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PREFACE
In the eighth annual William H. Angoff Memorial Lecture, Dr. Linda Darling-Hammond discusses the circumstances in which standards and assessments in American education undermine or enhance students’ opportunities to learn and teachers’ capacities to teach. In particular, she targets the current practice of using tests as
substitutes for accountability systems and discusses how good accountability in education is predicated on wellqualiﬁed teachers, coherent curriculum, and work aimed at a higher order of thinking and performance.
Dr. Darling-Hammond is the Charles E. Ducommun Professor of Education at Stanford University. Her research,
teaching, and policy work has focused on issues of school restructuring, teacher education, and educational
equity. From 1994 to 2001, she served as executive director of the National Commission on Teaching and
America’s Future. This blue ribbon panel’s 1996 report, What Matters Most: Teaching for America’s Future, was
acclaimed as a blueprint for transforming education to guarantee all children access to high quality teaching.
The commission’s work led to sweeping policy changes affecting teaching and schooling at all levels of government and to ongoing reform in the preparation of teachers.
Prior to her appointment at Stanford, Dr. Darling-Hammond was William F. Russell Professor in the Foundations of Education at Teachers College, Columbia University, where she also was the codirector of the National
Center for Restructuring Education, Schools, and Teaching. She is a past president of the American Educational
Research Association, a member of the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, and a member of
the National Academy of Education.
Dr. Darling-Hammond has been intimately involved in the development of assessment systems for teachers and
has been at the center of the debate about the importance of assuring that teacher development demonstrates
skills and the understandings critical to effective teaching. Both a supporter and critic of standardized assessments and at times of ETS, she has always kept at the forefront the impact assessments have on the quality of
teaching and learning in our schools. A deep understanding of research, schools, and policy has enabled her
to play a leadership role in inﬂuencing—not just writing about—educational practice in this country.
It is not an exaggeration to say that virtually every major reform effort in teacher education for the last two
decades has been shaped by Dr. Darling-Hammond, and in all of these initiatives, issues of assessment are at
the forefront.
The William H. Angoff Memorial Lecture Series was established in 1994 to honor the life and work of Bill
Angoff, who died in January 1993. For more than 50 years, Bill made major contributions to educational and
psychological measurement and was deservedly recognized by the major societies in the ﬁeld. In line with Bill’s
interests, this lecture series is devoted to relatively nontechnical discussions of important public interest issues
related to educational measurement.
Ida Lawrence
Senior Vice President
ETS Research & Development
January 2006
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ABSTRACT
Standards-based reforms in U.S. education have created demand for increased testing of students and teachers
as the basis for a broad range of policy-making decisions. Proponents claim that standards and assessments can
enhance learning and render educational systems more accountable for improvements. Opponents claim that
inequalities are exacerbated by many current uses of these tools. Unfortunately, such debates often treat both
tests and their policy uses as black boxes for improving education. Adding to the controversy are the varying
ways that states are using assessments and educational standards in schools. To develop genuine accountability
for student learning, the United States needs education policies that use assessments to guide improvements
in schools, rather than reduce the amount and quality of education students receive.
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INTRODUCTION

I am pleased to be here to deliver the Angoff Lecture

equity and insights for the improvement of teaching

and to discuss with so many respected colleagues our

(see, for example, Barton, Coley, & Goertz, 1991; Weng-

progress in the quest for educative assessment and

linsky, 2000).

equitable education that has been central to much of

All of these initiatives have shown that educational

the work of the Educational Testing Service (ETS).

assessment efforts can contribute to the ongoing pro-

This organization has demonstrated how, when used

cess of improving education — a process in which use

thoughtfully, assessments can contribute to the service

of standards and high-quality assessments is critical.

of learning and to the quality and equity of education.

Building on that framework, I want to talk about the

For instance, the National Assessment of Educational

issues associated with creating and using assessments

Progress (NAEP), so ably managed for many years by

to improve teaching and learning in the context of

Archie Lapointe and his team at ETS, has improved

contemporary accountability policies, given the current

the caliber of educational assessments in this country

conditions of U.S. schools. In an era where assess-

as it has reported both on student achievement and

ments are being used more and more to drive policy

on the conditions of teaching and learning in schools.

and school practice, there are possibilities for leverag-

Pathbreaking teacher-performance assessments devel-

ing productive change and dangers of exacerbating

oped for the National Board for Professional Teach-

inequalities and reducing educational opportunities

ing Standards by Mari Pearlman and colleagues at

for the most vulnerable students. I will examine differ-

ETS have reshaped how the educational community

ent approaches to standards-based reforms in states

thinks about assessing teachers. The Board’s portfolio

across the nation, describe some of the outcomes of

processes help to improve and measure teaching. And

different test uses in these policy systems, and suggest

a series of reports over many decades have emanated

what would be needed to develop a system of genuine

from this institution examining issues of educational

accountability on behalf of students and families.
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PART 1: THE STANDARDS-BASED REFORM MOVEMENT

T

he standards-based reform movement that domi-

resources to students in different communities, and

nates today’s educational policy scene was launched

these are strongly correlated with race and class.

in the early 1990s. As outlined by Jennifer O’Day and

Within states, it is not unusual for the top-spending

Mike Smith (1993), the fundamental idea of this re-

districts to spend three or four times as much as the

form is that if governments can clearly specify what

bottom-spending districts (Darling-Hammond, 1997;

students should know and be able to do, then these

Barton et al., 1991). By contrast, most other countries

standards can shape curriculum, assessment, instruc-

that are peers or competitors to the United States fund

tion, teacher education, professional development, the

their schools centrally and equally: Salaries for teach-

allocation of resources, and all of the other elements of

ers are the same across districts, as are expenditures,

the educational system. Advocates of standards-based

with the exception of additional resources for those

reform have argued that bringing this kind of clarity

with higher needs. Although U.S. students receive very

and coherence to our cacophonous, decentralized sys-

different educational resources, they are still expected

tem could result in a host of improvements, including

to meet the same standards.

alignment between student goals, teacher preparation,

Furthermore, where a comprehensive reform

and other policies; a more focused set of efforts to im-

is not pursued, assessments are often unaligned to

prove education; stronger incentives for change; and

the standards. And in many states, the standards and

more-targeted applications of resources to needs that

curriculum are aimed more at superﬁcial coverage of

are identiﬁed by assessments.

