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ABSTRACT 

Critics of government policies that expand the use of high-stakes tests in public 

schools claim that these tests have a negative impact on student learning. At the building 

level, these policies have resulted in a great deal of pressure for educators to raise student 

performance on these tests. 

The purpose of this study was to explore secondary school principals' perceptions 

of the value and impact of state-mandated tests on content and mode of instruction. The 

entire population of 541 middle and high school principals from public schools in 

Tennessee was selected to participate in this study. 

Secondary school principals reported agreement on the following issues: (a) high

stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and can do, (b) 

media coverage of the results of high-stakes tests is unfair to teachers, ( c) high-stakes 

tests are worth the investment of time and money, ( d) high-stakes tests have brought· 

attention to education issues, and ( e) score differences on high-stakes tests from year to 

year reflect changes in characteristics in students and not school effectiveness. The 

principals involved in this study disagreed with the following statements: (a) media 

coverage of the results of high-stakes tests adequately reflects the quality of education, 

(b) high-stakes tests motivate unmotivated students, and ( c) media coverage adequately 

reflects the complexity of teaching. 
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Secondary school principals reported an increase in the amount of time spent on 

subjects that are part of the state-mandated testing program. In contrast, principals 

reported a decrease in the amount of time spent on non tested subjects and classroom and 

student activities. 

Significant differences were found in principals' responses when examined by 

school level. Results indicated that high school principals agreed more than middle 

school principals did that ( a) high-stakes tests motivate previously unmotivated students, 

(b) high-stakes tests are a fad, and ( c) high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of 

what ESL students know and can do. Additionally, high school principals across all 

categories (i.e., urban, suburban, and rural) indicated that their schools spent more time 

on areas not covered on the state-mandated tests, while middle school principals did not 

indicate this. 
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

The lack of discussion among policymakers and those who implement the 

policies, as well as the expanded use and consequential nature of state-mandated tests, 

has fueled arguments by researchers, educators, and others to reverse the growing trend 

of using high-stakes tests to evaluate the effectiveness of districts, schools, principals, 

and teachers. The critics of the expanded use of high-stakes tests claim that these tests 

have a negative impact on teaching and learning in public schools. At the building and 

classroom levels, these policies have resulted in a great deal of pressure for principals and 

teachers to raise student performance on these state-mandated tests. 

As instructional leaders of schools, principals have the overall responsibility of 

making decisions and developing policies, procedures, and strategies to address the needs 

of students and schools under their charge. Therefore, it is important to understand public 

secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state-mandated high

stakes tests on content and mode of instruction. 

The purpose of this study was to explore those perceptions. Analysis of the study 

data provided a greater understanding of the impact of high-stakes tests on instruction. 

The following were the specific research questions for this study: 

1. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the value of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests? 
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2. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the impact of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? 

3. Do secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction differ when 

examined by school level (e.g., middle and high school) and category (e.g., urban, 

suburban, and rural)? 

The entire population of 541 middle and high school principals from public 

schools in Tennessee was selected to participate in this study. This number included 272 

middle school principals and 269 high school principals. Of the 541 surveys distributed, 

310 were returned, for a response rate of 58%. 

Secondary school principals reported agreement on the following issues: (a) state

mandated high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and 

can do, (b) media coverage of the results of state-mandated high-stakes tests is unfair to 

teachers, ( c) state-mandated high-stakes tests are worth the investment of time and 

money, ( d) high-stakes tests have brought attention to education issues, and ( e) score 

differences on state-mandated high-stakes tests from year to year reflect changes in 

characteristics in students and not school effectiveness. The principals involved in this 

study disagreed with the following statements: (a) media coverage of the results of state

mandated high-stakes tests adequately reflects the quality of education, (b) state

mandated high-stakes tests motivate unmotivated students, and ( c) media coverage 

adequately reflects the complexity of teaching. 
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Secondary school principals reported an increase in the amount of time spent on 

subjects that are part of the state-mandated testing program. In contrast, principals 

reported a decrease in the amount of time spent on nontested subjects and classroom and 

student activities. Overall, principals' responses indicated that there had been a slight 

decrease in the amount of time spent in foreign language courses. 

