-
prise Institute and at Harvard. In addition, sup-
port for the book came from the Bradley Foun-

dation in Chicago. Moreover, Murray appears
to be a fixture at the Heritage Foundation, as
well as having been a policy adviser to conser-
vative presidents. Moreover, the policy recom-
mendations in The Bell Curve are closely aligned
with the policy proposals that come out of the
conservative think tanks that have housed
Herrnstein and Murray. Blaming the poor for
poverty, asserting that nothing can be done
because of their innate lack of capacity, and call-
ing for neglect, individualism, and a withdrawal
of fiscal support, along with many other such
policies, are really the widely supported and
increasingly implemented conservative
agenda. Perhaps this explains the popularity of
The Bell Curve, a New York Times best-seller, but
not among professional psychologists. It takes
the general public to make a best-seller. Further-
more, The Bell Curve was published without
peer review. My friend, Herb Kohl, gave me an
800 number of a foundation that invited calls
from higher education institutions, offering
$20,000 to any college or university that would
host Charles Murray in a debate on the book.
This sounds like propaganda, not scholarship.
“Bell curve thinking” is more typical than many
will admit (Snyderman & Rothman, 1990).

The point here is that we cannot take the
high-stakes standardized testing movement as
an innocent school improvement activity. There
are those who like children—even other peo-
ple’s children and poor and minority children—
and who are also attracted to the mystique of
standardized testing, some believing that bene-
ficial use can be made of it. In some cases, bene-
ficial use can be made of achievement tests.
However, following the conservative agenda
and practices, making final admissions and
placement decisions solely on the basis of these
tests (high-stakes decisions) is unscientific, un-
professional, and bad public policy.

Bell curve thinking is the enemy of the mil-
lions of children who have unrecognized
genius. As documented above, savage inequali-
ties in school services are eliminated by giving
students equal access to good teachers. The
power of good teaching now has overwhelming
support in the literature. The high-stakes stan-
dardized testing movement advocates cannot
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ignore the connection of such uses to the pessi-
mists who are, in fact, enemies of the poor.

We cannot escape the fact that low expecta-
tions for a large segment of our population are
endemic in America. Not only are low expecta-
tions endemic, but there is also an alienation,
even a dislike for poor children and for certain
minority ethnic groups in the United States. A
visceral reaction, often very negative, lies just
below the surface of polite discourse about
low-achieving students. The best recent exam-
ple was when the Oakland Public School
“Ebonics” caused the hysterical, irrational and
uninformed, overwhelmingly negative and
dehumanizing reactions of so many educators,
politicians, bureaucrats, civil rights leaders, and
various media sources opposing the children,
teachers, administrators, families, and the Afri-
can culture in general (Perry & Delpit, 1995). No
one can read Perry and Delpit and feel anything
butshame and apprehension about the negative
feelings expressed in the crisis toward the chil-
dren and this culture. The question is, how
many more issues pertaining to low perfor-
mance would bring these latent negative feel-
ings back to the surface (Adger, Christian, &
Taylor, 1999)?

WHAT IS HIGH-STAKES
STANDARDIZED TESTING?

There is a fundamental disconnect between
high-stakes standardized testing and the move-
ment toward excellence in education. First,
there is the issue of test validity. Simply put, itis
rare to find high-stakes standardized tests that
have any meaningful validity. Second, there is
the question of appropriate standards. In few
districts do the lofty goals adopted by boards of
education match the standards reflected in
high-stakes standardized testing. In some cases,
neither the school goals nor the high-stakes
standardized tests reflect high standards.

There is very little debate but that standard-
ized tests, if they measure anything of value at
all, measure a very narrow range of behaviors,
many of them at a very low level of thinking.
Much more could be said about the validity and
appropriateness of high-stakes standardized

testing. We may summarize the criticisms in the
following way: High-stakes standardized test-
ing tends to fall into two categories. On one
hand, there are tests that purport to tell us what
a student’s capacity is, sometimes called “apti-
tude tests,” “lIQ tests,” and/or “intelligence
tests.” In the second category, there are achieve-
ment tests that purport to tell us whether a stu-
dent has mastered the curriculum.