topics than mastery of content. For example, interna-

Over the past decade, at least 48 states have

tional assessments such as the Trends in International

pursued this general approach — setting standards

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) have shown

and developing new assessments for students. In

that students in the United States are typically asked to

some places, comprehensive reforms such as those

cover many more topics in ﬁelds such as mathematics

anticipated by the initiators of the movement have, in

as students in other countries that have higher levels

fact, unfolded. But in other places, these elements of

of achievement (Darling-Hammond, 1996; Lapointe,

standards-based reform have not emerged. Instead,

Mead, & Phillips, 1989; McKnight et al., 1987). Edu-

the notions of standards and accountability have often

cation systems in these other countries tend to focus

become synonymous with mandates for student testing

more on big ideas and delve more deeply into them.

that are unconnected to policies addressing the quality

For example, in Japan’s national curriculum, teachers

of teaching, the allocation of resources, or the nature

are asked to tackle only four or ﬁve major concepts in a

of schooling.

school year and to do so with great intensity. The concepts — fundamental notions such as ratio and propor-

A reliance on testing as the reform, rather than a

tion or estimation — are the linchpins of mathematical

component of a comprehensive improvement agenda,

thinking. By contrast, in U.S. classrooms, teachers may

is particularly problematic when these reforms are

be asked to cover 30 chapters of a textbook, spending

layered on a starkly unequal educational system.

only a week on any given topic, making solid learning

There are wide variations in the availability of school

unlikely for many students. Topics such as fractions,
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decimals, and long division need to be retaught year

their teachers and treated as serious learners. Urban

after year, because they are never properly taught or

high schools, for example, typically hold at least 2,000

deeply learned. Unfortunately, many state and local

to 3,000 students, who may see six or eight teachers

standards documents reinforce this unproductive ap-

each year for 45 minutes apiece. In cities such as Los

proach by listing dozens or even hundreds of topics

Angeles, teachers daily see 180 to 200 students, who

to be covered, necessarily brieﬂy, during the course

cycle through the classroom to be stamped with a

of a year.

lesson as if they were on a conveyer belt. Teachers
are asked to individualize curriculum for the needs

The design and operation of our schools is another

of every learner when they have no way of coming to

problem. The factory-model approach developed by

know their students well. Furthermore, the group of

scientiﬁc managers such as Frederick Taylor (1911)

learners is much more diverse than at any other time

and Franklin Bobbitt (1918) in the early part of the

in our history. Thus, the conditions for achieving high

20th century produced schools organized to process

standards are lacking in many schools in the United

large batches of students in assembly-line fashion

States. These conditions are critical targets for change

rather than to ensure that students are well-known by

in a comprehensive accountability system.
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PART 2: WHAT IS ACCOUNTABILITY?

I

n public conversation, testing and accountability

an accountability system in ways that create better op-

are often conﬂated or used as synonyms. And that’s

portunities and outcomes for both individual students

a problem for test developers, the public, and policy

and groups of students. The consequences of tests depend

makers, as well as educators and students. Account-

as much on the system of funding, school organization, and

ability occurs when policies and practices work to

professional development that surrounds them — and

provide good education and to correct problems as

on the ways in which they are used — as on the quality

they occur. Accountable systems increase the prob-

of the instruments themselves.

ability of high-quality practice, leading to positive

WHAT MATTERS FOR STUDENT LEARNING

outcomes. They reduce the probability of malpractice
or educational harm, and they call attention to problems and needs. Furthermore, accountability must be

While assessments play a part in improving edu-

two-way: If students are accountable for learning to

cation, there is evidence about the critical aspects of

certain standards, schools, districts, and states must

education that matter most for student learning. Key

be accountable for providing them with the necessary

factors include well-prepared teachers, well-designed

resources for learning.

and coherent curriculum, skillful instruction that is
adapted to students’ needs, and personalized learning

Conceptualized this way, it should be clear that

environments in which students are well-known by

testing does not equal accountability. Test scores are

their teachers (Darling-Hammond, 1996). Providing

information for an accountability system; they are not

these key features of a sound education is a major

the system itself. The information tests provide has

foundation of an accountability system.

been improving as many states have built more productive assessments that use constructed response items,

Well-qualiﬁed teachers are at the center, as they

essays, and other performances to evaluate learning;

are the vehicles for developing a sound curriculum,

that better measure higher-order thinking and perfor-

implementing successful pedagogies, and designing

mance skills; and that use criterion-based scoring to

more personalized schools. Research has found that

assess learning in terms of standards. The ability to

effective teachers have strong content knowledge and

continue to develop and preserve the gains that have

pedagogical training in the ﬁeld in which they teach,

been made in developing useful assessments depends

as well as an understanding of students and how they

on helping policymakers understand that tests are only

learn (for a review, see Darling-Hammond, 2000).

indicators that offer information for accountability

Harold Wenglinsky (2000) found, for example, that

systems. Otherwise, tests are asked to take on burdens

achievement gains in science and math were greater

of decision making and of instructional improvement,

for students whose teachers had a major or a minor

which they are not designed to carry and are not

in the ﬁeld taught, who had had teacher education or

capable of accomplishing.

professional development in teaching for higher-order
thinking and for working with diverse learners (including

True accountability occurs only when policymakers

special education students and English language learn-

and educators can act on the information provided by

ers), and who used hands-on approaches to learning
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(e.g., manipulatives in mathematics and laboratory

With respect to curriculum, U.S. studies as well

methods in science).

as international assessments show that higher levels
of student achievement are associated with access to

A number of studies have demonstrated that

a core curriculum that is coherent, in which subjects

teacher effects can be quite substantial. Figure 1 pro-

are related to one another, and topics build on one

vides one example from a matched comparison group

another (Darling-Hammond, 1996; McKnight et al.,

study of middle school mathematics teachers with and

1987; Lee, Bryk, & Smith, 1995). Without such coher-

without certiﬁcation in mathematics (Hawk, Coble, &

ence, students must by themselves make sense of a

Swanson, 1985). Student achievement gains in general

fragmented patchwork of instructional activities that

mathematics were signiﬁcantly larger for students

seem unrelated to each other or to the real world.

taught by certiﬁed mathematics teachers — and the gap

The curriculum should also provide opportunities for

in learning gains was even larger by the time students

authentic learning, where students actively engage in

reached algebra. As students are expected to reach

tasks that ask them to organize knowledge and create

higher and higher standards, the extent to which they

products, rather than merely responding passively to

are provided with teachers who can help them do so

questions on worksheets or tests. Research by Fred

is a fundamental question about the accountability of

Newmann, Valerie Lee, and colleagues has found that

states and school systems to the students they serve.

what they call authentic instruction — that is, instruction that supports higher-order thinking and activities

Figure 1. Effects on Student Achievement of
Teacher Certiﬁcation in Mathematics

that are more like real-world performances — boosts
students’ standardized test scores as well as other
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measures of learning (Lee, Smith, & Croninger, 1995;
5.33

Newmann & Associates, 1996; Newmann, Marks, &
Gamoran, 1996).

