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“Teachers have a vital perspective 

on testing and assessment. As front-

line observers, we experience how 

state assessments work with our 

specific student populations. As a 

result, we have valuable insight on 

how to use testing in schools.” 

surAj gopAl, ninth-grade STEM special  

education teacher,  Hudson High School of  

Learning Technologies
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Standardized testing can be deeply beneficial to students, teachers, and schools by providing an 
important measure of progress, as well as meaningful feedback about areas of success and areas 
of growth. As teachers, we know the costs and benefits of assessments. This leaves us between two 
sides of an often-heated debate, but this is where the evidence leads us. In short, tests have value—
so let’s take advantage of them. Here is how:

Design: improve the accuracy 
of stanDarDizeD assessments 
A large body of research shows that well-designed 
standardized tests can provide valuable information about 
students’ knowledge and teachers’ performance. In fact, 
such tests are often predictive of long-term life outcomes. 
It is essential to ensure that all standardized tests are 
well-designed and that feedback from teachers is solicited 
during all stages of the testing process.

A common concern is that the accuracy of assessments 
is undermined by excessive “teaching to the test,” which 
does not contribute to meaningful learning. However, 
there is little evidence that test preparation even produces 
significantly higher test scores when tests are well-designed 
and focused on higher-order skills. Teachers and principals 
should be strongly discouraged from teaching to the  
test because it neither raises test scores nor results in  
genuine learning.

Computer-adaptive testing is an important tool for 
improving the accuracy of assessments. Such tests do a 
better job than traditional assessments of measuring both 
high- and low-achieving students, and should be made 
widely available for adoption.

Finally, ensuring the quality of state-created tests is an 
iterative process. The vast majority of state test items should 
be released publicly so that stakeholders, such as teachers 
and parents, can offer feedback on the exams.

culture: create anD  
maintain a positive testing 
environment in schools
In some schools, the negative culture surrounding 
standardized testing is pervasive, undermining the value 
of assessments and harming teachers’ morale and students’ 
motivation. A truly pernicious culture can lead to cheating. 
As educators, we must work within our schools to create 
a positive culture that recognizes the value of testing for 
learning and growth. Best practices should be instituted to 
deter, detect, and investigate potential instances of cheating. 

Policymakers must address the negative impact of excessive 
testing by getting an accurate measure of time spent on 
assessment and eliminating unnecessary tests. Moreover, the 
use of alternate assessments, including holistic, portfolio-
based exams, should be studied to determine whether  
they are compatible with data-driven improvement  
and accountability.

teaching: use Data to  
improve instruction
The data from standardized tests can serve as an important 
tool for teachers and administrators. Research suggests that 
both teachers and schools benefit from thoughtful use of 
data. Data-driven instruction can be improved in a variety 
of ways, including: ongoing professional development for 
teachers; a dedicated data specialist in each school; and data 
that is returned to teachers in a timely, disaggregated, and 
accessible manner.
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accountability: incluDe  
Data in critical Decisions
Because test scores are important reflections of student 
learning, assessment data should be a part of consequential 
decisions. In fact, there is a large body of literature showing 
the benefits of using tests as part of a multiple measure 
accountability framework. However, tests should never be 
the sole basis for any high-stakes decision. For example, the 
current system of denying graduation to any student who 
does not pass all Regents exams is misguided and should 
be revised to incorporate multiple measures.

Furthermore, when connecting student test scores to 
teacher performance, special care must be taken to isolate 
the effect of teachers and exclude the multitude of factors 
outside teachers’ control that affect student performance.

Teachers of traditionally non-tested subjects should be 
evaluated using growth measures or student learning 
objectives on assessments that are designed with significant 
input from educators.

conclusion
We believe in the value of standardized assessments 
when they are used carefully. They can be a critical 
tool for teachers and students alike, and we would be 
unwise to discard them. At the same time, policymakers, 
administrators, and teachers must invest the time, money, 
reflection, and work necessary to realize the value  
of assessments.

“Throughout our team’s research, a ‘positive culture’  

of assessments and data-driven instruction was a key recurring  

theme for school success. That culture starts with each of us,  

in our own classrooms and buildings, and will only happen if  

teachers are invested as active participants in the process of  

shaping changes to testing and assessment.”

Trevor Baisden, founding fifth-grade ELA and history lead teacher,  

Success Academy Bronx 2 Middle School
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CULTURE
CREATE AND MAINTAIN 

A POSITIVE TESTING 
ENVIRONMENT IN 

SCHOOLS

TEACHING
USE DATA TO IMPROVE 

INSTRUCTION

DESIGN
IMPROVE THE ACCURACY 

OF STANDARDIZED 
ASSESSMENTS 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
INCLUDE DATA IN 

CRITICAL DECISIONS

mAKiNG GOOD uSE OF STANDArDiZED TESTS
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Standardized assessments have increasingly become a part of life for schools across the  
country. Since No Child Left Behind became law in 2001, there has been a growing attention 
to measuring districts’, schools’, and students’ progress, with a particular focus on historically 
disadvantaged students.

Critics of this trend suggest doing away with standardized 
tests entirely, while many proponents argue that we 
simply need to stay the course. As a team of 14 teachers, 
committed to elevating our profession and ensuring 
students succeed, our response is “none of the above.” We 
are unified in the belief that testing has significant value, 
with the understanding that the way tests are currently 
designed and used must be improved. In this paper, we lay 
out a new vision for testing and assessment, beginning with 
the design of assessments and ending with the important 
decisions that test results should inform.

In New York, testing has dominated the conversation 
about the implementation of new teacher evaluation 
programs and the Common Core State Standards. We 
find ourselves firmly in the middle between those who 
would do away with testing altogether and those who 
do not acknowledge any flaws in the current system. But 
we are comfortable in the rational middle—comfortable 
with the view that as educators we can benefit from the 
information these tests provide. We are comfortable with 
the idea that our students’ growth on tests can be one part 
of our evaluations, while using that same data to inform 

our teaching decisions. Finally, we believe that a standard 
measure can be critical in ensuring equality in education. 
We believe that disaggregated assessment data shines a 
light on populations of students who are not getting the 
education they deserve.

