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EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT
TESTING: CRITIQUES AND
REBUTTALS

RICHARD P. PHELPS

Fallacies in critiques of educational achievement testing are so numer-
ous that an entire book could be written about them alone. Indeed, an entire
book already has been written about them: Defending Standardized Testing
(Phelps, 2005a). It includes separate chapters from four of the current volume’s
contributors—Kurt Geisinger, Ron Hambleton, Stephen Sireci, and me—as
well as other testing experts. Defending is an excellent resource, and there is
no cause to replicate it here. Instead, in this chapter, [ focus on several falla-
cies that were not included in the earlier text. For interested readers, Table
3.1 lists many of the educational achievement testing fallacies dissected in
Defending Standardized Testing and elsewhere, along with citations to expert
rebuttals to those fallacies. Still more point—counterpoint can be found in
chapter 2 of another book, Kill the Messenger: The War on Standardized Test-
ing (Phelps, 2003). Citations to some of the many sources of the fallacies are
included in these other two books.

The views expressed here are the author’s own and not necessarily those of ACT, Inc.
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TABLE 3.1
Selected Testing Opponent Fallacies and Rebuttal Sources

Fallacy » Rebuttal source
Teacher grading and testing is more valid and  Brookhart, 1993; McMillan, 2001;
more reliable than standardized testing. Stiggins and Conklin, 1992
Tests are developed secretively and obscurely. Sireci, 2005
The public opposes the use of high-stakes Phelps, 1998, 2005b
tests.
Tests promote improper test preparation and  Phelps, 2003; Crocker, 2005;
teaching to the test. Roediger and Karpicke, 20064,
2006b

The best way to prepare students for tests is to Camara (chap. 4, this volume);
substitute focused test preparation for regular ~ Crocker, 2005; Moore, 1991;
subject matter instruction. , Palmer, 2002; Tuckman, 1994,

, Tuckman and Trimble, 1997

One can perform well on multiple-choice tests  Becker, 1990; Briggs, 2001;
without knowing the subject matter simply by ~ Powers and Rock, 1999
learning tricks.

Multiple-choice penalizes deep thought and Powers and Kaufman, 2002;
creativity. Roediger and Marsh, 2005

Constructed-response test items are superior to Bridgeman, 1991; Feinberg,
multiple-choice test items. 1990; Rudman, 1992; Traub,

1993

Standardized tests reduce educational Phelps, 2005¢
achievement.

Tests inevitably narrow the curriculum. Crocker, 2005; Phelps, 2003;

Roediger and Marsh, 2005
Tests are too costly in money, time, and lost Goodman and Hambleton, 2005;

opportunity.  Phelps, 1994, 2000a, 2003;
Standardized tests do not measure what is Camara (chap. 4, this volume);
important. Goodman and Hambleton,

2005; Phelps, 2003
A test can only validly be used for a single Eckstein and Noah, 1993
purpose.

There is more testing in the United States than Phelps, 1996, 1997, 2000b
in their countries.
Large-scale assessments are full of biased test Camara (chap. 4, this volume);
items. Goodman and Hambleton,
. 2005; Phelps, 2007b
Too much emphasis is placed on a single test  Camara (chap. 4, this volume);

score. Goodman and Hambleton,
: 2005; Phelps, 2007b
Passing scores are set arbitrarily. Plake, 2005; Sireci, 2005
Passing scores are set too high. Goodman and Hambleton, 2005;
Plake, 2005
School score trends are too “volatile” to be Bourque, 2005; Rogosa, 2005
useful.
Education accountability systems rely solely on Goodman and Hambleton, 2005;
tests. Phelps, 2003
Ability and achievement are completely Gottfredson (chap. 1, this
unrelated. volume); Lohman, 2006
Standardized tests are unfair to women and Cole and Willingham, 1997;
minorities. Farkus, Johnson, Immerwahr,
and McHugh, 1998; Sandham,
‘ . 1998
Standardized tests are unfair to students with ~ Geisinger, 2005
disabilities.
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In this chapter, I focus on fallacies that have less to do with the charac-
ter of educational achievement testing and more to do with the dissemina-
tion (or lack thereof) of information about such testing. I describe several
fallacies that are the direct result of either wholesale censorship and infor-
mation suppression or naive beliefs about how information, particularly edu-
cation research, is disseminated in the United States. I also briefly describe
the policy implications of widespread belief in each of the fallacies. Public
policies based on fallacies are not likely to be optimal. First, however, [ intro-
duce some terminology.

Educational achievement (or proficiency) tests are designed to measure what
has been learned. In program evaluation terminology, achievement tests are
generally summative, particularly when they have stakes (i.e., consequences).
When achievement tests are used, instead, to monitor progress, or set bench-
marks, they can be identified as formative.

Achievement tests are meant to measure the level of knowledge or skill
attained within a content domain, or subject matter area. Standards-based (or
criterion-referenced) achievement tests are designed to cover a predetermined,
and sometimes legally mandated, body of subject matter content, usually iden-
tified by content standards. Norm-referenced achievement tests are designed to
measure a student’s level of knowledge and skill relative to a norm group—
- typically a representative sample of students from a large population of inter-
est (e.g., all U.S. fourth-graders)—and cover a content domain that is deter-
mined by the test developer and not through a state or local political process.

By definition, most teacher-made classroom tests are achievement
tests. This chapter, however, focuses on large-scale, systemwide, standard-
ized achievement tests and some of the attendant fallacies proffered by their
critics.

This chapter is organized according to popular fallacies about educa-
tion achievement testing pertaining to its cost, to score “inflation,” to the
research literature on the effects of testing on achievement, and to the cause
of widespread misunderstanding about such testing. However, it could just as
validly have been organized around a single overarching fallacy: You can’t
stop progress. Many believe the other fallacies simply because they are all
they ever hear and, in some quarters, all they are allowed to hear. Counter-
points are censored, suppressed, or obfuscated, and those who dare to speak
them may be demonized, ostracized, threatened, or otherwise silenced. A
century’s worth of research on educational achievement testing has been so
successfully removed from the collective working memory that it was not
even considered by policymakers in the design of the most far-reaching fed-
eral testing mandate in our country’s history. Instead, the research was de-
clared nonexistent. Critics of educational achievement testing have not only
stopped research progress, they seem to be well along the way to reversing it.

Those outside the field may assume that education research is like any
other type of research, to wit: The most prominent research has been fully
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vetted and so can be trusted; the most celebrated researchers are most likely
the best; a wide range of evidence and points of view are fairly considered;
and there is progress. Unfortunately, none of this validly characterizes con-
temporary research on educational achievement testing. In reality, educa-
tional achievement testing represents a threat to the status quo (because it
monitors its productivity) and is treated as such.

Within the overarching fallacy, this chapter is organized by four other
fallacies, each of which is illustrated by case studies:

= Fallacy 1: Tests cost too much.

= Fallacy 2: High stakes induce artificial test score increases.

= Fallacy 3: There is little evidence of the effects of testing and
no evidence of its benefits.

= Fallacy 4: Testing is mischaracterized because it is difficult to
understand.

Placed at the end of the chapter is a longer section on the policy impli-
cations of the overarching fallacy. The proved ability of vested interests to
stop (and reverse) research progress on educational achievement testing por-
tends the elimination of much of the past century’s accumulated wisdom on
the topic—an extinction vortex.

OVERARCHING FALLACY: YOU CAN'T STOP PROGRESS

A key component of our faith in progress is the corollary belief that our
knowledge base continually expands—that is, we know what we already know,
and we are always learning more. The continual expansion of knowledge
requires both that the historical accumulation of knowledge be preserved
and that new knowledge be welcomed. Moreover, modern society is so free
and open, and the means of communication are now so varied, effortless, and
cheap, that information suppression might be considered impossible. Ironi-
cally, the widespread belief that a continuous expansion of knowledge is in-
evitable and unstoppable helps to make its contraction possible because people
do not consider the powerful constraints on research dissemination. To be
sure, opponents of educational achievement testing neither burn books nor
attempt to ban them—but then, they do not need to. Other, more subtle
methods work well enough.

The simplest means of suppressing unwanted information is to ignore
it—to pretend or even to declare that it does not exist. Most of the efforts to
suppress thousands of scholarly studies of the effects of testing conducted
over the past century have been of this type. There are several advantages to
this method. First, it seems benign and not antagonistic because it is
nonconfrontational (by contrast, asserting that someone has declared an ex-
tant research literature nonexistent can seem personal and antagonistic).
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Second, if claimants are caught erroneously affirming the nonexistence of
information, they can simply fall back on the excuse of innocent ignorance
(i.e., there is plausible deniability). Third, declaring information nonexist-
ent discourages efforts to look for it, thus helping to make such declarations
self-fulfilling prophecies. Fourth, declaring nonexistent any research that
competes with one’s own helps to eliminate competition in the marketing of
one’s work.

Regression of research supports both the dominant ideologies in educa-
tion, in which testing is considered bad for a variety of reasons, and the self-
interest of the dominant groups. For with no valid, reliable, externally ad-
ministered measure of their performance, these groups are free to do as they
please. '

High-Stakes Summative Testing: An Example of Poor
Information Dissemination

The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD)
is a professional organization with more than 160,000 members who

span the entire profession of educators—superintendents, supervisors,
principals, teachers, professors of education, and school board members.
ASCD was initially envisioned to represent curriculum and supervision
issues. Over the years, its focus has changed, and it now addresses all
aspects of effective teaching and learning, such as professional develop-
ment, educational leadership, and capacity building. (ASCD, 2005)

Because the ASCD is so large and offers its publications as part of mem-
bership, its books on testing (i.e., on authentic assessment or portfolios) can
often be found at the top of best-selling rankings in the testing, assessment,
standards, or accountability categories. It represents a powerful voice on these
topics.

Each day I receive the ASCD’s SmartBrief, an e-mail newsletter that
contains a list of hyperlinked news stories that the organization considers
interesting or important as well as job and sponsor advertisements and an-
nouncements of ASCD’s own services and publications (ASCD, 2008). Also
included are daily reminders of the positive value and importance of “au-
thentic,” formative, and performance-based testing, along with references
and links to relevant books, professional development workshops, Internet
instructional guides, and more. For any member interested in knowing more
"about authentic assessment, formative assessment, or performance testing,
the ASCD offers a cornucopia of information and instruction.

However, what of the ASCD member interested in knowing more about
the far more prevalent and consequential summative, selected-response stan-
dardized test? I have received ASCD SmartBriefs for more than a year and
have yet to witness anything but an occasional blanket condemnation of
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such testing. For ASCD members curious to know more about the account-
ability testing that represents such a central part of their working lives—and
how to cope with that testing—the ASCD offers no help whatsoever. In
view of its failure to report research on tests with selected-response formats,
one could conclude that ASCD advocates authentic assessment and pro-
motes it as the only legitimate form of assessment.

Like many professional educator associations these days, the ASCD is
an advocacy organization run by “soft-despotism” or a “tyranny of the
majority”(de Tocqueville, 1835 and 1840/2003). The leadership apparently
has decided that authentic assessment is better than testing with selected-
response formats, so it promotes only authentic assessment. Indeed, it ac-
knowledges only authentic assessment as legitimate.

Consider one day’s SmartBrief (ASCD, 2008). One link takes the reader
to a local newspaper’s editorial titled “Florida Needs to Move Beyond Test-
ing.” A link to an article in another ASCD publication is introduced thusly:
“It’s old news that high-stakes, summative assessment practices don’t help
students learn, although word hasn’t yet trickled up to politicians.”