Achievement Test Score Gains

5

There is also evidence that students achieve at
4

higher levels and are more attached to school when

Certified
in Mathematics

3.21

they learn in settings where they are well-known,

Not Certified
in Mathematics

3

where they have longer-term relationships with fewer
adults (Lee, Smith, & Croninger, 1995), when they are

2

1.98

in smaller schools that range from 300 to 600 students
(Green & Stevens, 1988; Howley, 1989), and when they
1.12

are in smaller classes (Ferguson, 1991; Greenwald,

1

Hedges, & Laine, 1996).
0

General Mathematics*

School systems that are accountable to children

Algebra**

will ensure that they have well-qualiﬁed teachers in ad-

ANOVA results:
*p<.01 **p<.001

equately resourced schools that are designed to support

Note: Data from Hawk, Coble, & Swanson, 1985.
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teachers in providing good instruction. Assessments of
learning and other indicators of school conditions can

Girl: We had Miss Nakasako, we had Miss Gaines,
we had Miss Elmore, we had this other man
named…he had like curly hair. His name was Mr.
umm…

help evaluate the extent to which educational goals are
accomplished. But the focus of accountability must be
kept on what is needed actually to improve achievement

Merrow: So you’ve had so many teachers you can’t
remember all their names?

as well as on how progress is to be measured. As any
dairy farmer knows, good milk is not produced just
by weighing the cow regularly; one also must feed it

Girl: Can’t remember…yeah.

and care for it.

Voice-over: A few miles away at Oakland High
School, this ninth-grade science class has had
nothing but substitutes all year long, the entire
year without a certiﬁed science teacher.

THE TEACHING GAP: HOW UNEQUAL OPPORTUNITIES
TO LEARN COMPROMISE ACCOUNTABILITY

Merrow: What has that been like having, what, 16
teachers or 7 or 9 during the year?

Despite the critical importance of expert teachers

Boy: It’s just weird. It’s like we have to get used to
a new teacher every couple of weeks or so.

who can skillfully teach a well-crafted curriculum to
students whom they know well, many students in the

Boy: I’m feeling short-handed cause this is the
third year. Ever since I got in junior high school,
I haven’t had a science teacher.

United States do not have access to even minimally
qualiﬁed teachers. The issue of what states and districts are accountable for was poignantly raised by an

Merrow: So you’ve had substitutes?

episode of The Merrow Report titled “Teacher Shortage:
False Alarm?” (Merrow, 1999). The video revealed the

Boy: All three years.

reality of schooling for a group of students in Oakland,

Girl: All we learn is like the same thing all over
again. When a new teacher comes, sometimes
we’ve got to skip chapters and start all over again;
and it’s difﬁcult.

CA., but it could have as easily been about schools in
Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Chicago, or New York City,
given similar situations in these and other cities. A

Merrow: Have you learned much science this
year?

transcript from part of the episode follows:
Voice-over: But there are classrooms without qualiﬁed math and science teachers. School systems say
they just cannot ﬁnd teachers. For example, inside
this portable classroom at Bret Harte Middle
School in Oakland, CA., is an eighth-grade math
class that’s been without a regular math teacher
for most of the year.

Boy: Nope.
Boy: Not really. Haven’t had the chance to.
Nancy Caruso: It breaks my heart.
Voice-over: Nancy Caruso teaches science at Oakland High School.

John Merrow: How many math teachers have you
had this year?

Caruso: People have come from those classes over
there, and they come down and they beg me, “Can
I get into your class. Please, I want to learn. I need
a science class.” And they’re not getting it.

Boy: Let’s see, there is Mr. Berry, Miss Gaines, Mr.
Lee, Mr. Dijon, Mr. Franklin…Coach Brown was
one of our substitutes one day.
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In segregated schools serving African American

and well-supported and have parents at home who

and Latino students in California school districts such

can help with homework, the fact that a teacher may

as Oakland, Compton, Pasadena, or Los Angeles, it

not have a wide range of teaching skills will be much

is not uncommon for most of the teachers to be in-

less problematic than if the teacher were in a setting

experienced and untrained and for classrooms to be

where many students do not speak English, do not have

ﬁlled by a steady parade of substitutes. This episode

reading skills developed at home, and have a need for

of The Merrow Report went on to interview several

very skillful teaching. Too often, where well-qualiﬁed

credentialed science teachers who had applied to teach

teachers are needed the most, they are the least likely

in Oakland and had not gotten a call back from the

to be found.

personnel ofﬁce. As in some other urban districts serving low-income and minority students, the hiring of
unprepared teachers and temporary staff was less a
function of shortages than of dysfunctional administration and efforts to save money in a state willing to
sacriﬁce students rather than enforce standards and
create incentives for urban teaching.

Dramatically different access to educational opportunity in the United States is tightly tied to race and
class (Ferguson, 1991; NCTAF, 1996; Oakes, 1990; Urban Teacher Collaborative, 2000), and this situation has
grown worse over the past 20 years. Since the late 1990s,
lawsuits contesting unequal and inadequate resources
in low-wealth schools, typically serving low-income and

This teaching gap creates much of the achieve-

minority students, have been ﬁled in at least 20 states. For

ment gap. A number of studies in states across the

obvious reasons, discontent is brewing with the quality

country have shown inequality in students’ access to

of the system. When high school exit examinations

qualiﬁed teachers (National Commission on Teaching

were introduced in California, minority communities

and America’s Future [NCTAF], 1996; Darling-Ham-

linked the tests and the high stakes attached to them to

mond, 1997). Studies demonstrate that students taught

the harm that will come to students who, having been

by underqualiﬁed teachers have signiﬁcantly lower

deprived of a minimally adequate education, will be

achievement on state reading and mathematics tests

additionally deprived of a diploma. A coalition of orga-

after controlling for factors such as poverty levels and

nizations has worked to delay or derail the exam and

the language background of students (Betts, Rueben,

has run full-page newspaper ads that read: “Exit exam

& Danenberg, 2000; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Fetler,

= racism.” Their concerns have merit.

