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Debunking the Myth of High-Stakes Testing

National Study Finds No Convincing Evidence that High-stakes Testing Pressures Lead to Increased Student Achievement

East Lansing, MI--As the national debate continues over whether or not high-stakes testing benefits students, key findings of a newly released research study funded by the Great Lakes Center for Education Research and Practice show that the pressures associated with high-stakes testing have no real impact on student achievement.
Under the federal No Child Left Behind Act, high-stakes test scores are the indicators used to measure school and student success on a statewide basis. Low test scores can result in severe consequences for schools under this law. The underlying theory behind this type of accountability program is that the pressure of high-stakes testing will increase student achievement. But according to this study, there is no convincing evidence that this kind of pressure leads to increased student achievement.

In the states studied, results suggest that increases in testing pressure are related to increased retention and drop-out rates. The authors found that of the 25 states studied, states with the highest proportions of minority students implemented accountability systems that exerted the greatest pressure. Thus, the negative impacts of high-stakes testing will disproportionately affect America’s minority students.
According to Teri Moblo, director of the Great Lakes Center, “This most recent research demonstrates that the pressure to produce high test scores as a result of No Child Left Behind hasn’t helped students to achieve more, and has served to limit the depth and breadth of what students are being taught in schools around the country.”
Key Findings

Four key findings emerged from the study:

1. States with greater proportions of minority students tend to implement accountability systems that exert greater pressure. An unintended consequence of this patterning is that problems associated with high-stakes testing risk disproportionately affecting America’s minority students.

2. Increased testing pressure is related to increased retention and drop-out rates. High-stakes testing pressure is negatively associated with the likelihood that eighth and 10th graders will move into 12th grade.

3. NAEP reading scores at the fourth-and eighth-grade levels were not improved as a result of increased testing pressure. This finding was consistent across African- American, Hispanic and White student subgroups.
4. Weak correlations between pressure and NAEP performance for fourth-grade mathematics and the unclear relationship for eighth-grade mathematics are unlikely linked to increased testing pressure. While a weak relationship emerged at the fourth-grade level, a systematic link between pressure and achievement was not established. For eighth-grade performance, the lack of clarity in the relationship may arise from the interplay of other indirect factors. Inconsistent performance gains in these cases are far more likely the result of indirect factors such as teaching to the test, drill and practice, or the exclusion of lower-achieving students than pressure.
Answering a Call for More Accurate Measure
Co-authored by University of Texas at San Antonio researcher Sharon Nichols and Arizona State University researchers Gene Glass and David Berliner, High-Stakes Testing and Student Achievement:  Problems for the No Child Left Behind Act documents the impact of high-stakes testing pressure on achievement using a newly developed Pressure Rating Index (PRI). The PRI is a measure of how much “pressure” is embedded in a state’s accountability system—its use allows for a more comprehensive analysis of the environment associated with high-stakes pressure. The research conducted to date on high-stakes testing presents mixed conclusions about its effectiveness, a circumstance at least partially attributable to differences in the measurement systems different researchers have adopted. The PRI offers a more valid system for measuring the pressure that high-stakes testing systems apply to students, teacher and administrators since it is better able to account for all the variables involved.

A correlational study enables researchers to define and measure whether or not a relationship exists between two units of analysis. The purpose of this correlational study was to determine whether at a particular point in time a relationship could be established between pressure and student achievement as measured by data on student performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

The research-based PRI was used to—

· Analyze and correlate NAEP results from 1990 to 2003 across 25 states to determine the effect of “press” or “threat” on student achievement before and after NCLB was signed into law; and 

· Challenge prior research findings that linked achievement gains to the strength of a state’s accountability model by substituting the original index with the PRI to replicate and re-examine prior analyses.

Finding the Broken Link Between Pressure and Achievement
In this groundbreaking study, what the researchers could not find is of the greatest importance. The results of many different correlational analyses were unable to establish any consistent link between the pressure to score high in a particular state and student performance on the NAEP—this means that a clear-cut link between pressure and performance simply was not found and cannot be considered credible.

Specifically, for the early, mid, and late 1990s, NAEP reading and mathematics data at fourth- and eighth-grade levels were used to examine the belief that high-stakes pressure and student achievement are related. Across African-American, Hispanic and white student populations, findings in reading show clearly that NAEP reading scores were not improved as a result of increased pressure to achieve. When the data were examined differently, by grade versus by student group, pressure was weakly linked to NAEP performance only for fourth-grade mathematics in the late 1990’s and early 2000. The relationship between pressure to score high and mathematics achievement in eighth-grade mathematics in the mid 1990s showed no clear relationship. 
“A rapidly growing body of research evidence on the harmful effects of high-stakes testing, along with no reliable evidence of improved performance by students on NAEP tests of achievement, suggests that we need a moratorium in public education on the use of high-stakes testing,” said Sharon Nichols, assistant professor at the University of Texas at San Antonio and the study’s lead author. “Establishing a direct link is tenuous at best.”
The study’s findings are amplified when viewed in conjunction with a study released earlier this year by the Great Lakes Center, available online at http://www.greatlakescenter.org/pdf/EPSL-0503-101-EPRU.pdf. The previous report documents the multitude of unintended consequences of high-stakes testing, including cheating, student exclusion from testing, misrepresentation of dropout numbers, teaching to the test, narrowing the curriculum, and declining teacher morale, among others.
One of the major goals of a correlational study is to present a continuum of meaningful relational data. In this study, the pressure data collected (see Attachment A) show how the 25 states rate against each other—on a scale of 0-5, with “5” denoting the most pressure, 14 of the 25 states analyzed earned high pressure ratings.