We all have a part to play in changing the substance and 
the culture of testing. “None of the Above” has something 
for everyone: teachers and principals, state and district 
administrators, elected officials and policymakers. In 
June 2014, in response to concerns about the role of 
standardized tests in teacher evaluation, the New York State 
legislature passed a so-called “safety net” that removes the 
impact of state assessments on teachers with the lowest 
evaluation ratings for two years. Let us say no to the all- 
or-nothing approaches, and make the most of this time to 
get these tests right.

“Teachers see the impact that testing and assessment have on our 

practice and our students. Teachers know firsthand what is best for 

our students and our practice. It’s important for us to have a voice in 

the testing and assessment debate because it has a direct impact on 

the daily actions of teachers and students.”

christine montera, social studies teacher, East Bronx Academy for the Future
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Key taKeaways from research anD experience

At the core of the debate on testing is a critical question: Are standardized assessments reflective 
of students’ learning? Test opponents, on one end of the spectrum, claim they are not indicative of 
student learning or achievement.1 At the other extreme are those who argue that a single assessment 
on a single day is the only measure that we should use to make high-stakes decisions.2 As classroom 
teachers, we think the truth falls somewhere in between.

There is abundant research showing that standardized 
tests are meaningful. Such assessments can predict with 
moderate accuracy individuals’ first-year college GPA,3 
cumulative college GPA,4 post-college income,5 and 
success in graduate school.6 Aggregate international test 
scores are also predictive of the economic prosperity 
of countries.7 Additionally, teachers whose students’ 
standardized test scores grow produce an increase in those 
students’ adult incomes and rates of college attendance.8 
This research shows that standardized tests are able to 
capture important information about what is happening  
in our classrooms.

Standardized tests, however, are not the be-all and end-all; 
they do not measure everything that matters. There are 
many students who do not test well and end up leading 

happy, successful lives. Research indicates that certain 
subjective evaluations of teachers are only modestly 
correlated with their students’ test-based success,9 
suggesting what many teachers know: that tests cannot 
measure the full value of an educator. Indeed, the teachers 
who have the greatest positive effects on students’ social 
and behavioral skills are not always the ones who produce 
the highest test score gains.10 This is why past E4E-
New York papers on teacher evaluation11 and Common 
Core implementation12 have insisted on multi-measure 
evaluation and decision-making for teachers and students. 

There are other limitations to standardized tests, which 
we will discuss later in this paper, but, in short, tests are 
meaningful but don’t measure everything. 

improve the accuracy of stanDarDizeD assessments

SummAry OF rEcOmmENDATiONS

• When designing tests, follow best practices such as 

ensuring alignment to standards, testing higher-

order thinking, and actively soliciting teacher input. 

■ ▲

• Prioritize higher-order instruction, and eliminate 

excessive test preparation that does not contribute to 

meaningful learning. ▲ ●

• Use computer-adaptive assessments, which improve 

tests’ accuracy by measuring the growth of low- and 

high-performing students. ■ ▲

• Release the vast majority of state test items publicly 

after the assessment window has closed so that all 

stakeholders can monitor the quality of the exams. ■

■=State ▲=DiStrictS ●=SchoolS
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recommenDation: 
When DeSigning teStS, folloW beSt 
practiceS Such aS enSuring alignment to 
StanDarDS, teSting higher-orDer thinking, 
anD actively Soliciting teacher input.

All tests are not created equal. Anecdotally, as teachers, all 
of us have experience with assessments that were poorly 
written or were not aligned with the academic standards. 
We also all have experience with many well-designed tests 
that were fair assessments of our students’ learning and our 
teaching, and that gave us important data that we were 
able to use to improve our instruction.

We were heartened to learn about the process that New 
York State test questions (technically called “items”) go 
through before they are ever used on an official exam. It 
takes a full two years for each item to be approved through 
a process that includes extensive field testing, statistical 

validation, and input from a committee of teachers.13 It is 
disconcerting, however, that even after such a thorough 
process, there are still concerns from educators about the 
quality of these tests.14

We are glad the New York State Education Department 
uses a committee of teachers to validate testing items. The 
opportunity to join such a committee should be widely 
disseminated so that as many teachers as possible have the 
chance to share their voice. 

We also believe that there should be a formal system for 
soliciting and receiving teacher commentary so that all 
educators can share feedback after a test has been given. 
We recommend that the State Education Department  
send a survey to all teachers who administered tests to 
gather feedback on positive and negative aspects of  
the assessments.

“Improving tests will only be effective with the active participation of teachers 

in testing design on a district and state level. Our ability to share insights from 

the classroom, as well as the cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds of our 

students, will undoubtedly help create high-quality assessments.” 

Blackfoot u-Ahk, fourth- and fifth-grade teacher of students with severe emotional disabilities,  

Coy L. Cox School P.369k

DESiGNiNG quAliTy ASSESSmENTS
When designing all tests, the following practices must be followed:

• Classroom teachers need to provide input throughout the process, from the creation of the tests to  
feedback after the tests are given. This feedback must be taken into account and meaningfully acted upon.

• Tests must be aligned to standards and assess higher-order thinking skills.15

• The diversity of students’ backgrounds—including differences in geography, socioeconomic status, racial 
identity, disability status, etc.—must be considered in test development in order to avoid potential bias.

• Test items should be worded to make sure each item measures the specific standard being assessed,  
as opposed to students’ ability to understand a tricky question.

•  The amount of time given for assessments and the number of assessments given in a single day need  
to be age-appropriate.

D
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recommenDation: 
prioritize higher-orDer inStruction  
anD eliminate exceSSive teSt prep.

One of the most serious critiques of standardized 
assessments is that excessive “teaching to the test” can 
effectively negate the validity of an exam, as students  
learn how to score well without learning meaningful  
skills or content. Teaching to the test, or “drill and kill,” 
tends to take valuable time away from rich, higher-order 
instruction. No teacher gets into the profession for this 
kind of mechanized work, and it undermines teachers’  
and students’ love of school.

But contrary to the notion that tests can be gamed by 
excessive preparation, research suggests that the best way 
to prepare for most standardized assessments is through 
challenging, authentic work focused on content and 
skills.16 One study that examined students’ preparation for 
the ACT found that “improvements from [an ACT pre-
test] to the ACT are smaller the more time teachers spend 
on test preparation in their classes and the more they use 
test preparation materials.” Moreover, “the focus on testing 
strategies and practice diverts students’ and teachers’ efforts 
from what really matters—deep analytic work in academic 
classes.”17 In other words, at least for well-designed 
assessments, excessive test preparation may actually lead  
to worse results.