1999; Goe, 2002; Strauss & Sawyer, 1986). This is
made more problematic by the fact that these tests are
increasingly used for a variety of purposes, including
grade retention and denial of the diploma.

Now, from the perspective of those who create
assessments, the examination is not causing the situation
in Oakland schools that the video captured. However,
there is a need for testing companies and policymakers

These teacher effects are largest for low-income

to acknowledge what is going on in Oakland and

students who most rely on schools for their educa-

other underresourced urban communities across the

tion. Consider, for example, that in a selective private

country, so that tests are not blamed for a policy system

school where the students are already high-achieving

that does not provide students with a basic level of
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education. There is also a need for those who make

primarily to obtain information to stimulate ongoing

and mandate tests to commit to the professional test-

improvements in curriculum and professional develop-

ing standards that argue against the use of tests alone

ment, rather than to allocate rewards and sanctions to

to make important decisions about a student’s future

students, teachers, or schools. Assessment is used as a

(American Educational Research Association [AERA],

vehicle for continual improvement of the educational

American Psychological Association [APA], & National

system, instead of a tool for administering threats and

Council on Measurement in Education [NCME], 1999,

punishments to adults and children already deprived

p. 142). While tests used in making high-stakes deci-

of resources for learning.

sions can exacerbate existing injustices, there are also
ways by which standards and assessments can contribute to the correction of these problems, and that
is what we need to be working toward.

The difference between these two approaches to
the use of assessments is illustrated in an analysis I
conducted examining state-level predictors of student
achievement on NAEP (Darling-Hammond, 2000). After
controlling for poverty and language background of

STANDARDS-BASED REFORM: TWO APPROACHES

students, I found that most of the differences among

States have approached standards-based reform
and the use of assessments differently, with very different results. In some states, tests have been almost
the entire reform. Rather than embedding tests as informational tools in a system of broader investments,
these states have attached rewards and sanctions for
students, teachers, and schools to the test results and
to changes in those test results. This approach requires
tests, by themselves, to carry the burden for mechanical decisions about promotion and graduation for
students, merit pay, and dismissal for teachers and
additional funding or reconstitution and other sanctions for schools.

states in their reading and mathematics scores between
1990 and 1996 were accounted for by measures of
teacher quality, which were, in this analysis like many
others, much more inﬂuential than measures such as
class size. The strongest predictor of student achievement was the state’s proportion of well-qualiﬁed teachers — teachers who had full certiﬁcation and a major or
minor in their ﬁelds. In addition, there appeared to be
no relationship between high-stakes testing and student
achievement: While most of the states had assessment
systems, none of the highest-scoring states during these
years had high stakes for students attached to their
assessments. Among these high-scoring states, most of
those with state testing systems had developed perfor-

In other places, assessments have been used as

mance-oriented assessments and used them to inform

part of systemic reform where standards for teachers

improvements in curriculum and teaching. By contrast,

have been developed in concert with standards for

most of the lowest-scoring states had high-stakes test-

students and then linked to investments in standards-

ing systems that used primarily multiple-choice tests

based teacher education and professional develop-

for many purposes, including grade retention and

ment. Standards have been used to guide curriculum

graduation, merit pay, and school intervention. The

reforms and criterion-referenced assessments, and the

two states with the longest-standing and most aggres-

results of assessments have been used by the system

sive high-stakes systems had had no change in student
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performance over the years examined. High-achieving

entice people to teaching in ﬁelds with shortages. It also

states did not appear to need high-stakes tests to enable

raised standards for teacher education, requiring all

learning, and low-achieving states did not appear to

teachers to complete a major in their ﬁeld and to be ex-

beneﬁt from having introduced high-stakes tests.

tensively prepared in pedagogy, including preparation
for teachers of all subjects to teach reading as well as to

USING STANDARDS AND ASSESSMENTS FOR SYSTEMIC
CHANGE: THE CASE OF CONNECTICUT

teach English language learners and special education
students. The state put in place a beginning-teacher

In this analysis, Connecticut stood out as one of
the states that, over the course of the 1990s, had among
the steepest improvements in NAEP scores. By the end
of the 1990s, it was one of the top-ranked states in the
nation in reading, writing, science and mathematics.
The National Education Goals Panel commissioned
a study of Connecticut to try to understand what it
was doing to cause these steep increases, and several
other researchers also did follow-up studies (see, for
example, Baron, 1999; Wilson, Darling-Hammond, &
Berry, 2001).
These researchers concluded, ﬁrst of all, that
the gains in NAEP scores in Connecticut were not a
result of changes in the student population. Connecticut is often thought of as a wealthy state, but, in fact,
the public school population is not reﬂective of the
wealthy subsection of the state. More than one third
of students are African American or Hispanic or have
recently immigrated, and a growing number are lowincome and language-minority students. Furthermore,
over that decade, class size and instructional time did
not change.

support program guided by a portfolio assessment
modeled on the portfolio assessments of the National
Board for Professional Teaching Standards, required
mentors for all beginning teachers, and instituted intensive professional teacher development across the
state. In the most disadvantaged urban districts, the
state provided additional categorical aid to support
preschool education, professional development for
teachers, and curriculum reforms.
The state also used its performance-based assessment system in very productive ways. By law, the
assessments are not allowed to be used for making
unilateral decisions about students, including denying
diplomas or holding students back. They are used as
information to guide curriculum improvement and investments in stronger programs. Like many states, Connecticut has assessments at several grade levels, and it
reports the scores both to the public and the schools.
But the state department goes further than most states
by disaggregating the data in many different ways and
working with districts to analyze what different groups
of students are learning and how progress is being
made over time on particular skills.