The 25 states for which access to complete NAEP data enabled analysis of the relationship between pressure and NAEP score gains over time are: Alabama (AL), Arizona (AZ), Arkansas (AR), California (CA), Connecticut (CT)—see Attachment B, Georgia (GA), Hawaii (HI), Kentucky (KY)—see Attachment B, Louisiana (LA), Maine (ME), Maryland (MD), Massachusetts (MA), Mississippi (MS), Missouri (MO), New Mexico (NM), New York (NY), North Carolina (NC), Rhode Island (RI), South Carolina (SC), Tennessee (TN), Texas (TX)—see Attachment B, Utah (UT)—see Attachment B, Virginia (VA), West Virginia (WV), and Wyoming (WY).
“Study findings indicate that high-stakes testing policies are modeled on a false premise, stated Great Lakes Center director Moblo. “Increased pressure simply doesn’t equate to increased achievement. Until convincing evidence exists that supports the contention that high-stakes testing is accomplishing its intended goal—to increase student achievement—testing policies that force the public education system to rely on high-stakes testing as the sole measure of success are unsound from an educational standpoint.”

Frequently asked what should replace high-stakes testing, Nichols suggests that other accountability systems can be used for school improvement. These include assessments that provide highly specific information about what students know and can do but do not have high stakes attached, such as inspections of classroom instruction by specially trained evaluators from the public and the teaching profession, and assessment of classroom work by trained judges.

###
The Great Lakes Center for Education Research and Practice strives to identify, develop, support, publish, and widely disseminate empirically sound research on education policy and practices with the explicit goal of improving the quality of public education for all students within the Great Lakes Region. http://www.greatlakescenter.org/

Attachment A:
 Higher and Lower Pressure States
Table 1. Pressure Comparisons Across 25 States  
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Attachment B:
Added Context on Key Higher- and Lower-Pressure States
While 25 states were examined as part of the study, the four states below offer a diverse snapshot, reflecting key states with high and low pressure ratings. Though ranked as mid- to low-pressure states within the pool of states analyzed, the states of Connecticut and Utah have filed lawsuits that challenge states’ compliance with key accountability provisions of the federal education law. The rejection of high-stakes testing by these states and others, regardless of pressure status, backs up what the results of this study confirm — a lack of evidence that high-stakes testing leads to increased student achievement.
Texas—Topping the Scale as a Higher Pressure State
PRI: 4.78 on a 5.0 scale

According to report co-author Nichols, “one reason Texas was consistently judged higher in pressure than the other 24 states examined centered on the rigidity of consequences associated with testing.” Nichols cited Texas’ policy of holding third-graders back who fail to pass the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS™). Texas students also must pass the TAKS™ to graduate from high school. Because the state student population is both diverse and complex, including English language learners, migrant students, and a large Title I population, Nichols noted that the demands placed upon the state’s accountability system are often viewed as “excessively unfair [given the student base] and therefore higher in pressure.” Lastly, the research team noted a great deal of state media attention was focused on the intense pressures teachers and students encounter in preparing for the TAKS™ and in attempting to avoid the high-stakes sanctions associated with poor results.
Kentucky—The Lowest Pressure State

PRI: 0.54 on a 5.0 scale
Results from the state of Kentucky were “an unexpected anomaly,” according to Nichols. In previous rating systems, Kentucky is customarily viewed as high pressure given its long history of holding students and teachers accountable. Yet perhaps two reasons for Kentucky’s lower-pressure rating relative to the other 24 states are what Nichols characterized as “the state’s de-emphasis on a standardized test score as the sole indicator for making decisions, and an accountability infrastructure that allows school performance to be judged individually over time instead of judging school-to-school performance.”

Connecticut—A Lower Pressure State
PRI: 1.60 on a 5.0 scale
Connecticut’s relative low-pressure ranking may well stem from a “broader definition of competency that reduces the pressure on teachers and students to perform at a certain level on the test,” according to Nichols. For example, as part of the state’s high school graduation requirements, Nichols noted that results on the Connecticut Mastery Test are “not used as the sole criterion to make decisions about whether students should get their diploma.”  Given this low-pressure status of the state, the attorney general of Connecticut has sued the federal government over the unfunded mandate aspects of NCLB.  The costs associated with testing to the level specified by NCLB are felt to be out of reach without additional finding.  
Utah—A Low- to Mid-Pressure State
PRI: 2.80 on a 5.0 scale

The state of Utah has publicly fought to remove itself from having to respond to the accountability provisions of NCLB, and for this reason alone might have been expected to merit a high-pressure ranking. To understand more clearly the state’s low- to mid-pressure rating, it is essential to point out that Utah educators began thinking about state standards and developing a way to measure these “well in advance of NCLB—since at least 1989,” according to Nichols. Perhaps due in part to that longevity, the accountability system described in state press and legislative documentation “places Utah in the low- to mid-pressure range relative to the other 24 states,” according to Nichols.  As with Connecticut, the low- to mid-pressure rating does not preclude the state from rejecting NCLB related high-stakes testing requirements.



1  “One of the major goals of a correlational study is to present a continuum of comparative data. In this study, the pressure data collected show how the 25 states rate against each other where a higher number denotes a higher degree of pressure.”
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