During the 2000 presidential campaign, the ASCD commissioned two
public opinion polls on standardized testing, which was at the time a promi-
nent campaign issue. The unpublished results showed the public strongly
supportive of high-stakes standards-based testing. The ASCD then shelved
one of the two polls and, with the other, added the percentage of neutral
responses (e.g., “don’t know,” “no opinion”) to that of the negative responses.
This creative arithmetic spawned statements such as, “Approximately half
[of the poll respondents] disagree or are undecided about whether these tests
should determine graduation.” The actual results for that poll item were as
follows: “agree,” 51%; “disagree,” 38%; and “neither,” 11% (Phelps, 2005b,
pp. 18-20).

The ASCD is not exceptional in practicing a soft form of censorship-
and information suppression. During the 2000 presidential campaign, I vis-
ited the Web sites of dozens of national organizations of professional educa-
tors and observed a propensity to present to their members evidence and
points of view from only one side of the debate—the antitesting side. [ wrote
each of them with suggestions for links to Web sites (e.g., Mass Insight, the
Southern Regional Education Board, Educational Testing Service) that of-
fered alternative perspectives. None of the organizations added any of the

suggested references.
Research Progress: 1895 to 1985

The other day, I was reading C. C. Ross’s (1941) authoritative text
Measurement in Today’s Schools and was struck by its policy relevance. Ross
summarized the findings of hundreds of research studies across more than 4
decades of scholarly effort and included one long chapter on the motiva-
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tional effects of testing and other chapters on the optimal design of testing
programs. Although relevant and informative, one sees scant reference to
Ross’s work these days. Moreover, to my knowledge, neither his insights nor
those of any of the many research psychologists he cited have been consid-
ered in any of the recent testing program or accountability system design
discussions among national policymakers or their advisors. Here are just some
of the research findings included in Measurement in Today’s Schools that could

have helped policy planners recently——for example, in the design of the fed-
eral No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act:

» Standardized tests with consequences influence teachers’ de-
gree of effort as well as their allocation of time and emphasis
toward topics known or assumed to be covered on the tests (pp.
333-334).

= When past examination content is assumed to predict future
examination content, or future examination content is other-
wise known in advance, schools can become cramming schools,
defeating the purpose of examinations (p. 334).

= Students learn more when there are known consequences to
that learning.!

= Tests with consequences influence students’ allocation of study
time toward topics known or assumed to be covered on the
tests; tests without consequences do not (pp. 360-361).

= The act of testing alone, irrespective of other factors, tends to
improve achievement (p. 342).

» Some other research findings covered in Ross’s work relevant to con-
temporary testing policy discussions include the following:

= Using a single threshold, or cut score, for passing a test tends to
motivate most those students whose academic performance
would place them just below that threshold, but not the stu-
dents whose academic performance places them comfortably
above the threshold or some substantial distance below (pp.
334-335).

= Students learn more when they are made aware of the quality
of their academic performance and allowed an opportunity to
adjust (p. 336).

= Frequent testing helps low-achieving students more than it helps
high-achieving students (pp. 340, 342-343, 362).

= Examination strengthens memory and the sooner an exam is
given after exposure to the information the stronger will be the
memory of that information (p. 341).

Note that the NCLB Act applied consequences for performance to schools but not to students.
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* Testing with review or feedback improves achievement even
more (pp. 336, 342-343).

* The simple awareness that there will be an examination later
on substantially improves achievement (if the examination has
consequences)—both on expected subject matter and even on
unexpected subject matter (pp. 343-346).

Indeed, Ross in his 1941 book summarized research topics that some
current researchers have claimed to be the first to study. If Ross (who unfor-
tunately passed away years ago) could have been involved in the crafting of
the NCLB Act, its design and execution might have been better informed.

As one would expect, however, research on the effects of testing and
the optimal design of testing and accountability programs did not stop in
1941. Instead, the large body of research that had accumulated to that point

stimulated additional work that was more detailed, more sophisticated, and
more varied. Research pertinent to testing and accountability policy blos-
somed over the next half century, with thousands of studies conducted by
research psychologists, educational practitioners, and program evaluators.

Research on the effects of testing has been conducted in many fields
(and subfields), of inquiry, including education research (language learning,
mastery learning, remedial-developmental, gifted and talented, assessment,
promotion and retention, selection, higher education assessment, admission,
diagnosis, motivation, certification and licensure, school effectiveness, adult
education), psychology (memory and cognition, industrial-organizational,
selection, diagnosis and counseling, clinical, personnel, educational psychol-
ogy, allocation, motivation), program evaluation, and sociology. Furthermore,
research on the effects of testing has been sponsored by many types of organi-
zations, such as educational institutions (at all levels), governments (at all
levels), international organizations, the military, and most of the world’s de-
veloped countries. Of all these categories, I have thus far conducted a thor-
ough search through the literature of only the first: education research. There
I found more than 1,000 studies on the effects of testing and test-based ac-
countability. Some of the major concentrations of evidence surround par-
ticular research themes, such as those listed in Exhibit 3.1.

The research literature is deep and wide, painstakingly constructed over
the course of a century by hundreds of hardworking, earnest scholars, includ-
ing some of the giants in the history of psychology. Recent claims of a barren
research literature and “first-ever” studies on the aforementioned topics should
be placed for comparison alongside this mountain of knowledge and experi-
ence, then judged accordingly.

Research Regress: 1985 to Present

Research progress on educational achievement testing began to stall in
the 1980s when the U.S. federal government started funding specialized re-
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search centers run by regressive groups, and these, in turn, co-opted other
well-funded federal institutions—most notably the Board on Testing and
Assessment at the National Research Council (NRC).

A regressive research group is one that denies or dismisses information

and evidence, such as that embodied in a research literature. Typically, the

‘dismissed research is replaced in their words and publications with their own
and that of those who share their point of view. To be sure, more than one
group in the field has denied or dismissed information and evidence related
to educational achievement testing. However, the Center for Research on
Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST) in particular has been
the most successful at it. First funded by the federal government in the 1980s—
the era of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Educa-
tion, 1983)—as the Center for the Study of Evaluation, CRESST’s direct
funding from U.S. taxpayers for the period 1996-2006 alone totaled more
than $35 million. Headquartered in the education schools at University of
California, Los Angeles (UCLA) and the University of Colorado, CRESST
has joined with various partners over the decades, most notably the Rand
Corporation and the University of Pittsburgh.

CRESST’s primary advantages in selling its ideas (and suppressing oth-
ers) are money and the aura of intellectual authority. It has vastly greater
financial resources at its disposal than do any of the individual scholars who

‘might wish to contest its claims. Moreover, it has leveraged those resources
productively to expand its reach even further. For example, CRESST can
easily make deals (i.e., partnerships) with other researchers and research cen-
ters because it can offer pay, in-kind services, publicity, dissemination of pub-
lications, and more. CRESST appears authoritative for the simple reason
that it has been the only federally funded research center uniquely devoted
to the topics of standards and testing. It is the logical place for journalists to
call for expertise about educational achievement testing. As I mentioned
previously, CRESST is not nor has it ever been the only organization pro-
moting regression in research on educational achievement testing; however,
I argue that it has been the most successful and the most important. The
following case studies illustrate how and why.

FALLACY 1: TESTS COST TOO MUCH

To people outside the field of education, the cost of standardized stu-
dent testing would likely seem a rather straightforward topic. Within the
field, however, it is an anxiety-producing subject that spawns tense argu-
ments. These arguments tend to turn on the worth or intrinsic educational
value of the tests themselves, the amount of time taken up by test taking and
test preparation, and the assignment or lack thereof of particular cost com-
* ponents as attributable to standardized testing.
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EXHIBIT 3.1
Selected Listing of Effects-of-Testing Research and Researchers

The mastery learning and mastery testing experiments conducted from the 1960s
until the present vary incentives, frequency of tests, types of tests, and many other
factors to determine the optimal structure of testing programs. Researchers have in-
cluded such notables as L. W. Anderson, J. H. Block, B. Bloom, R. B. Burns, J. B.
Carroll, K. P. Cross, S. L. Gates, T. R. Guskey, G. M. Hymel, E. H. Jones, F. Keller,
J. Kulik, C.-L. Kulik, J. R. Okey, M. Tierney, and T. L. Wentling.

Psychologists’ experimental work on memory retention and loss dates back more
than a century and studies the optimal frequency of testing and other factors, again to
determine the optimal structure of testing programs. Researchers have included H.
A. Greene, E. H. Jones, A. N. Jorgensen, and C. C. Ross, who have been men-
tioned in the text of this chapter, as well as L. W. Anderson, R. L. Bangert-Drowns,
G. Hanna, L. K. Henry, N. Keys, A. Khalaf, J. E. Kirkpatrick, J. Kulik, C.-L. Kulik, and
B. F. Skinner.

Language acquisition researchers attempt to optimize the use of testing in lan-
guage instruction and so are keen students of the “washback” (or backwash) effect of
testing. Researchers have included J. C. Alderson, K. M. Bailey, J. B Carroll,
A. Hughes, and D. Wall.

Developmental (i.e., remedial) education researchers have conducted many stud-
ies to determine what works best to keep students from failing in their “courses of last
resort,” after which there are no alternatives. Researchers have included L. Bliss,
B. Bonham, H. Boylan, D. Chang, S. Chen, C. Claxton, R. Kirk, J. Kulik, C.-L. Kulik,
R. McCabe, J. Roueche, C. Schonecker, and C. Wheeler.

The vast literature on effective schools dates back a half century and arrives at
remarkably uniform conclusions about what works to make schools effective—goal
setting, high standards, and frequent testing. Researchers have included D. A. Astuto,
C. R. Clark, K. Cotton, T. L. Good, D. A. Grouws, R. Kiemig, M. Jones, D. U. Levine,
L. W. Lezotte, L. S. Lotto, S. C. Purkey, M. Rutter, M. S. Smith, A. Taylor, B. Valentine,
and B. M. Wildemuth.

The many studies of district and state minimum competency or diploma testing
programs popular from the 1960s through the 1980s found positive effects for stu-
dents just below the cut score and mixed effects for students far below and anywhere
above it. Researchers have included A. L. Abrams, J. L. Anderson, D. J. Bateson, .
B. Battiste, K. Bembry, D. Blackmore, H. Boylan, S. M. Brookhart, T. B. Corcoran,
C. Fincher, W. D. Hawley, M. L. Herrick, F. H. Huligren, M. Jackson, J. Jacobsen,
S. Mazzoni, R. L. Mendro, W. Muir, T. Orsack, W. T. Rogers, D. P. Saxon, W. D.
Schafer, C. C. Seubert, D. E. Tanner, W. J. Webster, D. Weerasinghe, and M. A.
Zigarelli.

Many researchers have studied the role of testing in motivation. They have included
R. Bootzin, S. M. Brown, C. Chen, M. V. Covington, T. J. Crooks, R. Drabman,
A. Kazdin, K. D. O’Leary, J. W. Olmsted, S. L. Pressey, L. B. Resnick, D. P. Resnick,
A. Staats, H. W. Stevenson, R. W. Tyler, H. J. Walberg, and R. G. Wood.

Others have considered the role of tests in incentive programs. These researchers
have included R. Bootzin, J. Cameron, T. B. Corcoran, A. P. Csanyi, R. Drabman,
M. A. Gonzales, L. Homme, A. Kaszdin, J. McMillan, K. D. C'Leary, W. D. Pierce,
M. R. Rechs, A. Staats, and B. L. Wilson.

