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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether teachers
perceived Florida’s high-stakes testing program to be taking public
schools in the right direction. More importantly, we sought to
understand why teachers perceived the tests to be taking schools in the
right or wrong direction. Based on the survey results of 708 teachers, we
categorized their concerns and praises of high-stakes testing into ten
themes. Most of the teachers believed that the testing program was not
taking schools in the right direction. They commented that the test was
used impropetly and that the one-time test scores were not an accurate
assessment of students’ learning and development. In addition, they
cited negative effects on the curriculum, teaching and learning, and
student and teacher motivation. The positive effects cited were much
fewer in number and included the fact that the testing held students,
educators, and parents accountable for their actions. Interestingly,
teachers were not opposed to accountability, but rather, opposed the
manner in which it was currently implemented. Only by understanding
these positive and negative effects of the testing program can
policymakers hope to improve upon it. To this end, we discuss several
implications of these findings, including: limiting the use of test scores,
changing the school grading criteria, using alternative assessments,
modifying the curriculum, and taking steps to reduce teaching to the
test.
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The use of high-stakes tests in schools has been questioned since they were first
implemented in most states several years ago. Some have questioned the use of student test
scores to measure educational quality (Popham, 1999), while others have questioned the more
direct effects on students and teachers (Kohn, 2000). Yet, politicians and many in the public
seem more determined than ever to hold educators accountable through the use of high-stakes
tests. By “high-stakes” we are describing tests that have serious consequences for students,
teachers, schools, and/or school systems, such as student retention, school ratings, and
monetary incentives.

Studies conducted soon after the implementation of high-stakes testing programs
indicated that many teachers were not supportive of the use of high-stakes tests. Teachers
noted several negative effects on education including a narrowing of the curriculum, increased
teaching to the test, lower teacher morale, increased student and teacher stress, and other
negative effects on students and teachers (Jones et al., 1999; Smith, 1991). We wondered
whether teachers’ perceptions of testing had changed over the past few years. For instance,
have teachers begun to adapt to this new era of testing in education and come to understand
how testing has or can improve education? Have the initial negative reactions against testing
subsided as teachers have had a chance to work in this new testing climate and better
understand how it affects them and their students?

The purpose of this study was to answer these questions by asking Florida teachers
about their perceptions of testing near the end of the fourth year of high-stakes testing in
Florida. The specific purpose of this study was to investigate whether teachers perceived
Florida’s high-stakes testing program to be taking Florida’s public schools in the right direction.
More importantly, we sought to understand why teachers perceived the tests to be taking
schools in the right or wrong direction. Based on their perceptions, we developed a framework
to organize teachers’ concerns and praises of high-stakes testing. While other studies have
described teachers’ perceptions of testing, none have used qualitative data from hundreds of
teachers from many schools and districts to systematically identify and categorize these
perceptions. Only by understanding the positive and negative effects of testing can
policymakers hope to improve upon current testing programs.

Background

The Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT)

Florida is an interesting state to assess teachers’ perceptions of high-stakes testing
because it is a large state with a wide range of urban and rural schools. In addition, Florida’s
testing program, called the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), was developed
under the leadership of Governor Jeb Bush and appears to be consistent with the type of
testing being promoted at the national level by President Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act of
2002. This act requires students nationwide in the third through eighth grade to be tested in the
basics of mathematics, reading or language arts, and (beginning in 2005) science.

The FCAT was first administered in Florida’s public schools and used for
accountability purposes in the spring of 1999. The present study was conducted near the end of
the fourth year of testing in the spring of 2002. Starting in the spring of 1999, schools were
assigned a letter grade ranging from “A” (making excellent progress) to “I” (failing to make
adequate progress) based on several criteria: a) the percentage of students scoring above certain
levels in reading, writing, and math (the percentages and levels varied for each subject); b) the
percentage of students making learning gains in reading and math compared to the previous
year; c) the percentage of the lowest 25% of students who made adequate progress; and d) the
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percentage of students completing the test (e.g., 95% of eligible students were required to
complete the test for the school to receive an “A”) (Florida Department of Education, 2002a).

School grades were directly linked to accountability rewards and sanctions (Florida
Department of Education, 2001). Schools graded an “A” or that had improved at least one
grade level were eligible for monetary incentives. Students attending schools graded an “F” for
two years in a four-year period were eligible for scholarships to attend another public or private
school. Student retention decisions were made by the local school boards, although students
were required to pass the reading and math FCAT in tenth grade starting in 2002-2003 to
graduate from high school.

The test consisted of a criterion-referenced test that measured the state standards in
reading, writing, and mathematics and a norm-referenced test that measured student
performance against national norms (Florida Department of Education, 2001). The reading and
math tests were given in grades 3 through 10 and the writing test was given in grades 4, 8, and
10. The FCAT consisted of multiple-choice items at all grade levels tested and “performance
items” (requiring a written answer) in reading in grades 4, 8, and 10 and in math in grades 5, 8,
and 10. Test results were provided at the student, school, district, and state level.

Effects of Testing on Teachers and Students

Initial research into the effects of testing on teachers in states such as Arizona (Smith,
1991) and North Carolina (Jones et al., 1999) indicated that teachers had many concerns about
using high-stakes tests as a mechanism for teacher accountability. In North Carolina, 76% of
teachers surveyed reported that the testing program would #of improve the quality of education
in their schools (Jones et al., 1999). Similarly, when teachers in Virginia were asked whether the
testing program was taking Virginia in the right direction, 39% said no, 38% said they were
uncertain, and 22% said yes (Kaplan & Owings, 2001). While most of the effects reported by
teachers have been negative, some positive outcomes of testing have also been reported. In this
section, we discuss some of the major positive and negative effects that high-stakes testing have
had on teachers and students.

One of teachers’ major concerns regarding high-stakes testing was that it “narrowed the
curriculum” by forcing teachers to teach only the subjects that were tested to the exclusion of
the non-tested subjects such as science, social studies, and health. As Smith (1991) describes:
[Some teachers| began discarding what was not to be tested and what was not part of the
formal agenda and high priorities of the principal and district administrators. One can imagine
a kind of evolutionary process at work, with those teachers who correctly narrow curriculum
and maximize scores being those that prosper or escape punishment. (p. 10)

A related concern was that the testing caused teachers to teach to the test by organizing
their instruction around illustrative items that were the same as, or look like, actual test items.
This type of item teaching can cause test score pollution by giving students an unfair advantage
over students who have not been privy to item teaching (Haladyna, Nolen, & Haas, 1991;
Popham, 2000a).

On the other hand, the testing has forced some teachers who might not have been
teaching the state curriculum to re-assess what they are teaching. As an example, Ohio teachers
reported that “testing has helped the school system align curriculum between grade levels, has
helped educators identify curricular weaknesses, and has made educators more conscious of
educational outcomes” (DeBard & Kubow, 2002, p. 396). Providing an impetus for teachers to
review how the state curriculum aligns with what they are teaching has to be considered a
positive outcome of testing.

Test preparation and administration have also been blamed for reducing the amount of
time available for instruction (Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003). For instance, one study of
Texas educators found that test preparation occurred during the entire year and that teachers
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spent from 8 to 10 hours a week on test preparation (Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001). Teachers
have complained that students spend a lot of time practicing test taking strategies rather than
engaging in learning. As one teacher commented, “Just think what you could do if you took all
that time spent on testing and preparing for testing and used it to teach. There’s way too much
testing” (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000, p. 392).

The effects of testing on teachers’ teaching practices has been mixed. There is a
growing consensus that high-stakes testing has a positive effect on some teachers’ teaching
practices, a negative effect on some teachers’ practices, and little to no effect on others teaching
practices (Cimbricz, 2002; Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003). Others have found that the
pressure through testing has more of an effect on the content taught than the teaching
practices (Firestone & Mayrowetz, 2000).

Teachers have reported feeling shame, embarrassment, guilt, and anger from the
publication of student test scores (Smith, 1991). Part of teachers’ frustration has been that they
do not believe that the tests adequately capture the complexity of students’ learning and are
being used in ways that are invalid (Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001). Yet, others have pointed to
the fact that the results can be used by teachers in planning their curriculum and instruction
(Borko & Stecher, 2001).

Teachers have repeatedly reported that they feel pressure to improve test scores
(Koretz, Mitchell, Barron, & Keith, 1996). Some claim that the pressure might cause teachers
to leave the profession. In fact, a survey of Texas educators found that 85% of teachers agreed
that some of the best teachers are leaving the profession “because of the restraints the tests
place on decision making and the pressures placed on them and their students” (Hoffman,
Assaf, & Paris, 2001, p. 488). However, some pressure might be what is needed to coerce some
teachers into re-evaluating their curriculum and instruction. A principal in Danielson’s (1999)
study reported that the testing “provided the ‘leverage’ needed to move some teachers who
were not ‘risk takers’ into seeing the necessity for change. Not only can the [testing] become
the ‘catalyst for change,’” [the principal] believed it could also ‘support the change process™ (p.
75).