This aligns with our experience, as well as recent 
statements from education leaders. As New York City 
Schools Chancellor Carmen Fariña said, “If we do good 
teaching, that’s the best test prep.”18 Similarly, New York 
State Education Commissioner John King stated, “The 
best preparation for testing is good teaching.”19 We agree.

Since there is scant evidence that excessive teaching to 
the test will lead to higher assessment results, teachers and 
principals need to be shown this research. When educators 
realize that test prep is counterproductive, more time will 
be spent on authentic teaching and learning.

recommenDation: 
uSe computer-aDaptive aSSeSSmentS.

One valid concern about traditional tests is that they 
cannot adequately capture the growth of students who 
are significantly above or below grade level. The good 
news is that technology offers a solution to this problem—
computer-adaptive testing adjusts question difficulty based 
on students’ demonstrated skill level. This sort of assessment, 
which is already relatively widely used, including by the 
Graduate Record Examinations (GRE)20 and the Graduate 
Management Admission Test (GMAT),21 would help 
teachers get a better sense of students’ growth from year 
to year.22 Similarly, computer-adaptive tests give more 
accurate information to students and parents. We therefore 
strongly support the use of computer-adaptive testing 
whenever available, and encourage investment in this 
alternative where it does not exist.

Questions have been raised regarding whether computer-
adaptive testing will lead to low expectations for struggling 
students.23 We understand these concerns, but ultimately 
disagree: We are not aware of evidence that educators 
will lower expectations for their students simply because 
tests focus on academic growth. If, for example, data show 
that a certain school’s students are not making progress, 
efforts can be made to help those students and ensure 
that teachers are held accountable. In that sense, more 
accurate data will help rather than hinder the improvement 
and accountability process. Moreover, there is no clear 
alternative—students who are far behind or far ahead 
need a meaningful gauge of their progress, and computer-
adaptive tests provide this.

“Computer-adaptive testing is 

absolutely crucial because many 

of my students are far behind and 

would benefit from a test scaled 

to their abilities.” 

rachael Beseda, first-grade special 

education teacher, Global Community  

Charter School
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That being said, it is important that computer-adaptive 
assessments give all students a fair opportunity to 
engage with grade-level content. All tests should begin 
with grade-level questions, and only move down once 
it becomes clear that students are not at grade level. 
Furthermore, such tests should attempt to push all students 
to demonstrate higher-order thinking skills. For example, 
a student reading below grade level can still be given the 
chance to show the same skills as her grade-level peers,  
but do so with a less-challenging text. 

recommenDation: 
releaSe the vaSt majority of State  
teSt itemS publicly after the aSSeSSment 
WinDoW haS cloSeD.

All tests, especially those used for making high-stakes 
decisions, need to undergo careful scrutiny both before 
and after administration. We believe there is a healthy 
process in place to ensure quality in the creation of New 
York State exams. At the same time, it has been frustrating 
for many educators that state tests prohibit teachers and 
students from discussing the contents of the exam.24 Right 
now, with low public confidence in tests,25 the state needs 

to allocate funds to significantly increase the transparency 
of state assessments,26 except for field test items, which, by 
design, cannot be publicly released. These funds will allow 
for the printing of additional “forms” of state assessments 
that will give the state the ability to field test more items, 
decreasing the need to reuse (and thus keep hidden 
from public view) previous items. This will allow for the 
elimination of the widely criticized27 stand-alone field tests.

Increased transparency will let educators, parents, and 
students give feedback on state tests, which is particularly 
important as the Common Core standards are being 
implemented. This also ensures that teachers and students 
have a better understanding of what to expect on future 
exams. We believe that this will not only improve the 
assessments themselves by holding test designers and the 
New York State Education Department accountable to the 
public, but will also help restore public trust in the exams.

“Schools’ and teachers’ emphasis should always be on high-quality 

rigorous instruction. Both research and experience suggest that this is 

the best method for preparing for well-designed assessments.”

vivett Hemans, English and language arts teacher, Eagle Academy for Young Men  

of Southeast Queens
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WHAT iS cOmPuTEr-ADAPTivE TESTiNG?
Computer-adaptive assessments start all students at the same level—in this case, at their grade levels. However, 

questions on the test become progressively harder as the test-taker gets more questions right or progressively 

easier as the test-taker gets more questions wrong. That does not mean that if a student gets the first few 

questions wrong, the remainder of the test will be below grade level. Instead, the test continuously adapts based 

on the student’s responses. For example, if a student gets the first few questions wrong, but the next several 

questions right, the difficulty level will begin increasing as more correct answers are given. This process  

allows assessments to meet students where they are at in order to get an accurate measure of their learning  

and growth.



ADDiTiONAl BENEFiTS OF TESTiNG

Our paper is organized around the two main benefits of standardized 

assessments: using them for improvement and as a factor in important decisions. 

However, we would be remiss if we did not discuss some smaller, but important 

additional benefits of testing.

• Assessments provide evidence of achievement and opportunity gaps. Using 
both the NAEP and state tests mandated by No Child Left Behind, policymakers 
and concerned citizens have quantitative evidence of the inequities that persist 
in our country. Testing not only shows that this is the case, but also helps 
quantify the gap and determine whether it is expanding, contracting, or staying 
constant. While qualitative evidence is also important in this regard, test scores 
can provide the hard data necessary to bring light to the shameful inequities 
that persist in our country.

• Standardized tests are important to prepare students for success in adult life. 
Not only must college-bound students take the SAT or ACT, but all those who 
aspire to graduate school must take additional exams. Potential lawyers must 
take the LSAT and the bar exam; would-be doctors must do well on the MCAT 
and board exams. The list goes on and includes most professions. That is not 
to say that the purpose of K–12 education should be to prepare students for 
assessments, but we would be doing a disservice if we limit students’ exposure 
to the types of high-stakes tests they need to do well on later in life.

• There is some evidence that assessments do not simply measure learning, 
but actually enhance it. A variety of studies28 have found that students retain 
information better after being tested on it. At this point, it is not clear that this 
research applies to standardized tests, but it is a potential value that points to 
the necessity of aligning standards —what is taught in class—to what is tested.
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create  anD maintain a posit ive  
test ing environment in schools

Key taKeaways from research anD experience

Many of our experiences suggest that in too many instances, the culture of testing and assessment 
in New York has turned toxic. No doubt this is not the case in all schools, but for too many of us, 
testing has become something to be feared and avoided.