The capacity, 1Q, and/or intelligence tests
are normally evaluated primarily by whether
the scores on those tests are associated or corre-
lated with later achievement test scores by stu-
dents. That association or correlation is called
“predictive validity.” The goal of predictive
validity is for educators to make good guesses
about education outcomes. Sometimes, those
who argue for such tests claim that they can be
used as “diagnostic” devices, devices that
explain what performance is, how it came
about, or the presence or source of malfunc-
tions. Implicit in the practice of diagnosis is the
idea that there is an approach to teaching, based
on this diagnostic information, that would
improve academic achievement outcomes for
children. Of course, no documentation of valid
test/teaching connections appears in the techni-
cal manuals that accompany such tests. The
technical manuals merely record the research
that documents association or correlation
between test scores and achievement.

False Prophets: Predictive Validity
Without Regard for Access to
High-Quality Teaching

The easiest way to challenge such claims of
predictive validity is to look at the examples of
powerful educators and powerful schools such
as those mentioned above. Over and over again,
children whose initial scores would cause test
users to predict the children’s failure not only
succeed, butthey succeed at the highest levels of
excellence when offered appropriate instruc-
tion. The high correlation or association
between tests of aptitude, intelligence, capac-
ity, and so forth can be accounted for by the
simple fact that both the capacity tests and the
achievement tests, if measures of anything, are
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mainly measures of opportunity to learn testlike
material. They are pure and simple measures of
exposure. Moreover, the tests of intelligence,
ability, and aptitude cannot be regarded as
diagnostic, nor is there a body of literature to
show connections between such tests, instruc-
tional “prescriptions,” and beneficial out-
comes for children. The ritual or routine of test-
ing is quite widespread and prominent. The
benefits of such testing are nonexistent (Heller,
Holtzman, & Messick, 1982; Hilliard, 1994;
Skyrtic, 1991).

Diagnostic assessments that are linked to
powerful instruction that results in powerful
student learning outcomes do exist. However,
such approaches should be characterized as
assessments rather than high-stakes standard-
ized tests of capacity (Feuerstein, 1979;
Feuerstein & Rand, 1997). The only real purpose
of standardized capacity tests is ranking/classi-
fication for segregating students into
nonbeneficial instructions. The outcome of such
practices places poorly served children, the vic-
tims of “savage inequalities” (Kozol, 1991), at a
severe disadvantage for opportunities to learn.

Standardized intelligence tests are the pri-
mary basis for most special education place-
ments, a truly high-stakes decision. A cursory
look at the makeup of the special education pop-
ulation in the United States should raise ques-
tions immediately. As Table 1 shows, more than
one half of the special education placements are
of students regarded as “learning disabled,” a
very soft category, meaning that there is great
ambiguity and uncertainty about this label.
Look at the hard diagnostic categories such as
auditory and visual impairments. Clearly, the
more ambiguous the assessment, primarily 1Q
based, the higher the frequencies. (Heller et al.,
1982; Skyrtic, 1991).

When we add the lack of evidence of efficacy
of treatment in special classes to the problem of
questionable validity of assessment (Skyrtic,
1991), it is easy to see that the consequences of
being given a label, classified into a category,
and given special services are a high-stakes
assessment problem of tremendous propor-
tions. Stigma and isolation are but two aspects
of the problem.

TABLE 1: Types of Disabilities Served

IDEA, PartB
Disability Number Percentage
Specific learning disabilities 2,513,977 51.1
Speech or language impairments 1,023,655 20.8
Mental retardation 580,855 11.6
Serious emotional disturbance® 428,168 8.7
Multiple disabilities 89,646 1.8
Hearing impairments 65,568 1.3
Orthopedic impairments 60,604 1.2
Other health impairments 106,509 2.1
Visual impairments 24,877 0.5
Deafness-blindness 1,331 0.0002
Autism 22,780 0.4
Traumatic brain injury 7,188 0.0014
All disabilities 4,915,168 100

NOTE: From U.S. Department of Education (1996).
a. IDEA now also calls this category “emotional disturbance,”
dropping “serious” in some but not all of its provisions.