International organizations, such as the World Bank or the Asian Development Bank,
have studied the effects of testing on education programs they sponsor. Researchers
have included N. Brooke, U. Bude, D. W. Chapman, S. P. Heynemann, J. Oxenham,
B. Pronaratna, G. Psacharopoulis, A. Ransom, A. Somerset, C. W. Snyder, and
E. Velez.

Another major area of inquiry dating back many decades has been the effect of
goal setting, standards, and alignment on teachers, instruction, and student learning.
The researchers involved have included M. Csikszentmihalyi, J. Fontana, F. B. Knight,
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M. A. Lowther, I. Panlasigui, C. Pine, M. Pomplun, L. B. Resnick, B. H. Robinson,
K. M. Shaw, J. S. Stark, T. D. Thomas, and R. W. Tyler.

Finally, there has been considerable research on the learning effect of test taking,
conducted by F. N. Dempster, S. M. Luipersbeck, H. L. Roediger, and T. C. Toppino,
among others.

Note. For more detailed information, see Phelps (2005c).

If one chooses to believe, for example, that standardized test-taking

‘and test-preparation time have no intrinsic instructional value and, further,
that standardized tests are separate from and contribute nothing to the in-

structional plan of a school, then one might well consider standardized tests

to be costly because they take up time that might otherwise be devoted to

instruction. To such critics, the problematic costs associated with standard-

ized tests are not represented by the purchase price paid to the commercial

vendors but, rather, by the lost opportunity for learning that could have taken

place in the time devoted to standardized tests.

Case Study: The Texas Teacher Test

Local son and corporate leader H. Ross Perot headed a blue ribbon com-
mission in the early 1980s that studied the Texas school system, long consid-
ered one of the country’s poorest performers. Two findings of the commis-
sion were that some Texas teachers were illiterate and that there were no
high-stakes requirements for new teachers. The commission recommended
the development of a basic literacy test, the Texas Examination of Current
Administrators and Teachers (TECAT) and a requirement that all teachers
pass it. By all accounts, the test was extremely easy, but nonetheless some
teachers failed it—some after multiple attempts.

CRESST conducted a cost-benefit analysis of the test and declared its
net benefits to be negative—by about $70 million (Shepard, Kreitzer, & Grau,
1987). Indeed, CRESST was extremely critical of every aspect of the test.
CRESST recommended that the test not be high stakes and that if the test
were used at all, failure should at most mean a teacher would be required to
ke a literacy course. CRESSTs calculations, and my recalculations, can be
found elsewhere (Phelps, 2003, pp. 105-115); I only summarize them here.
CRESST attained its negative net-benefit figure through the following items:

ta

= arbitrary exclusions of benefits (e.g., salary savings for more than
half the teachers dismissed for failing the test—those in voca-
tional education, industrial arts, special education, business
education, and kindergarten—did not “count” in Shepard et
al’s [1987] benefit calculations because, the authors argued, lit-
eracy is not important in their work);

= arbitrary inclusions of costs (e.g., teacher time spent taking the
test during one of their prescribed-topic in-service days is
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counted as a pure cost, implying that tests are not acceptable
vehicles for teaching subject matter; by contrast, passive lis-
tening to a lecture on literacy instead would not have been
considered a cost);

= miscalculations of the value of time (they valued teachers’ af-
ter hours at their full salary rate and ignored the future [dis-
counted] value of recurring benefits); and

= counting certain costs as gross that should have been counted
as net (i.e., to include the value of countervailing benefits).

Correcting only for the more obvious of Shepard et al.’s (1987) mis-
takes and using their own base assumptions and estimates pushes the TECAT
program’s net benefits into the black—and by a wide margin—to $330 mil-
lion. Other fixes to their calculations, methods, and assumptions push the
net-benefit figure still higher.

Policy Implications

CRESST’s preference was to preserve the status quo, eschew account-
ability requirements, and continue citizens’ sole reliance on input measures
and trust in the schools’ own quality control to provide the teachers who
taught their children at their expense. Shepard et al. (1987) also criticized
the TECAT as simplistic, too narrow in format, and too general in content,
but they did not advocate a “better” testing program. They favored eliminat-
ing teacher tests altogether.

Shepard et al. (1987) repeatedly attacked the test for its alleged low-
level nature. Yet ultimately that is beside the point, because the authors were
opposed to any type of teacher test. It is beside the point, too, because it is
clear that the citizens of Texas wanted some accountability in their teacher
certification system and would not have been content with the minor modi-
fications of the status quo—consisting of more input requirements—that the
authors recommended. Even the authors admitted that half the teachers in-
terviewed thought the test accomplished its purpose: “to weed out incompe-
tent teachers and reassure the public” (p. iv).

An alternative that CRESST did not consider was to move the TECAT
to an earlier point in the teacher training process, say, at the end of, or even
at the beginning of, graduate school. This would have met the concerns of
the citizens of Texas; it would have achieved all the same benefits. However,
most of the costs that Shepard et al. (1987) enumerated would have evapo-
rated. There would have been no loss of teacher time. The responsibility for
preparing the teachers for the test would have been placed on the teacher
training schools or, better, on the potential education students themselves.
Best of all, the time of unqualified would-be teachers (and their students)
would not have been wasted. A reasonable alternative to the authors’ com-
plaints about the alleged simplistic nature of the TECAT would have been
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to initiate a required “higher level” exam for teachers, in addition to the
TECAT.

As it turns out, the citizens of Texas did not follow CRESST’s advice.
Rather, they followed the path just drawn, making the basic literacy exam an
entrance exam for education school and requiring new teachers to pass an-
other, newly created exam that focused on each teacher’s content area and
on pedagogy and professional development. They increased the benefits and
reduced the costs, even according to CRESST’s creative cost-benefit account-
ing criteria. Finally, they ended up with more tests, not fewer.

Case Study: The General Accounting Office Report on the Extent
and Cost of Testing

In the early 1990s, the U.S. Congress asked its research agency, known
then as the General Accounting Office (GAQO), to estimate the extent and
cost of systemwide standardized testing in the country and the potential over-
lap of President George H. W. Bush’s proposed American Achievement Tests
on that amount and cost. To complete its study, the U.S. GAO (1993) de-
veloped and administered surveys of local district and state testing directors
and achieved a high rate of response from a nationally representative popula-
tion. A who's who of notables in the evaluation, statistical, and psychomet-
ric worlds reviewed various aspects of the study. Nothing like it in quality or
scale had ever been done. '

During each of the next 3 years, CRESST invited papers and hosted
panel discussions on the cost of testing at its annual conferences. The panels
were populated by authors of other, competing studies of testing costs, in-
cluding one sponsored by CRESST. The GAO report was lambasted as sim-
plistic and poorly done. The primary accusation was that it did not consider
personnel costs (e.g., the cost of teacher time spent proctoring exams). In
fact it had, with personnel costs accounting for more than half of its cost
estimates.

Having been involved in the GAQO study as project director, [ protested
to the CRESST directors for the misrepresentation and for their refusal to
allow me to join any of the panels. A vague promise of a correction in some
future CRESST newsletter was hinted at but never fulfilled. Protests made to
the researchers directly responsible for the false accusations were similarly
ignored. :

The characterization of the GAO report as “flawed” spread unimpeded.
In its place, other reports were promoted and published purporting to show
that standardized tests are enormously costly and overwhelm school sched-
ules in their volume. The studies were based on (a) a single field trial in a few
schools, (b) three telephone calls, and (c) one state (the CRESST report on
testing costs was limited to Kentucky), or (d) the facts were just made up.
The studies that used some data for evidence heaped all sorts of nontest ac-
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tivities into the basket and called them costs of tests. In the case of CRESST’s
Kentucky report, some teacher-respondents counted their entire school year
as “test preparation time,” and that time was then multiplied by classroom
teachers’ wage rates and counted as a cost of testing (Picus & Tralli, 1998).

It was only after several years and after the original directors of CRESST
relinquished some of their directorial duties that anything was done about
their continuing misrepresentation of the GAQO report. A new director con-
sented to correct one paragraph in CRESST’s Kentucky report that had con-
tained the most blatant mischaracterization.

Policy Implications

The GAO study produced the most reliable and complete estimates
ever of the costs of testing. Moreover, it generated the most reliable and
detailed database of state and school district testing programs developed to
~ date. Yet to my knowledge, no scholar other than myself has ever used that
database, which was meticulously built at taxpayer expense. The GAO study
was extraordinarily well done and produced uniquely useful and trustworthy
information; unfortunately, it was hounded into obscurity.

FALLACY 2: HIGH STAKES INDUCE ARTIFICIAL TEST SCORE
INCREASES (TEST SCORE INFLATION)

In 1987, a West Virginia physician, John Jacob Cannell, published the
results of a study in Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement Testing in
America’s Public Schools. He had been surprised that West Virginia students
kept scoring “above the national average” on a national norm-referenced
standardized test (NRT), given the state’s low relative standing on other
measures of academic performance. He surveyed the situation in other states
and with other NRTs and discovered that the students in every state in the
nation were “above the national average.” The phenomenon was dubbed the
“Lake Wobegon effect,” in tribute to the mythical community of Lake
Wobegon, where “all the children are above average.” The Cannell report
implied that half the school superintendents in the country were lying about
their schools’ academic achievement. It further implied that with poorer re-
sults, the other half might lie, too.

School districts could purchase NRTs off the shelf from commercial
test publishers and administer them on their own. With no external proctors
watching, school and district administrators were free to manipulate any and
all aspects of the tests. They could look at the test items beforehand and let
their teachers look at them as well. They could give the students as much
time to finish as they desired. They could keep using the same form of the
test year after year. They could even score the tests themselves. The results -
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from these internally administered tests primed many a press release (see
Cannell, 1989, chap. 3).

Cannell followed up with a second report (1989), How Public Educators
Cheat on Standardized Achievement Tests, in which he added similar state-by-
state information for the secondary grades. He also provided detailed results
of a survey of test security practices in the 50 states (Cannell, 1989, pp. 50—
102) and printed some of the feedback he received from teachers in response
to an advertisement his organization had placed in Education Week in spring

1989 (Cannell, 1989, chap. 3).
Case Study: The Lake Wobegon Effect

The Cannell (1987, 1989) reports attracted a flurry of research papers
(and no group took to the task more vigorously than CRESST). Most re-
searchers concurred that the Lake Wobegon effect was real—across most
states, many districts, and most grade levels, more aggregate average test scores
were above average than would have been expected by chance, many more.

The CRESST researchers, however, asserted that deliberate educator
cheating had nothing to do with the Lake Wobegon effect. Theirs are'among
the most widely cited and celebrated articles in the education policy re-
search literature. For 2 decades, CRESST members have asserted that high
stakes caused the “artificial” test score gains reported by Cannell (1987,
1989) and found elsewhere. They identified “teaching to the test” (i.e., test
preparation or coaching) as the direct mechanism that produces this “test
score inflation.”

The empirical evidence cited by CRESST researchers to support their
high-stakes-cause-test-score-inflation claim is less than abundant, however,
and consists of the following:

= the Lake Wobegon reports of John Jacob Cannell (1987, 1989),
as they interpret them; ,

= certain patterns in the pre- and posttest scores from the 1st
decade or so of the Title [ Evaluation and Reporting System
(Linn, 2000, pp. 5, 6); and

= the “preliminary findings” from an unreplicable experiment that
CRESST conducted in the early 1990s in an unidentified school
district, with two unidentified tests, one of which was “perceived

to be high stakes” (Koretz, Linn, Dunbar, & Shepard, 1991).