Teachers have also reported many negative effects of the testing on students. Some
have cited concerns about the emotional effects of the testing on children such as increased
stress and anxiety (Elliott, 2000). The pressure can be especially difficult for lower-performing
students who might already have low self-concepts and self-esteem. As Gordon and Reese
(1997) found: “Many of the teachers lamented that they had worked hard to build up at-risk
students’ self-concepts and help them to achieve some measure of academic success, only to
have the students’ progress wiped out by the [test] failure” (p. 357).

One of the goals of this study was to determine whether teachers’ perceptions had
changed after several years of testing. Moreover, we wanted to systematically categorize
teachers’ concerns to better understand which aspects of the testing program were of greatest
concern to teachers. Teachers’ perceptions of testing are important because teachers are on the
frontlines and in the best position to help policymakers understand how the testing policies are
affecting teaching and learning.

Method

Participants

We surveyed third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers in Florida because the state testing
program begins in the third grade (third, fourth, and fifth grade students take the FCAT
reading and mathematics tests; in addition, fourth graders also take the FCAT writing test). All
67 Florida school districts were invited to participate in this study because we wanted to
include the voices of all teachers who wanted to be heard. Of the 67 districts, 34 districts
(50.7% of all districts) agreed to participate; that is, we received approval from the
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superintendent’s office or research department in those districts. We contacted the principals at
all of the elementary schools in the districts agreeing to participate a total of three times: twice
by email and once by letter. In the email correspondence we asked principals to tell their
teachers about the survey and to provide them with the Web site URL for the survey. In the
letter correspondence, we included copies of a one-page flyer with an explanation of the study
and the Web site URL for the survey and asked the principals to distribute the flyers to their
third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers.

We received completed surveys from 708 third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers from 30
school districts (45% of all districts) in Florida. We identified 16 (53.3%) of the districts as rural
(Iess than 15,000 Pre-K to Grade 12 students), 11 (36.7%) as suburban (15,000 to 100,000
students), and 3 (10.0%) as urban (more than 100,000). The percentage of participating districts
in each of these categories appears to be similar to the percentage of districts statewide in each
category (50.7% rural, 38.8% suburban, and 10.4% urban; see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Percentage of Districts in this Study and Statewide by Size of School District

Of the 631 elementary schools in the participating districts, we received surveys from
teachers in 235 different schools (37.2% of schools). For the average participating school,
52.9% (§D = 22.1) of their students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, which is
similar to the 52.3% of students eligible statewide (Florida Department of Education, 2002b).
One-eighth (12.3%) of the schools had 25.0% or less students eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch, 31.7% had 25.1-50.0% of students eligible, 41.3% had 50.1-75.0% of students eligible,
and 14.7% had 75.1-100% of students eligible.

The teacher response rate for the 235 participating schools was 23.8% (708
participating teachers). For the 2001-2002 school year, 35.8% of the teachers participating in
this study taught at schools graded an “A” and 33.6% of the schools participating in this study
were graded an “A.” These percentages are similar to the 36.7% of elementary schools
statewide receiving an “A” grade for the 2001-2002 school year. See Figure 2 for the percentage
of teachers and schools at the other school grade levels. This figure shows that the percentage
of teachers and schools participating in this study appears to be very similar to the statewide
percentage of elementary schools at each school grade level. This comparison is important
because it shows that the sample of teachers in this study does not consist of a
disproportionate number of teachers from lower-performing schools who might be more likely
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to complain about the inequities of testing. Rather, the highest percentage of teachers (35.8%)
in this study taught at schools rated an “A.”
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Figure 2. Percentage of Schools Statewide Classified by School Grade and
Schools/Teachers in this Study Classified by School Grade (Note: “A” is the highest
grade (“making excellent progress”) and “F” is the lowest (“failing to make adequate
progress”). “I” indicates “incomplete” and “N” indicates “not previously graded.”)

Most of the teachers were female (88.5%) and White or Caucasian (91.0%), while 5.3%
were Black or African-American, 2.6% were Hispanic, and 1.1% were of another
race/ethnicity. Teachers ranged in age from 22 to 68 years old (M = 41.2 years old, SD = 10.4)
and had taught school an average of 13.4 years (ranging from one to 45 years, SD = 9.6), which
is similar to the Florida state average of 13.0 years (Florida Department of Education, 2002b).
Thirty percent of the teachers had taught 5 years or less, 15.9% had taught from 6 to 10 years,
17.0% had taught from 11 to 15 years, 12.5% had taught 16 to 20 years, 10.4% had taught 21 to
25 years, and 14.2% had taught 25 years or more. A quarter (25.2%) of the teachers taught
third grade, 37.4% taught fourth grade, 28.9% taught fifth grade, and 8.5% taught in a multiage
classroom with at least some students in the third, fourth, or fifth grade.

Survey Instrument

Teachers completed an online questionnaire that required approximately 15-20 minutes
to complete. To limit the possibility of having ineligible individuals complete the questionnaire,
teachers entered a unique school code assigned to them by us. The questionnaire queried
teachers about their demographic information, their current teaching practices, and their beliefs
about the FCAT.

This article discusses the results of three of the survey items. The first item asked
teachers “Is the FCAT program taking Florida’s public schools in the right direction?”” and they
responded either “Yes” or “No.” The second item was an open-ended item that asked teachers
to “Please explain your answer to the previous question of ‘Is the FCAT program taking
Florida’s public schools in the right direction?” Teachers were provided with an online text
box into which they could type a response of any length. The third question asked teachers
“Do you believe that it is fair to assign grades to schools based on the FCAT scores?” and they
responded either “Yes” or “No.”
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Procedure

We conducted descriptive statistics for the two items that required a “Yes” or “No”
response. For the open-ended item, the overall analysis strategy involved a microanalysis of the
teachers’ responses based on a grounded theory approach to qualitative data (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). We conducted this analysis to generate initial categories, and in doing so, we allowed the
data to “speak” and we “listened closely” to what the teachers were trying to tell us (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998, p. 65).

Three researchers developed the initial coding scheme for the open-ended item after
reading 60 randomly-selected responses, identifying themes, and creating coding categories
within the themes. After developing 112 coding categories that we grouped into 11 themes, we
independently coded two-thirds of the responses so that all of the responses were coded by
two researchers. Disagreements in coding between the two researchers were settled by the third
researcher who had not originally coded the response.

After coding the responses, we re-analyzed the coding categories and re-read the
responses within each category to ensure that none of them were redundant or overlapped in
function. As a result of this re-analysis, we either eliminated or re-categorized 48 of the 112
original coding categories, which left us with a total of 64 final coding categories. Eight of the
original coding categories were eliminated completely because only one teacher provided a
response in that category. Forty of the original coding categories were re-categorized or
combined with other coding categories to which they were very similar. The inter-rater
reliability rate after the re-categorization was 92.2%.

Results and Discussion

After several years of high-stakes testing in Florida, teachers’ perceptions of the effects
of testing remain more negative than positive. This is evidenced by the fact that most teachers
(79.9%) reported that the FCAT program was #of taking Florida’s public schools in the right
direction. Moreover, the preponderance of teacher responses to the open-ended item described
the negative effects that the testing has had on education in Florida, not positive effects.
Interestingly, 47.3% of the teachers who reported that the FCAT was taking schools in the
right direction also provided at least one negative comment about a concern they had with the
FCAT. Further, almost all (93.7%) of the teachers believed that it was 7o fair to assign grades
to schools based on the FCAT scores. These results suggest that there is much room for
improvement with the current implementation of the high-stakes testing program in Florida.

Of the 708 teachers who completed the survey, 610 teachers provided responses to the
open-ended item asking them to explain their answer to whether the FCAT is taking Florida’s
public schools in the right direction. On the broadest level, we placed the 64 coding categories
into three groups: one that described the reasons why the FCAT was nof taking schools in the
right direction (54 categories, 84.4% of all categories); another that described the reasons why
the FCAT was taking schools in the right direction (9 categories, 14.1% of all categories); and a
third that was neither negative nor positive (1 code, 1.6% of all categories).

