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The audience for this essay
This essay presents a history of educational testing in the United States, with an
emphasis on policy issues. A number of excellent pieces have already been written on
this subject.1 It is therefore appropriate to address two questions: Who is the intended
audience for this essay, and what is its intended purpose? The invited papers of the
Gordon Commission on the Future of Educational Assessment will be published and will,
hopefully, reach a larger audience that includes other education researchers, teachers,
school administrators, and policy makers from the local to the federal level. Therefore I
do not expect my readers to have very much prior knowledge about this subject, and I
apologize to those expert readers who already are familiar with the details of this history.
The intended purpose of the essay is to reflect upon how present testing practices
developed and to spur ideas about how we might use assessments more in keeping with
the educational values and needs of the twenty-first century.
Testing in nineteenth-century America
Histories of testing often start by describing written civil service examinations in
China, which were implemented around 200 B.C.E. From this notably ancient starting
point, the story leaps to the introduction of written exams at the English universities in
the eighteenth century. These then spread widely across Europe.2 As important as these
precedents may be, I shall begin with the early history of testing in the United States, a
story that is not so well known. While some writers make a slight nod to nineteenthcentury written exams, the focus quickly fastens on the introduction of intelligence tests
in the early twentieth century, moving on to the widespread adoption of standardized,
multiple-choice tests in the 1920s and beyond.
That view implies that the history of testing encompasses only tests that were
uniform, one-shot exercises, comparable across classrooms and across schools, used for
high-stakes decisions like grouping, promotion, admission, or evaluating schools’
performance. But that emphasis leaves out two sorts of assessment that long preceded
standardized tests. First, teachers made judgments every day in classrooms, asking
children to practice reading, arithmetic or other subjects out loud, “correcting” them,
telling them how to improve their performance, and estimating how well individual
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students were mastering the curriculum. It was a very oral environment; not much writing
occurred. Teachers lectured, students recited. Documentation is sparse for these informal
assessments devised by classroom teachers; they are difficult to research historically, but
we should bear in mind, as Michael Feuer has commented, that classrooms are complex
settings that “require nearly constant ‘scanning’ by teachers,” the best of whom display
“a willingness and ability to integrate inchoate information rapidly.” 3
Many reformers today urge that we redress the balance between standardized tests
with national norms and local assessments that are integrated into teaching and learning.
Indeed, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, before standardized tests
came on the scene, teachers did most of the assessing through mundane classroom
procedures. That does not make the good old days of rote learning and recitation a model
for the future, but the comparison reminds us that the dominance of standardized tests
was not inevitable. It was historically conditioned.4
Time has also obscured a second type of assessment. A century ago teachers
prepared their students to perform periodic exhibitions for the school committee or, more
often, for the community as a whole. Teachers spent weeks preparing students to show
off their skills at oratory, singing, memorization and other aspects of the curriculum. Like
daily recitations, exhibitions served several functions. For parents it was an entertaining
occasion, a chance to cheer proudly for their children, and a chance to assess how
accomplished the teacher was. Although students surely had anxieties about their
performance, exhibitions were not designed as assessments of individual children.
Schoolmasters decided who would be promoted to higher levels of schooling on the basis
of daily classroom performance.
Beyond the traditional recitations and exhibitions, “standardized” tests became
more popular in the second half of the nineteenth century. These were tests initiated by
authorities beyond the classroom teacher and administered uniformly across a school or a
district. Fortunately, we now have a comprehensive work on school exhibitions and the
advent of written examinations in nineteenth-century schools in the United States, by
historian William Reese. His main points, briefly suggested here, are beautifully
documented in his forthcoming book, The Testing Wars,. They are relevant to
understanding our current testing policies and their relationship to teaching and learning.5
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Horace Mann was Secretary to the Massachusetts School Board. In 1845 he and
his reformist allies reacted against the system of exhibitions and the lack of
accountability of schoolmasters. The reformers championed periodic written exams, to be
given at least annually, across all the grammar schools of Boston. Mann had visited
Europe extensively and published some admiring observations in his Seventh Annual
Report. The testing proposal was but one part of a reform agenda that included hiring
more female teachers, training them in a more humane pedagogy at normal schools
(teacher training institutions), installing a superintendent to oversee the city’s schools,
and using written test results for promotion and for the re-contracting of teachers. Most of
the enthusiasts were members of the Whig Party, which favored centralized government
involvement in public works and social institutions. They were also devotees of the new
science of statistics as a tool in such endeavors.6
The Boston schoolmasters and their supporters on the School Committee opposed
the move as a threat to their autonomy, and, indeed, the reformers saw their testing plans
largely as a way to assess teaching quality and to use the externally-produced testing data
in making decisions about the re-contracting of teachers During a tumultuous battle that
stretched on for several years, the Mann phalanx gradually prevailed. Exams were
established, a superintendent hired, and a normal school established. The testing
advocates on the Boston School Committee published a lengthy report on the testing
program in Boston, along with analysis of the first test results. The report was widely
praised in the fledgling education journals of the day. These practices spread from city to
city, from the Northeast to the Midwest and the South. Tests proved popular in cities
because large school systems raised questions of comparability and standards. They also
needed more systematic methods of classification and placement than small rural schools.
In addition, as public high schools were established in cities, they devised admission
tests, a beachhead for educational testing.7
Exhibitions, recitations, and spelling bees persisted, especially in rural areas, but
after the Civil War, Reese writes, those cultural survivals existed in “a new educational
landscape.” Immigration, urbanization, railroads, and national markets for agriculture
enhanced the use and popularity of statistics for depicting and analyzing social
phenomena. William Wells, superintendent of Chicago’s schools from 1856 to 1864, saw
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an analogy between educational tests and thermometers and gauges in industry. They
provided a way for him to centralize and enhance his authority over the system. As in
1845, there were critics of tests, and their voices grew louder as the tests became more
prevalent and time-consuming. As more school districts established graded levels of
classes, textbook publishers provided grade-level texts. Soon tests were available for
grade-to-grade promotion and then manuals and test-prep books to match. Teachers still
made the decisions, but tests were becoming part of the system in many school districts.8
School superintendents, including those in Omaha and Portland, applauded the
usefulness of tests in sorting out children entering their systems from un-graded schools,
either public or private, or migrating from other towns or from abroad. Superintendent
A. J. Rickoff in Cincinnati developed elaborate rules for test administration, the
prevention of cheating, and the modes of scoring. The spread of written tests took place
in the context of a gradual but salient trend in schoolroom pedagogy: the withering of
oral traditions and the increase in writing. No more was writing confined to copybooks
and slates. Now there were notebooks, essays, improved pens and pencils, blackboards,
and written assignments.9 Thus, one could see the advent of more written tests as an
adjustment in tandem with changing technologies of pedagogy. Nonetheless,
acknowledged or not, the shift also raised political, ethical, and philosophical questions.
As tests became more pervasive, administrators and teachers felt the weight of
endless hand-scoring of tests. Critics complained that tests encouraged a heartless,
stifling pedagogy. Harper’s Magazine and the Atlantic published articles decrying the
triumph of memorization over understanding. Some claimed that tests were ruining
students’ health and causing suicides. But it was hard for administrators to imagine
teaching methods that would respond to each child as an individual in urban systems with
burgeoning immigrant populations, scantily prepared teachers, and classrooms with 50 to
60 children in the primary school years. A majority of urban school board members
favored the reform regime, including testing. As for rote learning, it was an old tradition,
and now, writes Reese, memorization was “not only alive and well but aligned
beautifully with the new culture of competitive testing.” Memorization skills that had
been good for traditional recitation proved essential to silent test-taking as well.10
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As Reese points out, the solution to a criticism of a particular type of test was
often to expand the use of other tests. Thus when parents and other critics focused their
complaints on the unfairness of one-shot grade-promotion tests, administrators phased
them out in the 1890s and promoted frequent testing on a daily, weekly, and semester
basis. And when the progressive educator Francis Parker complained about the mania of
tests, one of his critics pointed out that the students in Parker’s normal school were two
years below grade level. By this time, it seems, the criteria were installed, the language
established. In 1900 William Powell, the superintendent of schools in Washington, D.
C., testifying before a Congressional committee, was berated for opposing tests and thus
lowering standards. He was fired.11
And thus the century ended. Reese draws a stark conclusion from this tale:
“Anyone who thinks that recurrent attacks on high-stakes exams will lead to a diminution
in the number and authority of tests is surely mistaken.” By 1900 the research and
experimentation on intelligence testing had begun, adding another accelerating breeze to
the enthusiasm for testing.
Intelligence testing: The early years
The mid-nineteenth-century rise of educational testing occurred on the cusp of an
era of influential racial and biological theories about behavior and capacity. It is not
surprising, then, that many innovators in education testing became interested in the
concept of general intelligence. The first generation of professional psychologists who
tackled that problem of measuring intelligence were a varied group, with different
backgrounds, aims and theories. Sir Francis Galton, an Englishman and one of the elder
savants, was raised as a child genius by parents who were confident that the boy’s keen
intelligence was inherited. Galton became a lifelong hereditarian. He established an
“anthropometric” laboratory in London. Most anthropometric laboratories up to that time
emphasized differences in height and other physical traits, but Galton emphasized
differences in mental abilities between individuals and groups of individuals. This soon
led him to ponder ways of dealing with correlations, spurring a line of early
psychometrics research that was pursued by two of his protégés, Karl Pearson and
Charles Spearman.12
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It is worth highlighting here that during this period, just as in Horace Mann’s day
and in our own time, American researchers were engaged in trans-Atlantic networks of
innovation in testing and education reform. As cosmopolitan as that may seem,
something about the American context led the United States ultimately to place much
more emphasis on standardized tests than European educators. Perhaps it was the great
size of the country and its federalist structure of fifty states, each having strong
prerogatives regarding education governance. Given this tradition, some educators and
school board members felt a need for national comparisons and measures of
accomplishment amidst a chaotic, loosely-coupled system featuring local control by lay
boards, in contrast to European and Asian “ministry” systems, which often had common
curricula and examinations at a national level. A comparative history is beyond the scope
of this essay, but, as we shall see, America’s different development is a policy question of
considerable importance.13
Galton’s American protégé, James McKeen Cattell, continued Galton’s
anthropometric approach to mental traits at Johns Hopkins University, the University of
Pennsylvania, and Columbia University. However, the physiological approach to
differences came under scrutiny, and critics impugned the correlational conclusions of
Galton and Cattell. Nonetheless, the genetic emphasis in Darwinian theory held sway,
and the convictions of the pioneer generation lived on. Many psychologists of the early
twentieth century continued the quest to define “g,” a person’s general or summary level
of intelligence. They believed that intelligence thus construed was hereditary, unitary,
and largely immutable.14
Alfred Binet, however, took a different approach. Born in Nice, France of well-todo parents, Binet had a depressing childhood, dominated by a stern father, a physician
who once tried to force Alfred to touch a cadaver in order to toughen him up. Wandering
from profession to profession and enduring an emotional breakdown, Binet began reading
on his own at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris. He found his calling in psychology,
with a focus on the individual’s life course and emotions. After some false starts, Binet
developed a methodology of case studies and an interest in developmental stages. Both
reinforced his individualistic and environmental convictions about intelligence.