What did make a difference was a purposeful
reform of teaching put in place in 1986 under Connecticut’s Excellence in Education Act. The act raised
teachers’ salaries to the highest in the nation and raised
standards for teachers at the same time. It eliminated
emergency credentialing and created scholarships to

Connecticut’s approach to standards-based reform provided students with much better prepared
teachers and much stronger teaching, and it addressed
inequalities, eliminating teacher shortages in the cities
within three years. As one example of how dramatic the

12

changes were, when I lived in New Haven many years

approach to reform, Connecticut completely changed

ago, I could teach in the city schools without having

the labor market for teachers in a short period of time.

even a bachelor’s degree. A few years ago, my daugh-

The state’s approach also pushed achievement scores

ter, who also lived in New Haven at that time, wanted

up signiﬁcantly for both majority and minority stu-

to be a teacher’s aide there, but all of those positions

dents to levels well above those of their counterparts

were ﬁlled by credentialed teachers. With a purposeful

elsewhere. See Figure 2.

Figure 2. State Trends in Reading Achievement, Fourth Grade
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In this same study, I described how the policy

erenced, standards-based assessments that included

strategies of several other states that had high per-

performance-based measures, often involving teachers

formance or strong improvements on the NAEP (for

in their development and scoring. As I describe below,

example, Arkansas, Kentucky, Maine, Minnesota, North

the consequential effects of assessments for teaching

Carolina, Vermont, and Wisconsin) were in many ways

and learning — and for system improvements — can

quite similar to those of Connecticut — including

be positive, especially when performance measures are

substantial investments in teacher quality and pro-

used, teachers are involved in developing and scoring

fessional learning, standards alignment for teachers

these assessments, states use the assessments to inform

and students, and equalization of school resources

the system, and progress is tracked on criterion-refer-

(Darling-Hammond, 2000). See Figure 3. Most of these

enced measures.

states also developed systems that used criterion-ref-

Figure 3. State Trends in Mathematics Achievement, Fourth Grade
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Note. Data from NCES (1997), Table 2.2, p. 28. Adapted from Darling-Hammond, 2000.
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The importance of performance assessment. Like

In the United States, teacher involvement in de-

Connecticut, a number of states have incorporated

veloping and scoring examinations has continued to be

extended writing, performance tasks, and classroom

a feature of New York’s Regents examination system

work into their assessment systems. These have includ-

and the Advanced Placement Program® testing sys-

ed portfolio systems in Vermont and Kentucky; per-

tem. Vermont and Kentucky introduced performance

formance tasks in states such as Connecticut, Maine,

assessments and portfolios and have also involved

Maryland, and Washington; and classroom-based

teachers in scoring student work. Studies have found

systems of learning proﬁles and tests, such as those

that teachers who are involved in scoring performance

developed by Minnesota and Nebraska. Studies have

assessments with other colleagues and discussing their

found improvements in teaching as well as increases

students’ work feel the experience helps them change

in student performance on higher-order thinking and

their practice to become more problem-oriented and

performance tasks in states that have integrated more

more diagnostic (for example, Darling-Hammond,

performance-based assessments into schools’ work

Ancess & Falk, 1995; Falk & Ort, 1997; Goldberg &

(Appalachian Education Laboratory, 1996; Firestone,

Rosewell, 2000; Murnane & Levy, 1996). When teach-

Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1998; Herman, Klein, Heath, &

ers look at student work and evaluate it together, they

Wakai, 1995; Koretz, Mitchell, Barron, & Keith, 1996;

have the opportunity to think about what counts as

Lane, Stone, Parke, Hansen, & Cerrillo, 2000; Murnane

good work and how learning is demonstrated. They

& Levy, 1996; Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1995;

also have the chance to think together about how they

Stecher, Barron, Kaganoff, & Goodwin, 1998; Stecher,

can stimulate that learning in their students. Having

Barron, Chun, & Ross, 2000).

the opportunity to share both very concrete analyses

The value of teacher involvement. The use of assessments to improve teachers’ understanding of learning
and to reﬂect on curriculum and teaching strategies is

of students’ work and their thoughts about teaching
strategies that can support speciﬁc kinds of learning is
a powerful form of professional development.

also beginning to return in some places in the United

Learning through informative use of assessments.

States. I say “return” because educational assessment

It is also important that systems learn from assess-

in the United States used to be much more like assess-

ments so that schools improve. Providing assessment

ment in Europe, where teachers are routinely involved

data to schools in informative disaggregated forms,

in developing and scoring assessments. Typically as-

as Connecticut does, supports diagnosis of what is

sessments in European countries are essay and oral

working and what is needed and stimulates ongoing

examinations, and classroom-based assignments such as

reform. Some districts and states are able to analyze

research papers, problem-solving tasks in mathematics,

the longitudinal gains of individual children who have

or experiments in science. Teachers help to develop, ad-

remained in a school from one year to the next as a

minister, and score the assessments within their school

true value-added measure of school performance.

and sometimes in other schools. Moderated scoring

(Most states currently examine only average changes

sessions and auditing procedures help to calibrate how

in group performance from year to year, which makes

different teachers evaluate the same tasks.

it impossible to know whether changes in scores reﬂect
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changes in the student population or actual improve-

recognition among policymakers of the importance

ment in learning.) This is very important both to give

of criterion-referenced assessments, which reveal the

an accurate picture of how the school has inﬂuenced

status of student learning against a standard, rather

learning and to send the right signals regarding incen-

than merely ranking students against each other. Much

tives, a point I return to later. Test developers typically

of this awareness has been stimulated by NAEP, which

leave decisions about how data will be aggregated and

has changed the way people think about assessment

reported to policymakers. It would be helpful, how-

and benchmarking levels of performance. Advanced

ever, if policy systems could gain expert assistance in

Placement Program® tests, which are becoming more

aggregating and reporting information about student

widespread, also set a criterion standard, and they al-

performance in more useful ways so that it provides a

low states to track whether more students are learning

better understanding of school inﬂuences on learning

certain kinds of content over time.

and does not create incentives for pushing out lowachieving students.