Some teachers’ responses were coded with only one coding category, while other
responses were coded with as many as 20 coding categories. No teacher’s response was coded
more than once with the same coding category. Each teachet’s response was coded with an
average of 3.3 coding categories. We used the 64 coding categories a total of 2026 times: 1807
(89.2%) of which described reasons why the FCAT was ot taking schools in the right direction;
156 (7.7%) of which described reasons why the FCAT was taking schools in the right direction;
and 63 (3.1%) of which were neutral.

To better understand the broader issues and to help summarize our findings, we
grouped the 64 coding categories into one of ten themes. The first five themes described the



Education Policy Analysis Archives  170l. 12 No. 38

negative effects of testing in that they included reasons why the FCAT was not taking schools
in the right direction (see Table 1). The next four themes described the positive effects of
testing in that they included reasons why the FCAT was taking schools in the right direction
(see Table 2). The final theme was neither negative nor positive; therefore, it warranted a
separate coding category. In Tables 1 and 2, we present the number of teacher responses for
each coding category, as well as the total number of teacher responses within each theme.
Because some teacher responses were placed in more than one category within a theme, the
total number of teacher responses in each theme is less than the sum of the teacher responses
in all categories.
Table 1
Number of teacher responses per category that describe why the
FCAT is not taking schools in the right ditection

Type of Response n %
Theme 1: Negative comments concerning the use and accuracy of 321 52.6
the test
Improper use of test (in general, no specifics given) 12 2.0
Unfair to compare students (in general) 14 2.3
Unfair to compare students because of their differences 90 14.8
(due to their: socioeconomic status; existing cognitive
abilities; emotional stability; cultural values and norms;
and community size and location)
Unfair to compare students because some students will 23 3.8
never perform well on standardized tests (they are not
good test takers)
Test results do not reflect teachers’ ability 23 3.8
Students and parents are not held accountable (parents 18 3.0
and home life are patt of the problem)
Grading system is not fair (criteria for grades unreasonable; 84 13.8
unfair to judge a school based on test scores)
Rules (criteria for success) related to testing and 21 3.4
accountability change every year
Unfair to give money to high-scoring schools and not 20 33
low-scoring schools (money should not be tied to test
scores)
Test does not accurately measure learning and development (in general) 96 15.7
Student learning cannot be measured by a one-time test 80 13.1
Test should not be used for retention or graduation decisions 18 3.0
Test is not developmentally appropriate or the test is too difficult 47 7.7
Test does not reflect knowledge and skills of students with 21 3.4
disabilities or English speakers of other languages
Some students do not perform well on the day of test (because of 26 4.3
sickness, nervousness, home issues, etc.)
Test results do not match levels on national tests or the test ignores tests 10 1.6
given elsewhere in the nation
Theme 2: Negative effects on curriculum 115 18.9
“Narrows the curriculum” (forces teachers to ignore or reduce some 80 13.1
subjects or some topics within a subject because the material is not tested)
or it does not promote well-rounded students because it does not cover
everything that is important for a good education or to survive in today’s
society
Curriculum is too broad and shallow 30 4.9
Timing of the test is too early in the school year 29 4.8
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Theme 3: Negative effects on teaching and learning 215 35.2

Test takes time and/ ot focus away from learning 38 6.2
Forces “teaching to the test” and test prepatration 142 23.3

Negatively affects teaching practices (in general) 12 2.0
Stifles teachers’ creativity (forces a formulated approach; not free 29 4.8
to do what they deem appropriate)
Forces a focus on lower-level objectives such as knowledge and 8 1.3
comprehension

Does not allow teachers to meet the learning needs of students 17 2.8
Forces teaching that is not developmentally appropriate 24 39
Stifles student creativity (pushes students into a mold) 22 3.6
Does not provide tesults usable for student remediation or 21 3.4

teaching improvement (test is not diagnostic)

Theme 4: Negative effects on student and teacher motivation 283 46.4
Student motivation
Too much pressure on students (stress, anxiety, worry, fear) 154 25.2
Students do not enjoy school (learning unpleasant; decreased 73 12.0
love of learning; school is less fun or interesting)
Students feel labeled 14 2.3
Students more likely to dropout of school 5 0.8
Teaches students that success in public education is equal to 16 2.6

performance on a test

Teacher motivation

Too much pressure in general (stress, anxiety, worry, fear) 13 2.1
Too much pressure on teachers 137 22.5
Too much pressure on administrators 16 2.6
Too much pressure on parents 10 1.6

Teachers do not enjoy school (teaching is less fun or 25 4.1

interesting)

Teachers are more likely to leave the profession 19 3.1
Teachers are more likely to transfer from low- 2 0.3
performing school to high-performing school

Lowers teacher morale 19 3.1

Teachers are not respected or valued (are degraded or 14 2.3

humiliated)

Test does not cause teachers to work harder 9 1.5

People are less likely to go into the teaching profession 3 0.5

Theme 5: Other negative effects on education 166 27.2
Too much emphasis on test scores or too high of stakes 95 15.6
Tests or accountability system were created by non-educators 28 4.6
Testing is a political game or political tool 24 3.9
Test program takes away money from more critical needs 19 3.1
Test program is costly to implement 7 1.1
Test promotes competition between students, teachers, or schools 23 3.8
Stigma is attached to lower performing schools 6 0.9

Parents and the public blame teachers and schools 10 1.6

Grading system leads the public to incorrect conclusions about 4 0.7

schools

Test program creates a negative image of public education 7 1.1
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Table 2
Number of teacher responses per category that describe why the
FCAT is taking schools in the right direction

Type of Response n %
Theme 6: Positive comments concerning 57 9.3
the use and accuracy of the test

Test holds students, educators, or parents 32 52
accountable

Test results provide useful information about 17 2.8
students

Test is adequately fair or it is a good test in 9 1.5
general

Theme 7: Positive effects on curriculum 40 6.6
Gives teachers a target/guideline/standard to 28 4.6
teach to

Standardizes the curriculum across the state 15 2.4
Theme 8: Positive effects on teaching and 37 6.1
learning

Students learn more (teaches students valuable 18 3.0
knowledge and skills)

Encourages learning of higher-order thinking 13 2.1
skills

Positively affects teaching or causes teachers to 11 1.8

rethink teaching practices

Theme 9: Positive effects on student and 13 2.1
teacher motivation
Causes higher expectations or motivates 13 2.1

students or teachers

More than half (52.6%) of the teachers reported a negative comment concerning the
use and accuracy of the test (Theme 1). Theme 4 was the second largest theme with 46.4% of
teachers reporting a concern related to the negative effects of testing on student or teacher
motivation. About a third of teachers (35.2%) made a comment about the negative effects of
testing on teaching and learning (Theme 3), a quarter of teachers (27.2%) made a comment
regarding other negative effects on education (Theme 5), and 18.9% of teachers made a
comment regarding the negative effects of testing on the curriculum (Theme 2). Fewer teachers
made positive comments regarding the testing: 9.3% made positive comments concerning the
use and accuracy of the test (Theme 06), 6.6% made positive comments concerning the effects
on the curriculum (Theme 7), 6.1% made positive comments relating to teaching and learning
(Theme 8), and 2.1% made positive comments with respect to student and teacher motivation
(Theme 9).

In the next section, we discuss the coding categories within each of the 10 themes. To
do so, we compare the negative themes from Table 1 with the corresponding positive themes
from Table 2. For instance, we discuss the results of Theme 1 (Negative comments concerning

10
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the use and accuracy of the test) with the results of Theme 6 (Positive comments concerning
the use and accuracy of the test). To allow teachers’ voices to be heard in their own words, we
included several quotations in “bulleted” form. After each quotation, we provided the grade of
the school in which the teacher taught during the year of this study. These quotations are
representative of the types of comments that teachers made within each of the categories.

Themes 1 and 6: Comments Concerning the Use and Accuracy of the Test

The major concerns expressed by teachers in Theme 1 were that the tests did not
accurately measure student learning and development and that the testing system and use of the
test scores were unfair. That is, the concerns in this theme related to the reliability and validity
of the test scores, both of which are the cornerstones of a quality test and its use. These
concerns are legitimate and consistent with position statements of national educational
organizations (AERA, 2000). It is beyond the scope of this work to discuss these types of
measurement issues in detail and others have already done so (Messick, 1994; Popham, 2000b).
However, in this section, we discuss several teacher concerns within these themes.

Teachers reported that the tests were being improperly used in many ways. First, 20.9%
said that it was unfair to compare students and listed reasons such as: students come from
different backgrounds and that some students do not perform well on standardized tests.

e “What this test is doing to our already hard to reach students is an atrocity...

