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High-Stakes Testing: How Much Is Too Much?

Throughout the history of education, tests have been the most prominent and successful tool in measuring a person’s knowledge about one particular subject, or an assortment of various topics.  Over the past 50 years, testing has evolved into one of the major, if not the prime, components in evaluating a student’s intelligence.   High-stakes testing is the type of testing that has become most controversial over this period.  Standardized testing from kindergarten through twelfth grade, such as the LEAP and IOWA tests, and exams like the ACT and SAT are all examples high-stakes tests.  These exams are given this title because they play such a substantial role in the determination of a student’s progression in education, and as the years go by, these test are playing an increasing aspect.

Controversy has been spewing from the woodworks over how much of an impact these exams are having in passing students onto the next grade, rewarding schools with financial dividends, rewarding scholarships, and even granting students places in university classes.  Students’ grade point averages used to be the primary aspect in evaluating if they have an adequate intelligence, but this is being shuffled under the table and looked at less and less.  Since standardized test are uniform across the nation, they have become the only equal comparable tool in evaluating someone’s intelligence across the bored.  Many people agree with this but more and more people, including Christine Cangelosi, a freshman majoring in Biochemistry at Louisiana State University, think that these test “only give a sense of someone’s intelligence.” With this concept in mind, we as a society must realize that we are putting entirely too much emphasis on standardized test scores and reevaluate what exactly theses scores inform us about.   

Grade schools have been emphasizing standardized testing over the past couple of years because of President George Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act.  This act emphasizes on increasing the standards of American schools from shore to shore, and of course, standardized testing is one of the key components in comparing and evaluating these institutions.  According to information provided by the Public Broadcast System, this act requires that over the next ten years, each state development and implement its own standardized testing programs for students in kindergarten through twelfth grade.  These standardized tests must test students in mathematical computation, their knowledge of the English language, comprehension skills, and science reasoning abilities (Clapman).  These new standards are only further emphasizing testing and making schools and states across the nation, much more competitive with one another.  Because of the competition aspect that these exams are providing, more and more pressure, often too much pressure, is being put on student to out-perform their counter schools to attain the title of the ‘better school’. 
These test scores, because their given across the nation, give an overall glance at how the education systems are in a certain area.  Because image is becoming more imperative to schools in America, the highest scores provide the most appealing stature to a school.  So in order to raise scores, school systems have put much pressure upon their school administrators to make sure that teachers are doing their best to assist students in performing well.  With well performance by students, comes extra funding to certain schools, and in some cases, teachers and administrators have found that keeping their students’ scores up, keeps their own pockets full.  With images and money on the line, teachers are preparing their students thoroughly to ensure high scores, and some teachers even go as far as to cheat for their students to ensure that they surpass expectations. 

“Teaching to the test” is a term that has developed over the past several years which describes how teachers are beginning to prepare their students to take standardized tests. Teachers, who are pressured by administrators to make sure their students perform well, often deviate from the normal coursework in order to make room for practice tests.  These practice exams are often books that are published by the companies who make the exams these students take.  Lorrie Shepard, an expert in the field of testing from the University of Colorado once said that, “As a teacher, you would be foolish if you knew a standardized test had a reading passage about kangaroos and didn’t teach your kids about kangaroos” (qtd. from Toch).  Some of the information that these exams test students on, is based on trivial knowledge.  In one report by U.S. News and World Report, a mother reports that her son, who was in the third grade,  was held back in school because he failed a standardized test that asked questions as insignificant as distinguishing the different types of architectural  columns in buildings (Lord).  This type of information is being taught to students instead of learning how to read or think creatively.  
This deviation from the normal curriculum has a substantial impact on student learning.  Class discussions and critical thinking exercises are being shoved into the back corner of classrooms across the nation in order to drill students on what they should ‘pick’ is the most correct answer from a series of answers provided to them.  Students no longer have to think about their answer or even develop their own for the matter, but rather are given a selection of multiple choice answers and are told to pick the one that is most correct.  Not to mention that “test preparation consumes tremendous amounts of classroom time” and that studies have found that these tests are targeted to “focus on low-level skills.” (Toch)  Should the focus of an entire day’s content be focused open these skills that are considered to be low level?  Students are not even being given the opportunity to apply what they learn.  Instead of using learned vocabulary words in their reading or writing, they are being taught to memorize what words mean, and this same type of memorization is being applied to arithmetic.  Students are no longer grasping the concept of what addition or multiplication is, bur instead they are memorizing what certain math sequences are and what their answers are. “It’s ridiculous; teachers begin teaching test instead of actual coursework,” says Megan Matherne, a biological science sophomore at Louisiana State University, who agrees that ‘teaching to the test’ is not the best style for teachers to prepare their students for the real world because of their lack of actual thinking involved.  