Some high-stakes standardized testing, such
as admissions testing to colleges and universi-
ties, rely on the presumed predictive validity of
tests. Yet, over and over, we see evidence that
challenges this validity (Smith, 1984; Slack &
Porter, 1980; Cole, 1991; Messick, 1980). Scores
can be raised by coaching. If so, which score is
the real score? How do we deal with differential
access to good coaching?

Even when we rely on standardized tests for
prediction, many who do so are not aware of an
important difficulty. Whatever the strength of
the relationship between a distribution of scores
on an aptitude test and the predictive validity
coefficient (a later measure of achievement), the
strongest part of the relationship is at the mid-
dle of the distribution. Itis at the highest or low-
est score levels where the greatest errors in pre-
diction occur.

ACHIEVEMENT TESTING

In theory, standardized achievement tests
may offer some benefit. What is being claimed
by achievement test makers and users is that
standardized achievement testing is a fair mea-
sure of the curriculum that is offered by the
school. All achievement test makers claim
implicitly or explicitly that tests have content
validity, that is, that they are a fair match to the
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school curriculum and objectives. The popular
term for this criterion is test/curriculum align-
ment. No school district would or should know-
ingly buy and use a standardized achievement
testthat obviously did not match its curriculum.
We need not take much time to demonstrate the
falsity of that claim of alignment. Some years
ago at the Institute for Research on Teaching, a
report contained the summary of empirical
observation. This observation was about the
comparison of textbook content (i.e., academic
topics covered in textbooks) and standardized
achievement tests content (i.e., academic topics
covered by achievement tests). Do they match?
The content area was fifth-grade mathematics.
Are they aligned?

In fifth-grade mathematics, where one might
expect to find fairly high agreement regarding
content, the reality is that nationally standard-
ized tests show a very poor record of alignment
with nationally standardized textbooks. In fact,
it appears that the average overlap between
standardized textbook content and standard-
ized text content hovers somewhere around
50%. The situation is even worse in other areas
of the curriculum, where there is less agreement
on content. This means that children who sit for
such standardized high-stakes exams, if they
are nationally standardized tests, often must
attempt items on topics half of which they have
not been taught! We can only imagine the gross
nature of the mismatch between texts and tests
in curricula areas where there is low consensus
about content.

However, this is not the worst of it. The insti-
tute report deals with “ideal” circumstances.
What is the real curriculum that is offered to
children? First, what are the actual topics that
are taught to children in the classroom? These
topics may be very different from what appears
in the textbook. Therefore, there is even less
overlap between what is actually taught and the
content of standardized high-stakes testing.
There is one further issue: How do we account
for the variety of competencies among teachers?
What is the quality of instruction to which stu-
dents are exposed, even when the goals and
content are common? How confident can we be
in the equitable exposure of children to high-

quality teaching of all topics in the textbook or
curriculum outlines and in a nationally stan-
dardized test that is aligned with the student’s
textbook or curriculum outline? This is not a
trivial matter. The source of children’s low or
high performance may well be due to the poor
quality of instruction that they receive:

A June analysis of middle school students’ poor per-
formance on international math and science tests
found that the low scores can’t be explained by the
wider diversity of U.S. students taking the test, a fre-
quent scapegoat. The real culprit? A weak curricu-
lum.

In January, the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science rated as “satisfactory” only
four of 12 common middle school math textbooks,
and those weren’t the four texts appearing in most
classrooms.

Why else would only about a fifth of U.S. eight-
graders take algebra, while in countries ranking
highest on international math tests, that figure rises
to nearly 100%?

And why do so many middle school math teach-
ers lack college training in the subject they teach? An
estimated 36% of all math teachers lack a major or
minor degree in the subject; most of those fall in the
middle school grades of seven and eight. (“Educa-
tion’s Weakest Link,” 1999, p. 3)

Now let us look at one district where there is docu-
mentation about how teachers are distributed. If this
is accurate, then high-stakes standardized testing is
not the appropriate response.