It is absurd to think that they should be given the same test on the same day
and be expected to produce the same quality of knowledge. All people talk at
different ages, they walk at various ages, and they are going to learn at
different times.” (Grade C school)

The teachers’ major concern regarding the comparison of students was that
inferences were being made about teachers and schools based on test scores,
when in fact, students’ backgrounds were not the same. Teachers cited
several other factors beyond the teachers’ or schools’ control that played an
important role in test scores, such as students’ socioeconomic status, existing
cognitive abilities, emotional stability, cultural values and norms, and
community size and location. They felt these factors made it unfair to
compare students using a standardized test such as the FCAT.

e “Grading teachers and schools can never, and I mean never, be done fairly.
Every teacher has a different group of students. Some students will score
high no matter what. Other students will show growth and some may never
show growth on the areas tested on the FCAT. The scores of FCAT depend
on many factors and it should not reflect the ability of the student or the
teacher.” (Grade B school)

e “Itis ridiculous to expect low socioeconomic schools with high mobility to
compete with schools from affluent areas. It is much easier to teach wealthy
kids with highly involved, educated parents.” (Grade C school)

e  “Many things affect test scores and teachers are expected to take some
students who belong in T-ball all the way to the major leagues. If that doesn’t
happen, we are considered poor teachers.” (Grade A school)

e “Some children do not test well, yet can produce fine work when asked to
perform in other ways. I believe a complete and more accurate evaluation of
a child would involve an equal percentage of factors such as teacher
observation, student product, parental input, and standardized assessment.”
(Grade A school)

11
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These teachers’ concerns appear reasonable and consistent with the findings of other
studies. For instance, researchers have found that students who come from families of poverty
have different needs than students that come from well-to-do families (Comer, 1988). For
instance, students of poverty are regarded as having deficiencies in their language, behavior
patterns, and values as compared to their middle-class counterparts. In addition, students of
poverty are likely to have parents that did not have a successful formal education (Holman,
1997) and are less likely to use academic skills outside the school (Knapp & Shields, 1990).
Popham (1999) has also noted the importance of students’ out-of-school learning: “If children
come from advantaged families and stimulus-rich environments, then they are more apt to
succeed on items in standardized achievement test items than will other children whose
environments don’t mesh as well with what the tests measure” (p. 13).

Related to teachers’ concerns about comparing students, 6.8% of teachers were
concerned that it was unfair to use students’ test scores as a measure of their teaching ability.
They cited factors out of their control, such as students’ parents and home life, that
contributed to a student’s achievement. Therefore, they believed that it was improper to use
the test scores to judge their teaching ability.

e “How do I force a child to practice and use the skills and strategies I have

taught him to use on the FCAT? I can’t, yet their score directly points to me
and how I have taught. What about the accountability of parents and the
students?” (Grade not available)

One of the biggest concerns teachers had with the testing was that the tests were
not a valid measure of school quality. Some teachers (13.8%) found that the test scores
were used to unfairly judge and make improper decisions about teachers and schools.

e “The grading of schools by using this pathetic test should be a crime.”

(Grade B school)
e “I think grading of schools is awful because it pits one school against another

and not all schools are able to teach students from good socioeconomic
areas.” (Grade C school)

The problem of holding teachers accountable for uncontrollable variables is
exacerbated by the fact that the schools are graded and the results are made available to the
public (often through the media). This type of public reporting of scores and grades implies a
cause-and-effect relationship between the quality of the teachers and the school rating. In other
words, lower-rated schools are assumed to have lower-quality teachers and visa versa. Teachers,
however, do not believe that this is always the case. Instead, lower-performing schools might
have students that come from lower socioeconomic communities, have highly transient student
populations, and/or have a high petcentage of English as a second language students. In these
cases, the lower school rating might not accurately reflect the quality of teaching and learning
that takes place within the school. Measurement experts have also noted that standardized tests
should not be used to evaluate the quality of education (Popham, 1999). In this regard,
measurement experts and teachers agree: student test scores should not be used to make
inferences about the quality of education provided by teachers and schools. Considering these
negative outcomes of rating schools, it is no wonder that when teachers were asked on the
“yes/no” item about whether it was “fair to assign grades to schools based on the FCAT
scores,” 93.7% of them believed that it was 7oz fair to assign grades based on the FCAT scores.

Another concern of a few (3.4%) was that the testing rules kept changing each year.
Teachers perceived this as a moving target that made it difficult to compete in this high-stakes
“game.” Furthermore, the practice of distributing money to higher-rated schools and not
lower-rated ones was seen as unfair by 3.3% of teachers.

12
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e ‘I teach at a fabulous A+ school, yet I know that the grading system is terribly
unfair and biased, not to mention changing, with nobody knowing where it’s
going.” (Grade A school)

Some teachers (15.7%) reported that the test did not accurately measure student
learning and development.
e “The format of various questions in reading and math seem to trick students rather
than accurately test their knowledge.” (Grade B school)

e “Ido not believe the FCAT is always scored so that it shows student growth and
achievement. For example, I have had students score higher than I think they
should have. They had not demonstrated to me that they deserved a four on [the
writing test]. Also, I have had students score lower than what they have
demonstrated in class.” (Grade C school)

Of particular concern was the use of scores from a one-time test to make inferences
about students, teachers, and schools. In fact, several teachers (13.1%) said that student
learning cannot be measured by a one-time test.

e “There is too much emphasis on the results of the FCAT as the only judge of a

student’s ability. We need to consider other ways of determining how well a student
is performing and learning. One test doesn’t achieve that objective.” (Grade C
school)

e “FCAT is a small picture of a child. The whole picture is what I see that child do

each and every day in class: his portfolio; my narrative; and his self-reflection of his
work.” (Grade A school)

As a result of teachers’ concerns about a one-time test, 3.0% of teachers said that the
test should not be used for retention or graduation decisions.
e “We work very hard all year and one test should not determine whether or not a
student is retained in the same grade. The FCAT makes the work we do all year in
the classroom seem insignificant.” (Grade B school)

Some teachers (7.7%) said that the tests were not developmentally appropriate or that
the test was too difficult. Some teachers (3.4%) specifically commented that the tests did not
accurately measure the learning and development of students with disabilities or those who
were learning English as a second language (ESL).

° “The focus in teaching, in my opinion, has shifted, from teaching to meet the

individual needs of each child, to forcing each child, regardless of his/her individual

differences/needs, to perform for FCAT.” (Grade A school)

o “Many of my students are not reading on grade level, so asking them to take a

test that is well above their independent or instructional level is unfair.” (Grade A

school)

o “I feel that the FCAT test is not valid for children who are only two years out

of the ESOL program. It takes more than seven full years of education for a child that

speaks Spanish to fully understand, write, and comprehend in English. Therefore, the
scores given to a predominantly high ESOL population should be given other
consideration. The other schools in our district, with the exception of a few, have an
advantage to getting a better grade because their children can read and write in English
and ours are still learning.” (Grade C school)
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o “The FCAT focuses on too difficult of concepts for many 3rd graders - and it
makes children feel like they are failures in math and they're only in the 3rd grade! Many
concepts that we are now expected to teach (like decimals) are very difficult for
children because they are not developmentally appropriate. I just taught my class a
whole unit on decimals and they could pass the final test - but they didn't really
understand that a decimal is less than one! They shouldn't have to - they are only 8-9
years old! They are not developed enough with their abstract thinking to truly
understand some math concepts that the FCAT tests. I can teach them to jump
through the hoops to pass the test but true understanding is not happening - and it
really demotivates me as a teacher.” (Grade B school)

This finding is similar that of Pedulla et al. (2003) who found that 9 in 10 teachers did not
regard their state test as an accurate measure of what ESL students know or can do. These
tindings raise several questions about the reliability and validity of test scores for special
population students, including: Can the existing types of high-stakes paper-and-pencil tests
accurately measure the knowledge and skills of disabled and ESL students; and should these
types of students be allowed to receive help during the test, and if so, how much? These types
of questions relate to fundamental measurement issues that must be addressed by the designers
of testing programs.

Some teachers (4.3%) noted that some students do not perform well of the day of the
test because of sickness, nervousness, home issues, etc.

e “The FCAT measures student performance in a timed manner where anxiety then plays
a big role in actual student performance.” (Grade A school)

e “Some students are very intelligent, but become very nervous and just cannot perform
on standardized tests.” (Grade B school)

A few teachers (1.6%) were concerned that the test results did not match levels on national
tests or that the testing ignored tests given elsewhere in the nation.