Furthermore, some strikingly subjective (nonempirical) observational
studies have sometimes been cited as evidence as well (see, e.g., McNeil,
2000; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000; Smith 1991a, 1991b, 1991¢; Smith &
Rottenberg, 1991). How good is this evidence?

Many educators and testing opponents consider the Cannell (1987,
1989) reports alone ample proof of the “score-inflationary” effects of high-
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stakes testing and propose banning such testing entirely, arguing that results
from accountability tests cannot be trusted. Indeed, Cannell’s data provide
convincing evidence of artificial test score inflation. However, with the ex-
ception of one Texas test, none of those that Cannell analyzed had any stakes.
Rather, all but one of his Lake Wobegon tests were used for system monitor-
ing and diagnosis and carried no consequences for students or teachers.

Cannell’s (1987, 1989) reports provide brief mentions of some state
standards-based tests that had high stakes. Cannell contrasted their tight
test security with the lax test security typical for the no-stakes NRTs he ana-
lyzed. He did not analyze the scores or trend in scores on the high-stakes
standards-based tests. The Lake Wobegon tests—the tests with scores that
were inflated artificially over time—were the no-stakes tests (Phelps, 2005d).

Being mostly or entirely under the control of education administrators,
the NRTs could be manipulated and their resulting scores published, making
the administrators look good. Cannell’s (1987, 1989) data show that gener-
ally low-performing states were more prone to NRT score inflation, perhaps
because administrators felt embarrassed by their states’ showing on other
measures and strove to compensate (Phelps, 2005d).

Because the score-inflated tests themselves had no stakes, how could states
have inflated their scores? This would be possible only if the stakes attached to
other tests somehow affected the administration of the NRTs. The states of
Mississippi, North Carolina, and Arkansas, for example, exhibited strong score
inflation with their NRTs in Cannell’s (1987, 1989) data, and all three states
had other testing programs with high stakes (with high levels of test security
for those programs). However, Cannell’s own state of West Virginia also had
terribly inflated NRT scores and no high-stakes testing program. The same was
true for the neighboring state of Kentucky (Phelps, 2005d).

Nonetheless, I decided to look further into the CRESST hypothesis. I
surmised that if high stakes cause test score inflation, one should find the
following:

= direct evidence that test coaching (i.e., teaching to the test),
when isolated from other factors, increases test scores and

= grade levels that are closer to a high-stakes event (e.g., a high
school graduation test) showing more test score inflation than
grade levels that are further away.

This research is described in Appendix A (see http://www.apa.org/books/
resources/Phelps/). In summary, the appendix indicates that the high-stakes-
cause-test-score-inflation hypothesis is not supported by empirical evidence.

Why Low Stakes Are Associated With Test Score Inflation

Given current law and practice, the typical high-stakes test is virtually
certain to be accompanied by item rotation, sealed packets, monitoring by
external proctors, and the other test security measures itemized as necessary
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by Cannell (1987, 1989) in his late-1980s appeal to clean up the rampant
corruption in educational testing and reporting.

Two decades ago, Cannell (1987, 1989) suspected a combination of
educator dishonesty and lax test security to be causing test score inflation.
However, educators are human, and educator dishonesty (in at least some
proportion of the educator population) is not going away any time soon. So if
Cannell’s suspicions were correct, the only sure way to prevent test score
inflation would be with tight test security. In Cannell’s review of 50 states
and even more tests, testing programs with tight security had no apparent
problems with test score inflation. High stakes are associated with reliable
test results, then, because high-stakes tests are administered under condi-
tions of tight test security. That security may not always be as tight as it could
be and should be, but it is virtually certain to be much tighter than the test
security that accompanies low- or no-stakes tests (i.e., when the low- or no-
stakes tests impose any test security at all).

In addition to current law and professional practice, other factors that
can enhance test security and that also tend to accompany high-stakes tests
are high public profile, media attention, and voluntary insider (be it student,
parent, or educator) surveillance and reporting of cheating. Do a Web search
for stories of test cheating, and you will find that in many cases, cheating
teachers were turned in by colleagues, students, or parents (see, e.g., the link
to “Cheating in the News” at http://www.caveon.com).

Public attention does not induce otherwise honest educators to cheat,
as CRESST claims. The public attention enables otherwise successful cheat-
ers to be caught. In contrast to CRESST’s assertions, under current law and
practice, it is typically high-stakes tests that are public, transparent, and ex-
plicit in their test attributes and public objectives, and it is typically low-
stakes tests that are not.

The most certain cure for test-score inflation is tight test security and
ample item rotation, which are common with externally administered, high-
stakes testing. An agency external to the local school district must be re-
sponsible for administering the tests under standardized, monitored, secure
conditions, just as is done in hundreds of other countries (see, e.g., American
Federation of Teachers, 1995; Britton, Hawkins, & Gandal, 1996; Eckstein
& Noah, 1993; Phelps, 1996, 2000b, 2001). If the tests have stakes, then
students, parents, teachers, and policymakers alike tend to take them seri-
ously, and adequate resources are more likely to be invested toward ensuring
test quality and security.

Any test can be made a Lake Wobegon test. All that is needed is an
absence of test security and item rotation and the slightest temptation for
(some) education administrators to cheat. How a test is administered deter-
mines whether it becomes a Lake Wobegon test—one with artificial score
gains over time. Ultimately, the other characteristics of the test—the name,
the purpose, the content, the format—are irrelevant.
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In addition to good test security and ample item rotation, both of which
are more common with high-stakes tests, a second, quite different type of test
administration can prevent artificial test score gains (i.e., score inflation).
This type produces scores that are untraceable to schools or districts. Some
system-monitoring and diagnostic tests bear this characteristic. Any test pro-
ducing scores that are traceable to particular schools, districts, or states can
also be used to make the administrators of those institutions look good.
Cannell’s (1987, 1989) studies demonstrate that little incentive is required
~to tempt at least some education administrators to cheat on standardized
tests. ‘Successful cheating, however, requires means, motive, and opportu-
nity. When external agencies administer a test under tight security (with
ample item rotation), motivated school administrators are denied the means
and opportunity to cheat, and there is no test score inflation. There were no
stakes for anyone, including teachers, with (all but one of) Cannell’s Lake
Wobegon tests—no external evaluation or oversight. Researchers who in-
sisted after the fact that stakes were involved simply fabricated this excuse.
Education administrators cheated, or set things up so that teachers could not
help but passively cheat (e.g., by giving them the same test form to use year
after year), reported the fake results, and then boasted. They did so because
they wanted to and, more important, because they could. The motivation
was not pressure but self-aggrandizement. Indeed, the cheating was made
possible by an absence of pressure.

Policy Implications

For its part, CRESST took the clear evidence of widespread educator
cheating and misrepresentation of test results and managed to convince most
interested parties that those educators were not responsible for their actions.
Rather, the pressure of high-stakes testing was to blame, regardless of the fact
that the tests in question had no stakes.

Cannell’s (1987, 1989) studies showed that artificial test score gains
were the result of educators’ opportunistic exploitation of lax security, which
happens to be more common with no-stakes testing. A reasonable policy
solution would have been to legislate high levels of security for all systemwide
testing programs, regardless of the stakes. CRESST suggested in the 1980s,
and continues to recommend to this day, a policy solution that is the oppo-
site of what the evidence suggests is needed. Claiming that “teaching to the
test” and high-stakes testing cause score inflation, CRESST labeled these
bad practice. Yet in standards-based systems, teaching to the test is exactly
what teachers are supposed to do. ’

Further, CRESST’s questionable method of verifying the validity of test
score trends—comparing score trends on a no-stakes test that is not based on
a particular state’s curriculum to those on a high-stakes test that is—was
incorporated into the NCLB Act in early 2002. The National Assessment of
Education Progress (NAEP) was to be used to shadow state standards-based
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tests, regardless of the fact that state standards varied widely, including in
their degree of similarity to NAEP content.

FALLACY 3: THERE IS LITTLE EVIDENCE REGARDING THE
EFFECTS OF TESTING AND NONE REGARDING ITS BENEFITS

The following passage from Greene and Jorgensen’s (1929) authorita-
tive handbook The Use and Interpretation of Education Tests struck me as rep-
resentative for our times: '

Within the past score of years tests and measuring devices in nearly all
subject matter fields have been developed. What the future of this move-
ment will be no one can predict. In many ways the rapid development
has been unfortunate for it has resulted in confusion on the part of the
classroom teacher, the one who should profit most from the program.

(p. 334)

Being thorough scholars, Greene and Jorgensen provided “a representative
list” of 18 test distributors and publishers (their Appendix A), along with a
16-page “list of [several hundred] educational tests” that “is in no sense a
complete catalogue of standard tests” (p. 337).

E. H. Jones (1923-1924) offered a masterful review of the research,
“The Effects of Examination on the Permanence of Learning.” Jones reviewed
much of the experimental research literature on the optimal timing, spacing,
and duration of testing for memory (i.e., permanent learning) that was avail-
able at the time. He sketched “frequency surfaces,” illustrating memory “de-
cay functions” under varying experimental conditions. Experiments included
in Jones’s review were conducted by many top research psychologists, includ-
ing A. 1. Gates, C. H. Kent, A. ]. Rosanoff, Lanfan Lee Ang, and B. R.
Simpson.

Harry Greene, Albert Jorgensen, and E. H. Jones are but a few of the

~ thousands of scholars who some of today’s most celebrated education research-

ers effectively claim never existed. Likewise for the experimental studies they
cited—they simply never happened, according to some contemporary re-
searchers. These researchers might well be offended by this casual dismissal
of their life’s work, but we will hear complaints from none of them—they
have long since passed on.

Case Study: The National Research Council Study of Test Ultility
The NRC appointed a Committee on the General Aptitude Test Bat-

tery, which wrote Fairness in Employment Testing (Hartigan & Wigdor, 1989),
a report extraordinary in several aspects, including (a) the odd composition
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of the committee; (b) the repeated insistence of the committee that there
was only meager evidence for the benefits of testing, in the face of thousands
of studies in personnel psychology research demonstrating those benefits;
(c) the theory of the zero-sum labor market; and (d) the logical contradic-
tion .in the report’s primary assertions that all jobs are unique, so general
ability tests will be invalid for each, but there is no benefit from selection
because any worker’s abilities will be equally useful anywhere they work, no
matter what their training and no matter what the field of work. This research
is described in Appendix D (see http://www.apa.org/books/resources/Phelps/).

Policy Implications

[t would appear that those at the NRC responsible for the evaluation of
testing issues were biased and, further, that the NRC Board on Testing and
Assessment had been “captured” by education interests opposed to the use of
high-stakes testing. Moreover, those interests extended their control of in-
formation outside of their own field of education and over a scholarly do-
main of psychologists, in this case personnel (i.e., industrial-organizational)
psychologists.

As for the well-validated General Aptitude Test Battery (GATB), the
U.S. Department of Labor heeded the NRC’s advice and chose not to allow
its use in employment centers throughout the United States. In the after-
math of the NRC report, the Canadian government weighed the evidence,
perceived an opportunity, and purchased the GATB for use in its employ-
ment centers nationwide—to good effect, apparently, because the GATB is
used in Canada to this day for the purpose for which it was originally in-
tended in the United States. ’

Case Study: The National Research Council on High-Stakes Testing

In the late 1990s, an NRC study of high-stakes testing provided a simi-
lar example of antitesting bias: High Stakes: Testing for Tracking, Promotion,
and Graduation (Heubert & Hauser, 1999). The most revealing aspect of the
NRC’s 1999 report is its choice of source material. Sources that buttressed
the views of the Board on Testing and Assessment were included, and hun-
dreds of sources that did not were ignored. The majority of citations went to
CRESST research and researchers.