But the norm-referenced view of the world — the
view that tests should be constructed to array indi-

As part of this mission to improve the uses of

viduals along a normal curve in order to rank them

assessments and the information they produce, test

— is deeply rooted in the popular culture. Policies

developers could contribute to the more appropriate

that adopt such tests as the basis for decisions about

uses of tests by educating policymakers about the Stan-

students and schools create a great deal of mischief. It

dards for Educational and Psychological Testing (AERA,

is very difﬁcult, for example, to explain to some state

APA, & NCME, 1999). These standards not only clarify

legislators why all students cannot score above the

the role of tests in decision making — suggesting that

norm on norm-referenced tests, which are designed, of

no single test should be used alone as the basis for a

course, to ensure that 50% of students will score below

high-stakes decision without other indicators of stu-

the norm. In fact, legislation was once introduced in

dent work — they also outline the conditions needed

Pennsylvania requiring that all students should score

for appropriate assessment of students, including those

above the norm on a state-adopted norm-referenced

with disabilities and English language learners. The

test. This idea may seem ludicrous to test makers but

standards, unfortunately, are substantially ignored

it seems like common sense to laypeople, who view

across the country: Very few people in the education

scoring at the norm or at grade level as the appropriate

and policy-making communities are aware of them, and

goal for all students, and who do not realize that, no

test makers only infrequently insist upon their use. This

matter how well-educated students are, this cannot be

inattention contributes to the harm that results from

the result on a norm-referenced test. It is also difﬁcult

unaccountable systems of education and educational

to explain to these legislators why there will always be

assessment.

25% of students scoring in the bottom quartile on such

The importance of criterion-referenced assessment. Where standards-based reform has been working
well to improve school performance, there has been

tests and why punishing these students or their schools,
as some policies do, will not change that. Even if the
policies hold back or push out some students below the
bar — or reconstitute schools that fall in the bottom
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segment — some other students or schools will have

of state policies that have been much less helpful to

to replace them in a norm-referenced world.

educational improvement and, in some cases, decidedly

It is critical that test makers help the entire
education ﬁeld and the policy-making community to
understand that, to implement standards-based reform,
we must use assessment mechanisms that evaluate
standards over time and that can reveal progress, rather
than use tests that are continually renormed to reproduce the normal curve and that eliminate items when
too many students have come to know the answers to
them. This is not just a technical issue: It is important
for the long-term health and survival of public schools,

harmful to students. This has often been the case in
states where little investment has been made in improving the quality of education but many uses have been
found for using test scores to make decisions about
students, teachers and schools. With substantial, continued inequality of resources, critical questions arise
about many students’ opportunities to learn. In some
cases where the tests are quite narrow, the curriculum
is becoming even more rote-oriented (Haney, 1999;
Herman & Golan, 1993; Jones & Egley, 2004).

because there is a growing political movement that

Georgia and South Carolina are examples of

argues that public education has failed and must be

states that initiated high-stakes testing early in the ac-

replaced by private alternatives. If public schools are

countability era without developing a comprehensive

evaluated against a norm-referenced benchmark, they

systemic reform of education and teaching. In 1984-

will never be able to demonstrate the progress they

1985, these two states established the ﬁrst statewide

are, in fact, making. An approach to assessment that

test-based accountability policies for their educational

continually shows 50% of students scoring below the

systems, using the tests to allocate a wide range of

norm feeds the idea that there is no improvement in

rewards and punishments for students, teachers, and

student learning; that things are not getting better

schools. These included holding students back in

and, perhaps, that they cannot get better. The answer

grade and denying diplomas based on test scores, giv-

increasingly offered is to shift to for-proﬁt schools,

ing teachers merit pay based on rising school scores,

vouchers, and other private alternatives — options that

and putting schools on probation when scores did not

are frequently not subjected to the same accountability

improve. Yet, despite all of these incentives, there was

mechanisms as public schools. The technical issues of

still little overall improvement in student achievement

assessment, in fact, have very substantial public policy

in either state by 1998 as measured by NAEP. See Fig-

implications that are infrequently raised and even more

ures 2 and 3.

rarely understood.

Although these states created many kinds of
carrots and sticks to try to raise scores, rewards and

USING TESTS AS THE REFORM: NEGATIVE
CONSEQUENCES OF INAPPROPRIATE ASSESSMENT

punishments are not enough to inspire high quality learning if the tests do not require higher-order

Some of the misunderstandings I have described
regarding what tests can accomplish are at the heart

thinking and performance, if educators are not supported in learning new instructional strategies, and
if fundamental resources are lacking. Tests alone do
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not improve the quality of student performance when

1991). A recent study by the Chicago School Reform

they are unaccompanied by other measures that could

Consortium tells a common story (Roderick, Bryk, Jacob,

actually improve schools.

Easton, & Allensworth, 1999; Roderick, Jacob, & Bryk,

Indeed, labeling schools as low-achieving can
actually make them worse. Although such strategies
are intended to stimulate improvement, they can also
discourage qualiﬁed teachers from teaching in schools
that are subject to test-based sanctions or stigma, thus
reducing teacher quality. This outcome was reported as
an early outcome of Florida’s use of average test scores
for school rewards and sanctions. Press reports noted
that qualiﬁed teachers were leaving the schools rated
D or F “in droves” (DeVise, 1999), to be replaced by
teachers without experience and often without training.
As one principal queried, “Is anybody going to want to

2002). Chicago, like several other urban districts and
some states, instituted a policy of grade retention for
students who did not meet a certain target in third,
sixth, and eighth grades. More than 20,000 students
were kept back in the ﬁrst two years of the program,
producing many dysfunctional side effects: Many students were retained by mistake because scores were
often reported inaccurately; the thousands sent to
summer school overwhelmed the city’s ability to serve
them or keep track of them. There were not enough
teachers or seats in summer school for all the children
required to attend.

dedicate their lives to a school that has already been

Furthermore, the retained students did not do bet-

labeled a failure?” A more systematic study of the ef-

ter than previously socially promoted students. In fact,

fects of the North Carolina accountability system found

these students’ gains were smaller than the gains for

that sanctions negatively affected schools serving low-

students with similar scores who had been promoted

performing students by impairing the schools’ ability to

prior to the policy. Also troubling was that one-year

retain teachers (Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Diaz, 2004).