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A series of coincidences pushed Binet’s career into work that attracted worldwide
attention. In 1899 Theodore Simon, a young physician interning at an institution for
mentally subnormal children, applied to work with Binet for a doctorate, giving the fortythree-year-old Binet access to this new and interesting population. This coincided with
the French government’s decision to require schooling for all children, including special
classes for those with mental limitations, and in 1904 they selected Binet to identify and
characterize childhood learning deficiencies.15
Pursuing his long-standing conviction that age was a central factor in intelligence,
Binet discovered that mentally subnormal children could often accomplish many tasks
that normal range children could do, but only at a more advanced age. This led to a
strategy of testing children with a range of tasks of increasing difficulty, with various
thresholds becoming cut-points for classifying children as idiots, imbeciles, or morons.
The scales he produced in 1908 and 1911 (the year of his death) were thus much more
pragmatically oriented than others’ descriptions, even though his concept of intelligence
was more multiple. Binet thought that intelligence was a constellation of different skills,
not a single trait.16
Binet died young in the midst of this exciting work. He had not developed a wide
following, and he had not trained many protégés. Those who were impressed by his
approach and the practicality of his scales tended to interpret them in hereditarian terms,
despite the fact that Binet had not thought intelligence was innate or immutable. Henry
Goddard, who had studied with G. Stanley Hall at Clark University, translated the Binet
scale into English and tried it out on a diverse group of retarded children at his Training
School for the Feebleminded at Vineland, New Jersey. It seemed to work well at
predicting the classifications of the children, and by 1916 Goddard had become one of
the leading proponents of IQ testing in the United States. He was steeped in the
hereditarian tradition, even more absolute than Galton. His 1912 book, The Kallikak
Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-Mindedness, promoted strong eugenicist
policies, such as institutionalization and sterilization, to prevent a scourge of feeblemindedness from enveloping the United States. The Kallikak Family argued, on the basis
of ambiguous data, that feeble-mindedness was genetically caused, that it controlled
behavior and capacities, and that it was nearly impervious to change.17
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Another of Hall’s students boosted the Binet intelligence concept into a
widespread testing business in the United States. Lewis Terman went to normal school to
become a teacher in Indiana, then a principal. He eventually got a doctorate at Clark
University, studying under Hall. There he became passionately involved in issues of
educational measurement and general intelligence. Imbibing none of the skepticism and
caution of his mentor, Termin wrote his thesis on “Genius and Stupidity,” studying seven
“bright” boys and seven “stupid” boys. He became a professor at Stanford, under the
deanship of Ellwood Cubberley, one of the key cheerleaders of the educators who
promoted efficiency, classification, and testing, those whom David Tyack has called the
“administrative progressives.”18
Termin’s biggest achievement was a revision of Binet’s test of general
intelligence. He adapted and then popularized the term “intelligence quotient,” a score
obtained by dividing the subject’s mental age by her chronological age. By 1916 Termin
had produced the Stanford-Binet intelligence test, recalibrated from Binet’s scales to
better match the U. S. population. He was now the leading innovator in the IQ enterprise,
which brought him not only fame (president of the American Psychological Association)
but fortune. He was also a eugenics enthusiast, favoring immigration restriction and
sterilization of low IQ people to save society from the “menace of the feeble-minded.”
Although Termin was less cautious than some fellow psychologists, he was preaching to
a large, receptive choir of people who believed in the basic tenets of the eugenics
movement, that IQ was hereditary, that it was lower among the Eastern European and
Mediterranean immigrants, and even lower among black people. For people with these
beliefs, limiting the reproduction of low-IQ individuals seemed a reasonable public
policy.19
IQ testing in the era of World War I
The publicity surrounding the widespread use of intelligence tests to classify army
recruits during World War I boosted the prestige of these new tests. However, behind the
scenes, many Army officers were skeptical and resisted the testing program. Within the
high command, officers resented the incursions of several hundred civilian psychologists,
usurping military decisions better made by military officers who knew the nature of the
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jobs to which the men were being assigned. They complained that assigning a permanent
intelligence score to recruits with limited English ability was neither justified nor
productive. The officers argued that non-English-speaking recruits should be given some
English lessons, whereupon some would become able and accomplished soldiers. At the
end of the war,the Surgeon General and the top brass shut down the testing operation
over the objections of its civilian director, Robert Yerkes.20
Yet for several reasons the public school establishment welcomed the new mental
tests. As we have seen, urban schools were already using tests to assist in placement
decisions, for which many educators found intelligence tests promising; and these
practices were spreading out into the smaller towns. Second, the values of efficiency and
scientific decision-making held even more powerful sway in early twentieth-century
America than in the nineteenth century. Horace Mann hewed to the science of his day, in
his case phrenology and the fledgling discipline of statistics, but early twentieth-century
education theorists brought to a new level the idea of science in the service of efficiency..
Even before the publicity surrounding the military testing of recruits, intelligence
testing was an exciting prospect to educators. J.C. Bell wrote in 1912 that “no device
pertaining to education has ever risen to such sudden prominence in public interests
throughout the world.”21 The popularity of new tests was a response to demographic and
economic shifts that dwarfed those of the mid-nineteenth century. Immigration rates
tripled; those entering from Northern and Western Europe in 1882 had represented 87
percent of all European immigrants, in contrast to 13 percent from Southern and Eastern
Europe. By 1907, those percentages had nearly reversed: 19 percent from Northern and
Western Europe and 81 percent from Southern and Eastern Europe. These immigrants
were poorer and more “foreign,” that is, diverging even more in religion and ethnic
histories from the bulk of the existing population than nineteenth-century immigrants.
The scale of manufacturing enterprises ballooned, national brands and corporations
multiplied, while rail networks and telecommunications knit the country into one bustling
marketplace.22
Historians have often remarked on the “search for order” in this period, the
“incorporation of America,” the “managerial revolution,” the “control revolution,” and
“efficiency and uplift” in the scientific management movement. Government expanded
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along with corporate enterprises, and the management of large bureaucratic institutions
became an unprecedented priority. Handbooks, manuals, rules, schedules, plans, and
“time/motion” studies became the stock-in-trade of a whole new class of white-collar
workers: managers, planners, contractors, middle-men, accountants, financial workers,
lawyers, architects, engineers, and clerks.23
School managers were drinking from the same trough. Reese’s work depicts the
early formation of modern urban school systems in the 1880s and 90s. The chief
organizers and boosters were urban school superintendents, occupying a new job title
invented in the late nineteenth century. They self-consciously modeled their school
systems on the business corporation, using tests to monitor their systems and make
placement decisions for ability grouping in the lower schools and for tracking students
into the newly differentiated curricula of rapidly expanding high schools. As the
percentage of students age 14—17 going to high school expanded, the schools began
offering vocational and commercial courses for the non-college-bound. The school
became the arbiter between the family and the economy.24
Paper-and-pencil intelligence tests that could be administered to groups
proliferated in the late 1910’s. Prominent among these was an effort by the National
Research Council to produce a National Intelligence Test. In 1919 they convened five
prominent psychologists (including Yerkes, Cattell, and Thorndike) to devise a test
especially for school use. Dozens of alternative forms of the examination were produced
in order to make coaching less likely. Thorndike predicted that schools in all large cities
would be developing classes for gifted children and that the parents of those children
would be striving to coach them for their intelligence tests. In 1920, the first year this
“National Intelligence Test” was available, it sold 200,000 copies.25 After the war the
multiple-choice IQ test developed by Arthur Otis, a member of Yerkes’ team, was
marketed by World Book, the encyclopedia publisher.26
Critics of intelligence testing
The certitude of most early IQ enthusiasts about the heritability and immutability
of intelligence was not warranted by the facts and was impugned by critics at the time.
Several psychologists were skeptical from the beginning, and some did extensive
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demonstrations that the IQ enthusiasts’ research was factually flawed. The most
celebrated critic, however, was Walter Lippmann, the liberal columnist, who wrote a
series of attacks on the claims of Terman and other IQ enthusiasts for The New Republic
in 1922. Lippmann argued that the test questions did not necessarily represent
“intelligence,” but just the testers’ guesses about what questions would assess
intelligence; that the research of the IQ developers did not show heredity to be the main
causal factor, nor that education is impotent in the face of durable intelligence quotients;
and that if these falsehoods were widely believed, it could do immense harm to
individuals and to the enterprise of education.
Lippmann conceded that if the tests were presented simply as a bunch of tasks
that seem to correlate with tasks asked of schoolchildren, and that the scores simply
represented what the test-takers could do at the time they took the test, then using the test
results for initial assignment to homogeneous groups in schools might be a reasonable
procedure, or, at least, better than other alternatives. But he feared that the “more
prominent testers have committed themselves to a dogma which must lead to just such
abuse.” He concluded that if “the impression takes root that these tests really measure
intelligence, that they constitute a sort of last judgment on the child’s capacity, that they
reveal ‘scientifically’ his predestined ability, then it would be a thousand times better if
all the intelligence testers and all their questionnaires were sunk without warning in the
Sargasso Sea.”27
It is significant that Lippmann accompanied his forthright criticism with the belief
that if the tests were recognized simply as sets of tasks, not indicators of innate ability, it
would be reasonable to use them for purposes of classification. The pervasive appeal of
the efficiency ideal in large-scale organizations is illustrated by one of Lippmann’s own
books, Drift and Mastery (1914). In that work Lippmann chronicled a transition in
America from a “nation of villagers,” to a nation of big organizations. The nation of
villagers produced populist politicians like William Jennings Bryan, defending a localist
culture that clouded one’s capacity to understand the twentieth century. In the nation of
large organization, rational management and science would prevail. “Rightly
understood,” wrote Lippmann, “science is the culture under which people can live
forward in the midst of complexity, and treat life not as something given but as
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something to be shaped . . . . The scientific spirit is the discipline of democracy, the
escape from drift, the outlook of a free man.”28 Lippmann, one of the era’s most
thoughtful and influential liberals, rejected the IQ testers’ claims precisely because they
were unscientific and because they brought the threat of gravely undemocratic school
practices. But he did not reject the use of tests for classification in schools, nor the ethos
of science in the service of social engineering that lay behind it.
Struggles over hereditarian science
Despite Progressive Era reformers who believed in the power of changed
environments, this was also the era of Jim Crow laws and of the Supreme Court’s
decision in Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896, in which the Supreme Court of the
United States said that state legislatures should enjoy “a large discretion” to “act with
reference to the established usages, customs and traditions of the people” in deciding the
reasonableness of laws requiring segregated railroad cars or schools. It was the era when
America’s imperial ventures were justified in part by the White Man’s Destiny, and when
the august arbiter of knowledge, the Encyclopedia Britannica flatly proclaimed that
“mentally the negro is inferior to the white.” Like racism, hereditarian views had staying
power. Expressing them through the concept of IQ was common well into the twentieth
century. In the 1930s the famous education professor Ellwood Cubberley said that
although some educators had a hard time accepting “biological inequality” with regard to
“mental capacity,” they eventually came to see that “nurture and environment . . . cannot
to any material extent overcome the handicap of poor heredity.”29
Part of the staying power of such views is that heredity is not irrelevant to mental
abilities. It seems, for example, that after controlling as best one can for environment and
life experiences, women are better, on average, than men on some math skills and worse
on others. Careful geneticists often study such matters, emphasizing that the results are
averages, around which there is much intragroup variation, that heredity is only part of
the causal nexus of mental abilities, and that scientists should focus on particular skills,
not on a general, summary measure of intelligence.30
Many of the leading developers of achievement tests brought to that enterprise
the hereditarian concerns of their involvement in the intelligence testing effort. James
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Cattell’s concern about “race suicide” flowered into diatribes against women’s higher
education. If Anglo-Saxon women were out of the family, studying, they would be
shirking their duty to reproduce. Furthermore, their capacity for higher education was not
equal to that of men, and it damaged their health. Cattell supported the ban on women
graduate students at Columbia until his colleagues overturned that policy in 1900. And in
1909 he took the cause to the general public in the pages of Popular Science Monthly.