Despite the concerns of many teachers related to the reliability and validity of the
testing, the Florida Department of Education (2001) maintains that the reliability indices for all
of the grades are above 0.90 and that “therefore, the tests are reliable” (p. 9). Similarly, they
state that the FCAT has content and concurrent validity. A few teachers did agree, as 1.5% of
teachers believed that the test was adequately fair. Other positive comments related to the use
and accuracy of the test included teachers who reported that the test held students, educators,
or parents accountable (5.2% of teachers) and that the test results provided useful information
about students (2.8% of teachers).

e “I believe that the FCAT has made teachers accountable for teaching the Sunshine
State Standards. We had the Sunshine State Standards, but until there was the
accountability, not all teachers were using them.” (Grade C school)

e “Everyone feels more accountable and you have an actual number to show parents
when their child is struggling versus just our professional opinion.” (Grade A school)

e “Ibelieve the FCAT is helpful in gauging levels of performance of students in my
classroom, but like any assessment, the test should be considered a part of a complete
picture about any given student, not the whole picture.” (Grade A school)

Themes 2 and 7: Effects on the Curriculum

Teachers expressed concern with how the testing had affected the curriculum.
Specifically, 13.1% indicated that testing “narrows the curriculum” by causing them to spend
more time on subjects and topics tested. Because of this, they were concerned that the test did
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not take into account the whole child or provide the students with the knowledge and skills
required to survive in today’s society. In other words, the test doesn’t cover everything that is
important for a well-rounded education. This finding has also been reported in other states
(Firestone, Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1998; Jones et al., 1999) and shows that this issue remains
an important concern for teachers.

“The FCAT is teaching teachers to stay within the narrow confines of the FCAT. Too
many times I’ve been told, when going beyond the confines (especially in math): “‘Why
are you teaching that? It isn’t on the FCAT.” (Grade C school)

“Our total curriculum is focused on reading, writing, and math. There is no extra time
for students to study the arts, have physical education, science, or social studies. Our
curriculum is very unbalanced.” (Grade D school)

“While it is a way of testing some components of standards based performance, it
leaves many gaps in the educational process. If we just ‘teach to the test” which many
teachers in our district are pressured to do, then the students are left with HUGE
educational gaps that have not been covered in their education. Students deserve a well-

rounded education, not just bits and pieces that are presented on a state test.” (Grade C
school)

“Before FCAT I was a better teacher. I was exposing my children to a wide range of
science and social studies experiences. I taught using themes that really immersed the
children into learning about a topic using their reading, writing, math, and technology
skills. Now I’'m basically afraid to NOT teach to the test. I know that the way I was
teaching was building a better foundation for my kids as well as a love of learning. Now
each year I can’t wait until March is over so I can spend the last two and a half months
of school teaching the way I want to teach, the way I know students will be excited
about.” (Grade C school)

The narrowing of the curriculum concerned 4.9% of teachers because they felt that it

had negative effects on students’ understanding. Their main concern was that the curriculum
was too broad and shallow (i.e., that the curriculum lacked a more in-depth exploration of the
topics), which caused teachers to cover the material too quickly prior to the test.

“I believe that the FCAT is pushing students and teachers to rush through curriculum
much too quickly. Rather than focusing on getting students to understand a concept
fully in math, we must rush through all the subjects so we are prepared to take the test
in March. This creates a surface knowledge or many times very little knowledge in a lot
of areas. I would rather spend a month on one concept and see my students studying in
an in-depth manner.” (Grade C school)

“It is impossible to teach all the Sunshine State Standards. We teach so many different
standards that it is not possible for the children to learn them well. Should we teach a
curriculum that’s a mile wide and an inch deep, or concentrate on developmentally
appropriate concepts and teach them well? Do you know what stem and leaf math is?
We waste time teaching a lot of things that children are not ready to understand. They
can memorize a formula but have no conceptual understanding if it. For example, long
division is inappropriate for fourth graders.” (Grade A school)

“I feel that our students are becoming ‘jacks of all trades’ and masters of none. Our
curriculum must be taught in a condensed time span, which is stressful to all

concerned. We are teaching them to perform tricks, like monkeys in a circus.” (Grade C
school)

“Our FCAT ‘dumps’ stringent requirements on all students, without allowing any
exception for the child who just needs more time to develop basic concepts. We have
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to rush along, not mastering anything, but exposing to everything. What a sad thing to
do to both students and teachers.” (Grade B school)

e “Sometimes we cannot linger longer on topics that need in-depth discussion and
instruction.” (Grade A school)

e “Subjects like science and social studies get left in the dust because they are not tested. I
am not saying the answer is to test them, too. I find myself stressing that the students
learn how to answer multiple choice lessons after reading a piece because that is how
the FCAT is. Enjoying a really great book, or spending a lot of time on a certain theme
is out because I have to teach ALL the standards for the whole year BEFORE March!
There is not time to do everything, and a lot of kids, especially those from backgrounds
that are not as advantaged do not do as well in school, and are not ready for this test. I
think that it does not belong in third-grade. There is way too much emphasis on FCAT
FCAT, FCAT, and not enough time to develop creativity, social skills (yes, these days,
the teacher has to teach social skills and manners) and science.” (Grade not available)

b

This problem of a broad and shallow curriculum appears to be exacerbated in Florida
by the fact that the test is administered in February and March, well before the end of the
school year in May. A few teachers (4.8%) were concerned that the timing of the test was too
early. The early test administration forced teachers to teach a year’s worth of curriculum in less
than one year which created an unrealistic teaching expectation. Teachers were frustrated with
the expectation of having to teach a yeat’s worth of curriculum and the reality of having less
than a year in which to do it.

e “Learning occurs over an entire school year, not just from August to March. Students
are expected to master a year’s worth of growth by the testing date. To do this,
educators are ‘hopping’ around the curriculum to ensure that their students have been
exposed to (not mastered) every topic (i.e., math).” (Grade A school)

Teachers reported that the positive effects on the curriculum were that it gave
some teachers a guideline or standard to teach to (4.6% of teachers) and/or
standardized the curriculum across the state (2.4% of teachers).

e “Our state curriculum is clear and we as teachers know exactly what we are responsible
for teaching.” (Grade C school)

e “I know that there are probably teachers who don’t even make lesson plans according
to the standards, so it puts the pressure on them to actually be teaching the mandated
curriculum.” (Grade C school)

e “Having set standards puts all the teachers on the same page. It is a goal that everyone
should reach. It informs a teacher where they should be in the curriculum.” (Grade A
school)

This finding is consistent with reports from teachers in Ohio who reported that the
testing had helped them to more closely evaluate their curriculum (DeBard & Kubow, 2002).
These points are interesting because the curriculum in Florida has been standardized since
1996, three years prior to the implementation of high-stakes testing in Florida. Therefore, the
FCAT is not responsible for standardizing the curriculum, but rather, it might have served as
an impetus for coercing teachers to include more of the state curriculum in their teaching.

Themes 3 and 8: Effects on Teaching and Learning

Teachers reported many instances of how the testing had negatively affected their
teaching practices. Some (6.2%) reported that testing took time and focus away from learning;
and instead, placed the focus on other areas such as the tests and rewards.
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e “So much of what I spend my time on, at school and home, is geared toward
accountability. I spend more time trying to justify and prove what I’'m doing than
actually doing it.” (Grade A school)

e “Florida needs to be relieved of such a burden and focus on higher education at all
times.” (Grade C school)

However, the most frequent complaint of the effects on teaching (23.3% of teachers)
was that they had to spend a lot of time preparing for the tests and “teaching to the test.”
Teachers said that they were teaching knowledge and skills that they wouldn’t otherwise have
taught or that they were teaching content that would be the same as on the test.

e “I can say one thing, if my kids learn one thing in third grade, it is this: how to pass a
standardized test even if you are not familiar with the material. Now is that what our
goal is? Perhaps we should revisit it.” (Grade not available)

e “I have seen that schools are teaching to the test (how can you not?) and that is not a
true reflection of student abilities. This is only a reflection of the abilities of each school
to teach effective test-taking strategies, not academics.” (Grade B school)

e “Schools aren’t improving their academics as students score better on the FCAT. They
are just taking more time to teach to the test and unfortunately, away from real learning.
We aren’t getting smarter students, we are getting smarter test takers. That is NOT
what we are here for! They can say what they want about if we teach the SSS then
students will score well. The schools who score well are focusing on teaching to the test
at a very high cost to their students.” (Grade C school)

The fact that some teachers are teaching to the test should not be surprising, however,
given that in a “Technical Assistance Paper,” the Florida Department of Education stated that
“It is desirable for students to be given a certain amount of practice so they will be familiar
with the format of the test questions and the materials that will be used with the statewide and
district assessments” (State of Florida, 2000, p. 6). They further state that:

“To prepare students for the future assessments, teachers can...have students practice taking
short and extended response, gridded response, multiple-choice, and essay items so they will
become familiar with the test formats; structure activities that require students to work against
fixed time limits; and help students practice with mark-sense answer sheets.” (p. 6, 7)

Although the “Technical Assistance Paper” notes the dangers of “teaching to the test,”
some teachers apparently find it impractical or unrealistic to provide a “certain amount of
practice” related to the test format without teaching to the test. There appears to be a fine line
between providing practice for the test and teaching to the test. When high-stakes are attached
to the test scores, we believe that most teachers will err on the side of caution and teach to the
test instead of risking the possibility of low test scores.