dropout rates among eighth graders were higher under

Thus, rather than improving education for the students

this policy. In short, as the evaluators found,

who are already most underserved, an accountability
system can create a dynamic in which the quality of
education is driven even lower.
Another side effect of high-stakes testing in these
and other states is higher rates of grade retention and
lower rates of graduation. Even though states might
have rising test scores on their own tests, this can be a
function of either teaching to the test or manipulating
the population of students counted in test results, or
both. According to studies in many states, increases in
test-based grade retention have been associated with
increasing dropout and pushout rates (Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1997; Haney, 2000; Orﬁeld & Ashkinaze,
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…Chicago has not solved the problem of poor
performance among those who do not meet
the minimum test cutoffs and are retained.
Both the history of prior attempts to redress
poor performance with retention and previous research would clearly have predicted
this ﬁnding. Few studies of retention have
found positive impacts, and most suggest that
retained students do no better than socially
promoted students…The [Chicago public
school] policy now highlights a group of
students who are facing signiﬁcant barriers
to learning and are falling farther and farther
behind (Roderick et al., 1999, pp. 55-56).
As an accountability policy for improving how

children are taught and what they learn, Chicago’s

chances of winning is (1) to add some highly
likely students and (2) to drop some unlikely
students, while simply hanging on to those
in the middle. School admissions is a central
thread in the accountability fabric (Smith,
1986, pp. 30-31).

policy was not successful. Chicago was not the only
city with this experience. In the 1980s, New York City’s
Promotional Gates program created performance
standards for promotion in the fourth and seventh
grades. Promotional Gates had the same results as
the policies in Chicago. Thousands of students were

Policies that reward or punish schools for their

retained, often remaining for several years in the same

average test scores can create a distorted version of

grade, and scores did not go up for the students who

accountability, one in which beating the numbers by

were retained. Students who were in underresourced

manipulating student placements or enrollments over-

schools continued to receive poor teaching; those with

takes efforts to serve students’ educational needs well.

special education needs were still inadequately served;

Below is an example of how the incentives operate in an

many dropped out in greater numbers, and those that

accountability policy that rewards schools if their aver-

stayed did not improve their achievement. Chancellor

age scores go up from year to year and sanctions them if

Joe Fernandez terminated the program in 1990 as a

the scores go down — an approach that many states have

failed experiment. A decade later, with no institutional

adopted, and that is encouraged under the No Child Left

memory, another chancellor brought back the same

Behind Act. In this school, the average test score went

policy that had failed only a few years earlier (“End-

up from 70% to 72% between 1998 and 1999, and the

ing Social Promotion in the New York City Public

proportion of students meeting the standard or target

Schools,” 2000).

score increased from 66% to 80%. See Figure 4. Under

These experiences are consistent with the ﬁndings

the state policy, this school would get rewarded.

of studies suggesting that when schools are rewarded

Figure 4. Average State Assessment
Scores for a School Over Two Years

or punished for students’ average scores, there are
substantial incentives for low-scoring students to be

Ranking Schools: Rewards or Sanctions?

retained in grade to make their test scores look better,
which increases their odds of dropping out or even of

Laura
James
Felipe
Kisha
Jose
Raul

being pushed out so that the school’s average scores
will increase. Schools that have leeway in admissions
may also seek to prevent weaker students from enrolling. Smith and colleagues explained the widespread
engineering of student populations that he found in his
study of New York City’s implementation of test-based
accountability as a basis for school-level sanctions:
[S]tudent selection provides the greatest
leverage in the short-term accountability
game....The easiest way to improve one’s

1998
100
90
80
70
60
20

1999
90
80
70
65
55

Ave. Score = 70
% meeting
standard = 66%

Ave. Score = 72
% meeting
standard = 80%

However, if you look closely at the data, every
student’s score actually went down between 1998 and
1999. The average went up because the lowest-scoring
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student, Raul, had left the school. Analyzing the same

Attaching rewards and sanctions to scores disag-

data using a value-added approach that examines indi-

gregated by race, which many have advocated in order

vidual student scores over time shows that the average

to call attention to inequalities, can, paradoxically,

for students who were in the school over two years de-

lead to greater hardships for students of color. To get

clined by eight points between 1998 and 1999, from 80

African American or Latino students’ scores up, for

to 72. Thus, by allowing Raul to leave, the school went

example, schools have an incentive to push out low-

from a threat of sanctions to a promise of rewards.

achieving members of these groups. Recent evidence

Most states do not use value-added measures that
would evaluate over time what individual students have
learned as the basis for their accountability systems,
and few take school exclusions into account, or even
measure dropouts accurately. Nearly all of the states’
accountability plans, because they only track average
scores, inadvertently create incentives for not admitting or getting rid of students who are problematic or
who perform poorly on tests. A number of studies in
the United States and abroad have found that testing

suggests that disproportionate numbers of such students
are leaving school in high-stakes testing states and that
graduation rates for students of color have dropped the
most precipitously. In addition, these students are leaving earlier and are less likely to return (Haney, 2000; Orﬁeld, Losen, Wald, & Swanson, 2004; Wheelock, 2003).
Data from the National Center for Education Statistics
show declining graduation rates in a number of states
that used exit exams during the 1990s as the primary
measure for graduation. See Figure 5.

systems with high-stakes outcomes, particularly when

In all of these states, the four-year graduation rates

they are tied to school-level sanctions, can result in ex-

dropped below 60%, and the rates for minority students

clusions of low-achieving students, who drop out or are

were signiﬁcantly lower. These are shocking statistics in a

pushed out of school (Jacob, 2001; Lilliard & DeCicca,

world where most European and Asian countries are now

2001; Orﬁeld & Ashkinaze, 1991; Rustique-Forrester,

routinely graduating more than 90% of their students.

2005). For example, Schiller and Muller (2000) found
that teachers’ identiﬁcations of at-risk students were
more likely to result in students leaving school when
schools were subject to test-based sanctions and more
likely to result in greater help for students otherwise.
And Wheelock (2003) found that high schools receiving
state awards for gains in pass rates on the Massachusetts 10th-grade test showed substantial increases in
ninth-grade retention rates from the prior year and in
the percentage of “missing” 10th-graders. And in this
case, as others, the students retained, dropped out,
or missed are disproportionately African American or
Hispanic.