With large resources at its disposal (a budget of more than $1 million),
the NRC board minimized its research effort. On issue after issue, it threw its
lot in with a single researcher or a single group of researchers. For example,
the chapter on tracking is really about the work of just one person. The
counterevidence and counterarguments on that issue are kept completely
hidden from the reader. The early childhood, readiness testing, and promo-
tion and retention sections of the report also feature only one person’s point
of view. Chapter 10 cites only three sources. Chapter 11 essentially cites only
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two sources, George Madaus and Walt Haney, whose work is discussed later
in the current chapter. In sum, two thirds of the citations in the report refer
to fewer than a dozen research sources. ,

For a book on a psychometric topic, the NRC report strangely ignores
psychology research. Only 10 citations of 400 come from psychology jour-
nals, and these pertain only to a discussion of assessment standards and theo-
retical concepts of validity. The report avoids the huge mass of accumulated
empirical evidence on high-stakes selection from psychology journals. The
report refers exclusively to research in education journals and reports and,
even then, only to the work of a small group.

The opinions of the general public are dismissed just as effortlessly. The
report acknowledges the high level of public support for high-stakes testing
but discounts it thusly:

Despite some evidence that the public would accept some of the poten-
tial tradeoffs, it seems reasonable to assume that most people are un-
aware of the full range of negative consequences related to . . . high-
stakes test use. Moreover, it seems certain that few people are aware of
limits on the information that tests provide. No survey questions, for
example, have asked how much measurement error is acceptable when
tests are used to make high-stakes decisions about individual students.
The support for testing expressed in polls might decline if the public
understood these things. (Heubert & Hauser, 1999, pp. 44-45)

Then again, it might not. Almost all adults are experienced former stu- -
dents. It so happens that they know something about school.

Policy Implications

High Stakes includes more than 40 recommendations. With some ex-
ceptions, any one of them taken alone seems reasonable. Taken together,
they would impose a burden on the states that none could feasibly meet. The
report even floats a proposal to require that tests be pretested before they can
be used for high-stakes purposes, using a new, general standard of predictive
validity. Because testing proponents argue that high-stakes tests promote more
learning or better employment, the NRC board argued that we should hold
off certifying the use of any high-stakes test until it can be proved that over
time (e.g., once a student reaches college), the test increases learning and
improves employment outcomes. It would take years to conduct such an ex-
periment, even if the experiment were feasible. Of course, it is not. One
cannot test the effects of high-stakes tests when the stakes are not high as,
presumably, they would not be during the life of the experiment.

The NRC’s (Heubert & Hauser, 1999) High Stakes report was released
at a propitious time: just before the debate over and design of the NCLB Act.
For those who regarded the NRC’s work to be objective and trustworthy, it
would serve as a caution and nothing more. A century’s worth of program
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evaluations and experimental research on the optimal design of high-stakes
test-based accountability systems was ignored, relegated to an information
abyss. When the nation needed the information most and was most ready to
use it, the NRC suppressed it.

Case Study: The October’Surprise of the 2000 Presidential Campaign

In 2000, a small group of CRESST researchers working at its affiliate,
the Rand Corporation, decided to conduct an analysis of the Texas testing
program (Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, & Stecher, 2000). They said it was
pure coincidence that their report was released only a few weeks before the
presidential election. They also said it was only coincidence that they chose
to study Texas, the home state of one of the presidential candidates, rather
than any number of other states with testing programs similar to the one in
Texas. As Rand’s James A. Thomson (2000), chief executive officer of the
“scrupulously nonpartisan institution” said in a press release, “Texas was stud-
ied because the state exemplifies a national trend toward using statewide
exams as a basis for high-stakes educational decisions.”

The Rand report condemned the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills
(TAAS) program, asserting there was no evidence of the improvements in
student academic achievement the program administrators had claimed and
that in fact there was considerable evidence of harm. Moreover, Rand rec-
ommended that plans for similar testing programs should be postponed until
more research could be done. Rand’s claims were made against the following
background: Of the states that had participated in the state-level NAEP math
and reading assessments in the 1990s, only one other state, North Carolina,
had improved its scores more than Texas. North Carolina tested its students
even more often, and for higher stakes, than Texas did.

If one simply adds up the scale-score gains (or losses) over time from
the various NAEP administrations for each state, one finds the following
results: North Carolina increased by 33 scale points overall, Texas by 27
points, and Connecticut by 25 points. These top three states all tested their
students a lot. In the case of Connecticut, high stakes were not attached to
test performance for the students, but the state education department used
the test information to evaluate schools and districts in a rigorous manner
(Connecticut’s education department was as intrusive in local affairs as many
European national education departments, its quality monitoring being as
thorough and intensive). After these top three states, the cumulative scale
score gains dropped to 19 in Kentucky (another state with a lot of testing)
and further down to —10 in the District of Columbia, which had no testing at
the time.

The Rand report’s criticism of the Texas testing program rested on the
following claims:
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» Although there was improvement in fourth-grade NAEP math-
ematics scores in Texas over time, there was no improvement
in eighth-grade math scores or fourth-grade reading scores.

= What improvements there were in math and reading did not
last past fourth grade. Between the fourth and eighth grades,
the gain in scores over time was no greater than the average for
the nation. _

* Because TAAS scores improved by a greater proportion than
Texas’ NAEP scores, the TAAS scores must have been “in-
flated” and not reflective of “real” gains in achievement.

Texas’ net cumulative score gains on the NAEP were more than twice
the national average. The Rand researchers claimed the state’s gains were no
different from the rest of the nation’s by separating the big picture (all the
grade levels tested and compared across the entire time period) into several
smaller pictures (each grade level tested separately and compared only with
the nearest time period) and then relying on statistical-testing artifacts within
each. This was methodologically invalid, because they reported a conclusion
about the big picture without actually conducting a statistical test on it. Most
researchers try to increase the size of their data sets and thus the power of
their statistical tests; Rand did just the opposite. Instead, it looked at a seg-
ment of gains in fourth-grade math, a segment of gains in eighth-grade math,
and so on. With each segment, the researchers conducted a statistical test
that relied on arguably standard, but still arbitrary, cutoff thresholds to deter-
mine “statistically significant” differences. For each separate case in isola-
tion, there is nothing wrong with this. The Rand researchers probably no-
ticed, however, that for the segments in which the Texas gains did not reach
the cutoff points, they just barely did not make it. The Texas gains in the
case of every segment were large by normal standards of “large,” just not large
enough in each and every segment to make the cutoff point for the statistical
test Rand chose to use in each case.

If one combines the various segments (in statistical jargon, this is called
pooling), however, one can both increase the statistical power of the test (by
increasing the sample size) and conduct the correct test—for the NAEP per-
formance of Texas as a whole rather than for separate, discrete bits. Combin-
ing separate tests, or subtests, at the same level of difficulty, even on differ-
ent subject matter, is often done when identical scales are used. Witness
the many studies that use SAT combined (verbal + math) scores in their
analyses. ‘

The Rand researchers also argued that because the score gains on the
TAAS exceeded those on the NAEP, they could not be “real” and must have
been inflated. They used the same logic they had used in the CRESST Lake

Wobegon study discussed earlier. Again, scores on two tests cannot be per-
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fectly correlated without their being the exact same test. The TAAS and the
NAEP were not the same, nor were they supposed to be, so their scores could
not be perfectly correlated. The fact that the score increases in the TAAS
over time were greater than Texas students’ score gains on the NAEP was to
be expected; any other result would have suggested a serious problem. The
TAAS contained subject matter that matched the curriculum standards of
the state of Texas. The NAEP did not. Teachers were supposed to teach the
subject matter covered by the TAAS, not that covered by the NAEP.

Policy Implications

When accurate information was most needed, we got this instead. In
late 2001, midway between the election of George W. Bush and the U.S.
Congress’ passage of the NCLB Act, I read the following statements in an
education journal: :

Nearly 20 years later, the debate surrounding [minimum competency
tests] remains much the same, consisting primarily of opinion and specu-
lation. . . . A lack of solid empirical research has allowed the controversy
to continue unchecked by evidence or experience. . . . The lack of em-
pirical research on the achievement effects of mandatory graduation ex-
ams is striking, particularly in light of their growing popularity across the
nation. . . . The evidence on graduation exams and achievement is lim-

ited and mixed. (Jacob, 2001, p. 334)

I assumed that an opponent of President Bush’s policies and of the NCLB
Act had written it. I wrote to the author, then employed as an instructor at
one of my alma maters, and pointed out that there was, in fact, a great deal of
empirical research on minimum competency testing and on the achieve-
ment effects of mandatory graduation exams and that the empirical evidence
on graduation exams and achievement was neither limited nor mixed. The
author defended his statements by asserting that he had checked them with
our country’s foremost researchers on the effects of standardized educational
achievement testing, naming four CRESST researchers, including three of
the authors of the October surprise report. The joke was on the Republican
Party, however. This fellow, whose carelessness undermined GOP education
policy, became a trusted policy advisor.

Case Study: Co-Optation of the National Council on
Measurement in Education

The National Council on Measurement in Education (NCME) had
long served as a bulwark of psychometric respectability against the more re-
gressive elements within education research that dominate the much larger

American Educational Research Association (AERA). However, most NCME

members are also AERA members; indeed, the two organizations hold their
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annual meetings at the same time and the same place. Moreover, most NCME
members work in the education business, as professors in education schools
or for firms that serve the education market. NCME is not impervious to
regressive influences

The psychometrician William Mehrens (1998) delivered his presiden-
tial address to the NCME in the mid-1990s on the topic of the effects of
standardized testing. He talked as if he had looked at the sum total of what is
known about these effects. The picture he saw did not look pretty: Standard-
ized testing, particularly when it had high stakes, seemed to do more harm
than good. Unfortunately, Mehrens had apparently conducted no literature
search whatsoever. Rather, he relied on his own instincts and assumed that
what he happened to read over the years comprised a representative sample
of the existing literature.

Among more than 60 citations in Mehrens’s (1998) speech, one can
find none from psychologists, program evaluators, sociologists, economists,
or researchers outside the United States and only one dated earlier than 1984.
Most of his attention (and more than one third of his citations), in fact,
focused on the work of a single organization, CRESST. Half of the rest of the
sources were outspoken, self-acknowledged opponents of high-stakes testing.
Sadly, in the decade since Mehrens’ address, testing opponents have eagerly
and liberally cited his presidential address as authoritative evidence that the
research literature on the effects of testing is meager at best.

As if to place a capstone atop the monument to CRESST’s success in
information suppression, researchers Dan Koretz and Laura Hamilton (2007)
penned a chapter for the most current version of the “bible of testing re-
search,” the NCME-sponsored reference book, Educational Measurement. Their
chapter, “Testing for Accountability in K~12,” is more remarkable for what
is left out than for what is included. Little of the abundant counterevidence
to their work is mentioned and, when offered at all, is the weakest available.
Among the 253 references are 82 (32%) to works by themselves and their
CRESST colleagues. Another 10% are official works—legislation, govern-
ment reports, statistical compendia, and the like. This still leaves a good bit
of room for references to a century’s worth of research on the effects of test-
ing. Instead, one finds other sources that claim a research dearth and the
plaint that much more research will be needed before we can dare to use tests
responsibly.