Other findings were that some teachers (2.0%) found the testing to negatively affect
their teaching practices. Specifically, 4.8% reported that the test stifled their teaching ability and
creativity in that it limited their freedom and forced them to use a formulated approach.

e “I feel that the FCAT is taking the learning styles and teaching styles away form
students and teachers. The flexibility to teach the best way to meet the needs of the
students is eliminated.” (Grade A school)

e “Ibelieve that the FCAT hinders teachers from being creative with their teaching. The
programs that we have implemented at our school to help improve FCAT scores has
caused us to teach like robots. Everything is scripted. Maybe our students will be robots
too!” (Grade C school)
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Teachers reported three different ways in which the tests hindered their ability to meet
the learning needs of the students. First, it forced them to teach in ways that were not
developmentally appropriate (3.9% of teachers). Teachers claimed that students were often not
ready for the knowledge and skills that were being taught, but that the fast pace of the
curriculum was necessary due to the testing content and timing. Second, 3.6% of teachers said
that they were less able to foster student creativity. Third, 3.4% of teachers noted that the test
results were not usable for student remediation or teaching improvement. That is, the results
could not be used to help meet students’ learning needs or to improve their own teaching.

e “Some of the FCAT skills I HAD to teach were not presented to me until high school
or college. My students deserve the opportunity to learn in a developmental progress
suited for them. If they cannot master basic skills, when why must they be forced to
learn something they are not ready for? Because it is going to be on the test and I must
at least expose them!!l” (Grade B school)

e “Mainly, I feel that the child is not really the important issue, because if you have ANY
experience at all with children, you would know that all children learn at different rates
AND MATURE AT DIFFERENT TIMES, and to expect so much from our children
is putting way too much pressure on them at such a young age.” (Grade A school)

A few teachers (1.3%) reported that it forced them to use a lower quality of teaching.
For instance, it forced them to focus on lower-level objectives such as knowledge and
comprehension rather than higher-order thinking.

e “Florida’s public schools are going to become nothing more than places of drill and
skill rather than places of quality learning.” (Grade A school)

e “Problem solving skills and upper-level questioning seems to be evaporating.” (Grade
A school)

In contrast to this finding and the often-cited criticism that testing forces lower-level
learning (Kohn, 2000), 2.1% of teachers reported that the test encouraged the learning of
higher-order thinking skills which suggests that the FCAT might be different from other types
of tests that focus more on knowledge and comprehension than on analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation. Because the FCAT tests are not available for the public to view at this time, it is
impossible for us to verify whether the tests focus on lower- or higher-level objectives.
However, teachers’ perceptions of the test are important and we believe that they are based on
practice tests and sample items that they have seen. This finding is encouraging and suggests
that it might be possible to develop high-stakes tests that promote higher-order thinking, which
is generally viewed as an important outcome of education.

Other positive testing outcomes reported by teachers included that the testing led to an
increase in student learning (3.0% of teachers) and that it had a positive affect on their teaching
practices (1.8%).

e “Ibelieve the design of the FCAT helps students to explain their thought processes and
hopetully alleviates guessing on standardized tests.” (Grade A school)

e “The positive benefits are that a lot of the teaching done for the tests is used in the real
world.” (Grade B school)

e “Gone are alot of the ‘fun/not academically related” activities; in are more thought
provoking activities which stimulate children to think and solve problems...FCAT has
made me look at my teaching skills and work to improve them. Prior to the emphasis
on accountability I simply did what I had been doing for many years because it was
easy. I don’t know that it was always best for the students though.” (Grade C school)
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Themes 4 and 9: Effects on Student and Teacher Motivation

The themes regarding student and teacher motivation, as much as any other, were more
heavily weighted towards the negative than the positive. Of all the reasons teachers provided as
to why the FCAT was not taking schools in the right direction, two of the three highest
percentage of responses were found in this theme. Whereas politicians and the public often
focus on the achievement of students in public schools, teachers appear to be as concerned about
the impact of testing on student and teacher motivation.

Student motivation

A quarter (25.2%) of the teachers reported that the testing had caused students to feel
too much pressure and stress. We defined stress in the same manner that Kyriacou (1989)
described it: as the experience of tension, frustration, anxiety, anger, and depression resulting
from work. Because researchers have found that high student anxiety can have detrimental
effects on student performance (Everson, Smodlaka, & Tobias, 1994), these concerns must be
taken seriously and not simply pushed aside as evidence that students and teachers need to
“work harder” or “toughen up.”

e “Too much pressure is put on this one aspect of education! A fourth grade student
should not have to feel all the stress put on them by the FCAT. High school or college
pressure on a fourth grader is not good! Many burn out by the time the FCAT is
finished! Being held accountable is fine, but don’t put school fund raising on the backs
of the students.” (Grade A school)

e “In our school I heard of some students crying in the morning or vomiting on the test
because of so much pressure. It is ridiculous!” (Grade not available)

e “Iwonder if we’re going to burn out this generation from education. Will this have an
effect on the amount of future college students we will haver Or, are we going to make
our students so stressed about education that we get the emotional problems the
Japanese have at such young ages (high suicide rates)? I am not saying that we should
not have high expectations for our children. I have children myself, but I feel that we

are trying to create ‘miniature adults’ instead of remembering that we are dealing with
children.” (Grade A school)

Teachers (12.0%) also noted that the testing negatively affected students’ enjoyment of
school or interest in school. Further, 2.3% believed that students felt labeled as a result of the
test scores and grades and 0.8% claimed that students might be more likely to drop out of
school in the future.

e “School is becoming a drudgery for teachers and students alike. Yes, standards are
important and schools should work to ensure every child’s success, however, not at the
expense of the love of learning.” (Grade N school: “not previously graded”)

e “I think we are forcing children to grow up too quickly. Of course we should
encourage higher-order thinking, but more importantly we should be teaching children
to love learning. That is how we’re going to motivate them to stay in school.” (Grade B
school)

e “FCAT has made children feel like failures when the truth is, they just haven’t
‘bloomed’ according to our legislator’s time line.” (Grade A school)

e “Students are supposed to learn and to show growth each year, but to continually add
more stress to these students is wrong. I believe the state will eventually see an increase

in dropout rates due to students hating school earlier each year in the elementary
grades.” (Grade C school)

19



Education Policy Analysis Archives  170l. 12 No. 38

In contrast to the negative effect on students’ enjoyment of or interest in school, none
of the teachers said that the testing made school more enjoyable. We viewed this finding as a
measure of their intrinsic motivation because individuals who are intrinsically motivated
participate in activities for their own sake; that is, they enjoy or are interested in the activity
itself (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Because researchers have found that intrinsic motivation
facilitates learning and achievement (Gottfried, 1985; Ryan, Connell, & Plant, 1990), reducing
students’ intrinsic motivation likely has a negative effect on students’ achievement as well.