Women are harmed by advanced education, he wrote, estimating that “to the average cost
of each girl’s education through high school must be added one unborn child.” Worst of
all was the “continuously increasing” number of women teachers. These people “subvert
both the school and the family.”31
Heredity, IQ and meritocracy kept bumping into each other. Across 120th Street,
at Teachers College, Columbia, Cattell’s protégé Edward Thorndike turned from
intelligence testing to the development of achievement tests, but he continued to believe
that “the world will get better treatment by trusting its fortunes to its 95—99 percentile
intelligences than it would get by itself. The argument for democracy is not that it gives
power to all men without distinction, but that it gives greater freedom for ability and
character to attain power,” neatly tucking in the idea that intelligence and character are
correlated.32
However, some substantial progress was made against this Victorian juggernaut
all dressed up in the finery of science, particularly on the issue of sex differences.
Chicago welcomed women graduate students. There Helen Thompson (later Woolley)
studied with John Dewey. In her dissertation (1900) she reviewed the literature on sex
differences, exposing inconsistencies and contradictions. Her research, based on physical
and perceptual tests of fifty University of Chicago undergraduates, cast further doubt,
finding surprisingly random or minor sex-related differences.
Later Woolley collaborated with Leta Stetter Hollingworth in preparing reviews
for the Psychological Bulletin in the 1910s, expressing an emerging consensus against
sex differences in perceptual and mental abilities and debunking various generalizations
like differential cranial capacity. Leta Stetter’s husband, Henry Hollingworth, was a
graduate student of James Cattell. Henry Hollingworth was a feminist, but apparently he
disagreed with Cattell without alienating him. Upon receiving his Ph.D., he was
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appointed to the psychology staff at Barnard; and when his wife was refused a fellowship
in the psychology department at Columbia, he supported her studies, and she got a Ph.D.
with Thorndike at Teachers College. Historian Rosalind Rosenberg concludes, somewhat
optimistically, that due to the work of researchers like Woolley and Hollingsworth, “by
1920 American psychologists had buried the doctrine of female uniqueness propounded
by their Victorian mentors.” Of course, many barriers remained.33
Indeed, the hereditarian emphasis of Darwinian theory applied to social issues did
not succumb quickly or completely. The social Darwinism of Herbert Spencer in England
and William Graham Sumner in the United States still held considerable sway in the
1920s. This nativist interpretation of cultural superiority persisted through the restriction
of immigration after World War I, and eugenics was still holding its own in the 1920s.
Thereafter its empirical exaggerations, the second thoughts by some of its supporters, and
much criticism by scientists, pushed eugenics into refuge in the popular hinterland.
Nonetheless, as the history of psychology in the twentieth century demonstrates, the
debates about heredity and intelligence rise like the phoenix periodically 34 Given the
important role that intelligence testing has played in histories of assessment, including
this essay, it should be emphasized that IQ testing eventually faded from the school
scene, while achievement testing became dominant; and the emphasis on the hereditarian
side of mental competencies has also receded except in some periodic debates.
The intellectual world of the efficiency experts
The tool kit of the “administrative progressives” included more than tests and
hereditarian theories. By the 1920s, educational leaders at the new, expanding schools of
education had created an intellectual structure of psychology, curriculum theory, and
administrative principles that worked harmoniously to govern most of America’s schools.
David Snedden of Columbia Teachers College devised elaborate inventories and
dissections of curriculum that broke down subjects into the tiniest facts or operations,
(which he called “peths,” from the Welsh word for a tiny thing). Peths could then be
related to “strands” of life activities, which would then be assigned a certain number of
60-hour “lotments,” of classroom work, so that knowledge could be packaged in different
curricula for students of different abilities, headed for different roles.35
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Franklin Bobbitt, a professor of educational administration at the University of
Chicago, provided the central metaphor for the urban school system: “Education is a
shaping process as much as the manufacture of steel rails; the personality is to be shaped
and fashioned into desirable forms . . .. It is possible to set up definite standards for the
various educational products. The ability to add at a speed of 65 combinations per
minute, with an accuracy of 94 per cent is as definite a specification as can be set up for
any aspect of the work of the steel plant.” Bobbitt admired industrial production, he
believed that everything can be quantified, and he promised in this essay that if business
leaders told the schools what product they want, schools could produce it.36
Thorndike not only developed dozens of tests but became the leading theorist of
Connectionism, an early form of behaviorist psychology. It was the perfect
accompaniment for standardized tests and Snedden-driven curriculum theory. In
Connectionism, learning is the formation of a bond or an association between a stimulus
and a response. Bonds are formed through two “laws”: Exercise (practice) and Effect
(reward). Since rote learning had been criticized for decades, Thorndike understandably
placed particular emphasis on the rewards or punishments that fleshed out the Law of
Effect. Bonds are reinforced when accompanied by “a satisfying state of affairs,” and
weakened when followed by an “annoying state of affairs.” Of course, the bonds that
were formed were akin to “The capital of New York is Albany,” and the danger was that
with so many facts in the world, the curriculum would be flooded with them and not with
thinking about how the facts got that way, or how they related to each other, or what their
significance was.37
The same institutions at which these ideas were generated—Teachers CollegeColumbia, Chicago, Iowa, Stanford and others—also became training grounds for
thousands of young researchers and administrators who would become principals and
superintendents in large cities, work in state education offices, and promote further
research and policy advocacy regarding elementary and secondary education, all of which
served to expand testing. The senior professors at these leading schools of education
formed networks, such as the “Cleveland Conference,” an annual meeting for fifty or
sixty self-appointed members, at which they talked about education reform,
administration, and, presumably, the placement of younger rising stars.38
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The expansion of achievement testing
Achievement tests had precursors in nineteenth-century written assessments, such
as high school admissions tests. Some of these midi-nineteenth-century tests hinted at
critical thinking and understanding, as in these examples: “state the causes of the
American Revolution,” or “describe the settlement of Pennsylvania.” But most test
answers depended upon factual recall from rote learning, like “Who discovered Florida. .
. the Pacific Ocean. . . the Hudson River,” “Define: Promissory Note, Bank Discount,
Present Worth,” or “state the bounds, divisions, climate, productions, religion, and seven
principal cities of Italy.”39
In the early twentieth century, achievement tests underwent a flurry of
development, parallel to but soon outpacing the use of IQ tests. The object of such
measurement was not native ability but things learned, put in a comparative context with
other students, other schools, and national norms. Spurred by the growing scale of urban
school systems, by the burgeoning proportion of immigrant children in the schools, by
the ethos of efficiency and measurement promoted by corporate capitalism, researchers at
professional education schools developed tests to measure achievement in the basic
school subjects.
In 1908, a student of Thorndike named Cliff Stone published an arithmetic
reasoning test, credited as the first standardized achievement test. In 1910 his mentor
Thorndike published a handwriting scale, which provided models with which teachers
could compare students’ handwriting. In 1913 another Teachers College product
appeared, the Buckingham Spelling Scale, with words listed in order of difficulty
determined by field-testing. Leonard Ayres, a competitor from the Russell Sage
Foundation, published the “Three-Slant” handwriting scale in 1912 and then, in 1915, a
spelling scale that listed 1,000 rudimentary words in order of frequency, from “the” to
“wreck.” This was the seedtime for achievement tests. The subjects covered rapidly
multiplied, including Daniel Starch’s grammatical scale, punctuation scale, grammar test,
and Latin vocabulary test; Thorndike’s “visual vocabulary,” and a scale for “the merit of
drawings by pupils,” plus his scale of ability to understand sentences; and Walter
Monroe’s standardized silent-reading tests, among many others, all before 1920.40
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By the 1920s most achievement tests used a multiple-choice format, which
eliminated any ambiguity about the correct answer. Advocates emphasized that this made
the scoring not only faster but also completely “objective.” Arthur Otis is credited with
providing the model, for use in the Army Alpha intelligence test in 1917. This feature
soon became widespread in achievement tests.41
This burst of commercially available standardized achievement tests paralleled
the IQ testing movement and was supported by the same intellectual and institutional
framework, achievement tests soon surpassed intelligence tests in market share and in
school use. Ultimately they had a much greater influence on school practice.
There were several reasons for this greater impact. First, intelligence tests were
based on the premise that a single score on a single test represented a child’s “general”
intelligence; thus one test would suffice. But achievement tests ranged across the
different subjects of the curriculum, and soon the testing industry had achievement tests
for dozens of subjects. Thus they constituted a larger part of the market. Second, although
IQ tests were useful for classifying and assigning students to tracks (if you believed in the
premises), they were not useful in measuring the results of teaching and learning.
Districts could use achievement test results to judge whether their curriculum was aligned
to the implied curricula of national tests and how effective their instruction was. Third,
intelligence tests advocates made the baldest claims about the heritability of mental
ability and its permanence across an individual’s life course. These arguments attracted
the most strenuous criticism, on both empirical and philosophical grounds. Despite the
persistence of hereditarian views of intelligence, opposition to the use of IQ tests for
consequential school decisions grew from decade to decade up through the 1960s, by
which time few elementary or secondary schools used it for placement.
The proliferation of achievement tests continued in the 1920s, with major
development centers at Stanford (led by Terman), Teachers College, Columbia (led by
Thorndike), and Iowa (led by E. F. Lindquist). Mathematics, history, and other subjects
joined the list, along with attempts to measure character, personality, interests, and
preferences. Bibliographies and surveys catalogued hundreds of such tests from the 1920s
to the 1940s. In 1954 the Fourth Mental Measurements Yearbook described 4,417 tests,
of which about one-fourth were intelligence tests. Corporations grew up around the
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testing business. Test producers provided scoring aides, first through such mechanical
devices as stencils, then in the 1940s, machine scoring from IBM.42
Professional educators also spread the word, through books about testing,
conferences, articles and yearbooks. Two developments generated energy for the testing
enthusiasm: research bureaus and school surveys. City school districts and state
education agencies established bureaus of research, often staffed by recent graduate of
doctoral programs in the major test-producing universities. School surveys were
comprehensive studies of single school systems by a team of expert outsiders who
examined the organization, finances, physical plant, supervisory relations, teachers’
credentials, classroom methods, curriculum, and the achievement test score results of
students. The results were presented to the school board and staff; sometimes, depending
upon the contract, the reports were public.43
Not all the administrative progressives wholeheartedly supported the use of test
scores to rate educational success. Historian Tracy Steffes, who has studied the
development of school systems extensively, concluded that some of the discussions were
quite nuanced about the limitations of measurement, the possibility that it might crowd
out less quantifiable educational objectives, and other possible unintended consequences.