But it does not have to be that way. The negative culture 
of testing that permeates some schools must change. 
We believe that part of this shift has to come from us 
as teachers: We should be focusing on the value that 
assessments have to offer. We cannot be surprised that a 
pessimistic culture exists in schools if the adults in those 
buildings have counterproductive attitudes about testing.

Teachers cannot solve this problem alone, however. We 
need principals to do their part, by setting a positive 
building-wide tone about assessments. Moreover, as 
discussed earlier, we need principals to communicate 
clearly to teachers that excessive test prep will not raise test 
scores. Currently, though, it is often principals who 

mandate that teachers engage in this counterproductive 
practice, feeding a negative cycle that harms  
student engagement.

As we will discuss further in a subsequent section, teachers 
also need to be given the tools to use test results to 
improve instruction. When teachers are supplied with what 
we need to make tests valuable, our outlook will change 
for the better. Moreover, part of the anxiety that surrounds 
testing comes from the feeling that a single test can 
determine our students’ futures. A commitment to using 
multiple measures for all high-stakes decisions—another 
topic we will elaborate on in a later section—will go a 
long way toward eliminating this fear.

SummAry OF rEcOmmENDATiONS

• Measure time spent, by both students and teachers, 

on testing and eliminate unnecessary and redundant 

exams. ■ ▲

• Implement best practices, such as administering 

tests in controlled environments and monitoring for 

test irregularities, to prevent and detect cheating.  

■ ▲ ●

• Create or expand pilot programs of schools using 

nontraditional tests to determine whether they lead 

to positive results for students, and can be used to 

evaluate and support teachers and schools. ■ ▲

■=State ▲=DiStrictS ●=SchoolS
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Finally, accountability must be paired with support 
throughout the year. What if teachers and students did 
not feel that low test scores would lead to punishments or 
poor ratings, but that they would lead to increased support 
and resources? To be clear, we do believe in accountability, 
but accountability should always go hand-in-hand with 
support and resources. Tests should be instructive, as well 
as evaluative. It is outside the scope of this paper to address 
what such support should look like specifically, but this 
should be a core tenet of any accountability system.

recommenDation: 
meaSure time Spent, by both StuDentS 
anD teacherS, on teSting anD eliminate 
unneceSSary anD reDunDant examS.

One cause of the general frustration directed at 
standardized tests is the widespread feeling that there are 
simply too many of them. We certainly feel that way. As we 
have elaborated, we believe there is value in assessment, but 
any such value must be weighed against the time and effort 
invested in testing.

The first and most important step must be to accurately 
gauge how much time is being spent on testing. We were 
glad that New York State Governor Andrew Cuomo’s 
Common Core Implementation Panel attempted to 

address the underlying problem by recommending a 2 
percent limit on school time spent on local and state 
assessments combined, and a 2 percent limit on test prep.29 
These suggested changes were subsequently implemented 
in the State Budget.30 

The goal here is laudable, but we are skeptical of an 
arbitrary percentage that does not vary by grade. That is 
why we need a genuine figure for just how much time 
and money are spent on testing—this should include 
time spent preparing, administering, and grading these 
assessments for teachers; money spent developing the  
test; time spent by students taking tests (including field 
tests); and instructional time lost on days when tests  
are administered.

We think the state took a step in the right direction by 
requiring an audit of assessments to make sure districts 
are not giving unnecessary assessments based on the 
assumption that they are mandated by the state.31 It is 
important that this audit is prioritized so that excessive 
testing is reduced as soon as possible.

Once these two audits are complete, districts can make 
smart decisions, with the input of teachers, about which 

tests are worthwhile and which are not.
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recommenDation: 
implement beSt practiceS to prevent anD Detect cheating.

Though the vast majority of educators regularly administer assessments with honesty and fidelity, an extreme outgrowth  
of a counterproductive school culture manifests itself in cheating scandals, which have occurred throughout the country.32 

Some have taken these cheating scandals to mean that standardized tests should be eliminated, but this makes no more 
sense than cancelling final exams because a handful of students tried to cheat on them. Instead, we should institute best 
practices—based on a U.S. Department of Education symposium on test integrity33—to ensure that cheating rarely 
happens, and how to detect and investigate it if it does.

In order to  
prevent cheAting,34 

the state, districts, and schools must:

In order to  
detect evidence  
of cheAting,35 

the state, districts, and schools must:

In order to  
investigAte cheAting,36 

the state, districts, and schools must:

Develop and disseminate a 
standard definition of cheating.

Monitor test results for 
irregularities as part of  
the testing process.

Establish procedures for 
conducting an investigation  
if one is necessary.

Train principals and  
teachers to administer exams.

Ensure that proctors look for 
evidence of irregularities during 
assessment administration.

Create standards that will  
trigger an investigation.

Keep testing windows short.
Use advanced analytic techniques, 
such as erasure analysis, to check 
for irregularities.

Provide whistleblower protections.

Administer tests in  
controlled environments.

Use trained personnel  
to conduct the investigation.

Establish and monitor a chain  
of custody for testing materials.

Make the investigation as 
transparent as possible.

Store and score test  
materials off-site.

Make use of sanctions  
when wrongdoing is found.

In sum, these best practices, created by experts in the field, will help stop cheating in the first place, while ensuring a fair 
process if testing irregularities are found. We emphasize, though, that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure 
here—a healthy testing culture will go a long way toward eliminating this problem. 

recommenDation: 
create or expanD pilot programS of 
SchoolS uSing nontraDitional teStS. 

One serious problem with traditional standardized tests, 
which often include multiple-choice questions, is that 
it can be difficult to continually engage students in such 
exams. For students and teachers, so-called “bubble tests” 
have become a chore that must be endured. As discussed 

earlier, we believe that schools have an important role in 
changing this culture. At the same time, alternatives to 
traditional assessments should be explored and tested for 
their effectiveness. 