The final negative effect on student motivation cited was that the testing program was
teaching students that success in public education was synonomous with performing well on a
test (2.6% of teachers).

e “We are teaching our kids that it is not as important what you do throughout the
school year as long as you perform well on the test.” (Grade A school)

e “The children seem to understand that the only thing that is important is their
performance on the test.” (Grade A school)

Teacher motivation
Many teachers (22.5%) said that they were feeling stress from the pressure of the tests,
as were administrators (2.6% of teachers) and parents (1.6% of teachers).

e “The pressure to perform is cruel and unusual punishment for both the students and
the teachers.” (Grade B school)

e “Asanew teacher, I have noticed many ‘veteran’ teachers who have negative attitudes
toward this profession and to what it has become. I think this is due to the pressures of
FCAT and this is very discouraging to me as a new teacher.” (Grade C school)

In fact, 4.1% of teachers reported enjoying teaching less as a result of the tests.

e “The pressure of the scores leading to school grades takes a lot of the joy out of
teaching, and I LOVE teaching.” (Grade A school)

The final group of responses in this category related to how the test had negatively
affected teacher motivation and the teaching profession. Some teachers (3.4%) felt that their
motivation to remain teachers had decreased and that teachers were more likely to leave the
profession or transfer to a higher-performing school as a result of the testing. Others said that
teacher morale at their school was lower (3.1% of teachers), that they felt less respected or
valued (2.3% of teachers), that the tests did not cause them to work harder (1.5% of teachers),
and/or that people were less likely to go into the teaching profession (0.5% of teachers).

e “The morale in our school is the lowest I have ever seen in my 25 years of teaching.”
(Grade A school)

e “Dedicated teachers are dropping out like flies because we can’t handle the stress
anymore.” (Grade C school)

e “When teachers feel their salaries will one day be based on student performance, many
of us say that will be the day when we will walk out on the profession. A teacher can’t
force a child to perform to the best of their ability on the test.” (Grade B school)

e “Many teachers are requesting transfers from C schools to A schools. I would be
willing to bet if you looked at turnover rates in C or lower schools, you would find that
it is higher than in A schools.” (Grade B school)

e “You can’t abuse a person in any other profession the way teachers are abused by
students, parents, even principals, and our legislators!” (Grade C school)
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The positive effects on student and teacher motivation, cited by 2.1% of the teachers,
were that the tests caused higher expectations and that it motivated students and/or teachers.

e “Ido feel the higher expectations have served to improve the focus and effort in
Florida’s schools.” (Grade A school)

e “The low-performing students were not expected to achieve, therefore, they were not
exposed to challenging information. Now, more teachers are saying all children can
learn.” (Grade D school)

e “Itseems to be an effort in the right direction, that of providing students with
motivation to do better and to learn better.” (Grade A school)

e “I think that to some degree it influences some teachers to do a better job of teaching.
Some teachers need to have extra motivation to come to school and do the best job
they can do of educating students. You have some people who need outside motivation
because they don’t have the motivation on their own.” (Grade C school)

Theme 5: Other negative effects on education

The final negative theme included several different categories that did not fit into any
of the other themes. We believed that it was important to include these categories in the
framework because these issues were important to several of the teachers. First, 15.6% of
teachers thought there was too much emphasis on the tests scores in general. This belief is
likely exacerbated by the fact that the test scores are used to retain students, to rate schools,
and to distribute money to higher-performing schools. Second, 4.6% of teachers challenged the
accuracy of the tests because they perceived that they were created by non-educators.

e “If you want to go in the right direction in education, try asking the teachers who went
to school to learn this and live with it daily, instead of having just the politicians decide
that have no background knowledge.” (Grade C school)

e “The people that come up with these ideas should have to spend at least one month in
each school in their district. My bet is it would be a REAL eye opener.” (Grade B
school)

e “It makes me wonder if these people in Tallahassee have ever met any children from a
poor, rural community.” (Grade C school)

e “Legislators have NEVER seriously asked teachers for their input with the intention of
using it. They sit in an office and pass legislation to test students, retain them, and hold

teachers accountable without once looking ahead at the long term consequences.”
(Grade C school)

Teachers perceived their voices to be largely unheard by policymakers and complained
that they had not been a part of the process of creating the accountability program. To ignore
teachers’ voices is to ignore their ideologies. Moreover, this lack of a voice appears to have
created a resistance and silent controversy to the testing program. As Matthews and Crow
(2003) explain, “Although not all problems you face can be solved by giving people a listening
ear, refusing to hear or ignoring individuals and groups that want to be heard is likely to
aggravate the situation and intensify the negative aspects of the conflict” (p.206). This
sentiment is consistent with the teacher voices we heard in this study.

Further, 3.9% of teachers believed that testing was a political game or was used as a
political tool to serve the interests of politicians.

e “FCAT is just a political tool that the state uses to make them feel like they are doing
something good for education.” (Grade A school)

21



Education Policy Analysis Archives  170l. 12 No. 38

e “Ibelieve that the legislature is doing a great deal of harm to our students...I feel that
the money we need is not being given to the schools for two reasons. The first is to
somehow dismantle the pubic school system (through vouchers), and secondly, to
create an elite system run by private interests. I have worked in both business (law,
engineering, and banking) and say without reservation, education is the most efficient in
the use of both man power and dollars. The FCAT is nothing more than the politicians
ploy to say either ‘See, we’ve fixed the system’ or ‘See, they’re not doing the job and we
need to step in.” All for the next election!” (Grade B school)

e “Florida’s public schools have long been the target of ambitious, power-hungry
politicians. This is just another political move to discredit the public schools and repay
political contributors with vouchers for expensive private schools that their children
already attend. Between the FCAT tests, vague Sunshine State Standards, school grades,
and mathematically impossible required gains in test scores, it seems that the politicians’
goal is to eliminate public education from the state of Florida.” (Grade A school)

e “My personal belief is that the FCAT is a political football and that given the current
climate in Tallahassee, its real mission is not to provide accountability to families,
communities, etc. or to help schools discern better instructional techniques for
students. Rather, the mission is to diminish public education, advance a special interest
agenda for charter schools and private education, and advance political careers.” (Grade
C school)

Politicians were perceived as making their own decisions, possibly for their own gain or
as a political tool to achieve other purposes. Because most teachers get into the profession to
help children grow and learn (Ornstein & Levine, 2000), it is easy to understand why they
would be opposed to a testing system that they view as doing little to promote student growth
and learning. Instead, some teachers see the political motives for the testing as incongruent
with their personal view of education that centers around doing what is best for the children.
Taking the focus from the children and placing it on politics is understandably troubling for
some of these teachers.

Another concern related to the amount of money being spent on testing. Some thought
that it took away money from more critical needs (3.1% of teachers) and/or that it was costly
to implement (1.1% of teachers).

e “Ibelieve a lot of money is going towards these tests, grading them and implementing
them and that money should be sent towards reading programs that are simple and that
work. Primary grades need teacher assistants. We need the money spent in a more
productive fashion.” (Grade B school)

The fact that the test promoted competition between students, teachers, and/or
schools was also seen as a negative effect of the testing (3.8% of teachers).

e “Why ‘grade’ schools by these tests alone, pitting schools and even grade levels and
individual teachers against each other. There used to be an atmosphere of sharing; now,
if we help someone, they might get a ‘higher” FCAT score which makes us feel less
capable.” (Grade A school)

e “I feel the FCAT test has a negative impact on schools by creating competition
between them as a result of the grading system...Instead of taking public schools in the
right direction, the state has pitted schools against each other. Instead of working
together as a whole, it’s survival of the fittest.” (Grade B school)
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A few teachers (0.9%) said that there was a stigma attached to lower performing
schools. Others said that the test results led parents and the public to blame teachers and
schools (1.6% of teachers) or that the grading system led the public to incorrect conclusions
about schools (0.7% of teachers). Finally, 1.1% of teachers believed the testing program created
a negative image of public education.

e “The FCAT seems to be a way to make teachers scapegoats for problems plaguing
society. It serve the purpose of creating a great deal of negativity.” (Grade C school)

e “The FCAT makes schools look bad instead of celebrating many of their successes.”
(Grade A school)

e “Some days, I just can’t’ stand to read the editorials on “‘What’s wrong with our
schools?” when my children, staff, and parents are working so diligently!” (Grade A
school)

Theme 10: Accountability is good or necessary but...

The final theme was reported by 63 teachers (10.3%) who claimed that accountability
was good, necessary, or that they were in favor of accountability. These teachers indicated that
the FCAT was not taking schools in the right direction, yet they believed in accountability, just
not in the manner that it was currently being implemented. A lot of these responses started out
in favor of accountability and then said “but...” and described why the FCAT was not
effective in holding people accountable.

e “I feel accountability is important on all levels, but this system is tearing hard working,
dedicated teachers down into total burnout.” (Grade C school)

e “While I support accountability and assessment, I feel the focus on using the FCAT for
the purpose of assigning school grades undermines the potential positive effects, such
as focusing on higher-level critical thinking.” (Grade B school)

e “Ido agree that accountability is extremely important, but who’s to say that the FCAT
is the right tool to measure students’ abilities or progress????...No, I do not feel that
the FCAT is the right tool.” (Grade A school)

We find this result noteworthy, especially because none of the teachers reported that
they were against accountability. This finding leads us to believe that teachers understand the
importance of accountability in the teaching profession.

Summary

The negative comments provided by teachers about the effects of testing appear to far
outweigh the positive comments. This finding is consistent with prior research (e.g., Jones et
al., 1999) and suggests that several years of testing have not drastically changed teachers’
concerns regarding testing. Issues that remain problematic for teachers, include: the unfairness
of comparing students, teachers and schools based on test scores; the negative effects of
increased teaching to the test; the large amount of pressure felt by students and teachers; and
the lack of reliability of a one-time test. We have attempted to further explain, clarify, add to,
and categorize these types of concerns in the current work.

