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Michelle,

I definitely understand the problems with standardized testing.  I don't remember if it was in the book or if one of our classmates brought this up, but it isn't uncommon these days to have students in high school who have 4 or 6 years of education total - if they have any at all.  For a person who moves here from another country, speaking a different language and steeped in a different culture, it's difficult to do well on standardized tests, especially in the beginning.  The same goes for people who were born here but have a very different culture in the home from that in the school.

The thing is, we have to consider what it is the standardized tests are supposed to do.  Are they intended to measure intelligence, or are they intended to measure achievement of educational outcomes?

It is my opinion that they measure educational outcomes.  Some people may act as if the test scores correlate with intelligence, but it isn't right that they do so.  In fact, the use of standardized testing alone has been discredited as a method of evaluating children for the gifted & talented program.  Proper GT assessment may include some kind of test, but also includes input from the parents and teachers and observation over a period of time by the assessor.

Most teachers do not object to using national, state, and local goals/standards/objectives for lesson planning.  So why object to teaching according to TAKS objectives?  I don't see how that is different.

I think "teaching to the test" is not the real objection.  As my friend Mrs. G. (a teacher I interviewed for this week) said, when they "taught to the test" what they were actually doing was teaching language arts skills, math skills, writing skills - the same exact things they taught before the test came along.  The only difference was an awareness that the children would be taking a state test on those topics.

I think the real objection is to the pressure teachers and administrators feel to produce high average test scores.  

As I have pointed out in other posts, if we were to oversimplify the "sides" in this issue to "educators vs. the public," the "public" has a tendency to say, "Student achievement has deteriorated; at the same time, teaching methods have changed.  Ah ha!  The new teaching methods are at fault!"  But new teaching methods are not the only variable.  For example, immigration has increased exponentially, bringing in many more students who lack the language skills and educational background to succeed at the grade level for their age.  Single-parent households are much more common, bringing many more students whose busy mothers can't give them all the educational support they'd like. 

Given these and other variables, it is unfair for the "public" to make educators the scapegoats for poor student outcomes.  Nevertheless, the pressure is there, so teachers rightly feel frustrated by the situation.

I think we can find some solutions to these educational problems, given enough time and ingenuity.  But as far as "teaching to the test" goes, I think that has become a potentially harmful phrase.  It is strongly invested with emotion, and when it is repeated and passed on from teacher to teacher, I believe the meaning changes.  Some may recognize that the real problem is teacher scapegoating.  However, I have talked to teachers who use that phrase to mean that they dislike teaching TAKS objectives.  I think this is an unfortunate point of view.  After all, I don't see anything wrong with teaching children language skills, math skills, etc.  

Unless we focus on the true problems in education, we won't find effective solutions.  

If we were to say that the fact of having standards was itself the problem, and decided the solution was to do away with standards altogether, we wouldn't be doing our kids and society any favors.  Student outcomes would simply continue to deteriorate - we'd just be smiling and saying it was just fine for our kids to achieve far below their potential.

If, however, we recognize that the real problem is that our current educational structure doesn't fit the needs of the student population, then we can work to find ways to better serve the student population.  If we can meet their needs, we can then improve student outcomes.  That's good for everyone.

- Kerri