One critic warned, “There is a real danger that efficiency, having become a fetish, may be
pursued purely for efficiency’s sake.” Nonetheless, most administrators, on balance,
welcomed tests and surveys as scientifically valid ways to improve education. Leonard
Ayres reported in 1912 that 216 cities had established systems of student records to keep
track of their progress, an increase from only 29 three years earlier. Responding to the
charge that ”advocates of the scientific method aim to reduce all work in education to the
dead level of uniform precision,” Ayres said that, on the contrary, the aim was to provide
the appropriate education for each individual. This use of test scores to rate the
effectiveness of schools was an impulse of the early twentieth century system-builders; it
seems to have become submerged in the1930s, to be revived again in quite robust form,
after 1965, as we shall see.44
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Higher education and testing
Colleges were drawn in to the multiple-choice testing regime through
standardized entrance examinations. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
many colleges had their own entrance examinations. Some sent faculty members out to
certify high school programs in an effort to regulate quality. The College Board had been
established to develop standards and examinations for college entrance, and they began
administering written exams in various subject areas in 1916. In addition to these tests
they developed in 1926 a multiple-choice test designed to assess college readiness. This
test was a direct descendant of the Army Alpha intelligence test from World War I. Carl
Brigham, who worked for Yerkes during the military testing experiment, developed this
Scholastic Aptitude Test, essentially a more difficult version of the Alpha. Brigham was a
professor at Princeton and a eugenics enthusiast. Among his friends were Madison Grant
and other theorists of racial hierarchy. In his Study of American Intelligence (1923),
Brigham ranked three white races, the Nordic, the Alpine, and the Mediterranean, in
descending order of average intelligence. He concluded that because of the shifting
immigration patterns to the United States, the average American IQ was falling.45
Despite cautionary statements from the College Board about the Scholastic
Aptitude Test’s accuracy in predicting later performance, the SATs were clearly aimed
for a market seeking exactly that. As Nicholas Lemann points out, Brigham later had a
total change of mind and recanted his hereditarian beliefs. In a book significantly titled, A
Study of Error (1932), he argued that intelligence tests did not measure something
hereditary or properly associated with ethnicity. He tried to distance the SAT tests from
the IQ testing enterprise, and he opposed the formation of an organization to hasten the
spread of the SAT to the whole field of college admissions. He managed to slow it down,
but the machinery was in motion to market the SAT, and after Brigham’s death in 1943,
the mainstay of opposition was gone. The SAT became a major project of the College
Board and the new Educational Testing Service, established in 1947 with the support of
Devereaux Josephs of the Carnegie Foundation, Henry Chauncey of the College Board,
and James Conant, President of Harvard University. The iconic importance that SAT
scores assumed in admission to elite colleges, and the notion that it was an “aptitude”
test, not an achievement test, formed a shadow of IQ testing over the SAT. Conant
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actually thought that the SAT’s alleged independence from school learning was a virtue
since rich people got better schooling for their kids in elementary and secondary years,
and the SAT would tend to level the playing field. Generations of affluent people buying
test preparation to improve their children’s “aptitude” would prove the naiveté of calling
the SAT a measure of “aptitutde.” Nonetheless, the SAT and its eventual competitor in
the Midwest, the American College Test, became fixtures in higher education
admissions.46 This is not to say that there is no merit to the idea of a meritocracy. Many
students from non-affluent backgrounds have benefitted from strong performance on the
SATs. But the test came to have an IQ-like aura, the magic bullet of college admissions.
To the extent that the test in fact assesses the verbal and mathematical knowledge that is
privileged in privileged families, it was a flawed vision.
The Scholastic Aptitude Tests became very influential in college admissions.
They occupied a ground between intelligence tests and achievement tests. They retained
their prominence in college admissions longer than IQ tests, but their claim to measure
“aptitude,” rather than learned cultural content, increasingly came under fire on the basis
that they were class and racially biased. Despite efforts by Educational Testing Service to
address and diminish bias, many colleges in recent decades (830 four-year colleges by
2010) have de-emphasized the importance of the SAT’s in their admission process.47
Prelude to reform: The 1940s and 1950’s
World War II left the United States as a major world power, with a huge military
machine, a much larger and more active federal government, and an expanding education
system. High school attendance among 14—17-year-olds, which had been 32 percent in
1920, was 73 percent by 1940. 48 The percentage of students completing high school and
receiving diplomas rose apace. By 1950 high school graduation was the modal
experience of American youth. The logic of a differentiated high school curriculum
seemed ever more obvious. Higher education expanded, especially in the community
college sector. With increasing federal help, research expanded as well.
The rationale for testing and placement was longstanding and widely accepted. Of
course, there was debate and criticism. In an essay on “Five Decades of Public
Controversy Over Mental Testing” Lee Cronbach argued that the reception of testing
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critiques depended upon the zeitgeist, the conditions and predominant beliefs of the time.
Thus, Allison Davis’s criticism in the late 1940s, that educational testing was biased
against working-class students, got little traction. His complaint that working-class kids
had little exposure to the kind of vocabulary that it took to score well on school tests did
not have much of a constituency; the times were not right.49
By the late 1950s the international context of education reform became salient
again. In the late 1950s educational reform in the United States was energized by the
successful launch of the Soviet satellite Sputnik, which persuaded enough Congress
members and a reluctant President Eisenhower to support federal aid to elementary and
secondary education, embodied in the National Defense Education Act of 1958. The
evidence for this crisis was not test scores; that criterion had not been established yet.
Advocates for NDEA argued that Soviet superiority was obvious from the technological
achievement in space and that all Soviet children were exposed to a challenging school
curriculum full of advanced math and science. These views turned out to be exaggerated,
but they carried the day, with testimony in Congress by such luminaries as Admiral
Hyman Rickover of the U. S. Navy. The NDEA acknowledged the central role of testing
in U.S. schools by providing states with funds to help local school districts increase
testing and guidance, with an emphasis on finding the most talented children in America
and encouraging them to become scientists. While the NDEA had a Cold War origin, it
also resonated with the agenda of the administrative progressives of the early twentieth
century: emphasis on testing, guidance counseling, the identification of talent, and the
differentiation of curriculum.50
By the end of the 1950s testing had even more pervasive in educators’
professional culture and in the daily life of their schools, than it had been before the
Second World War. Research universities and publishers continued to produce new tests,
and James Conant’s book on The American High School Today laid out plans for the
“comprehensive American high school,” which proclaimed a meritocracy of students
who were chosen for more difficult or less difficult courses on the basis of academic
ability, but not kept strictly to a single “track” in all subjects. Conant was trying to
articulate the virtues of those already existing schools with the basic characteristics of the
“comprehensive high school.” This plan required expanded testing and counseling roles
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for the school personnel. This became a common theme at professional meetings and was
reinforced by the National Defense Education Act, which subsidized the development of
testing and guidance.51
Confidence in the “meritocracy” was soon to be questioned, however, by the
increasing civil rights concerns of the 1960s and beyond. Along with concern about
cultural bias of tests and their inequitable impact on different groups, there was a major
revival of the idea that program evaluation and accountability should focus on students’
results on achievement tests.
Testing and Civil Rights
The activist 1960s phase of the long civil rights movement brought much greater
concern for equity to the field of testing. This meant criticism of some tests but also a
contrasting pressure to do more targeted testing of different groups’ performance in order
to determine whether schools were serving students well or whether specific reformed
practices were working. Critiques about the disparate impact of many tests on students of
different economic classes or different race or ethnic groups had substantial impact,
leading to a further decrease in the use of IQ tests for placement, efforts to reduce or
eliminate cultural bias in other tests, such as the SAT, and restrictions on the uses of
various tests in educational settings, emanating both from courts and legislatures.
The focus shifted from equal opportunity to equal outcomes. A notable early step
was taken in employment law. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 included in its Title VII
provisions for fair employment practices; interpretations of Title VII in guidelines
produced by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in subsequent
years revealed a shift in the goal, from equal treatment to equal outcomes. The Supreme
Court endorsed this interpretation in a 1971 case, Griggs v. Duke Power Co., which
declared that EEOC’s rulings had the force of law and that the goal was to prevent
“disparate impact,” that is, a pattern in which the average scores among test takers from
one racial group are consistently lower than those from another group, which was
increasingly disallowed by courts, especially when the test content could not be proved to
be directly relevant to the job.52
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These guidelines and decisions spilled over into uses of tests in the education
sector. In the appellate court decision, Singleton v. Jackson Municipal Separate School
System (1969), the justices prohibited the use of tests to re-segregate black students
through tracking. In a parallel case dealing with special education, the Supreme Court
declared in Larry P. v. Riles (1972) the San Francisco schools could not use IQ tests for
placement of black students in special classes for the mildly mentally retarded. The tests,
said the Court, were not valid for this use. Thus began the demand that tests be
scientifically validated for the uses to which they were put. In the Education of All
Handicapped Children Act three years later, often referred to be its Public Law number
94-142, the Congress adopted and spelled out such validation requirements.53
The civil rights movement, then, led to many restrictions on the uses of tests.
Nonetheless, we know from studies of the testing industry that the purchase and use of
tests continued to rise sharply during these and subsequent decades. One reason is that
although civil rights advocates initiated critiques that led to restrictions on the uses of
tests, they also contributed to an increased emphasis on tests because of concerns about
the highly publicized gap in test scores between students of color and white students, and
between poor students and more affluent students. The achievement gap, then, led to
demands for less discriminatory tests but also for more equal results in the education of
all children. Reducing the achievement gap became an education goal from the 1960s to
the present, particularly on the part of the federal government. In many settings,
achievement scores by race-ethnic group became the leading factor in people’s judgments
about whether integration was working successfully; indeed, in some cases, closing the
achievement gap became a substitute for integration.54
This focus on test scores was reinforced by several factors, several of them
relating to accountability, not of students but of teachers, schools, and school districts.
This function of tests was nascent in some earlier practices, like the school surveys of the
early twentieth century, but the 1960s was a watershed from which many forms of
accountability flowed.
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The federal government and the birth of national assessment
When Francis Keppel arrived in Washington as the Commissioner of Education in
the Kennedy administration, he was frustrated to discover that the Office of Education
seemed to have no data about what was learned in schools. In October, 1963 he wrote a
friend that so far the OE “seems to have reported about almost everything except what
children learn.” He said, “with the understanding that it is in confidence,” he hoped to
build a “reporting system on quality of education in a form useful to local schools.”55 In a
1968 interview Keppel said that the Office needed not just numbers of teachers and
schools—the typical OE fare--but data on “what learners learned,” on the “quality of
institutions,” and on the evaluation of new programs. He realized that such an initiative
would “lead to outcries about Federal control over education,” so he went to his friend
John Gardner, president of the Carnegie Corporation, and asked him if he would explore
the issue and come up with a plan under which “you are not testing every kid . . . but get
a sample which will give us some benchmarks.” Gardner agreed.56
Gardner enlisted the help of psychologist Ralph Tyler, founding director of the
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford. Carnegie funded two
conferences. Then in August 1964 they established a standing Exploratory Committee on
the Assessment of Progress in Education. Over the next few years the Exploratory
Committee developed a model for the National Assessment of Educational Progress. It
featured matrix sampling (no individual would answer all the items), and was criterion
referenced (the nation’s scores would be compared to learning objectives regarding what
should be known in a subject, determined by committees of experts and other citizens),
with a mixture of multiple-choice and short answer items. 57
Keppel was right to think that the venture was controversial. As word of this
possibility circulated among school administrators, alarms bells went off. Writing in the
September 1965 issue of Phi Delta Kappan, Harold Hand, a University of Illinois
education professor, criticized the secrecy of the project and reasserted the criticisms he
had recently made at a meeting of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development. Hand argued that the national assessment program would make schools
compete with each other. Rating schools against each other would drive good teachers
away from teaching the lower achieving students, a “hideous consequence” for equal
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educational opportunity. Furthermore, national testing would lock districts into a single
curriculum, stifle local experimentation, and undermine local control. In the same issue,
Ralph Tyler made the first public report on the status of the project.58
The fact that the assessment had never been intended to produce scores for
individual students or schools only underlined the secrecy about which Hand complained.
