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Merely uttering “standardized test” transports some of us back to teenage days, wiping sweat off our brows with No. 2 pencils before it cascades onto a Scantron. Now critics decry modern incarnations of such tests as the old product in new packaging. They say high-stakes tests inhibit students’ self-esteem because they are too consequential if graduation hopes hang on the score. But it doesn’t have to be that way.

Critics such as Deborah Meier assert good tests cannot be written so the entire concept of standardized testing must be scrapped (2002). She sarcastically wonders: “Wouldn’t it make our jobs easier if we could find a way to measure everyone against an absolute standard of what it means to be well educated?” (p. 190). She rails against the possibility of “a standardized one-size-fits-all test,” questions how “teachers could unashamedly teach to such a test” and doubts students could “succeed at this test” (p. 191). Even if the above stipulations were true, she argues, “the idea that such an instrument should define our necessarily varied, and at times conflicting, definitions of being well-educated is – worse still – undesirable” (p. 191).

It’s easy to understand why Meier opposes standards so passionately. Poor execution on the part of testing states has led to misarticulated standards or shoddy exams, which fail to test for desired characteristics. Stuart Yeh says standards are only valid if they test real-world skills such as critical thinking rather than regurgitation of rote knowledge (2001). Matthew Grandal and Jennifer Vanek believe raising standards means raising achievement, but those standards must be clearly articulated (2001). In short, better standards will beget better tests will beget better students.

Yeh endorsed a four-prong plan to replace teaching for rote recall with instruction that “should ask students to make and assess arguments,” skills he suggests are invaluable “whether we are educating children to be electricians or astrophysicists” (p. 17). Yeh said exams should not test students’ knowledge of facts and formulas, but supply evidence to be used to make or support inferences or deconstruct counterarguments. Secondly, since adolescents mature at varying rates, Yeh recognizes we all learn and process information differently, so the above must lend itself to alternative interpretation. He also expects students to explain how their answers would change if alternate evidence is presented. But primarily, test “questions should elicit content knowledge that is worth learning” (p. 14).

Gandal and Vranek narrow Yeh by advocating the removal of jargon from standards. They advance a belief that “imprecision is a recipe for uneven teaching and unequal learning” (p. 8). If administrators don’t understand what’s to be taught, how can they show their teachers? If the teachers are confused, won’t students share their bewilderment? On the kind of exam they would endorse, there would be no surprises because “if it’s not in the standards, it shouldn’t be on the test” (p. 9). Gandal and Vranek believe the tests should be as rigorous as the curriculum and should become increasingly challenging in each successive grade. They also advocate failing students be allowed to retake the tests, specifically if they can receive targeted help in the areas they failed. However, that won’t be possible unless teachers and students receive adequate feedback. They revealed that only four states send teachers information on how their students scored on every multiple-choice item; only nine remit students’ graded essays.


In summary, it’s easy to accept the criticism of those in Meier’s camp, who say tests drive instruction. However, the best way to improve education is to write better tests and teach to them.

One of the No Test camp’s most prevalent anti-standard assertions – the standards are set too high – is an affront to educators everywhere. When Meier sat on the New York Regents advisory board, she was shocked by a health education exam for 12-year-olds demanding students demonstrate coping strategies for death and the loss of a friend. Agreed, most adults struggle with those issues, but this test seems more geared toward the abstract thought Piaget discussed in his formal operational stage (Rice and Dolgin, 2002, pp.36-37). Most tests pander to the concrete operational stage, which is fine for children under the age of 11, but not for fully functional adolescents.

Meier also cited a California exam, which demanded five-year-olds “research art genres (e.g. landscapes, seascapes, portraits), name an artist who worked in the genre, describe the artist’s work, and then create an artwork that reflects the genre” (p. 192). Clearly, those tests do not fit into the above model of clear, age-specific exams.

Although Gandal and Vranek would likely find the above examples to be indicative of the poorly written exams they hope to eradicate, they clearly endorse the belief that “the more we expect from children, the more they will achieve” and “our expectations have been too low for too long” (p. 6). Their research is replicated in public opinion. Citing an August 2000 national poll, raising academic standards appealed to 80 percent of parents and non-parents; three out of four adults feel fourth-graders should pass reading and math tests for promotion regardless of their grades in class; two out of three feel high school students should take an exam to receive their diploma; and 70 percent think tests will either identify those in need or focus students on the material.