The New York Performance Standards Consortium 
is a group of 28 schools that have used “performance 
assessments” in place of traditional high-stakes tests.37 The 
Consortium schools boast impressive results, showing c
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“Policymakers should embrace a pilot program for portfolio assessment in 

order to see whether this type of assessment can work. I think that project-

based learning and inquiry-based work are things I don’t do nearly enough— 

I rely on more traditional assessments, and teachers need to think of ways to 

cater to all students’ needs and strengths in terms of assessment.”

charlotte Steel, seventh-grade math teacher, Booker T. Washington M.S. 54

their students graduate high school at higher rates than 
other demographically similar New York City students.38 
But the fact that these schools produce strong graduation 
rates does not mean that performance assessments are 
the cause. Moreover, legitimate questions have been 
raised regarding the ability to fairly and efficiently use 
performance assessments to evaluate teachers and assess 
student learning.39 

We therefore propose an expanded pilot program that 
allows more schools to enter into the Performance 
Standards Consortium, while also determining whether 

such assessments are compatible with data-driven 
improvement and accountability. We recommend opening 
up an application for schools interested in joining the 
program, and conducting a lottery in order to randomly 
accept half of the eligible applicant schools into the pilot. 
Under this approach, schools that adopt the performance 
assessment model can be evaluated against similar schools 
that do not. If this system gets positive results for teachers 
and students, it should be expanded to even more  
city schools. 
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Key taKeaways from research anD experience

Research is clear that assessment data can be used as a tool for teachers and schools to improve.40  
It has been found, for example, that schools that make thoughtful use of data often produce 
significant gains in student achievement.41 Research also suggests that access to data can 
increase the quantity and quality of conversations that educators have with colleagues, parents, 
and students.42 Data can enhance collaboration among educators43 and can improve teachers’ 
instruction.44 There is also evidence that the most successful charter schools make use of data-driven 
improvement and instruction.45 Overall, data can and should be used to help schools and  
teachers improve.46

Unfortunately, this is not always happening. One recent 
study found that a new data system introduced in 
Cincinnati Public Schools was rarely used by educators and 
did not lead to observable student gains.47 A pilot program 
in Pennsylvania produced similar results.48 The key, then, is 
to give teachers the support we need to make good use of 
testing data.

recommenDation: 
offer high-quality training throughout 
the year for teacherS on hoW to improve 
inStruction uSing aSSeSSment Data.

Teachers and administrators need more training on how 
to use data effectively. The New York City teachers’ 
contract recently put in place more time for professional 
development.49 Some of that time should be dedicated to 
high-quality training on understanding and using student 

use Data to improve instruct ion 

SummAry OF rEcOmmENDATiONS

• Offer high-quality training throughout the year 

for teachers on how to improve instruction using 

assessment data. ▲ ●

• Provide each school with a teacher who serves as a 

“data specialist.” ▲ ●

• Ensure that teachers and administrators receive 

timely, detailed, and disaggregated data in a 

transparent, accessible format. ■ ▲

■=State ▲=DiStrictS ●=SchoolS
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data. It is worth noting that while we support school-based 
creation of professional development, this may be an area 
in which schools need outside support and expertise to 
design appropriate programs. 

recommenDation: 
proviDe each School With a teacher Who 
ServeS aS a “Data SpecialiSt.”

Teachers need continuous support in using data systems. 
We need more than a one-time training. We propose that 
at least one teacher in each school receive the designation 
of “data specialist.” This role should come with extensive 
training, as well as the responsibility of supporting 
and working with staff to use data and integrate this 
information into their regular assessment of—and feedback 
for—their students. Additionally, data specialists should 
receive compensation for this role that is either monetary 
or in the form of a lighter class load. A final benefit is that 
this position could potentially serve as an additional rung 
on a teacher career ladder, a concept that past E4E Teacher 
Policy Teams have endorsed.50

recommenDation: 
enSure that teacherS anD aDminiStratorS 
receive timely, DetaileD, anD DiSaggregateD 
Data in a tranSparent, acceSSible format.

To make full use of assessments, teachers and administrators 
need timely, detailed, and disaggregated data in order to 
tailor their instruction to address their students’ needs. The 
current system does not supply educators with sufficiently 
detailed feedback on these exams. Compounding this 
problem is the fact that the results do not come back 
until the summer, and thus teachers often cannot act 
on the data. A high priority must be placed on giving 
educators actionable, disaggregated, and timely results 
from standardized assessments. Teachers also need access 
to a high-quality, easily navigable interface in which we 
can access all relevant data. Georgia, in particular, is a state 
that has been highlighted for its success in making data 
accessible and easy to use for teachers,51 and New York 
should follow suit.
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“It is particularly important that teachers receive  

thorough and useful training in data-driven instruction. 

Unless the results of assessments are used to move  

teaching and learning forward, they serve little value.”

michelle Kniffin, ninth- to 12th-grade math teacher,  

High School of Telecommunication Arts and Technology



cOmmON cOrE ASSESSmENTS cONSOrTium
As the Common Core State Standards are being implemented across the country, new testing 

consortia are being rolled out that are aligned to the new standards. There are two testing groups: 

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC),52 which has been adopted at least in part by 20 

states,53 and the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC),54 which 

has been adopted by 14 states and the District of Columbia.55 Field tests took place in the spring of 

2014,56 and the full assessments will be available for use beginning in the 2014–2015 school year.

New York State has adopted PARCC,57 but has not yet determined when the new exams will be rolled 

out.58 Below, we discuss aspects of PARCC and how they align with our recommendations:

• We are encouraged that PARCC assessments appear to test higher-order thinking skills. Although it  
is too early to determine for sure, the sample questions59 leave us optimistic that rigorous skills will  
be tested, and low-level multiple-choice tests will be deprioritized. 

• It is very important that PARCC continuously involves teachers in the creation and revision of the 
exams. PARCC has already shown evidence of having engaged teachers throughout this process, 
and we are pleased to see such a clear commitment to teacher input.60 Moreover, we recommend 
that PARCC distribute surveys to teachers at the end of each year to garner feedback on the  
year’s assessments. 