The process of pushout can happen in many ways:
Students may become discouraged when they fail tests
on multiple occasions or are repeatedly retained in a
grade, counselors or administrators may encourage
them to transfer to a GED program or continuation
school, or zero-tolerance disciplinary procedures,
extensive use of suspensions and expulsion, and attendance penalties can be used to remove students
from school. And in schools of choice, such as magnet
schools or charter schools, there are many requirements that can be used to avoid admitting difﬁcult
students as well as to get rid of them.
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students. What looks like an accountability success is

Figure 5. Declining Graduation Rates in States
With Exit Exams

actually, however, a failure for the society as a whole.
In an economy where the odds of a high school

70

66

Florida

(NCES, 1998, p. 100) — what happens when there are

South Carolina

62

55

less than one in ﬁve if he or she is African American

New York

65

60

dropout getting a job are less than one in two — and

North Carolina

59

large numbers of young people with only an eighth- or
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ninth-grade education out on the streets unable to be-
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55
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come gainfully employed? The answer is that they tend
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to go on welfare or into the criminal justice system.
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For example, prison “enrollments” more than doubled
in the 1980s (U.S. Census Bureau, 1996, p. 219). And
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expenditures on criminal justice went up by over 600%
(Miller, 1997), while public education spending went up

40
1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

by about 26% (NCES, 1994). Rather than paying taxes

2001

and enriching the society, those who have been failed

Graduation rates equal the number of graduates in a given class divided by the
number of ninth-graders 3½ years earlier. Data are from NCES (2001).

by schools pose enormous costs to society in both monetary and human terms. Ill-conceived accountability

This poses a devilish dilemma for society. Schools

schemes divorced from educational investments in the

that work to hold onto the students who are struggling

most vulnerable communities are creating a bigger and

the most — students who have multiple needs and,

bigger cadre of people who are not adequately taught

often, unstable family situations — know they are likely

in school, who are in a system that spits them out of

to depress their average test scores while expending

school as early as possible, and who have few options

energy on students who may not ultimately succeed at

and little support for ﬁnding a productive future. The

the expense of some who might. The school that lets

“school-to-prison pipeline,” as it has been dubbed, is

these students go will be rewarded with better-looking

not what we want or need the result of an account-

test scores and more resources to spend on easier

ability educational system to be.
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PART 3: WHAT CAN BE DONE?

T

o develop genuine accountability for students — ac-

• Expand performance components that provide

countability that enhances their educational opportuni-

“tests worth teaching to” (Resnick, 1987) —

ties — we need to develop policies that use assessments

assessments that encourage the kinds of higher

to guide educational improvements, rather than to

order thinking and performance skills students will

further reduce the amount and quality of education

need to use in the world outside of school. If the

students receive. Frustration with the current system

goal is stronger education, then investments in

is producing test boycotts, lawsuits against testing, and

more productive assessments are not just testing

legislative alternatives to testing in a growing number

costs, they are part of the core costs of instruction

of states. This backlash against testing is both predict-

and professional development. And where teach-

able and unfortunate, because, properly used, testing

ers are involved in developing and scoring these

can be a valuable tool. Professional communities of

assessments, their learning is part of the capac-

educational research, practice and policy, along with

ity-building that is essential if tests are to improve

organizations that foster assessment development,

rather than restrict student learning opportunities.

need to construct better policy alternatives to accomplish the goals of standards-based reform.

• Eliminate artiﬁcial testing barriers to students
demonstrating what they know to the fullest extent

The process of raising standards cannot be

possible. In addition to providing performance

separated from issues of teaching, assessment, school

components, some states are eliminating time lim-

organization, professional development, and funding.

its on assessments and expanding alternatives for

Efforts aimed at genuine accountability must include

students with language differences and students

changes that address the overall fabric of education.

with disabilities, so that students can demonstrate

Several principles for the more productive use of as-

what they know in valid and appropriate ways. Test

sessments are key:

developers should insist on policy systems that take

• Use standards and authentic assessments of student

into account these professional testing standards.

achievement as indicators of progress to improve

• Develop systems that include multiple measures.

teaching and provide needed supports, not as arbiters

As suggested by the testing standards, some

of rewards and sanctions for students and schools.

states require that any decision that includes

Using tests alone to make decisions they are not

information from tests also includes informa-

designed to make produces unintended negative

tion from other sources, including coursework

consequences for the quality of education students

and curriculum-embedded performance assess-

receive, especially those who are least well-served

ments. Districts can select these other assess-

by the current system. Evidence suggests that low-

ments from those already developed or create

stakes uses of tests for information and improve-

them locally. These other indicators help to give

ment are as effective as high-stakes approaches

a full picture of what a student has learned, so

in raising student achievement and improving in-

that individual tests are not being asked to take

structional quality while keeping students in school.

on more than they are designed to accomplish.
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• Require and fund diagnostics for students who are

how to use assessment data for more produc-

not succeeding. If students are not doing well and

tive curriculum decision making, but they

not meeting the standards, it makes little sense to

rarely have the resources to analyze data in

hold them back in an already dysfunctional system

sophisticated ways. This is an area where

and give them the least trained and experienced

schools need supports that can be provided by

teacher the next year, which is what typically hap-

state agencies and by assessment developers.

pens to the lowest-achieving students. Students

• Use accountability to upgrade teaching and

with identiﬁed and unidentiﬁed learning disabili-

provide the kinds of professional development

ties, who are the ones most likely to fail to meet

opportunities, curriculum reforms and resource

the standards, need something more than what is

allocations that standards-based reform antici-

being offered to them in most schools. A diagnos-

pates. When people talk about accountability and

tic process is needed to help uncover the problems

then mention only testing, they demonstrate

students are having, so they can be addressed.

a misunderstanding of what accountability

• Create systems that report value-added scores

means. Tests do not equal accountability; they

by school and provide data about school condi-

are only a useful lever to help achieve account-

tions. In addition to examining student progress

ability in schools by providing information that,

over time, these systems should include a variety

if well-understood and acted upon, could create

of data about school practices and outcomes —

improvements that would make schools more ac-

not just test scores, but also promotion and

countable to the children and families they serve.

graduation rates, retention, school resources and
teacher-quality indexes. When test scores are
posted, policy makers and the public should also be
informed about the conditions in which students
attend school. These data are essential both to
properly measure student progress and to prompt
states to implement the kind of changes that are
needed to help students actually meet the standards.
• Provide data to schools in a way that they can

In The School and Society, John Dewey noted
that “what the best and wisest parent wants for his
own child, that the community must want for all of
its children. Any other ideal for our schools is narrow
and unlovely. Acted upon, it destroys our democracy”
(Dewey, 1968, p. 3). If we can remember that our goal
is, ultimately, to provide the best and wisest form of
education for all children, we may eventually be able
to create genuine accountability.

learn to use it. Schools are desperate to learn
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