In addition, we present some important findings that have not received as much
attention in prior studies. Perhaps most importantly, teachers indicated that they are not against
being held accountable, only that they are not in favor of the current means by which they are
being held accountable. The results of other studies might lead one to believe that teachers can
be characterized as complainers who do not like testing because it holds them accountable for
doing a job that they are not doing. On the contrary, the results presented here show that
teachers are in favor of accountability or believe that accountability is necessary. This is an
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important finding because it shifts the discussion from whether or not teachers should be held
accountable to a discussion of Jow teachers should be held accountable.

Although the findings presented here did not specifically address how teachers
envisioned a revised testing program that would hold them accountable, there are several
implications that can be derived from their comments. In the following section, we present
some of the most important implications for improving upon Florida’s current testing
program.

Implications

This study provides policymakers with evidence that after four years of high-stakes
testing in Florida, teachers continue to express concerns and frustrations with Florida’s testing
program. The purpose of this study was to document teachers’ concerns with the hope that
policymakers would use this information to improve upon the current testing program. We
agree with others (e.g., Grant, 2000) that for teachers to support a testing program, they need
to have their voices heard by policymakers and be a part of developing the testing program.
DeBard and Kubow (2002) have also noted: “What is needed is a policy shift that emphasizes
inclusion of constituents. The end result will not be a reduction of accountability but rather an
assumption of greater responsibility” (p. 403). This belief is also in concert with the comments
of teachers in this study, one of which reported: “Legislators have NEVER seriously asked
teachers for their input with the intention of using it.” These types of comments indicate that
teachers continue to resent the manner in which testing has been thrust upon them without
their input or acceptance.

In this section, we provide some implications for changing the testing program based
on teachers’ comments. The recommendations provided in this section are based on teachers’
perceptions of the testing program in Florida. We recognize, however, that teacher perceptions
might be different from those of administrators, parents, or students. Understanding teachers’
concerns is important, however, because they have the most direct effect on students’ learning
and motivation.

One message in Theme 1 was clear: the #se of test scores needs to be limited. Some
teachers perceived that the test scores could be used effectively to help inform their teaching
practices and improve student learning. However, the test scores were not perceived as being
valid when used to make comparisons between students, teachers, or schools. Almost all of the
teachers noted that it was not fair to assign grades to schools based on the test scores. These
comments suggest that policymakers should eliminate the school grading or change the criteria
for grading to make it more fair. Under the current testing program, half of the points for the
school grade are based on students meeting certain performance standards. As a result, schools
that serve students who come to school more cognitively developed in reading, writing, and
mathematics receive higher scores, and thus, an unfair advantage. Teachers are justified in their
complaints that it is unfair to compare teachers and schools based on students’ scores because
the scores reflect other influences on students besides those of the school and teacher.

One way to make the school grades more fair would be to adjust the scores for the
socioeconomic status of the students (which is generally correlated with achievement) or to test
students’ cognitive abilities at the beginning of the year and compare these scores with their
end-of-year scores. Doing so would more directly measure the effects of student learning
during that year. In response to whether the school grades are adjusted for the socioeconomic
status of students, the state has responded that:

Schools are responsible for teaching all students, regardless of socioeconomic status. All
students are capable of learning and making adequate progress. There are no double standards
in the FCAT program. All students and schools will be held to challenging performance
standards. (Florida Department of Education, 2001, p. 4)
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While we believe that most teachers would agree to holding all students to high standards,
these types of statements do little to address teachers’ concerns of fairness. In other words, the
schools continue to be graded on an uneven playing field.

To somewhat rectify the inequity of an uneven playing field, part of the school grade is
computed using the gains students make during the year. This component of the school grade
appears to be more consistent with teachers’ comments in that it more directly measures the
effects of a particular teacher and school on the student during that year. Using student gains as
a more prominent component of the testing program might help alleviate some of the teachers’
concerns. Furthermore, it would reduce the likelihood that teachers would use students’
backgrounds as an excuse to accept lower expectations.

Another major concern of teachers in Theme 1 related to the use of a one-time test to
accurately measure students’ learning and development. The logical implication would be to
conduct the test more than once a year. Of course, this option would take away more
instructional class time and be more costly. Another option would be to use an alternative type
of assessment such as portfolios. Portfolio assessments are a collection of student works and
generally include a student’s classroom work, revisions, assessments, and reflections on his or
her learning. Some teachers have found that portfolios can positively impact their teaching
methods and are essential to holding teachers accountable (Borko & Elliott, 1999). Bridge,
Compton-Hall, and Cantrell (1997) examined the use of portfolios for writing and found:
“Portfolio assessments more nearly match what is known about the development of writing;
they enable both teachers and students to evaluate the progress students have made over time
and their ability to bring a given piece from first draft to final form” (p. 168). Unfortunately,
the cost of grading portfolios is generally much more than grading standardized tests, and the
reliability (consistency of scores) had been shown to be poor (Koretz, McCaffrey, Klein, Bell,
& Stecher, 1993). Further research into the use of these types of alternative assessments would
be useful in developing less expensive assessments that more accurately reflect students’
learning and development with greater reliability and validity.

To address the concerns raised by teachers in Theme 2, the curriculum needs to be
modified to include fewer topics within each subject (become less “broad and shallow”). For
too long the U.S. curricula has been unfocused and “a mile wide and an inch deep” (Schmidt,
McKnight, & Raizen, 1996). In addition, the test should be given later in the school year or
only include topics that can reasonably be taught before the test is administered. During the
year of this study, the tests were administered in February and March, a couple of months
before the end of the school year. Teachers felt so much pressure from the eatly testing date
that they rushed to teach all of the curriculum topics before the testing began. Because rushing
through the curriculum is not consistent with current learning theories (National Research
Council, 2000), the testing appears to be hindering student learning. Revising the curriculum to
address this concern would help teachers to manage their instructional time more effectively,
resulting in increased student learning.

Based on the findings reported in Theme 3, steps need to be taken to prevent teachers
from teaching to the test. The challenge for policymakers is to create a system that encourages
teachers to engage in curriculum teaching without promoting item teaching. The difference is
that item teaching includes “teachers who organize their instruction, for instance, teacher-
explained illustrative items or items-based practice activities — either around the actual items
found in a test or around a set of look-alike items” (Popham, 2000a, p. 2). In contrast,
curriculum teaching is directed toward the specific domain of content knowledge or skills, but
not limited to the specific items within the domain tested.

We believe that the testing program itself does not cause the teachers to teach to the
test. Rather, a variety of factors, including pressure from others (parents, other teachers,
administrators) to achieve and the fear of sanctions (a low school grade, less state money),
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contribute to the way in which teachers internalize these pressures. Corbett and Wilson (1991)
noted that even the same sanctions can have different meanings to different people. Others
have shown that when teachers feel pressured and responsible for ensuring that their students
perform up to standards, they become more controlling (Flink, Boggiano, & Barrett, 1990),
which can lead to a reduction in students’ intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Grolnick, 1986). More
research needs to be conducted to better understand how the pressure is interpreted within
different political climates and school contexts. Reducing teachers’ perceived pressure might
reduce the likelihood that they would engage in item teaching.

Some of the concerns cited by teachers in Themes 4 and 5 would likely be lessened if
some of the recommendations provided in this section were implemented. For instance,
eliminating or changing the grading of schools would likely lessen the emphasis on test scores
and reduce the amount of pressure felt by teachers and students. What remains to be seen is
how the elimination of the grading and/or rewards and sanctions would affect the higher
expectations that supposedly accompany the high stakes.

Conclusion

Teachers provided many powerful insights regarding high-stakes testing and its effects
on teachers and students. Although teachers do not believe that Florida’s testing program is
taking schools in the right direction, they are not afraid of being held accountable. In fact,
teachers appear to be in favor of accountability or at least recognize the need for it. The
framework that we developed based on teachers’ comments can be used as a means to evaluate
the strengths and weaknesses of the testing program as perceived by teachers. Furthermore,
these comments can be used to improve upon the existing testing program. Until policymakers
take teachers’ concerns seriously and make an effort to address them, teachers will not likely
support reform through high-stakes testing. Without the support of teachers, high-stakes
testing will likely become just another failed education reform. However, with the input of
those on the frontlines and some vital and well-conceived changes, testing programs are likely
to have a more positive effect on the teaching and learning processes.
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