Not only does New York City have a disproportion-
ate number of uncertified teachers, but those who do
pass the state certification exams tend to score much
lower than their counterparts in the suburbs and up-
state, according to state data that will be placed into
evidence today in alandmark school-financing case.

The data shows that 31 percent of teachers in the
city’s public schools failed the main certification
exam—the liberal arts and sciences tests—at least
once, compared with only 4.7 percent of teachers
elsewhere in the state. About 47 percent of city teach-
ers who took the state certification test for math
failed at least once, compared with about 21 percent
of teachers elsewhere. And 26.9 percent of city teach-
ers who took the state test that measures elementary
teaching skills failed, compared with 3 percent else-
where.

About 12 percent, or 10,000, of the city’s teachers
are uncertified. Because senior teachers can often
choose which schools they teach in, many of the uncer-
tified teachers work in the schools with the poorest chil-
dren and the lowest student performance [italics added].
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(“City Teachers’ Low Scores Cited in School Aid
Suit,” 1999, p. 1)

Even the minimal amount of information
from the two examples from the Institute for Re-
search on Teaching report shows the compli-
cated problems for assessments in a nation that
values local control of the education process and
that abides savage inequalities in school ser-
vices. The bottom line is that there is no national
curriculum. Consequently, there can be no na-
tionally standardized test that is valid for mea-
suring this curriculum that does not exist. The
professionals in testing refer to this issue as a
matter of content validity. The bad news is that
the situation isevenworse than I have described
so far, for the simple reason that we must assess
whether either textbook or standardized achieve-
ment tests or both together actually constitute
an excellence-oriented curriculum. We are very
likely to find minimum competencies empha-
sized, not high standards.

Given the successful experiences of children
with good educators, such as those who | have
shown above, we would have to say that the
entire process of high-stakes standardized test-
ing of a high-stakes nonstandardized curricu-
lum gets failing marks (Barrett, 1994, 1998; Hay-
cock, 1998; Saunders & Rivers, 1998). In other
writing, | have argued that high-stakes stan-
dardized achievement tests have been used
more as decoys than as measures of standards of
quality (Hilliard, 1999). Policy makers are often
timid in approaching the problem of what to do
about supporting schools and demanding
excellence from them. Policy makers have
sought a quick fix, a simple fix, a cheap fix, and
an uncomplicated fix. This is the easiest thing
for a policy maker to do, to appear to make a
valid effort to solve the problem of school
improvement, sometimes called “school
reform.” When the money and the resolve are
not there, the easy thing to do is to manipulate
the requirements for high-stakes standardized
achievement tests and call it reform.

Generally speaking, there is very little drain
on the budget when using test requirements as
the hammer to attempt to create high achiev-
ers, as evidence of commitment to school im-
provement. On the other hand, real school

improvement—improvements that guarantee
high achievement on comprehensive high-level
goals—would require appropriate resources.
For example, it is a fact that many teachers
who teach mathematics and science course
work are teaching outside their field of prepa-
ration. Itis also known that the distribution of
unprepared teachers often follows the pat-
ternsassociated with minority status and pov-
erty, with the best-prepared teachers going to
the most affluent and preferred groups. | know
of no accountability systems for schools and
students that face this horrible fact or mobilize
to address it.

The weight is being taken by the children for
the failures of adults, either on the policy level
or in the classroom. It is because of these condi-
tions reflecting the maldistribution of good ser-
vices that when we settle on a rigid use of high-
stakes standardized academic achievement
tests, we support invalid and unfair practices,
practices that penalize neglected children.

The commitment to such invalid high-stakes
standardized testing practices changes the very
nature of the dialogue on school improvement.
For example, during the implementation phase
of Goals 2000, the process was nearly halfway
completed before it was acknowledged, and
possibly before it was realized, that some vital
aspects of a whole curriculum had been left out
of the goals altogether. Art and music, for exam-
ple, had not been included. It was only with a
supreme lobbying effort that they were added
to the goals in the later stages of the process.
What else is left out of the curriculum? In what
kind of dialogue would we engage to see the big
picture, make judicious choices about the con-
tent of school curriculum, and appropriate
assessment of the results of our efforts?