• Although PARCC tests will be completed using computers, they will not be computer adaptive,61 
with the important exception of optional diagnostic exams. It is disappointing that this valuable 
technology will not be utilized for the summative assessments, as PARCC is missing an opportunity 
to get accurate growth measures of high- and low-achieving students. Although a PARCC frequently 
asked questions document62 claims that the assessments “will measure the full range of student 
performance, including the performance of high- and low-achieving students,” it is not clear how 
they will manage to do so. We urge PARCC to consider moving to computer-adaptive assessments, 
particularly in light of the fact that SBAC will be utilizing this technology.63 

• An advantage of computer-based assessments is that cheating will be more difficult, since school staff 
will not handle or transport physical testing materials.64 However, new threats to testing security—
such as access to the Internet—may exist, and PARCC, in partnership with schools and districts,  
must ensure teachers and school leaders are prepared to administer the tests fairly and monitor  
for irregularities.

• An additional advantage of using computer-based assessments is timely feedback to schools, 
teachers, and students. For many questions—ones that have clear right or wrong answers—the 
data should be available almost immediately. Though for others—performance tasks, essays, or any 
items that require manual grading—the turnaround will understandably be longer. However, we are 
glad that PARCC has stated that its “goal is to have data from the performance-based assessments 
returned before the end of the school year.”65 It is crucial that PARCC ensures that teachers receive 
timely, disaggregated, and user-friendly data.

• As we have argued, transparency is a necessary aspect for all important exams, in part to ensure 
that the public is given an opportunity to offer feedback on the content and quality of assessments, 
and in part to ensure public trust in such assessments. So far, we are encouraged that PARCC has 
already released sample tests66 and plans to release 40 percent of test items each year. We hope the 
commitment to transparency continues and expands as full-scale tests are implemented.
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incluDe Data in crit ical  Decis ions

Key taKeaways from research anD experience

There is now abundant evidence that using test score growth as part of a multiple-measure 
evaluation and accountability system can benefit students. Multiple peer-reviewed studies67, 68, 69  
have found that students benefit when adults are held accountable for results.70 There is also 
research showing that teacher evaluation that considers evidence of student learning can be 
beneficial to students.71 Finally, and most importantly, evidence suggests that, when designed and 
implemented well, accountability systems can impact school quality in a way that leads to long-term 
positive effects on students’ adult incomes.72 All that being said, the current way that test scores are 
used to make important decisions needs to be improved to ensure they are fair to students, teachers,  
and schools.

recommenDation: 
iSolate the effectS of teacherS anD 
SchoolS to enSure that thoSe Serving  
at-riSk StuDent populationS are not 
penalizeD by out-of-School factorS.

One of the most difficult, but most important, aspects of 
using student test score growth in an evaluation system is 
isolating the effects of schools and teachers. After all, many 
factors—including poverty and parental involvement—

affect a given student’s achievement, and only a fraction 
can be attributed to his teachers or his school. Indeed, 
only about one-fifth to one-quarter of student test scores 
are explained by the quality of their schools, and of that, 
about one-half to two-thirds are the result of the student’s 
individual teachers.73

SummAry OF rEcOmmENDATiONS

• Isolate the effects of teachers and schools to ensure 

that those serving at-risk student populations are not 

penalized by out-of-school factors. ■ ▲

• Evaluate teachers of non-tested subjects based on 

authentic assessments—developed and validated  

by teachers—using growth measures or student  

learning objectives. ▲

• Make high-stakes decisions based on multiple 

sources and multiple years of evidence. ■ ▲ ●

■=State ▲=DiStrictS ●=SchoolS



We are not saying that teachers and schools do not matter.  
But we also cannot blame those same teachers and schools for  
all the factors that can contribute to low student achievement.  
If we simply look at absolute test scores, as often happens,74 with 
no accounting for growth or student background, the schools 
and teachers working with our most challenging students will  
be unfairly penalized. Moreover, some struggling schools  
and teachers who work with high-achieving students will  
be overlooked.75

With the use of “value-added modeling,”76 we can go a long 
way toward isolating teachers’ and schools’ effects by controlling 
for students’ prior tests scores, as well as other factors outside 
teachers’ control.

WHAT iS vAluE ADDED?

value added is a statistical method that 

attempts to isolate teachers’ influence 

on their students’ test score growth. 

value-added models can take into 

account a variety of variables that affect 

students’ performance, including prior 

achievement, socioeconomic status, 

disability status, special education 

status, attendance, disciplinary record, 

and class size.77 Although some critics 

of value-added measures correctly point 

out that teachers’ ratings can vary from 

year to year,78 others respond that this 

can be ameliorated through multiple 

years of data, and that similar variance 

exists in performance metrics of other 

professions.79 value-added scores are 

particularly reliable for teachers at the 

extremes of the distribution.80 research 

also suggests that teachers’ value-added 

scores predict their effects on students’ 

long-term outcomes such as income and 

college attendance.81

IN-SCHOOL 
FACTORS

At least half  
of  in-school 

e�ect is  
based on 
students’  
individual 
teachers.

OUT-OF-SCHOOL 
FACTORS UNEXPLAINED 

VARIATION

20%

20%

60%

FAcTOrS  
cONTriBuTiNG TO  
STuDENT AcHiEvEmENT

Source: Di Carlo, M. (2010, July 14) Teachers Matter, But So Do Words. 
Shanker Blog. Retrieved from http://shankerblog.org/?p=74. (Note that these 
percentages are approximations.)
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ExAmPlE: TWO-STEP vAluE-ADDED mODEl
In recent years, as New York has started using a 

student growth model to evaluate teachers, concerns 

have been raised about the extent to which it fairly 

accounts for factors outside of educators’ and 

schools’ control.82 A report on the subject found 

evidence that the 2012–2013 New York State growth 

measure may have been partially biased against 

some teachers and principals who serve certain 

student populations.83 With New York State likely 

to use value-added scores as 25 percent of teacher 

evaluation in the 2014–2015 school year,84 now is the 

time to consider the ideal model. 

We recommend an approach that more fully 

accounts for factors outside teachers’ and schools’ 

control. This method—known as a two-step value-

added model, or proportionality—is designed to 

make apples-to-apples comparisons.85 In other 

words, this model eliminates any correlation 

between teachers’ and schools’ value-added 

scores and the student populations they teach—it 

guarantees that educators of, for example, students 

in poverty or students with disabilities will not 

receive disproportionately low ratings.

This will address the concern that student 

achievement measures penalize teachers and 

schools who serve certain student populations.  

It will also ensure that evaluation measures will not 

exacerbate persistent inequities in those schools—

high-poverty schools will have a tougher time 

recruiting and retaining teachers if those educators 

face a higher chance of a low evaluation score.