When the term ‘cheating’ arises concerning standardized test, most individuals would have a tendency to assume that this would be done predominantly by the students taking these standardized tests.  However, this has proven to be false.  Cheating by teachers and administrators across the nation has been found to be very common.  With school reputations and monetary incentives on the line, some will go to extremes to make sure that their students perform exceptionally well.  Some class instructors have actually given their own students the correct answers to tests, some have actually been as bold as to post correct answer documents on the walls of their classrooms, and some have even been found to alter their student’s answer documents themselves.  In a study done by U.S. News and World Report in the early ‘90’s, 35% of school teachers in the state of North Carolina reported that they knew of, or had participated in the tampering of answer sheets.  This type of augmentation gives the students, the school, educational officials, and the general public a false sense of what these students really know (Lord).  
Because of the raising standards of our society, these exams are also becoming more difficult each year for students to pass.  With the implementation of new tests through the No Child Left Behind Act, some states realized that they may have set their standards too high for their students.  In a paper written by Gerald Bracey, Ph.D., he found that when the state of Arizona first began its new test, 90% of students failed. But in Virginia, 98% of schools failed the state’s new exam for grade-school students (High Stakes Testing).   These types of statistics emphasize how we are beginning to expect entirely too much from students are these exams.  Here in Louisiana, scores over the past couple of years have been declining because of the new requirements featured on the LEAP exam that is given to students in fourth grade and eighth grade.  According to the Natchez Democrat, the number of fourth graders failing the test from 2003 to 2004 went up by twelve percent.  Cecil Picard, the state Superintendent of Education, said that “We raised the bar. We expected more” (qtd. from La. Test Scores Released).  This shows that as we continue to expect higher and higher standards, students scores continue to decline because the minds of these students do have limits to what they can understand and learn at such young ages, yet schools and students are still being penalized for not knowing enough to perform well on these examinations.
In states like Oklahoma and Louisiana, schools are reprimanded if students’ performances on these assessments are not high enough. A report revealed that in Oklahoma, the schools that rank in the bottom 25% on scores of these exams are subjected to be taken over by state authorities (Toch).  Here in Louisiana, when schools do not show adequate academic growth over a certain interval of time, schools are threatened to be taken over by education authorities in a process known as “Corrective Action.”  In this scenario, teachers’ syllabi and school programs are highly monitored to ensure that all is being done to assist students in learning the skills necessary to perform well on these tests (“It Was Called”). 
While standardized tests may determine grade promotion, school funding, and diplomas in grade school, an entirely different set of high-stakes tests are given to those students who want to peruse further studies after completion of grade school.  Colleges and Universities are putting more and more emphasis on the scores that students earn on the ACT and the SAT.  A student’s score on one or both of theses tests can have a dire impact on decisions in scholarships, admittance into universities, and course placement once a student has been accepted into a school.
According to Nicholas Lemann, the SAT, or Scholastic Aptitude Test,  was the original test of choice that began in the early 1930’s as a test used by Harvard University in effort to evaluate its students to grant scholarships.  This test, at this time, was described as and set up to serve as an intelligence quotient exam.  After Harvard began using this exam, other private Ivy League schools followed suit and nearly ten years later they began using them for entrance purposes.  During the 1950’s the ACT, or American College Test, arose as a competitor to the SAT.  The ACT is said to measure knowledge that students learn throughout high school, while the SAT is said to estimate a student’s grade point average after their freshmen year of college (Interview).  Both of these exams though, have become a tool in measuring a student’s intelligence and potential to excel in both the academic realm and the real world.  These tests have become ridiculously important to so many students across the nation over the past 20 years that some say it has nearly become an obsession.

College admissions commonly weigh the ACT or SAT tests in equal junction to a student’s high school grade point average, extracurricular in high school, and the admission essay and recommendation letters if they are required.  Each university in the nation looks at one, or both, of these scores in their own weighted system.  Schools do vary on what scores they will accept.  For example, according to Princeton Review, Harvard University, the top ranked school in the nation last year, has an average SAT score of 1490 which interprets to a 33 on the ACT, while Louisiana State University, ranked as a tier 3 university, has an average ACT score of 25 and an average SAT of 1175 (The Princeton Review).  These numbers show how high various institutions weigh these scores and how the judgment of what is good is varied at different universities.  And over the past ten years, these numbers have become higher and higher from competitiveness between universities for better distinction.  Preparation for these tests, much like those of standardized tests given to grade school students, is becoming a necessity to some students.  Private tutor programs, preparation courses in schools, and school provided workshops have all been designed to assist students to perform their best on these exams.  A whole industry has evolved in designing and making sample test publications. But with all this preparation, some students still feel that they still cannot perform to the best of their ability.

Stress and pressure are the primary causes for intelligent students scoring lowly on these high stakes tests.  Across the nation, students are having belts of test anxiety which cause them to ‘freeze up’ when they begin to take these exams.  Pressure from parents, colleges, and stress from themselves to do their best, all attribute to students’ inadequate performance.  The length of time a student has to take these tests has also become a hot topic amongst discussions about these exams.  Students that have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, dyslexia, and other conditions that prevent them from being able to perform under the original set amount of time are given the opportunity to take the exam.  Aliana Hendrix, a freshman at Louisiana State University, first took the ACT under standard timed conditions, and scored a 17, once she was able to be diagnosed with a characteristic that allowed for her to have extended time, her score drastically changed to a 26!

Since these exams are not designed to actually measure a student’s intelligence quotient properly, many individuals speculate on what exactly do they measure?  The companies that produce and distribute these exams say that they are primarily comprehension tests and focus on what students have learned in high school and how they can apply these skills in a realistic way.  But even the way these skills are being applied have been questioned much by students, parents, and universities across the nation, but because these two exams are the only standardized exams that are given across the country, they give college admission boards the only way to assess everyone on an equal playing field.  Many people argue that since grand point averages are varied in intensity from high school to high school, these exams are the only way to properly judge pupils.  
High-stakes tests have evolved over the years from the few exams that were given to only a select few students, and have now become the most dominant force in education evaluation here in America.  Money, education, power, and distinction all rely on these tests in multiple ways.  As our nation continues to be consumed by the vortex of being smarter, faster, and better at everything, we as a society must contemplate the results of the seeds that we plant in students’ minds  and ponder on how much is too much emphasis on these exams.  How much faith should we put into one test to decide someone’s future?  How closely should we label those who score highly on these exams, or those that too score lowly?  Have we already become a society that is allowing it to be engulfed by measuring a student’s intelligence by numbers and averages rather then by how well a student can understand and process information through conceptual and cognitive thinking?
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