In an appendix to Defending Standardized Testing (Phelps, 2005a), I listed
more than 300 studies of the effects of testing, the vast majority of which
provide empirical evidence of beneficial effects. Eighty of the listed studies
are meta-analyses or reviews of multiple separate studies. I compared this list
with the references in the Koretz and Hamilton (2007) chapter, which pur-
ports to summarize all of the available research. I found but three sources in
common.
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Policy Implications

Those who claim a paucity of research on the effects and benefits of
testing or on the structure of test-based accountability systems either have
not looked very hard or have not wished to find what is available in the
literature. If the topic of the effects of standardized testing can be persistently
exposed to the glare of journalists’ floodlights yet successfully censored and
suppressed, then any topic can be. Is the increasing concentration of educa-
tion-research dissemination in fewer and fewer hands likely to improve edu-
cation? [t may not matter how one answers the question, for the forces work-
ing to dissolve and disintegrate the hard-won accumulation of education
knowledge seem only to be growing stronger. The chief problem is that accu-
rate and useful ideas and information in education—indeed, perhaps most
accurate and useful ideas and information—are suppressed and ignored in
policy discussions.

Case Study: Co-Optation of the Republican Policy Advisors

The following statements come from CRESST researchers:

= Despite the long history of assessment-based accountability, hard
evidence about its effects is surprisingly sparse, and the little
evidence that is available is not encouraging. (Koretz, 1996)

= Although much has been written on achievement motivation
per se, there has been surprisingly little empirical research on
the effects of different motivation conditions on test perfor-
mance. (Kiplinger & Linn, 1993, p. 3)

~ Several years ago, I spent some time conducting computer searches and
strolling library aisles for signs of the research literature on test-based ac-
countability and the relationship between motivation and test performance
that CRESST researchers have repeatedly declared either nonexistent or
scarce. Lo and behold, I discovered a few hundred studies. My search was
tedious, but it was not difficult. Given the height of the pile of books, ar-
ticles, and bibliographies I have yet to comb through, it would appear that I
will discover a few hundred more.

Studies measuring the effects of standardized testing in education date
back to the early 1900s and range across virtually all relevant types of re-
search methodologies—meta-analyses, controlled experiments, quasi-experi-
ments, program evaluations, case studies and structured interviews, inter-
rupted time series with shadow measures, pre-post designs, polls and surveys,
cost—benefit analyses, multivariate regressions, multilevel structural equa-
tion models, and data analyses of administrative records (Phelps, 2005c).

CRESST researchers have probably been the most persistent in their
paucity- and absence-of-research claims, but they have hardly been alone.
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This assertion is widely advertised (see, e.g., Barth, 2006; Mitchell, 2006;
Olson, 2002). Moreover, the belief now seems to transcend political and
ideological boundaries. Both opponents and supporters of high-stakes stan-
dardized testing assert the claim (see, e.g., Cizek, 2001; Hanushek & Raymond,
2002, 2003; Jacob, 2001, 2002, 2003; Loveless, as cited in New Report Con-
firms, 2003; Roderick, Jacob, & Bryk, 2002). As the belief in the research
literature’s nonexistence has become more pervasive and deeply held, efforts
to reference it have become less frequent, less thorough, or casually dismissed.

One might have reasonably assumed, given the thrust of U.S. educa-
tion policy in the early 2000s, that this research literature would have been
exposed, made widely familiar, and meticulously analyzed. Yet just the oppo-
site happened—the bulk of an available research literature that could have
helped to guide our society in the implementation of its primary, and contro-
versial, education policy was declared nonexistent.

For example, consider the following characterizations of the research
literature on the effects of test-based accountability. “Most of the evidence is
unpublished at this point” (Olson, 2002, p. 13). “There is little empirical
evidence on test-based accountability (also referred to as high-stakes test-
ing)” (Jacob, 2002, p. 2). It is “a young and highly selective body of work”
(Hanushek & Raymond, 2002, p. 1). “It is important to keep in mind the
limited body of data on the subject. We are just getting started in terms of
solid research on standards, testing and accountability” (Loveless, as cited in
New Report Confirms, 2003, p. 1). “The evidence on this outcome is just
beginning to come in” and “the evidence on positive and negative conse-
quences is necessarily skimpy” (Cizek, 2001, p. 7). These quotes come from
the period during which the NCLB Act was being considered or designed.
All come from Republican policy advisors.

The presidential election campaign of 2000 was the first in U.S. history
in which standardized testing was a central campaign issue; testing oppo-
nents were prominent and vocal throughout. What did the Republican policy
advisors have to say? They declared there to be no evidence that high-stakes
standardized testing did any good and that on balance, it seemed to be
harmful. More research was needed on the topic (and these advisors were
willing to do it). NCLB opponents could not have written the script any
better themselves. o

Policy Implications

With the election of George W. Bush, GOP policy advisors faced a
historic opportunity, with enormous implications, to benefit U.S. education.
They had the resources to blast open the seal of censorship covering a huge
research literature on standardized testing’s achievement effects. Instead,
whether by mistake or design, they chose to reinforce the seal, despite the
critical need of their Republican politician clients for exactly the opposite
behavior.
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After seconding testing opponents’ claim that little to no research ex-
isted on the effects of standardized testing, some of the Republican think
tankers declared themselves to be pioneers in conducting such research.
Apparently, one assertion used to persuade Republican policymakers of the
paucity-of-research hypothesis was that all education research was poorly
done, so any research they (mostly economists) conducted would be the first
" high-quality research on the topic (see, e.g., Hanushek, 2006).

Think of the assumptions necessary for economists to adopt this line of
thinking. Educational standards and standardized tests have existed for mil-
lennia. Psychologists first developed the “scientific” standardized test more
than a century ago, and they, along with program evaluators and education
practitioners, have conducted hundreds of thousands of studies with or about
them since that time. Nonetheless, since the mid-1990s, a number of econo-
mists have proposed that none among these scores of psychologists and prac-
titioners ever thought to study the various effects of educational testing (and
that these professionals could not even conduct such studies responsibly). In
their book chapter titled “Economics Wins, Psychology Loses, and Society
Pays,” Bazerman and Malhotra (2006) described several miserably failed public
policies, crafted by economists, on topics for which psychologists had long
developed expertise—expertise ignored by the economists in policy positions.
With federal standardized testing programs in the first decade of the 21st
century, economists may have added yet another such policy.

Being the first to conduct research on a topic can of course enhance
one’s career prospects fabulously, whereas citing and summarizing work al-
ready done by others can make one look like a slacker. To my knowledge,
none of the cases cited earlier with erroneous “firstness” claims ultimately
attracted any negative consequence toward the claimant. The act of dismiss-
ing a research literature, no matter how large, appears to be risk free. What
consequence might that lack of consequence portend for the preservation of
the education research literature?

Besides, who's going to complain about the regression? Most of the sci-
entists and evaluators responsible for the past century’s worth of research on
the effects of testing are deceased. Many of those still alive work in the field
of psychology and, even if they were to become aware of others’ grandiose
claims to pioneering the field, they have no standing in the other professions
(e.g., economics) from which to lodge a complaint. Those working within
education who might object have long since been professionally marginalized
by the regressors. That leaves few to carry on as advocates for the preserva-
tion of an increasingly endangered research literature.

[ have personally challenged some of the research regressors directly on
their firstness and paucity-of-research claims. The typical reply insinuates
something like, “You’re just jealous because your work is not getting atten-
tion.” Incidentally, I hear this retort whether my own work represents less
than 1% of the relevant dismissed research literature or none of it.

116 RICHARD P. PHELPS




One slightly more thoughtful reply suggests that declaring a century-
old research literature nonexistent is of no practical consequence because
people are conducting these studies now and surely will discover whatever
previous researchers discovered anyway. Perhaps, but it might take them an-
other hundred years and another thousand studies to accumulate as much
knowledge. Besides, the knowledge was needed during the period 2000-2002,
while the NCLB Act was being debated and designed. The few economists’
studies conducted after 2003 were too late to be useful.

The co-optation of Republican policy advisors was hugely important.
Not only did testing critics, including CRESST researchers, gain policy le-
verage, they were appointed to influential executive branch committees,
commissions, and projects. Not bad for folk who tried to sabotage the Bush
campaign just 3 weeks before the 2000 presidential election. Moreover, with
the Republican think tankers on board, the most influential potential advo-
cates for educational achievement testing programs were neutralized. The
enormous resources of the federal government, business groups, and founda-
tions that could have been organized to halt the research regression instead
supported it. Finally, because most education journalists grant the small cadre
of Republican think tankers an effective monopoly to represent the “other
side” of most education issues, Republican acquiescence in snuffing a vibrant
research literature represented for journalists unanimous confirmation of a
fact: The research literature did not exist.

FALLACY 4: TESTING IS MISCHARACTERIZED
BECAUSE IT IS DIFFICULT TO UNDERSTAND

Testing and measurement experts—psychometricians—tend to be smart
people. Most have doctorates, which they earned after completing a dozen or
more courses on abstruse topics in statistics, computer programming, scaling,
equating, item response theory, and other technical exotica.

Some have assumed that the recondite nature of the subject matter is
to blame both for the animosity felt by many education advocates toward
testing (i.e., one fears what one does not understand) as well as the misrepre-
sentation of the topic (i.e., it is simply too technical a topic for the average
educator, or education journalist, to understand). I believe that fear of the
unknown may well fuel the animosity, but I do not believe that the pervasive
misrepresentation of the topic among education advocates can be explained
by misunderstanding. By ideology, perhaps. By professional self-interest, per-
haps. But not by ignorance.

The purpose of this section is to demonstrate how easy it is for advo-
cates to repress the simplest, most easily verified facts and convince the pub-
lic of falsehoods. This ease is illustrated with arguably the easiest to under-
stand bit of information in the testing and measurement field.
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Of the many testing controversies, counting the number of tests given
may be the most trivial. Yet that is the point. Of all the claims about educa-
tional achievement testing, this is the easiest to verify, and the argument
over this issue should be the easiest to settle. Instead, most citizens and
policymakers remain misinformed on this presumably simple topic.

Case Study: Facts Unprecedented, Unparalleled, ‘Indivsputable

In an Education Week editorial titled “Standardized Testing and Its Vic-
tims,” Alfie Kohn (2000) wrote: -

Standardized testing has swelled and mutated, like a creature in one of
those old horror movies, to the point that it now threatens to swallow
our schools whole. But let’s put aside metaphors and even opinions for a
moment so that we can review some indisputable facts on the subject.

Fact 1: Our children are tested to an extent that is unprecedented in
our history and unparalleled anywhere else in the world. . . . Few coun-

~ tries use standardized tests for children below high school age—or mul-

tiple-choice tests for students of any age.

Fact 2: Our children are tested to an extent that is unprecedented in
our history and unparalleled anywhere else in the world. (p. 60)

Similarly, in a September 2001 Frontline interview on the Public Broad-
casting System, National Public Radio journalist John Merrow interviewed
the U.S. Secretary of Education, Rod Paige (Interview: Rod Paige, 2001). In
reference to the new NCLB program, he asked, “It raises the question of too
much testing. American kids are already tested more often than kids in any
other industrialized country. Are we testing our kids too much?”’ (7 22).

The original source of the “indisputable fact” that U.S. schools test
more than.do other countries’ schools was a contractor report for the now-
defunct U.S. Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) written by education
professors George Madaus and Thomas Kellaghan {(1991). Their report be-
came a chapter in a longer OTA report (OTA, 1992, pp. 135-164) and later
an article in a professional journal (Feuer & Fulton, 1994). Their claims
have permeated the media and the education research literature (e.g.,
Kellaghan & Madaus, 1995; Kellaghan, Madaus, & Raczek, 1996; Madaus,
1991a, 1991b; Medina & Neill, 1990; National Commission on Testing and
Public Policy, 1990; Neill, 1992; Rothman, 1995; Sacks, 1999; Viadero, 1994).