We recognize that genuine inequalities persist 

between and within our schools,86 and that 

correlations between teacher effectiveness scores 

and student populations likely reflect some genuine 

differences in teacher quality. But our goal in an 

evaluation system is not just to get an accurate 

picture of teacher quality, but also to design a system 

that provides useful information to support teacher 

and school improvement, while helping districts and 

principals make retention and dismissal decisions. 

We are convinced that the two-step model does  

just that.87
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Sample for all growth measures is 1,846 schools

Source: Ehlert, M., Koedel, C., Parsons, E., et al. Selecting Growth Measures for School and Teacher Evaluations: Should Proportionality Matter? National 
Center for Analysis of Longitudinal Data in Education Research. Retrieved from http://www.caldercenter.org/publications/upload/wp-80-updated-v3.pdf

The following graphs show three different ways of measuring schools’ student achievement growth. The x-axis 

is a measure of school poverty, while the y-axis is a measure of school effectiveness based on the given growth 

measure. The shaded areas are scatter plots showing the range of schools’ scores. The line shows the correlation 

between schools’ level of poverty and their level of effectiveness. Note that these are examples based on schools 

in Missouri, so representations of New York schools may vary in certain ways.
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cOmPAriNG DiFFErENT GrOWTH mEASurES

recommenDation: 
evaluate teacherS of non-teSteD  
SubjectS baSeD on authentic aSSeSSmentS—
DevelopeD anD valiDateD by teacherS 
—uSing groWth meaSureS or StuDent 
learning objectiveS.

Many educators do not teach in grades or subjects that 
have annual state tests, and therefore cannot be evaluated 
using value-added measures. In order to comply with the 
new evaluation law, some teachers are being rated based 
on students or subjects they do not teach—for example, 
in some cases gym teachers are being rated on English 
scores.88 This practice must stop, because it violates a core 
tenet89 of any accountability system: Teachers should not 
be held accountable for outcomes outside of our control.90 
We are glad that the New York City teachers’ contract will 
move accountability in this direction.91

Districts need to invest in authentic performance measures 
for teachers in non-tested subjects, particularly ones 

like music, art, and physical education. In many cases, 
these performance assessments may be combined with 
more traditional written tests. Results should not only 
be considered in individual teachers’ evaluations, but 
school evaluations as well. The creation of standardized 
performance assessments for these subjects has been 
experimented with,92 though the evidence is limited on 
how successful such programs have been. In all non-tested 
subjects, evaluations should be based on student learning 
objectives93 or measures of student growth that ensure fair 
comparisons are being made across classrooms.

Our top priority is to ensure that any such assessments 
are designed by and with teachers, and are validated by 
teachers. Educators should have a hand in the design, the 
administration, and the revision of these assessments. This 
is absolutely essential. When teachers are involved in the 
creation of exams, the tests are more likely to reflect what 
is being taught in the classroom. 



ExAmPlE: HiGH ScHOOl GrADuATiON ExAmS
The current requirement that all New York State students pass a series of exams in order to 

graduate high school is an example of a policy that fails to consider multiple measures. Under the 

current system, students will only receive a high school diploma if they pass five state-mandated 

Regents exams.98 (Students with disabilities or IEPs have some limited additional options.) 

This policy is designed to create high expectations for students—an admirable goal—but it ends 

up harming some of them. Anecdotal99 and empirical100, 101, 102, 103 evidence show that high school 

graduation exams have little or no positive effects and significant negative consequences for 

students who fail such tests. There is even alarming research showing that mandated graduation 

exams can lead to increased incarceration rates.104

With this evidence in mind, we take the position that high school graduation exams should never 

be the sole basis for denying students their diplomas. It is appropriate for such tests to be part 

of a multiple-measure graduation system, but not as inflexible roadblocks for students trying to 

graduate. It is outside our scope to discuss what precisely such a system should look like, but we 

will note that, holistic multi-measure graduation models exist and should be studied.105 

recommenDation: 
make high-StakeS DeciSionS baSeD  
on multiple SourceS anD multiple  
yearS of eviDence.

We believe in the value of test scores to inform and 
evaluate students, teachers, principals, and schools, but we 
also are convinced that a single test score should not be 
the sole basis for any high-stakes decision. A broad array 
of theory and evidence suggests that multiple measures are 
always preferable in high-stakes circumstances.94 We are 
encouraged, then, that New York City—like all districts 
and states that have adopted the new wave of teacher 

evaluation95—has used a multiple measure system, with 
student growth as one factor among others.96 Similarly, we 
are glad that the New York City Department of Education 
recently adopted a multiple-measure system for student 
promotion and retention decisions.97 We think the city 
and state have done a good job ensuring that important 
decisions are based on multiple sources of evidence. 
Nevertheless, there is room for improvement.

“Using multiple measures for high-stakes decisions is  

particularly important to me and my students because so many  

ELLs often struggle on tests but are bright, capable students.”

maura N. Henry, sixth- to 12th-grade English as a Second Language teacher,  

The Young Women's Leadership School of Astoria



uNiquE STuDENT POPulATiONS

One important aspect of assessment that is not discussed enough is the 

effect on unique populations of students, including those receiving special 

education, students with disabilities, English-language learners, and 

gifted and talented students. A thorough discussion of issues surrounding 

testing with each of these student populations is beyond the scope of this 

paper. However, we were very cognizant of these students while crafting 

our recommendations. Here, we highlight and elaborate on how specific 

components of our recommendations affect these students.

• In the design of tests, the needs of unique populations of students must be 
carefully considered. First and foremost, teachers of a variety of student 
populations should be represented on the panel of educators who design 
and review assessments. Particular care must be given in writing test 
items to ensure that certain students are not disadvantaged. For example, 
math tests should not, in most cases, include idioms that English-language 
learners might not be familiar with, since such a question would not 
measure those students’ mathematical ability.

• As we have previously articulated, we believe in the value of computer-
adaptive testing. These assessments will benefit unique student 
populations—specifically those who are low- and high-achieving—by 
gauging their growth accurately. This needs to be a high priority. If we want 
students and teachers to believe in the value of the assessments, we need to 
make them useful to all students. Computer-adaptive tests will significantly 
help in this regard.