In the same issue of the Phi Delta Kappan, the first public report on the Exploratory
Committee’s work, Ralph Tyler assured his readers that “no individual pupil, classroom,
or school shows up at all” in the planned assessments. It was designed only to show what
all the students in the nation, at a given age, can do in math, reading and numerous other
subjects, on average, and to give percentages for what percent of students were at various
levels of successful answers. He said the development of the test was moving slowly and
carefully, involving panels of teachers and other educators, and would be ready soon for
trial runs in selected districts. The committee had contracted with various research
organizations (American Institutes for Research, Educational Testing Service, and the
Psychological Corporation) to develop full-blown tests in different subjects.59
In August of 1965, one month after passage of the big Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA), Keppel answered a query from White House domestic chief
Joseph Califano about his priorities. At the top of his list was to “assess where we are in
education.” Evidence was “woefully lacking,” said Keppel. He admitted that it involved
“delicate problems.” “Many educators, perhaps even the majority, are dubious about any
kind of national testing” because it would suppress “imaginative teaching,” make unfair
comparisons “at the expense of the disadvantaged,,” and lead to “rigid” control of
curriculum by the federal government. Then he described the Carnegie exploratory work,
which would lead to ways of assessing progress without making unfair comparisons,
“measured in a fashion broad enough to give local freedom in managing the schools.”60
Further concerns made their way from Congress to the executive branch. In
September 1965 Keppel wrote in response to Senator Roman Hruska that the assessment
would only be a sample of schools and that no scores for individuals were possible. The
purpose was to judge whether education in the U.S. was improving. Although he had not
funded it, Keppel said, he had encouraged it, because he assumed that Congress would
expect “firm evaluative data concerning the educational programs being supported with
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Federal funds.” He enclosed Tyler’s recent article and a statement by the Exploratory
Committee laying out these policies and plans. In October, Under Secretary of Health,
Education and Labor (HEW) Wilbur Cohen sent a similar letter to Senate minority leader
Everett Dirksen, who had inquired on behalf of a distressed constituent. He said that the
Office of Education was not officially involved but hoped that the project would help the
Office of Education to report responsibly on federal programs in education. To do this
“merely by describing how the funds have been spent,” said Cohen, was insufficient.
“Real evaluation requires measure of how learning has increased as a result of programs.”
Cohen said that HEW stood firmly behind the principle of local control. He enclosed the
Exploratory Committee’s statement to be sure the constituent realized that not all students
were going to be tested.61
Despite these clarifications, national testing remained a flashpoint for those who
were concerned about local control. This had been, of course, a perennial theme in
American school governance, the sacredness of local and state control. It had been a huge
factor to be overcome in the passage of the National Defense Education Act of 1958,
overcome in part because of the visceral issues involved in Russia’s launching of the
Sputnik satellite. The effective coalition between conservative Republicans and
segregationist Democrats had frustrated federal aid advocates during the Kennedy
administration, calling upon the ready reservoir of popular belief in local control.62
In October 1965 U. S. News and World Report, the more conservative of the
three newsweeklies, mentioned the assessment plan as part of a pattern of federal
interference in education. In an article that was mainly about Keppel’s ill-fated attempt to
pressure Chicago into desegregation, the U.S. News editorial added that other cities were
scheduled for such investigations, and rumors flew that the Civil Rights Act was creating
federal pressures on textbook publishers to use more examples of minority group
members in their texts. Furthermore, a Congressionally-mandated questionnaire
connected with the ESEA was resisted by eight cities because it asked teachers and
students to answer questions like, “If you could have anyone you wanted for your close
friends, how many would be white?” And finally, said the editors, a second “testing
program,” the Carnegie-sponsored national assessment, “worries those who want the
Federal Government to keep its education activities to a minimum.”63
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During the coming year Keppel continued his attempt to get across the nature of
the national assessment. In February 1966, he spoke at the annual meeting of the
American Association of School Administrators in Atlantic City. On a panel, Keppel first
listened to Cincinnati’s Superintendent of Schools criticize the federal government for
expanding its programs without adequate funding or explanations. Then, in his
presentation, Keppel stuck to his agenda. He said that the federal government needed to
get “better information on the condition of education within the states.” He endorsed the
Carnegie effort to develop a national assessment, which, he said, was a “fact-finding,
rather than a testing program.”64
With the impetus of the big elementary and secondary bill behind him, Keppel
persuaded the Congress to go along with the assessment, now officially labeled the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). In 1968 the Office of Education
gave a grant to the exploratory committee to implement the development and
inauguration of NAEP, which was implemented in 1969—1970, under a contract to the
Education Commission of the States, a recently formed nonprofit organization
headquartered in Denver. In 1982, in a competitive process, the NAEP contract went to
the Educational Testing Service (ETS) in Princeton. Over the years, compromises and
changes were made. NAEP had begun by resolving to combine multiple-choice
questions with short answer and essay responses, but gradually they shifted
predominantly multiple-choice items. A second change that involved trade-offs was that,
under ETS, Item Response Theory (IRT) was developed and applied to the psychometrics
of the assessment. IRT was technically superior and efficient, but it reduced the items at
the very top of the difficulty range and at the very bottom, the emphasis being on items
that would discriminate between assessment subjects, more than inventorying a lot of
things that most students could do, or that most could not do. In 1988 Congress created
an oversight board for NAEP, called the National Assessment Governing Board, and
authorized the release of NAEP scores by state, a process deeply studied by both the
National Academy of Education and the National Research Council. Many assessment
experts resisted any further disaggregation of NAEP scores and especially argued that
using NAEP for individual student scores would compromise its value as a monitoring
device of learning in the states and in the nation.65
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Accountability as a major goal of assessment
Parallel to these efforts to establish a national assessment of educational progress,
at least three other developments pushed the idea of basing policy decisions upon
measurements of student learning: Robert Kennedy’s amendment to the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) requiring testing for accountability; the vogue in the
federal government to introduce cost-benefit analysis into policy evaluation; and the
signal influence of James Coleman’s 1966 report using achievement scores to assess the
influence of school resources and family variables on student learning.
Robert Kennedy’s accountability amendment
In the spring of 1965 the House of Representatives passed the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act,” under considerable pressure from the White House to move
swiftly. Then there was even more pressure for the Senate to pass the House version
without amendment, to avoid delay and debate in a conference committee. Senate Wayne
Morse of Oregon, the bill’s manager, attempted to implement this plan. But a feisty new
Senator from New York, Robert Kennedy, raised the issue of whether ESEA would
require districts to produce any evidence that its programs, particularly Title I
(compensatory education), worked effectively. This issue did not engage as many
Congress members as the other issues, but the debate was charged with electricity
because when Robert Kennedy was Attorney General in the Kennedy Administration, he
had been a thorn in Vice President Johnson’s side, and there was great tension in the
relationship. Even RFK’s friends thought that his constant public criticism of Vice
President Johnson’s performance as chair of the Committee on Equal Employment
Opportunity had been unfair and shabby.66
Now, as Senator Kennedy squared off for battle with the Johnson administration,
he drew on his experience as a member of President Kennedy’s Task Force on Juvenile
Delinquency. Various members of that task force had concluded that American public
schools were dysfunctional for poor and minority children and were thus part of the
problem, not part of the solution. That put Kennedy on a collision course with the
President, whose strategy was to pass the education bill now and fix its flaws later.
According to columnist Joseph Alsop, Kennedy consulted widely about urban education
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in preparation for this effort. Through his education aide Adam Walinsky, Kennedy
conferred with James Allen, commissioner of education in New York, President John
Fischer of Teachers College, Columbia, and other experts, as well as with education
advocates in the House of Representatives.67
Kennedy was on the Senate’s General Education subcommittee that held hearings
on ESEA. When Frank Keppel appeared as a witness, Kennedy asked him whether
schools were not part of the problem in educating the poor. Keppel replied, “I am sorry to
say that is true.” Indeed, a year earlier Keppel had told a national meeting of school
administrators that federal aid alone would not be enough to connect education and the
amelioration of poverty. It would take changes in local attitudes and local practices. “We
are simply not reaching hundreds of thousands of children who are now in our schools.”
We relegate children of the slums to a “lower order” by perpetuating terms like
“culturally deprived” and use these terms “as alibis for our failure” to educate these
children. “These children need the most skilled of teachers . . . the least crowded of
classrooms . . . the best of educational opportunity,” not the opposite. They need
“imaginative change from ways of teaching which do not work.” They need books that
“recognize their existence in our society.” Rising to fervent oratory, the Commissioner
had concluded, “When our judgment comes, let it be said that we gave the excellence that
was in us to these schools of poverty.”68
With equal fervor, Robert Kennedy now challenged Keppel. If we pour money
into this school system, he said, “which itself creates this problem, . . . are we not just in
fact wasting the money of the Federal Government?” As sympathetic as he was to this
point of view, Commissioner Keppel could not agree with that conclusion publicly. He
mustered instead a weak optimism, replying that school people were undergoing a “rapid
change in attitude.” Columnists Evans and Novak chortled, “The soft underbelly of
President Johnson’s much-praised program of aid to education is being attacked by none
other than the Senate’s most famous freshman.”69
Nonetheless, Keppel supported Kennedy’s desire for accountability. As we have
seen, he was determined to collect more information about student learning through a
national assessment. But in the case of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, he
was also sure that if an amendment requiring federal testing for all Title I schools were
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added to the legislation, it would doom it. A deal was struck. Keppel drafted an
amendment that would require districts to devise their own tests and to report the results
periodically to the state education agencies. In return, Kennedy agreed to the
administration’s request that the amendment be introduced, not by Senator Kennedy but
in the House of Representatives, so that the Senate could simply pass the House version
without changes, avoiding the delay of a conference committee. Representative John
Brademas of Indiana, who supported the ESEA but shared Kennedy’s skepticism about
whether Title I would work, introduced the accountability amendment in the House, and
it became part of the bill.70 This assessment provision was weakly drafted and weakly
enforced. In reality evaluations of Title I that included test scores were mainly performed
by research organizations or were done by the government through samples of districts.
A budgeting brainchild from the Pentagon:
Along with the faint beginnings of accountability requirements in Robert
Kennedy’s amendment to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, a second
development in the mid-1960s advocated accountability for results more generally across
the federal government. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara had instituted a budget
mechanism called “Planning—Programming—Budgeting System” (PPBS). Facing tough
budgets and rising costs of the War in Vietnam, President Johnson adopted it for all
government agencies in the summer of 1965. The essence of PPBS was to require
departments to arrange for independent budget and performance analyses for their
programs, so that at a higher level, budget makers would not have to rely solely upon the
requests and rationales of the program managers. Because McNamara was deemed to
have taken effective control of the massive Defense Department and its budget process,
the White House concluded that PPBS was the reason for his success. Joseph Califano,
the new domestic policy chief, had come to the White House only a few weeks before
President Johnson announced the required adoption of PPBS. Califano, who had served
the previous year as a Special Assistant to Secretary McNamara, was a firm supporter of
PPBS.