It is a real pity. Over the course of my more
than 40 years of experience in education, it ap-
pears that we are in the same place where we
have been all along. It is a shame to be in this
place, given our greater knowledge of the tech-
nical inadequacies and the political abuses of
high-stakes standardized testing and greater
knowledge of the inequities that are created by
policies that are touted as being aimed at pro-
ducing benefits for children.
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One of psychology’s most defining assaults on oth-
ers was our early misuse of one of our dearest pur-
suits, namely, the definition and measurement of
intelligence. Along with the biologists, anthropolo-
gists of their time, American psychologists assumed
the intellectual superiority of the white race. (Strick-
land, 2000, p. 332)

The critiques of standardized testing are nu-
merous and devastating. The documentation of
savage inequalities in the provision of student
opportunities in school is equally damaging.
The challenge of a different type of curriculum
and different types of standards has been made
numerous times by visionary educators who
paint the big picture, a big picture that reflects a
deep and abiding faith in the humanness and in
the human capacities possessed by virtually all
of our students. We seem to have descended to
the lowest common denominator even as we
talk about high standards.

Where Do We Go From Here?

I have often said that the matter of school
improvement is hardly rocket science. To eaves-
drop on the conversation that goes on among
powerful educators who do succeed is to hear
that hard work, rather than new or esoteric
methods, matters. Furthermore, among those
educators, there is little to no support for
high-stakes standardized academic achieve-
ment tests. The great educators such as
Abdulalim Shabazz and Jaime Escalante pro-
duced students whose achievements were
excellent, far surpassing the mediocre goals
reflected in standardized tests (Hilliard, 1991).
The achievements were not just academic but
social and cultural as well. The problem is not
that the high-stakes standardized tests are too
difficult but that they do not represent the
schools of the real world. Rather, they represent
enormous profits for the corporations that make
them. It may not even be their fault that their
tests fail to match the real-world curriculum.
More at fault may be those policy makers
among us who are unable to produce a consen-
sus on what constitutes the outcomes of educa-

tion. Such policy makers give the assessment
community an impossible task.

The high-stakes standardized movement
actually interferes with and impedes the oppor-
tunity for educators and communities to frame a
human future for our children. The current dia-
logue is bogged down in trivia. Our children are
special gifts with awesome potential. They may
never get the opportunity to be challenged by
the types of educators that they deserve, partly
because our pathological preoccupation with
high-stakes standardized testing deflects atten-
tion from the need to build greater teaching
capacity among our educators.

In closing, | must say that appropriate high-
quality structures can release the genius of
teachers, genius that is currently bound up by
the imposition of hastily conceived, oversimpli-
fied schemes for school improvement. Many
teachers whom | see have become depressed
and terrorized by the mindless demands for
inappropriate standardization not only in test-
ing but in teaching as well. Their humanity has
been challenged in much the same way that the
system challenges the humanity of our children.
Many are being turned into robots that lead
drill-and-kill sessions to prepare for low-level
high-stakes achievement tests. For many, the joy
is gone, the hope is gone, and their pride is
crushed. The climate in many schools that | see
is more like a factory than anything else.

The way out of the mess that we are in is to
operate in much the same way that sports fig-
ures do in the Olympics. To run the race, to be at
the center of things, one must run and win quali-
fying heats. To be in the decision-making posi-
tion in the design of the educational futures for
children, the price for participation must be a
track record of success. Master teachers and
master educational leaders can design teaching
and learning processes, school structures, and,
yes, assessment approaches that exhibit both
standards of excellence and valid relationships
to excellent educational achievement. They can
also rescue most of the low-performing teachers
and help them to become powerful agents of
student change in achievement.
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In the final analysis, the real questions are the
following: What do we really want, and what do
we have the will to achieve? Is the value of every
child such that we will leave no stone unturned
in guaranteeing for them a future that brings out
their full potential? Will we keep “weighing the
elephant” to make it grow; will we feed and nur-
ture it? We need high-stakes services for our
children. Then, any testing will be a matter of
small concern.
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