• Our recommendation regarding the use of multiple measures in making 
high-stakes decisions—specifically graduation decisions—will have a 
positive effect on unique populations of students.106 English-language 
learners and special education students have long graduated at lower rates 
than other students. The move to a multiple-measure system will not solve 
this problem, but it will give all students multiple avenues to demonstrate 
their knowledge of the content necessary to graduate.



“When teacher input is sought out  

and reflected in assessments and  

their implementation, tests will  

become an effective tool to accurately 

gauge student achievement and  

growth, as well as an empowering  

tool for the teachers to improve  

their teaching practices.”

iris won,  ninth- to 12th-grade mathematics  

and technology teacher,  Renaissance High School  

for Musical Theater & Technology



As teachers, this is our vision for making full use of standardized assessments— 
for taking advantage of a powerful tool that requires careful execution.

Tests can be a force for good, and we would be unwise to throw them out of our 
toolbox. At the same time, they cannot be our only tool. We cannot use a hammer 
when a wrench is necessary, and we will usually need both. 

Improving how tests are used is a shared responsibility. As teachers, we must do  
our part—administer tests with fidelity, use data to improve when it is available,  
and advocate for better assessments when necessary. But policymakers must also  
step up—they must provide us with the support we need, and they must make  
wise decisions about how often tests are administered and how results are used.  
This will take time, money, reflection, and a lot of work.

Let’s get started.
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KEy TAKEAWAyS 

• Tests are useful, though imperfect, 

measures of students’ learning and 

teachers’ effectiveness.

• The accuracy of tests is directly 

related to test quality—well-

designed assessments provide 

important information, but poorly 

designed tests have little to no use.

rEcOmmENDATiONS

• When designing tests, follow 

best practices such as ensuring 

alignment to standards, testing 

higher-order thinking, and actively 

soliciting teacher input.

• Prioritize higher-order instruction, 

and eliminate excessive test 

preparation that does not 

contribute to meaningful learning.

• Use computer-adaptive 

assessments, which improve  

tests’ accuracy by measuring 

the growth of low- and high-

performing students.

• Release the vast majority of 

state test items publicly after the 

assessment window has closed so 

that all stakeholders can monitor 

the quality of the exams.

CULTURE
CREATE AND MAINTAIN 

A POSITIVE TESTING 
ENVIRONMENT IN 

SCHOOLS

TEACHING
USE DATA TO IMPROVE 

INSTRUCTION

DESIGN
IMPROVE THE ACCURACY 

OF STANDARDIZED 
ASSESSMENTS 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
INCLUDE DATA IN 

CRITICAL DECISIONS

CULTURE
CREATE AND MAINTAIN 

A POSITIVE TESTING 
ENVIRONMENT IN 

SCHOOLS

TEACHING
USE DATA TO IMPROVE 

INSTRUCTION

DESIGN
IMPROVE THE ACCURACY 

OF STANDARDIZED 
ASSESSMENTS 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
INCLUDE DATA IN 

CRITICAL DECISIONS

KEy TAKEAWAyS 

• Student achievement is a useful 

measure that should be a part 

of a multi-measure evaluation 

framework that holds teachers  

and schools accountable for  

student performance.

• Holding schools and teachers 

accountable for students’ 

performance produces  

positive results.

rEcOmmENDATiONS

• Isolate the effects of teachers and 

schools to ensure that those serving 

at-risk student populations are not 

penalized by out-of-school factors.

• Make high-stakes decisions based 

on multiple sources and multiple 

years of evidence.

• Evaluate teachers of non-tested 

subjects based on authentic 

assessments—developed and 

validated by teachers—using  

growth measures or student 

learning objectives.

Key research taKeaways anD overview of recommenDations
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KEy TAKEAWAyS 

• The toxic culture of testing 

that pervades some schools 

undermines the value of 

assessments and harms  

teachers’ morale.

• A positive culture begins 

with viewing assessments as 

opportunities for growth, and also 

requires policymakers to create an 

environment—through support and 

thoughtful decision-making—that 

encourages a healthy culture.

rEcOmmENDATiONS

• Measure time spent, by both 

students and teachers, on testing, 

and eliminate unnecessary and 

redundant exams.

• Implement best practices, such as 

administering tests in controlled 

environments and monitoring for 

test irregularities, to prevent and 

detect cheating.

• Create or expand pilot programs 

of schools using nontraditional 

tests to determine whether they 

lead to positive results for students, 

and can be used to evaluate and 

support teachers and schools.

CULTURE
CREATE AND MAINTAIN 

A POSITIVE TESTING 
ENVIRONMENT IN 

SCHOOLS

TEACHING
USE DATA TO IMPROVE 

INSTRUCTION

DESIGN
IMPROVE THE ACCURACY 

OF STANDARDIZED 
ASSESSMENTS 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
INCLUDE DATA IN 

CRITICAL DECISIONS

CULTURE
CREATE AND MAINTAIN 

A POSITIVE TESTING 
ENVIRONMENT IN 

SCHOOLS

TEACHING
USE DATA TO IMPROVE 

INSTRUCTION

DESIGN
IMPROVE THE ACCURACY 

OF STANDARDIZED 
ASSESSMENTS 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
INCLUDE DATA IN 

CRITICAL DECISIONS

KEy TAKEAWAyS 

• When used properly,  

assessment data is valuable for 

improving teachers’ practice,  

and provides helpful information  

to administrators, parents,  

and students.

• Teachers and administrators  

need more support in using data to 

inform their practice and ensure it 

is meaningful.

rEcOmmENDATiONS

• Offer high-quality training 

throughout the year for teachers on 

how to improve instruction using 

assessment data.

• Provide each school with a teacher 

who serves as a “data specialist.”

• Ensure that teachers and 

administrators receive timely, 

detailed, and disaggregated data in 

a transparent, accessible format.

Key research taKeaways anD overview of recommenDations
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iDentifying e4e’s policy focus
E4E surveyed members and held focus groups with  
E4E-NY members to determine the most important 
policy issues from teachers’ perspective.

our process
We met for eight weeks to review research on different 
facets of testing and assessment, particularly as they relate 
to New York City and State. We considered evidence 
from different perspectives, held small and large group 
discussions, and regularly challenged each other’s thinking. 
We ended up with four main categories under which we 
elaborate upon specific recommendations.
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