The decision to require PPBS from all departments had many critics. Its
implementation was tentative and confused. It ran as a parallel budgeting exercise,
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alongside the existing budget-setting mechanisms, and it remained on the margins. Five
years later, President Nixon cancelled the use of PPBS. Nonetheless, it had some lasting
effect by promoting the notion that agencies needed to evaluate programs and base their
budget requests on documented cost-benefit analysis. In an interview, Emerson Elliott,
the principle examiner of education programs for the Bureau of the Budget, recalled the
flurry of activity and White House pressure connected to PPBS. The input-output
emphasis was not solely the brainchild of Robert McNamara; various enthusiasts pointed
out that it was part of a larger, more gradual shift to focus on outcomes.71
Although that shift was widely embraced by policy analysts and critics of
programs, it encountered much opposition at the ground level. Laurence Lynn, who
chronicled the demise of PPBS, provides an epitaph for the program: “The birth of PPBS
was economic common sense. It died as political common sense.”72 Agencies did not
want to be responsible for the measured consequences of their programs, and they had the
power to resist. Still, the emphasis on outcomes became a central focus of policy
analysis, and it ultimately had some effects on policy-making and legislation.
The Coleman Report
A third influence that reinforced the emphasis on student outcomes was James
Coleman’s study, Equality of Educational Opportunity. Congress mandated this research
in the Civil Rights Act of 1964; its purpose was to explore inequality in the educational
opportunities of black and white students. Commissioner Keppel’s new in-house
statistical expert, Alexander Mood, insisted that the researchers look at educational
outcomes, not just resources of schools. Mood knew sociologist James Coleman’s work
in the statistical analysis of large-scale surveys. Coleman, then at Johns Hopkins
University, accepted Mood’s invitation to conduct the study, and he presented the full
report to the government within the scant two-year period allowed. 73
Coleman’s massive, statistical study of resources and outcomes in schooling was
a landmark in methodology and a potential bombshell in its implications for education
policy. The data for the report included background characteristics of students: family
variables, race, and region, school resources ranging from quality of facilities (for
example, existence and size of libraries, ample provision of texts), as well as the training

The Gordon Commission on the Future of Assessment in Education — http:// www.gordoncommission.org

Testing Policy in the United States: A Historical Perspective

Carl Kaestle

of teachers. The research also included a wide-ranging questionnaire about family
characteristics, student attitudes, and data on teacher quality. Finally, the Coleman
research gathered achievement scores. Almost 600,000 students participated, from 4,000
schools, both elementary and secondary.
Complex statistical procedures, beyond the understanding of most readers,
suffused the 700-page report. When the major findings finally emerged to public view,
they included the following: differences between the resources of schools attended by
white and black students were far less than anticipated and had a weaker relationship to
achievement scores than expected. The more salient variables associated with test scores
were: the preparation, verbal abilities, and confidence of teachers; the student’s family
background, including class and race; the social class of a student’s classmates; and
students’ convictions that they could control their fate.74
The Office of Education did not know what to do with the Coleman Report. Not
only was it difficult to comprehend, but its apparent implications were unwelcome to
liberal educators and school administrators alike. It asserted that most school variables
had little efficacy in improving achievement scores. This threatened not only support for
the new Elementary and Secondary School Act, but the longstanding belief that schools
were the agent of opportunity for all students. It suggested that spending resources on
schools was less important than previously believed. The report also seemed to suggest
that the impact of classmates on a student’s achievement was more driven by class than
race, which raised questions about the value of racial desegregation, an active priority of
the Office of Education, a priority that was encountering fierce resistance from the South
and some skepticism in the North.
Rightly concluding that hardly anyone would be able to read the actual report,
Commissioner Howe presided over a process of developing an Office of Education
summary. The result was highly influenced by those in the OE who were cringing about
the implications of the Coleman Report for school budgets and for integration. Thus they
ended up with a vague summary that dodged the most surprising and tough conclusions
of the larger report. Commissioner Howe also evaded the more controversial findings in
speaking to the press. In the end, the complex but nonetheless startling implications of the
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Coleman study had little immediate effect on the Office of Education and its programs, or
on the Johnson White House, or on Congress.75
However, the Coleman Report had a significant long-term effect upon the
education research community by boosting the relationship of quantitative social science
to policy analysis. In the short run it prompted a minor industry of criticism, commentary,
and further research by social scientists. Several of these critical studies either re-worked
the Coleman data or provided new empirical evidence on the relationship of school
resources to student learning. Arguing variously that Coleman either had used
inadequate statistical techniques or a flawed research design, subsequent studies
concluded that school effects were considerably greater than Coleman had estimated. But
these results were a long time coming, and were not available to the journalists and
government officials trying to make sense of the report at the time.76
In any case, the Coleman report dramatized the newfound emphasis on outcomes.
In the process, it shocked many people by the possibility that schools were less
efficacious than they wanted them to be. The importance of outcomes is a legacy that
lives today, however imperfect its results in practice. And the reduced expectation that
schools can solve social problems—even though Coleman may have underestimated
school effects—is a disquieting refrain in our education policy culture.
The 1970s
The Vietnam War had produced not only tragic loss of life and domestic political
turbulence but also budget pressures that curtailed domestic reform programs. With the
onset of a Republican administration, the enthusiasm for desegregation was tempered; the
White House sought new approaches in education reform. Nonetheless, the civil rights
movement fanned out and inspired the already existing momentum of rights movements
on behalf of women, language minorities, and children with disabilities, leading to
important initiatives and landmarks, notably: a series of Bilingual Education acts, starting
in 1968; Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments, which banned sex discrimination
in education programs receiving federal funds; and the Education of All Handicapped
Children Act of 1974 (widely known as “P.L. 94-142”), which encouraged maximum
feasible participation of children with disabilities in regular classrooms and required that

The Gordon Commission on the Future of Assessment in Education — http:// www.gordoncommission.org

Testing Policy in the United States: A Historical Perspective

Carl Kaestle

each special-needs student have an Individual Education Plan. These movements and
associated legal developments increased the amount and significance of testing, from the
tests used in classifying and placing special education students, to the tests demanded by
courts to assess equality of opportunity for students of color.
Beyond Title I’s compensatory education programs, the new emphasis on
reporting achievement test scores had some ill effects in the 1970s. The minimum
competency movement was fueled by unemployment, declining test scores on measures
of literacy and math skills, and publicity on the connections between joblessness and low
skills. High stakes tests put pressure on students facing the specter of failing a grade or
not graduating; but it also had the effect of dumbing down the curriculum by its emphasis
on multiple-choice tests and its focus only on minimum standards.77 The movement to
toughen high school graduation requirements by testing for basic skills was part of a
larger, growing movement for accountability of systems and of teachers as well as of
students. Like the minimum competency testing programs, this was a state-level
movement, partaking of the emphasis on outcomes that had its roots in the 1960s.78
Criticism of minimum competency testing did not quash the movement in the 1970s, but
in the 1980s it was absorbed or replaced by more comprehensive state-level reforms.
The early 1970s also brought a reminder that the debate about the relative impact
of inheritance and environment on mental ability was only sleeping, not dead. Arthur
Jensen revived it dramatically with his article “How Much Can We Boost IQ and
Academic Achievement,” which argued that a very high proportion of IQ was associated
with heredity rather than with environment. Citing differing average intelligence scores
by race, Jensen expressed doubt about the effectiveness of compensatory education for
low-achieving students of color.79
A flood of commentary appeared during 1970, and the debate continued with
Richard Herrnstein’s 1971 article “IQ” in The Atlantic Monthly. These and the various
responses demonstrate the durability of the debate despite the decline in the use of IQ
tests for high stakes in education. The critics argued, first, that the relative weight of
heredity and environment is difficult to estimate, and calculations depend upon numerous
arbitrary choices of statistical procedures, second, that the either-or nature of such
estimates overlooks the important role of interactions between genetic and environmental
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factors, and third, that for policy decisions about education, the relative weight is not
relevant.
There is no doubt that both heredity and environment affect mental traits, like
other traits. However, the meaning and nature of the tests themselves, as well as the
statistical methods used to interpret mental ability tests, and the connections made
between the findings and policy prescriptions are often questionable and emotionally
charged.80
The 1980s: A Nation at Risk?
During the 1980s much of the impetus of school reform (and thus attention to
achievement testing) moved from the federal government to the states. There was a
“push” factor and a “pull” factor. President Reagan eschewed an active federal role in
education and wished to devolve the initiative for education policy and reform onto the
states; at the same time, more governors were convinced that improved education was
critical to their states’ development. Education moved up on the governors’ priority lists.
Reform was driven by a shaky economy and prominent journalistic attention to declining
SAT scores and international comparisons. The famous Department of Education report,
A Nation at Risk (1983) trumpeted these anxieties about international economic
competition.81
The first reaction was to toughen high school graduation requirements, raise the
standards for admission to teaching education programs and urge tougher local school
conditions: more homework, stricter attendance rules, and the like. These tactics proved
ineffective, at least in the short run. In the assessment arena, much of the talk was about
excellence; simultaneously there was talk about back-to-basics. The governors, their chief
state school officers, and education specialists in state legislatures continued forging
state-level reform bills for increased salaries, more testing, better training, and tougher
standards. In several states, from the late 1970s to the early 1990s, there was a movement
to require tougher state oversight, district accountability, and state achievement testing
systems.82
President George Herbert Walker Bush, succeeding President Reagan in 1989,
showed interest in restoring more federal participation in partnership with the states. A
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“summit” of governors was held at Charlottesville, Virginia in 1989, calling for renewed
reform efforts. Some governors, notably Bill Clinton in Arkansas, were supporting state
education reform programs that would become the basis for a renewed entry of federal
action in the 90’s.
By the later 1980s, despite much reform activity, educators were concerned that
school reform was sputtering. In the Phi Delta Kappan, a monthly magazine widely read
by school professionals as well as researchers, Chris Pipho reported in June of 1987 that
policy makers in the states believed that the movement was experiencing “its slowdown,
its demise, problems of implementation, and lack of results.” Congress was concerned
that the advocates for Title I had never produced persuasive hard data about the
effectiveness of compensatory education programs. In the reauthorization of the law in
1988, Congress required states receiving funds to define the levels of achievement
students should attain and identify schools that were failing to meet those goals. Testing
had become not only the spur to reform but also one of the main instruments of reform. 83
Psychologist James Popham put forth an argument consistent with educators’
concerns that test results showed a school system with students at too low a level of
competence. He advocated measurement-driven instruction. Popham argued that teaching
to the test would be a good thing if the multiple-choice tests were well designed, well
explained, and “criterion referenced”—that is, the goals were set by the nature of the
content desired, not by national scores turned into norms. High-stakes tests would
improve learning. Arguing against that view, test expert Lorrie Shepard replied that the
data suggested little real improvement where such practices had been attempted, that the
kind of testing Popham advocated would inherently lead to teaching to the test in the
worst sense, with children drilling for test-savvy procedural ways to anticipate and
answer questions, and, more important, that relying exclusively on multiple-choice tests
fragments knowledge into small particles, consistent with behaviorism, long criticized as
leading to the learning of trivial factoids.84
This debate surfaced one of the most important anomalies in American testing.