Significant differences were found in principals' responses when examined by 

school level. ANOV As were run to explore the specific differences in middle and high 

school principals' responses. Results indicated that high school principals agreed more 

than middle school principals did that (a) state-mandated tests motivate previously 

unmotivated students, (b) state-mandated high-stakes tests are a fad, and ( c) state

mandated high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and 

can do. Additionally, high school principals across all categories (i.e., urban, suburban, 

and rural) indicated that their schools spent more time on areas not covered on the state

mandated tests, while middle school principals did not indicate this. Results also revealed 

that high schools spent more time on foreign language than middle schools did. 

IX 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

CHAPTER ONE ............................................................................................................... 1 

INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................ 1 
Background ........................................................................... ...................................... 1 
Statement of Problem ............................................................. .................. ................... 7 
Purpose of the Study .......................................................... ......................................... 8 
Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 9 
Definitions .......... .................... ..................................................................................... 9 
Assumptions .. · . .... ...................... ................................................................................. 11 
Limitations ......... ....................................................................................................... 1 2  
Delimitations ................................................ ...................................................... ....... 13 
Significance of the Study .......................................................................................... 13 
Organization of the Study ......................................................................................... 14 

CHAPTER TWO ............................................................................................................ 15 

REVIEW OF LITERA TIJRE ................................................................................................ 1 5  
Introduction ............................................................................................. .................. 1 5  
The Evolution of Accountability ....................................................................... ....... 16 

Brown versus Board of Education .................................................. ; . .................... 16 
The National Defense Education Act of 19 58 .................... .................................. 17 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act ........................................................... 17 
The National Assessment of Educational Progress ............................ .................. 18 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 .................................... ................................... 18 

Tennessee's Accountability System .................. .......................................... ............. 19 
Tennessee's Financial Accountability .................................................................. 21 
Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System ............................. .......................... 26 

Brief History ofHigh-Stakes Tests ........................................................................... 27 
Nature of Standardized Tests . ........................................................................ .... ....... 28 
Functions of Standardized Tests ........................................................................ ....... 29 
High-Stakes Testing and Teachers' Philosophies of Education ............................... 29 
Teachers' Response to High-Stakes Testing ............................................................. 31 
Principals' Response to High-Stakes Testing ........................................................... 34 
Consequences of High-Stakes Testing ..................... ................................................. 37 

Positive Effects ....................................................................... .............................. 38 
Neutral and Negative Effects ..................... ........................... ................................ 39 

Professional Development ..................................................... ............................ ....... 46 

X 



The Principal as Instructional Leader ....................................................................... 48 
Summary ................................................................................................................... 51 

CHAPTER THREE ........................................................................................................ 52 
METIIODOLOGY .............................................................................................................. 52 

Purpose a:n.d Research Questions .............................................................................. 52 
Research Design ........................................................................................................ 53 
Participant Selection ................................................................................................. 53 
Instrumentation ......................................................................................................... 53 
Data Collection ......................................................................................................... 60 
Data Analysis ............................................................................................................ 61  

CHAPTER FOUR ........................................................................................................... 63 
RESEARCH FINDINGS ..................................................................................................... 63 

Introduction ............................................................................................................... 63 
Analysis of Survey Demographics ............................................................................ 64 
Analysis of Results ................................................................................................... 72 

Research Question 1 ............................................................................................. 72 
Research Question 2 ............................................................................................. 7 4 
Research Question 3 .................... � ........................................................................ 77 