The aforementioned authors claimed all of the following:

= “American students are already the most heavily tested in the
world.” (Madaus, 1991a, 2)
» The trend in other developed countries was toward less stan- -

dardized testing. (OTA, 1992, p. 144)
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* The trend in other developed countries encompassed all levels
of education “even at the postsecondary level.” (OTA, 1992, p.
143) ‘

* The trend in other developed countries was unidirectional—
large-scale, external tests were being “abolished” (OTA, 1992,
p. 143).

» External examinations in other developed countries were “no
longer used to make decisions about students’ educational paths
during the period of compulsory education” (Kellaghan et al.,
1996, p. 59).

» “Standardized national examinations before age 16 have all but
disappeared from Europe and Asia” (OTA, 1992, pp. 135, 144).

* “The United States is unique in the extensive use of standard-
ized tests for young children” (OTA, 1992, p. 135).

= “None of the countries studied by OTA has a single, centrally

- prescribed examination that is used for all purposes—classroom
diagnosis, selection, and school accountability. Most examina-
tions overseas are . . . not used for school or system accountabil-

ity” (OTA, 1992, p. 135).

All these claims were false and unsupported by empirical data, but they
nonetheless infused policy debates surrounding three presidential testing pro-
posals from the early 1990s to the early 2000s—George H. W. Bush’s Ameri-
can Achievement Tests, Bill Clinton’s Voluntary National Tests, and George
W. Bush’s NCLB Act. The report’s persuasive force relied on a single, plau-
sible rationale: The authors argued that other countries were dropping large-
scale external tests because they no longer needed them as selection devices.
European and Asian countries had expanded the number of places available
in secondary schools, polytechnics, and universities, so access had been made
available to all, or at least most, who desired it. This proposed rationale for
other countries’ allegedly dropping educational selection tests served to dis-
tract from the weakness of the study’s claims. One of the coauthors would go
on to manage more than a decade’s worth of research on standardized testing
at the NRC; another would end up conducting research on standardized test-
ing for the World Bank.

Around the same period of time, four other, more rigorous test-counting
studies were conducted that went far beyond rationale and anecdote and
were generally ignored. First, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) conducted a survey of its member countries in
1990-1991 addressing the number and duration of their systemwide tests.
This survey revealed that U.S. students faced fewer hours and fewer numbers
of high-stakes standardized tests than their counterparts in every one of the
13 other countries studied. Further, U.S. students underwent fewer hours of
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mandated tests than their counterparts in 12 of the 13 other countries (Phelps,
1996, p. 25). ,

Second, Eckstein and Noah’s (1993, pp. 149, 167) classic eight-country
set of case studies ranked the United States lowest both in “examination
burden” and “examination difficulty.” The authors concluded,

In addition to certification and selection, other countries use their end-
of-secondary-school examinations for a variety of other functions: for
example, to define what knowledge and skills are of most worth, to set
performance expectations of students, teachers, and schools, and to pro-
vide yardsticks against which individual schools and the school system
as a whole can be assessed.

The United States . . . lacks any systematic and general way of certify-
ing completion of a specified course of secondary school study and, un-
like other countries, has no consistent national criteria or means for se-
lection beyond that stage, whether for employment or for particular types
of postsecondary education or training. (pp. 238-239)

Third, in a seven-country survey of secondary school math and science .
examinations, Britton, Hawkins, and Gandal (1996) asserted,

While only 6.6 percent of US students take Advanced Placement (AP)
examinations, roughly a quarter to a half of all students in other nations
take and pass advanced subject-specific examinations.

In each country except the United States, college-bound students seek-
ing to study in a university must pass demanding, subject-specific exami-
nations. In France, Germany, and Israel, even many students who do not
go on to college take these examinations because they are a prestigious
credential in their societies. (pp. 202-203) :

Finally, in a review of widely available documentary source material, I
found that over the period 1974-1999 in 31 countries and provinces, 59
large-scale external testing programs were added, and only 5 were dropped.
The OTA (1992) had implied that large-scale tests were used only for selec-
tion to or exclusion from the next level of education. During 1974-1999,
however, other countries and states added 22 monitoring exams, 6 subject-
area end-of-course testing programs, 2 primary-to-secondary-level achieve-
ment tests, and 2 diagnostic exams. Thirty tests with medium or high stakes
were added, and only four were dropped (Phelps, 2000b, pp. 17, 18).

All the countries mentioned in the anecdotal Madaus-Kellaghan—Feuer
study (i.e., Feuer & Fulton, 1994; Madaus & Kellaghan, 1991; OTA, 1992)
were covered by these four more rigorous studies that presented empirical
and case study evidence that U.S. students faced fewer and easier tests than
did their counterparts in other nations. None of the latter studies received
much attention in the education media or research literature, however,
whereas the Madaus—Kellaghan-Feuer study received a lot.
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Policy Implications

Why did a study void of evidence receive more attention than studies
that incorporated data and first-person case studies? In my judgment, it is
because education advocates can promote studies that reach conclusions they
like and suppress studies reaching conclusions they do not like, and this can
be based on ideology or self-interest. '

In such an atmosphere of information dissemination, any topic needs
only one study to promote a favored conclusion, and that one study only
needs some trappings of legitimacy. Whether the study was done well or the
conclusions were warranted may be irrelevant. In the case of the Madaus—
Kellaghan—Feuer study, the OTA imprimatur was sufficient. The four other
studies reaching contrary conclusions were simply ignored and disappeared
from view. |

In this manner, public policies “based on research” can amount to noth-
ing more than a powerful interest group’s preferences—the factual basis be-
ing that which the interest group wishes to be fact. Public policies formed
this way will always serve the needs of the vested interests.

For their part, education journalists had plenty of opportunity to study
the issue and apply a standard amount of journalistic skepticism to the more
extravagant claims about the amount of testing in the United States alone or
in comparison with other countries. However, I have yet to witness a jour-
nalist referring to the grandiose test-counting claims as anything but reliable
and objective fact (see, e.g., Chandler, 1999; Merrow, 2002; Sacks, 1999;
Strauss, 2006; Teel, 2001; Wolk, 2002). More on education journalists’ pro-
found lack of skepticism regarding claims made by testing opponents can be
found in another source (see Phelps, 2003, chap. 6).

Case Study: The Amount of Testing Is Unknowable,
and It Is a Huge Number

Madaus would serve as coauthor in another set of claims about the
amount of testing that occurs, this time for the United States alone (Haney,

Madaus, & Lyons, 1993):

We contacted the College Board and ACT directly and were informed
that 1,980,000 SATs and 1,000,000 ACTs were given in 1986-87. We
thus have relatively firm figures on the number of such college admis-
sions tests given. But there are several ways of counting the number of
separately scorable subtests in these testing programs. The SAT has two
subtests, the SAT-—Verbal and the SAT—Math. Moreover, two
subscores are reported for the SAT—Verbal, namely reading and vo-
cabulary. Also, almost all students who take the SAT take the Test of
Standard Written English. . . . Similarly, the ACT assessment has four
subtests, but since a composite score is also calculated, we have used 4
and 5 as bases for high and low estimates. The results . . . indicate that
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between nearly 4 million and 10 million SAT subtests and 4 million to 5
million ACT subtests are administered annually. . . . Altogether then we
estimate that in. 1986~87, 13 million to 22 million college admissions
“tests” were administered. (pp. 65-66)

The passage continues to sum the total of all U.S. standardized student
passag

tests—and not just college entrance exams, but the quotation marks around
the word “tests” disappears, et voild, all parts of tests become whole tests.

In sum then . . . we estimate that between 143 million and 395 million
tests are administered annually to the nation’s population of roughly 44
million elementary and secondary school students, equivalent to between
3 and 9 standardized tests for each student enrolled in elementary and
secondary schools. (Haney et al., 1993, p. 66)

At the beginning of the passage, a test is called a test. In the middle, the
reader is told that tests have parts. Those separate parts are counted up, and
in the next paragraph, the parts are called tests. After this semantic magic is
complete, the authors assert that there are from 3 to 9 times as many stan-
dardized student tests administered annually as there actually are.

Another oddity of the passage is its use of the word estimates. Two tele-
phone calls to the SAT and ACT offices provided exact counts of the num-
bers of their tests administered. Further, at the beginning of the passage, an
ACT test is referred to in the singular and the total annual number of ACTs
administered is declared to be 1 million. After the authors do their parts-as-
wholes counting, they end up with an “estimate” for the annual number of
ACTs of from 4 to 5 million. Four million is their “lower bound estimate” for
a number of tests they had just claimed for a fact to be only 1 million.

One education professor finessed the issue this way:

No one knows for certain how many students are tested in a given year or
how many tests the typical student takes because comprehensive and
unambiguous data are not available. Richard Phelps (1997) estimates
that 36 million district-wide and statewide tests are given each year in
the United States. Peter Sacks (1999) cites estimates of 127 million stan-
dardized tests of all types being given in a year. Walter Haney, George
Madaus, and Robert Lyons (1993) provide low and high estimates. . . .
On the low end, they estimate that slightly more than 143 million stu-
dents a year were tested and that the average child took 2.7 tests per
year. On the high end, they estimate that just over 395 million students
a year were tested and that the average child took 5.4 tests per year.
(Snowman, 2002, p. 490) '

The 36 million mentioned in the foregoing passage was an accurate
estimate of the number of systemwide tests administered in U.S. public schools
in the mid-1990s. This translates to less than 1 test and less than half a day of
testing per year per student. All the other numbers mentioned in the passage
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were derived from the work of Haney, Madaus, and Lyons (1993), count
subtests rather than tests, and double count some tests (Phelps, 1997):

Counting the number of tests, or even the number of test items, admin-
istered in any given year in the United States may be tedious, but it is easy. It
is almost as easy to count the amount of time devoted to test administration
(Phelps, 1997). Even if one chooses to count tests by more than one
method—for example, by the number of test forms or the number of
subtests—it is a remarkably easy task. Verification of the numbers requires
no complex theory or special analytical skills, just some persistence and a
mastery of simple arithmetic.

These days, most educational achievement tests are administered ei-
ther nationwide or statewide. Those administered nationwide include the
NAEP, the ACT, and the SAT. Their annual numbers of individual test
(and subtest) administrations, as well as their durations and the fees paid,
can be found in the respective organizations’ publications or by telephoning
them. Likewise with each of the 50 states, tests may be developed by private
firms, but they are sponsored and typically administered by state education
agencies. '

Policy Implications

If even this, the most resolvable of standardized testing disputes, can-
not be resolved or, rather, clarified with accurate information, how can any
of the other, more complex issues be resolved? If even these, the most easily
obtained facts about standardized testing, can be so effortlessly muddled and
manipulated, how can any facts about educational testing be clearly commu-
nicated to and understood by the public?

Perhaps they simply cannot be. The fog of ambiguity and misinforma-
tion does not dissipate as one climbs the ladder of topical complexity. Other
controversial issues, both simple and complex, are just as muddled, and the
debate just as one sided. In the case of at least several issues, the factual
information commonly accepted by most educators and journalists is not
only erroneous but demonstrably the opposite of reality.

OVERARCHING POLICY IMPLICATIONS

To my observation, there is a clear quality difference between research
conducted on educational achievement testing policy-related topics before
the mid-1980s and the more prominent such work conducted after the mid-
1980s. Most of the earlier work can be found in the scholarly psychology litera-
ture, although a good number of studies were conducted in the field by techni-
cally trained educational practitioners as well. Generally, the work is typical of
open-minded scientific inquiry. All sides of issues and most previous relevant
work seems to have been considered. Over the years, more knowledge accu-
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mulated and was built on top of what had previously been learned. There was
progress in humanity’s understanding of educational achievement testing.