Its central tool, the standardized, multiple-choice question, reflects a long-criticized
behaviorist psychology that is not consistent with our current education goals for all
children, critical reading, reasoning, and thinking. According to Howard Gardner, by the
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mid-1950’s the behaviorist framework “had begun to come apart.” Writing in the late
1980s, he concluded that “today the theoretical claims of behaviorism . . . are largely of
historical interest.” Still, the cognitive “revolution” that Gardner represented was not yet
well enough known and understood to transform thinking about teaching, learning, and
assessing. It had not penetrated mainstream concerns about test scores or to deflect the
impulse to use high-stakes multiple-choice tests to drive education reform.85
Nonetheless, by the end of the 1980s, cognitive science, with its more complex,
process-oriented view of learning and thinking, was established as a discipline.
University departments were re-formed or re-named, journals established, and
researchers had developed a robust body of work. On the curriculum development front,
the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics was sponsoring curriculum
development that reflected cognitive science concepts, namely “constructivist” models of
learning. Some states were beginning to experiment with alternative assessments like
portfolios. These were the harbingers of important developments in the early 1990s.86
The 1990’s
The early 1990s witnessed the development of two fresh, influential ideas in
school reform. One, standards-based reform, attracted a wide, centrist consensus and has
been the mainstream reform strategy since the 1990s. The other, performance
assessments, faced a number of daunting challenges. It has not become mainstream
practice but is a crucial factor in thinking about the relationship of American test history
to the reform of assessments as we move forward.
Standards-based reform (SBA) proposed that education systems (states, districts,
nations) should develop content standards and performance standards. Content standards
are learning objectives about what students should know and be able to do, specific to
different school subjects. These standards should not dictate the details of curriculum but
guide the creation of curriculum. Performance standards define what level and sort of
competence will be required for a given content standard at different grade levels, and
what scores will be labeled proficient, basic, or below basic. These standards would then
be aligned with assessments, teacher preparation programs, and professional
development.87
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Some advocates added opportunity-to-learn standards (OTL), to guarantee that a
student would not be penalized for getting a low rating on subjects upon which she had
not been taught. Advocates struggled with how to measure opportunity to learn; many
conservatives opposed OTL standards on the grounds that they would hopelessly delay
the implementation of the other standards. Others considered them a worthy idea but
infeasible in terms of measurement. OTL receded into voluntary and then inactive
status.88
Standards-based reform enjoyed wide, bipartisan support. It developed a centrist
consensus among reformers, state officials, Congress, and the Department of Education.
Its appeal lay in its promise of coherence; the reform would be “systemic,” its parts
“aligned.” Also, it promised to improve the goals of both excellence and equity. It would
raise average achievement across the board, and it would reduce achievement gaps
between rich and poor, as well as between race/ethnic groups.
The standards-based reform movement coincided with the advocacy of
performance assessments, a movement widely promoted by assessment experts and
school policy reformers. They aimed to develop assessments that more closely resembled
real-world demonstrations of skills and knowledge. Such an assessment concept was very
compatible with standards-based reform; indeed, if reformers hoped to realize the goal of
high standards and a thinking curriculum, the dominance of standardized, multiple-choice
tests would have to be reversed. Many of the people in the performance assessment
movement of the early 1990s were reacting against the contagion of teaching to the test
that resulted from placing high stakes on low-level, multiple-choice tests.89
Performance assessment contrasted with the early twentieth-century legacy of
multiple-choice achievement testing in several ways. It was more costly. Because more
complex thinking was to be assessed, it was more complicated to understand. It was new
and therefore threatened a long-established framework of standardization, scaling, norms,
reliability, validity, and other technical features of the existing test framework. Also, it
proposed to integrate assessments into the actual processes of teaching and learning. It
would redress the balance in the purposes of assessment, with less focus on “summative”
judgments for high stakes like grouping, placement and admissions, and more on
“formative” assessment, with an emphasis on interacting with the student in the
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instructional setting. That prospect would require much training and re-training of
teachers, and it would leave in doubt whether the performance assessments could be used
reliably to compare students and make other decisions about placement, credentialing,
and school accountability.
Nonetheless, the advocates of performance assessment did not initially see these
hurdles as insurmountable. The New Standards Project (NSP), under the direction of
Professor Lauren Resnick of the University of Pittsburgh and Mark Tucker of the
National Center on Education and the Economy at the University of Rochester, attempted
a revision of standards-based-reform that emphasized more diverse modes of assessment,
especially featuring performance assessment modes. Many in the standards movement
thought this approach would help schools to assess students’ higher-order skills, skills
needed for the twenty-first century workplace, better than the focus on multiple-choice
tests. NSP attracted 17 states and 10 large districts to try out the system. It was thus a
project of national scope, and it generated a large amount of teacher professional
development. Teachers were involved in creating the assessments as well as
implementing them.90
Performance assessment embodied principles shared by other assessment
reformers in the 1990s. Appearing under the name “authentic assessment,” “portfolio
assessment,” or “learner-centered assessment,” many advocates in the U.S. and elsewhere
advocated for assessments that were based more on real-life tasks, integrated into
students’ learning activities, and geared toward higher-level conceptual skills.91 Other
reformers called for assessments that resonated better with a student’s frame of reference,
including diverse interests and backgrounds. This was yet another challenge to the
national scope of standardized, uniform tests.92 The complexity of the new assessments
made them quite different from the assessments to which teachers and principals were
accustomed. And the substantial discussions about performance assessment heightened
educators’ consciousness that tests designed for particular purposes are often not well
suited to other purposes, an abiding and difficult assessment issue.
Some conservative groups criticized the New Standards Project. More important,
some education researchers emphasized the poor reliability of evaluations of students’
work in such modes as portfolios, exhibitions and extended written work. Furthermore,

The Gordon Commission on the Future of Assessment in Education — http:// www.gordoncommission.org

Testing Policy in the United States: A Historical Perspective

Carl Kaestle

some said, the New Standards assessment process did not have as much transformative
effect on teaching and curriculum as had been hoped. Although the Congressionally
mandated National Council on Education Standards and Testing endorsed many of the
principles embodied in the New Standards Project, they gained marginal traction in
practice. The NSP waned.93
Vermont provides an illustration of the obstacles. Vermont is a small state; as of
1990 its districts had the predominant role in education governance. There was no state
assessment program. A new state superintendent of public instruction, Richard Mills,
became interested in performance assessment and the New Standards Project. Traveling
the state from border to border, he skillfully persuaded the districts to consider a move
toward state testing, adopting the New Standards Reference Exam state-wide and
implementing a system of portfolios. According to teachers, this proved to be well-liked
and useful for diagnostic purposes; however, ratings by independent judges of the same
piece of work were not very consistent, so the assessment results were not very
“portable.” Pressure for more traditional tests came when Vermont’s Supreme Court
mandated an equalization process across districts and demanded traditional evidence of
achievement to compare districts. We note again that there is an equity side to the support
of standardized normed tests to identify underperforming districts ill-serving poor or
minority children.94
Rick Mills departed Vermont to become New York State’s chief state school
officer, and there he repudiated portfolios as having been a failed experiment. Mills’s
predecessor had granted 28 districts in New York State waivers to substitute portfolios
for standardized tests. When Mills discontinued these waivers, the Daily Gazette of
Schenectady enthusiastically supported Mills’ decision, arguing that such innovations
were an attack on factual knowledge and objective standards.95
The powerful factors of economy, tradition, and accountability kept performance
assessment and the testing of higher-order cognitive processes at the margins of the
standards-based reform movement. Various groups tried to model and advocate high
quality standards and assessments, notably ACHIEVE, a non-profit organization that was
founded in 1996 and included among its prominent members governors, corporate
executives and education policy makers. Nonetheless, as Lorrie Shepard wrote, although
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“it may seem odd that the excellence movement, with its aversion for low standards, did
not provoke a more thorough reexamination of the kinds of tests used to lead as well as
measure the reform. . . even the new tests adopted in the mid 1980s were predominantly
multiple-choice basic skills tests.”96
Meanwhile, when President Bill Clinton entered the White House in January
1993, he was determined to re-establish a strong federal role in education. He had been
active on behalf of education in Arkansas and was one of the leaders of discussions about
education reform in the Education Commission of the States. Now he championed
standards-based reform at the federal level. With Clinton’s Secretary of Education,
Richard Riley, and Riley’s deputy, Marshall Smith, one of the chief theorists of
standards-based education reform, the administration devised a bill called “Goals 2000,”
which aimed to require states to develop standards and submit them for approval by a
national council. The aim was to monitor the proposals for high quality but to encourage
the states to develop different approaches and goals. The federal oversight features of
Goals 2000 came under attack when a rejuvenated Republican Party came to power in the
Congress after the elections of 1994. Before the Goals 2000 plan could be put into
motion, Congress in 1995 abolished the national council that was designed to approve
state standards.
The Clinton administration continued to press for standards in an advisory,
partnership mode, while they used the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act to require states to evaluate Title I schools more rigorously, an initiative
that met very slow compliance by the states. In its second term, Clinton education
officials floated a proposal to have a Voluntary National Test and were again stopped by
Republican opposition. There was considerable support to develop standards-based
programs and continue education reform programs in many states, but little support for
federal oversight. With regard to the ambitious education goals of Goals 2000, to raise
average achievement and to narrow achievement gaps across class and racial lines, David
Cohen and Susan Moffitt have provided a compelling argument that the political will and
the resources were insufficient at all levels, federal, state and local, to have substantial
success with the Title I mission. With regard to assessment, the pressure on districts to do
more testing, generated by both the federal and state education agencies, certainly
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succeeded in increasing the amount of testing. Whether the tests reflected more learning
differed across states and was a matter of continual debate.97
Into the Twenty-First Century
Like Bill Clinton, George W. Bush came to the White House determined to guide
standards-based reforms from the federal level. This departed from his conservative
base, but his involvement in education reform in Texas gave him determination.
Dissidents in his party were mollified or pushed back, partly because they knew and
appreciated the fact that he would implement conservative policies in other aspects of
federal involvement. With the tragedy of September 11 as backdrop, the Bush
administration skillfully got through the Congress the No Child Left Behind Act. They
did so partly by negotiating the collaboration of liberal Senator Edward Kennedy, who
saw the co-sponsorship as a way to insure more adequate funding for Title I and to
implement the reporting of achievement scores disaggregated by class and race-ethnic
categories of students. The law established an accountability system that had more
negative sanctions than those of the Clinton administration. Definitions of satisfactory
yearly progress were required; sanctions ultimately threatened “reconstitution” of a
school, which could involve dismissal of principals or teachers, and, in any case, set the
goals so implausibly high, that as many as half the school districts in the country would
eventually be deemed failing. This caused much criticism, yet the NCLB regime survived
both terms of the Bush administration, partly because of the strong centrist bipartisan
history of the standards-based reform movement, which includes persistent support from
civil rights advocates.
The civil rights aspect of SBR focused on the promise of more resources to
underperforming schools and the disaggregation of achievement scores by race and class,
in order to pinpoint pockets of underachievement across and within schools. Thus the
provision in No Child Left Behind for frequent administration of achievement tests, the
disaggregation of scores, as well as the negative consequences that flowed to districts that
did not improve, were vigorously supported not only by Rod Paige, President Bush’s first
Secretary of Education, but also by such civil rights stalwarts as William Taylor
(executive director of the Citizens Commission on Civil Rights) and Christopher Edley
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(director of the Harvard Civil Rights Project, now dean, University of CaliforniaBerkeley Law School).