Summary ................................................................................................................... 92 
CHAPTER FIVE ............................................................................................................ 95 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............ 95 
Summary ...................................... · ............................................................................. 95 
Purpose a:n.d Research Questions .............................................................................. 97 
Summary of Findings ................................................................................................ 98 
Conclusions ............................................................................................................. 102 
Discussion ............................................................................................................... 103 
Recommendations for Future Research and Practice ............................................. 106 

RE FE REN CES .............................................................................................................. 109 
APPENDICES ............................................................................................................... 126 

APPENDIX A ................................................................................................................. 127 
Survey Modification Form ...................................................................................... 128 

APPENDIX B ................................................................................................................. 129 
Prenotification Letter .............................................................................................. 130 

APPENDIX C ................................................................................................................. 131 
Sample Letter to School Principals ......................................................................... 132 

APPENDIX D ................................................................................................................. 133 
Permission to Use Survey Instrument.. ................................................................... 134 

APPENDIX E ................................................................................................................. 135 
Survey Instrument ................................................................................................... 13 6 

Xl 



APPENDIX F .................................................................................................................. 140 
Characteristics of Survey Respondents ................................................................... 141 

APPENDIX G ................................................................................................................. 14 2 
Thank You/Reminder Postcard .................................................. ............................. 143 

APPENDIX H ................................................................................................................. 144 
Second Sample Letter to Principals ........................................................................ 14 5 

APPENDIX I . ................................................................................................................. 146 
Content of Instruction ............. : ..... .......................................................................... 147 

APPENDIX J .................................................................................................................. 148 
Mode of Instruction ................................................................................................. 149 

VITA ............................................................................................................................... 150 

Xll 



LIST OF TABLES 

Page 

Table 1. Tested Areas, Noncore Content, Classroom Activities Scales ........................... 57 

Table 2 .  Scale Reliability .................................................................................................. 60 

Table 3 .  Category .............................................................................................................. 65 

Table 4 .  School Performance ............................................................................................ 66 

Table 5 .  School Level ....................................................................................................... 66 

Table 6. School Location .................................................................................................. 67 

Table 7. School Size ......................................................................................................... 68 

Table 8. Participants' Years of Administrative Experience .............................................. 69 

Table 9 .  Participants' Gender ............................................................................................ 69 

Table 10 . Participants' Age ............................................................................................... 70 

Table 11. Participants' Race .............................................................................................. 71 

Table 1 2 .  Perceived Value of State-Mandated Test Scale ................................................ 73 

Table 13 . Tested Areas Scale ............................................................................................ 76 

Table 14 . Noncore Areas Scale ......................................................................................... 76 

Table 1 5 .  Activities Scale ................................................................................................. 78 

Table 16. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on the Perceived Value Scale ...... 79 

Table 17. ANOVA for Perceived Value of State-Mandated Test Scale Tests ofBetween-

Subjects Effects ......................................................................................................... 80 

Table 18. Perceived Value Scale Means by Level.. .......................................................... 81 

xm 



Table 19. Means for Differences in Perceived Value Scale ............................................. 83 

Table 20. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on Tested Areas Scale ................. 83 

Table 21. ANOVA for Tested Areas Scale by Level.. ...................................................... 84 

Table 22. Means for Differences in Tested Areas Scale ................................................... 84 

Table 23. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on Noncore Scale ......................... 85 

Table 24. ANOV A for Noncore Areas Scale Tests of Between-Subjects Effects ............ 86 

Table 25. Means for Differences in Noncore Areas Scale ................................................ 87 

Table 26. Means for Differences in Foreign Language by Category and Level.. ............. 88 

Table 27. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on Activities Scale ....................... 90 

Table 28. ANOV A for Activities Scale by Level Tests of Between-Subjects Effects ..... 9 1  

Table 29. Activities Scale Means by Level ...................................................................... 91 

XIV 



CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

Background 

Some scholars (Bracey, 2003b; Rentner & Hamilton, 2003) have predicted that 
. 