Meier notes that covering the material on an average state’s standard list would require nine more years of schooling, using it as an anti-standard argument. That doesn’t tell me standards are too high; that tells me the pace of education is too slow. 

Donald Gratz, who thinks standards are too high, believes forcing children to learn more at earlier ages will increase the dropout rate, which he notes is antithetical to the proposed goal of standards (2000). 

Similarly, Meier worries higher standards for high school graduates will decrease the number of students entering college, noting if you hold a child back twice his odds of graduating fall below one percent. But look at the opposite perspective, 80 percent of today’s eighth-graders will attend college immediately after receiving their diplomas, but one-third of them (and half in high-poverty areas) will have to take remedial reading, writing and math before acclimating themselves to college-level work, according to Gandal and Vranek.


Therefore, pro-testers such as Ivy Main want diplomas to be viewed “as prizes won with effort, not as certificates of good attendance,” (Main, 2000, p. 74). As a lawyer and mother of two, she supports high standards as a means of allowing students to maximize their potential. She contrasts her older daughter, a high achiever, with her younger, who battles a reading disability. She praises the Virginia SOL test for identifying her little one’s condition. Now “her teachers deal with it year by year, with the SOL tests as checkpoints, rather than see her get by and receive a meaningless diploma” (p. 74).

But Meier and others who oppose standards suggest that teaching to the tests erases important parts of curricula by streamlining the breadth of lessons. She fears the elimination of “vague goals like ‘weighs evidence’ or ‘writes with style’ because they are harder to evaluate objectively and therefore harder to teach. Furthermore, subject areas that can’t be tested in standard fashion (e.g. music or dance) are “driven out of the curriculum” (p. 195).


Similarly, Gratz fears standards remove too many key ingredients of education. Schools doing away with recess to maximize classroom time and “downplaying children’s need to play, to be active, to experiment and to develop socially and physically … may [produce] children who are physically unfit, mentally uncreative and socially inept” (p. 686). Citing a 50 percent increase in obesity in children and youth, he thinks standards have replaced students who are well-rounded academically with children who are well-rounded physically. He fails to consider the rise in computer and video games, a decrease in student participation in sports because they are living Internet fantasies or simply the fact that America has been consumed by the caloric cancer that is fast food.


Furthermore, streamlining curriculum may sound limiting, but a wider curriculum hasn’t been the answer. Even if it was, adolescents in particular have an overriding need for acceptance (Rice and Dolgin, 2002, p. 156) so normalizing lessons would put teens on common ground with other students not just within their own school, but those they meet from other districts as well.

Gandal and Vranek wrote: “the approach some states have taken – to include everything a student could learn in a subject to avoid offending anyone – simply does not work” (p. 8). Also, if test-makers employed Yeh’s strategy, they would not have to cut much out of the curriculum because the test could focus teachers “on teaching critical thinking rather than the universe of items that students might otherwise be asked to recall” (p. 12).

Gandal and Vranek found another benefit to common curricula: teachers within and without a school could build cooperative lesson plans. Meier rails against standards allowing teachers to “script teaching down to a lesson for every day of the year, each corresponding to a set of potential test questions” (p. 195) but that is a simply more efficient use of classroom time.

Comically, Main identifies the fundamental irony in standards. Schools only need them until the students perform at such a high level, testing becomes obsolete:

In an ideal world, standards would not be necessary. Gifted educators who teach to every learning style would push every child to reach his or her potential. Competency tests would be superfluous because by the end of high school, every child would pass them. (p. 74)

However, that’s why Utopia is the Greek word for nowhere. While Main shares the goal of parents and teachers “to protect their kids from failure,” she notes “to a student who tries, fails, tries again and finally succeeds, there’s no sweeter victory … Let’s give them a chance and see what our students can do” (p. 74).


In conclusion, testing is a flawed, but improvable vehicle that can be tweaked to optimally prepare students for graduation and life outside a classroom. Higher standards mean better educated students because it makes students accountable for their studies, teachers for their lessons and schools for their adherence to policies that raise the bar. Standards are not evil, nor are they cure-alls. However, they are palpable tools in the building of a better educational system for adolescents.
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