The Obama administration declared the NCLB sanctions unreasonable and
unproductive. The Department of Education gained a windfall influence over states and
districts because of the financial collapse of 2008. The government’s rescue operation
provided a large stimulus package to the Education Department, which allowed the new
Secretary to construct a “Race to the Top” that provided extra federal funds to states that
complied with administration priorities about creating more charter schools and having
teacher pay determined partly by student achievement test scores. In addition, states had
to produce elaborate new systems of professional development, plans to save failing
schools, and commitments other reform priorities. Lacking the political capital to mount a
successful new education bill in the first term, the Department worked to minimize the
consequences of NCLB sanctions through waivers to the states, in return for promises of
reforms that would improve the test scores of disadvantaged students.
Despite the differences between the George W. Bush and the Barack Obama
approach to the federal role in education, some common elements persist: both assume a
framework of standards-based reform, and both see the federal government in a strong
position of oversight. It will take time before a judgment can be made about the success
of the Obama version of this reform. Myriad problems exist. Does the country have the
political will to substantially reduce gaps in achievement levels? Do the players at each
level have the capacity—the know-how and resources—to do the job? Can schools
eradicate disadvantage without more broad social and economic reforms? In the
meantime, is the emphasis on scores in basic reading and arithmetic narrowing and
“dumbing down” the curriculum of the schools?
Reflections
One of the lessons from the past is that the now-traditional framework for
standardized tests has tremendous staying power due to its economy, familiarity, and its
seeming relevance to accountability of teachers and systems, plus the pervasive uses of
standardized tests for the admission, classification, placement, and certification of
students. Nonetheless, the performance assessment movement was very widespread and
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raised very serious questions about the current emphasis in assessment on standardization
and accountability and about the tension between this century-old framework and what
scholars and classroom educators know about how children learn and develop.
Furthermore, the tremendous federal emphasis placed on tests in reading and math in the
No Child Left Behind system has generated widespread frustration and opposition to
excessive testing, test preparation, the narrowing of the curriculum through the focus on
reading and math, and the fragmenting of knowledge represented by multiple-choice
tests.
These qualms are not limited to academic experts but are widespread among
teachers. In a passionate and moving opinion piece in the New York Times, Claire Needell
Hollander recounted the emotional and perceptive reactions of students from
disadvantaged circumstances in her reading enrichment classes in a New York City
middle school. A reading specialist, Hollander designed these classes to give her kids the
familiarity with literature that might help them survive and thrive in the more academic
high schools of New York. But recently she has experienced ever-increasing pressure to
abandon such literary offerings as Macbeth, Of Mice and Men, Raisin in the Sun, and
Catcher in the Rye to drill students for the New York reading exams. Researching those
tests, she found that among 600 multiple-choice items only one referred to a literary work
of any kind.
She cannot prove whether her enrichment classes improve the students’ reading or
not. Some improved, others did not. But the reading tests are squeezing literature out of
the curriculum, says Hollander, and they only ask questions about sentences that are
complex but are empty of emotion and devoid of social problems. Thus, “we are sorting
lower-achieving students into classes that provide less cultural capital than their already
more successful peers receive in their more literary classes and depriving students who
viscerally understand the violence and despair in Steinbeck’s novels of the opportunity to
read them.” She pleads for the termination of standardized, culturally sanitized tests that
are smothering the tradition of teaching literature in the schools. She recommends more
extended written work, and evaluations which, however more subjective, would make the
assessment more meaningful for teachers and students alike.98
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The Common Core:
Among the conditions required for states competing in the Race to the Top
competition for federal funds was that participating states had to join multi-state consortia
to develop assessments. Various small and large consortia popped up, but the dominant
group was supported by the National Governors’ Association and the Council of Chief
State School Officers. They proposed a set of standards and matching assessments called
the Common Core. Participation in these consortia raised obvious questions about the
traditional control of curriculum by the individual states and districts. The usual fear
about federal control—that the federal government would be dictating the content of
schooling to local districts—was alleviated to some degree by the fact that the Common
Core was proposed and developed as a set of national, not federal, standards and
assessments, although the process was obviously initiated through federal pressure. Still,
the governors and chief state school officers chose the people who are developing the
standards and assessments, and many educators from the states are participating in those
developments. Furthermore, any state can opt out if they are willing to forego the federal
funds. (At the time of this writing, five states had not joined.)
In many states, people voiced the traditional opposition to incursion on state and
local control, but a growing number of administrators, researchers, and policy makers had
come to see the economy of scale in the process of states banding together to develop
complicated standards and assessments. The convictions of such educators, plus the lure
of federal funds in a time of stressed budgets, carried the day. Their faith is that the states
collectively have the capacity to create and implement first-class standards and
assessments, while the states individually have uneven capacity to do so. As a result, the
participating states are implicitly agreeing to modify curriculum and teacher training to
conform to the Common Core program.99
The leaders of Common Core aspire to first-rate education and first-rate
standards. Yet many of the assessments best suited to higher-order thinking and
reasoning processes either require much more testing time or computer assisted
administration, both of which have aroused practical complaints in the districts and states.
The Common Core assessment programs were still in development as this essay was
written. It will take several years before we can judge the usefulness and success of the
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Common Core in general and the two main assessment systems from which states are
choosing. The current debates reflect persistent tensions between formative and
summative assessment, between getting information that can help improve teaching and
learning, which takes more testing time and more difficult rating processes, and getting
information about how “much” students have learned, which risks diminishing the
assessment of higher-end capacities needed for a twenty-first-century education 100
Lessons from history?
History cannot predict the future, nor tell us with any certainty what policy
options to choose. But it can trace the origins of important ideas and explore the reasons
why some get deeply embedded in educational practice and why some do not.101 Here,
then, is a recapitulation of the larger historical generalizations one can draw from the
history presented in this essay.
First, this is not a simple story of right and wrong, of bad folks and good folks. It
is a complicated struggle between competing values. This essay has emphasized the costs
involved in having such a central focus on standardized multiple-choice tests of basic
skills. But there are important equity goals and accountability goals that are served by
pinpointing who is doing well, among individual students or across groups of students, or
in comparing teachers or schools. The solution must lie in some new balancing of modes
and uses of assessments.
Second, there is a great disjunction between our stated goals of higher-order
thinking, learning how to learn, student-initiated learning, and cultural diversity on the
one hand, and the focus of testing today on basic skills and standardized, multiple-choice
assessments. The aspiration to teach all students high-level literacy and numeracy and the
ability to think critically was a new, unprecedented idea in the history of education,
originating after World War II in the United States and elsewhere. It is a grand,
challenging hope. One significant obstacle is learning driven by standardized, multiplechoice tests.102
Third, the present testing practices have powerful support because standardized
test scores have become a metric for what a good education is, and thus their usefulness
in placement, accountability and program evaluation. They are powerful because
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standardized, multiple-choice tests are less costly and more efficient compared to the
more complex, more subjective and higher-level assessments. Furthermore, there is
widespread popular belief in the priority of factual knowledge as the proper and primary
goal of schools, a belief that is shared by many people who themselves have had very
elegant liberal educational experiences.
There are a number of other important developments in the history of
assessments, not all of them detailed in this paper. The uses of tests have changed over
time. Nineteenth-century tests related primarily to individual students’ abilities and the
consequences attached to those judgments, with a minor role in rating teachers or
schools’ effectiveness. Gradually these functions melded with, and to some degree were
overshadowed by, ratings of schools’ performance, states’ performance, and the
effectiveness of programs. Many technical and technological changes have occurred in
the conception, construction and uses of tests: from machine scoring, to item response
theory, to elaborate discussions about the concept of validity, and, more recently, rapidly
multiplying possibilities for computer assisted assessment. The basic concept of
intelligence has undergone great change in mainstream discussions: from a widespread
hereditarian view that saw IQ as a permanent, unitary feature of an individual’s mental
capacity, to a mainstream view that, while heredity is still a contributing component of
initial intelligence, mental abilities are malleable and multiple. When Richard Herrnstein
and Charles Murray’s book, The Bell Curve (1994), revived visions of high IQ whites and
Asians barricaded against increasingly low IQ low-income, largely minority people, and
urged policies discouraging child-bearing among the poor, it caused another very public
debate but could not reverse the change in public opinion that had occurred over the
decades.103 Amidst all of these changes, one continuity stands out: the dominance of
multiple-choice, standardized tests has not changed in a century of testing practice.
The current moment in assessment reform
Current assessment reforms promise new and creative ways to integrate
assessment with teaching and learning, update assessment practices to comport with what
we now know about learning and about the potential of digital tools for learning and
assessment. These could contribute to a richer, more active, more thoughtful, more
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individualized, and more cross-cultural education for our children. But because these
assessment reforms are also more costly, because they are more difficult for lay people to
understand, and because they challenge not only the current relationship between
assessment and learning but also the dominance of accountability, the advocates of such
reforms will have to develop concrete descriptions of what is possible, why it is
important, and why it is urgent that such changes be made.
Those descriptions must be accessible to educators who are not experts in
assessment. They should make a clear argument about how a new system of assessments
can address the currently dominant goals of accountability of staff and systems as well as
the processes of admission, classification, placement, and certification of students. On the
other hand, the reform must be strong enough and sufficiently thorough to displace the
negative, dysfunctional features of current testing practice: the pervasive attention to
accountability, the fragmentation of knowledge, the focus on low-level skills, the
narrowing of curriculum, the stifling of creative teaching, the indifference to the cultural
and life-experience frames of individual students, and the diminution of active
participation of students in their education.
Hopeful signs:
As a historian and a consultant to the Gordon Commission on the Future of
Educational Assessment, I am certainly not the person to make such an argument. The
distinguished chair, co-chair, and members of the commission will make it. But having
observed their progress to date, I am convinced that we are at an important moment,
hopefully an auspicious moment, in the history of assessment. I believe that a persuasive
argument can be made for reform. I say that despite the evidence presented in this essay
about the durability and pervasiveness of current testing practices and the difficulties
encountered by proposals for performance assessments over the past twenty-five years.
During the first dozen years of the 21st century, many strong contributions to
support such a reform have been made. As the century began, the National Research
Council’s Committee on Developments in the Science of Learning (1999) surveyed the
key contributions of the cognitive revolution in learning theory, of brain science, and of
research on effective teaching in the disciplines. The National Research Council’s
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Committee on the Foundations of Assessment (2001) surveyed what was at stake and
urged a shift to multiple sources of assessment, more local and less external assessment,
strengthening the cognitive coherence across curriculum, instruction and assessment, and
many other elements of a reform direction. Scholars like Michael Martinez have helped
to redefine intelligence in a humane and creative direction.104
Many other signal contributions could be mentioned. Many advances have been
made in computer assisted instruction and assessments involving higher level skills,
collaborative work, and other rich activities. Excellent and detailed papers have been
written for the Gordon Commission. Finally, there now exists a detailed model of how a
comprehensive argument can be made for a specific program of assessment reform. In
“An American Examination System,” Lauren Resnick and Larry Berger address the
problem, their solution, its relationship to the Common Core Standards, the uses of
assessments in their system for both formative and summative purposes, cost factors, the
uses of technology, and other issues. Whether all the specifics are just right, or will gain
sufficient consensus, is not the point. The point is that the Resnick-Berger prospectus
provides a model for how the argument can be constructed.105
Assessment practices we have inherited, and which are deeply embedded in our
education system, are out of date, and they are out of step with our best educational
aspirations. We can use this history to apply our knowledge, not just our traditions, to the
future.
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