Objective, open-minded, scholarly study of policy-related educational
achievement testing topics continued beyond the mid-1980s but has largely
been marginalized from public discussion. The work that seems to get the
attention of both policymakers and the press is that conducted by prominent
education professors, researchers in federally funded research centers, and
several think tank—based economists or political scientists. They seldom have
acknowledged the earlier work on educational achievement testing or any
contemporary work conducted outside their own small circles of colleagues.
Often they have claimed that there has been no study of particular effects of
achievement testing before the start of their own work.

Some widely cited educational achievement testing studies have been
rigged so that only negative results were possible; for example, see the survey
instruments used by West and Viator for the National Science Foundation
(Phelps, 2005b, pp. 19-20), the survey result interpretations of the ASCD
(Phelps, 2005b, pp. 18-19), or the range of sources cited by the aforemen-
tioned Mehrens (1998) and NRC (Heubert & Hauser, 1999) studies. Still
other widely cited studies produced results revealing positive effects from the
use of educational achievement tests that were nonetheless presented by their
authors as negative results (e.g., see Corbett & Wilson, 1991; B. D. Jones &
Egley, 2003; B. D. Jones & Johnston, 2002; Kellaghan, Madaus, & Airasian,
1982). These efforts at information suppression, irrespective of their motiva-
tion, have been largely successful. Prominent education researchers have
managed to delete large segments of the education research literature from
the collective working memory and hide large amounts of information that
could have informed U.S. education policy (Phelps, 2007a).

As if the suppression of information within the field of education were
not detrimental enough, some of the same researchers have managed to ex-
pand their information removal activities into other fields, such as personnel
psychology.

ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF RESEARCH AND
EXPERIENCE LEFT BEHIND

Imagine this scenario. After a new executive administration is elected
and installed in Washington, a deadly epidemic spreads across the country.
The administration’s policy advisors declare that medications and supplies
that could save lives do not exist, but, for a fee, they will build up a new
stock. None of the policy advisors are epidemiologists, however; rather, they
are cardiologists and orthopedic surgeons. The medical crisis runs its course,
and many die because the new stock of supplies only becomes available after
the crisis has passed. Much later, it is revealed that there had been a large
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stock of medical supplies available at the time of the outbreak, but the policy
advisors had simply accepted someone else’s word that it did not exist and
had not looked for it.

- An overly dramatic story, perhaps, but subtract the dead bodies, and it
is essentially what happened during the period 2000-2002 while the NCLB
Act was being designed and debated. A century’s worth of useful experience
and research was declared nonexistent and not even considered by the Bush
administration’s policy advisors. Instead, they offered to start a research lit-
erature from scratch, and their offer was accepted.

Few economists and political scientists had demonstrated an interest in
educational achievement testing during the 20th century; the standardized
test is the psychologist’s invention. Yet virtually all the Bush administration’s
education policy advisors are economists and political scientists. Their small
collection of research studies on the effects of testing has dribbled out since
2002, with some of those responsible declaring themselves research pioneers
(see, e.g., Hanushek, 2006).

The jurist Richard A. Posner (2001) warned of the societal dangers of
celebrity researchers, whom he labeled “public intellectuals,” making claims
outside their field where those with the requisite expertise can hold them
accountable. Unfortunately, when the Bush administration’s education policy
advisors and think tank consultants have published naive research in eco-
nomics journals, they have not been reviewed by scholars familiar with the
relevant literature. Their work might never have passed muster with psy-
chology and measurement journals. Examples of such naiveté include beliefs
and assumptions that all tests are pretty much the same and validly compa-
rable whether they have stakes, are administered securely, apply stakes to the
teachers or the students, or are norm referenced or standards based.

Ironically, these faux pioneers were paid out of taxpayer funds—first, to
replicate studies for which taxpayers had already paid, and second, to declare
the earlier public investments nonexistent. The NCLB Act could have been
informed by a cornucopia of research and experience. Instead, it was informed
by virtually none. Prior research and experience would have told policymakers
that most of the motivational benefits of standardized tests required conse-
quences for the students, not just for the schools. Those stakes need not be
high to be effective, but there must be some. Because NCLB imposes stakes
on schools but not on students, who knows whether the students even try to
perform well.

Prior research and experience would have informed policymakers that
educators are intelligent people who respond to incentives and who will game
a system if they are given an opportunity to do so (see, e.g., Cannell, 1987,
1989). The NCLB Act left many aspects of the test administration process
that profoundly affect scores (e.g., incentives and motivation, cut scores,
degree of curricular alignment) up for grabs and open to manipulation by
local and state officials.
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Prior research and experience would have informed policymakers that
different tests get different results, and one should not expect average scores
from different tests to rise and fall in unison over time (as some interpreters
of the NCLB Act seem to expect with the NAEP benchmark). Prior research
and experience would have informed policymakers that the public was not in
favor of punishing poorly performing schools (as NCLB does), but was in
favor of applying consequences to pootly performing students and teachers
(which NCLB does not; see, e.g., Phelps 2005b).

What is the effect of test-based accountability? Appendix 3.1 lists a
small sample of useful, insightful, relevant, well-done studies that effectively
answer this question, could have informed the design of NCLB, and have
been declared by prominent researchers not to exist. ’

One could not find these studies mentioned in the “what the research

says” education policy advice pages of major, policy-influential organizations
(e.g., Education Commission of the States, Education Week, the Education
Writers Association, the National School Board Association’s Center for
Public Education) in the early 2000s while the NCLB Act was being consid-
ered and then implemented. In their place, one found mention of a paltry
number of works from contemporary “Influentials” (to borrow a term popular
with Education Week). Had the policymakers and planners involved in de-
signing the NCLB Act simply read the freely available research literature
instead of funding expensive new studies and waiting for their few results,
they would have received more value for their dollars as well as more and
better information, and they would have had this information earlier, when
they actually needed it.
, One person directly involved in research regression activities told me
that there had been no research before the early 2000s that had been con-
ducted under the exact conditions specified by the NCLB Act. However, I
am unaware of research studies that focused exclusively on the effects of mini-
mum-competency tests on left-handed students, on Tuesdays, in the month
of February, and on rainy days. Does this mean, then, that we cannot make
any assumptions about the effects of any tests if they are minimum-compe-
tency tests, if left-handed students are involved, and if the tests are adminis-
tered on rainy February Tuesdays? To the contrary, we can, because we know
which factors matter and which do not, and all of the factors that matter
have been studied many times.

With the single exception of the federal mandate, there was no aspect
of the NCLB accountability initiative that had not been tried and studied
before. Every one of the NCLB Act’s failings was perfectly predictable on the
basis of decades of prior experience and research. Moreover, there were bet-
ter alternatives for every characteristic of the program that had also been
tried and studied thoroughly by researchers in psychology, education, and
program evaluation. Yet policymakers were made aware of none of then.
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CONCLUSION

Understanding of educational achievement testing may be shrinking
among the public at large. The technical psychometric research literature
would seem to be safe from the censorship and suppression of vested inter-
ests, but the research literature related to testing policy (i.e., its administra-
tion, program structure, use, extent, effects, cost, benefits, public opinion,
and research dissemination) is diminishing. There are simply too few who
cite the research literature in any substantial depth or breadth and too many
who are eager to declare it barren. At the same time, there seems to be little
hesitation on the part of many researchers to skip lightly past the annoying
obligation of a search of the literature yet nonetheless to claim a mastery of
it. A thorough literature review requires a great deal of time and patience,
virtues often lacking among the most ambitious and narcissistic. In one ef-
fort of mine—accumulating studies on the impact of standardized testing—I
started out thinking that there were probably a dozen or so such studies. A
few years ago, I was aware that there were hundreds. Now I know that their
number exceeds a thousand, and, despite the rhetoric of some critics, only a
tiny proportion of them were conducted after the year 2000.

In the end, however, it will not matter for society’s sake if we find 10,000
studies. There will remain other education researchers, prominent and with
abundant resources at their disposal—researchers whose work is frequently
covered by education journalists—who will continue to insist that no such
studies ever existed. It is education research’s dirty secret: Unpopular re-
search and research that generates unpopular results can be successfully—
and easily—censored and suppressed (see, e.g., Phelps, 1999, 2000a, 2003
[preface, chap. 7], 2005¢ [chap. 3]).

A biological species cannot survive when mating individuals cannot
find each other. When numbers decline to such an extent that predators (or
hunters) can more easily find members of a species than can potential mates,
the species crosses a demographic threshold and heads toward its inevitable
extinction. Those who work with endangered species call this the extinction
vortex. _

Similarly, the censorship and suppression of the research literature on
the effects of educational achievement testing have become so successful
that it has become difficult to find the literature’s progenitors. For example,
I may have spent more time than anyone else on Earth combing the research
literature. Nonetheless, I was a few years into my effort before I discovered
the work of Frank Dempster (1991, 1997), one of the world’s foremost au-
thorities, or that of Jim Haynie (e.g., 1994, 2007) in career and technical
education. Why did it take me so long to find their work? It is not popular
among the vested interests in education—they find the benefits of testing to
be strong and persistent—and thus it is not widely advertised. Indeed, work
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like theirs is far more often declared nonexistent than recognized. Few min-
ers persist in tunneling deep shafts for unfashionable gems. Likewise, few
researchers pursue unfashionable topics in the face of persistent discourage-
ment and very real professional disincentives (see, e.g., Phelps, n.d.). -

U.S. education’s single greatest need may be for an independent educa-
tion press. Unfortunately, what we have now is anything but independent.
Vested interest organizations are guaranteed seats on the board of the Educa-
tion Writers. Association, the only large professional organization of educa-
tion journalists (Lieberman, 2007, chap. 11). The Goliath of education news
publications, Education Week, is arguably the least independent of any edu-
cation organization inside the (Washington, DC) Beltway. Education Week
advertises its willingness to partner with other organizations on research and

‘news projects. Its partners must bring resources to the table, however, and
only those with power and money can do that. (Imagine the New York Times
or the Washington Post entering into working research, news, and dissemina-
tion partnerships with think tanks, federally funded research centers, and
professional advocacy groups.) Education Week editors serve on the boards of
partisan organizations for which they provide headlines, thus freely partici-
pating in education’s “interlocking directorates” of vested interests (see
Dombhoff, 2006).

Not surprisingly, Education Week’s pages often read like a wintry mix of
PR Newswire and Variety, more focused on celebrity and influence than sub-
stance and accuracy. It spends ample resources ranking public intellectuals
in its periodic popularity contest of the “Influentials” while it ignores an
abundance of important information and evidence that could be provided by
the many it deems not influential. Its house blogger has openly solicited votes
ranking those same celebrities on their physical appearance. Alexander Russo’s
“Hot for Education” series clarified the purpose of contemporary American
education journalism: It has nothing to do with truth, justice, or progress and
everything to do with seeing and being seen, rubbing elbows with glitterati,
and maintaining one’s status on their invitation lists (see, e.g., Russo, 2005).
The ironic end result is that the most “influential” newspaper in education
helps the vested interests to suppress information.

The dissolution of education knowledge is unfortunate for our society,
but it is no small task to convince those outside the field that the problem
even exists. Some skeptics simply refuse to believe that censorship and sup-
pression on such a scale is possible in the Internet age, inadvertently rein-
forcing it. Others inside the education business benefit profoundly, person-
ally, and professionally and would not be keen to relinquish their advantage.
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