. 

many of our nation's public schools may find themselves labeled as schools in need of 

improvement by the year 2014 because of annual test scores. Under current federal and 

state accountability policies, all students, including special education and English as a 

second language (ESL) students, must be proficient on state-mandated tests in reading 

and mathematics. Schools that fail to meet the performance targets risk sanctions and 

possible closure (Bracey; Rentner & Hamilton). 

Accountability has become one of the most debated policy issues in public 

education today. The current emphasis on accountability in American education is an 

outgrowth of a number of reform movements in public education (Ahearn, 2000). These 

reforms have flowed from a growth in public perception, right or wrong, that public 

schools are performing poorly or are inadequate to meet the demands of an increasingly 

global society. Over the last 30 years, these reforms have led to a movement of enormous 

magnitude. A Nation at Risk, published in 1983, did a great deal to fuel the movement 

for accountability in America's public schools. The National Commission on Excellence 

in Education noted in this report that there were some serious deficiencies in public 
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schools, which were possibly endangering not only the future of our youth, but also our 

existence as a nation. The authors of A Nation at Risk wrote, 

If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre 

educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act 

of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves. (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 5) 

A Nation at Risk was one of the first alarms for reform in America's public 

schools; however, some researchers, writers, and educators believe that this was a false 

alarm. For example, Bracey (2003a) wrote, "It has been 20 years, though, since A Nation 

at Risk appeared. It is clear that it was false then and is false now" (p. 621). Additional 

writers and researchers also disagreed with the findings of A Nation at Risk and with 

other researchers who reported the nation's public schools as failing. For instance, 

Carson, Huelskamp, and Woodall (1993) conducted a study called the Sandia Report in 

April 1992. The study was suppressed because its quantitative findings were 

controversial and completely contradicted the findings of those researchers who reported 

that public education in the United States was in crisis. The researchers focused on 

education in New Mexico and examined dropout statistics, standardized tests, 

postsecondary studies, educational funding, international comparisons, and educator 

status. The researchers found that on nearly every measure, there was a steady or slightly 

improving trend. For example, Carson et al. (1993) found that America's on-time 

graduation rate for the past 20 years had been steady at 75% to 85%. Standardized test 
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scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and the Scholastic 

Aptitude Test were found to have been steady or improving. Additionally, almost 60% of 

the students attempted postsecondary studies, and nearly 70% of these enrolled in 4-year 

institutions. The researchers found that nearly 30% of the youth obtained at least a 

bachelor's degree. These findings completely contradicted research (Morrison, 1991; 

Stedman, Irwin, Lyke, & Riddle, 1990) that reported America's public schools as 

declining. 

The call for reform at the middle and high school levels has not gone completely 

unnoticed. In the early 1970s, the idea that young people between the ages of 10 and 14 

needed a special kind of school resulted in the formation of today's middle schools. One 

of the core tenets of middle level education is that students should be grouped into small, 

personalized environments or teams to meet both the affective and academic needs of 

middle school students. Other tenets include team te�ching, curriculum integration, 

advisory programs, and student choice in the everyday school experience. When 

implemented appropriately, middle level education has much to teach high schools about 

reform. 

At the high school level, teams of educators, parents, and concerned citizens have 

begun to experiment with a variety of strategies to reform America's high schools. Some 

groups have tried to improve instruction and make curriculum more relevant to student 

needs using existing school structures. Other groups have been calling for a complete 

overhaul of existing high school structures. These groups are trying to devise structures 
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where oversized high schools feel smaller by dividing them into smaller thematic units, 

programs, or houses. There are others creating new schools-charter schools, 

independent schools, and new public and private schools (Daniels, Bizar, & Zemelman, 

1998, 2001). 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 is a landmark piece of education 

reform designed to improve both teaching and learning for all students in America's 

public schools. NCLB has set the goal of having every child reach the proficient level (as 

defined by each state) on state-mandated tests by 2013-2014. To achieve this objective, 

states have developed benchmarks to measure student progress and to ensure that every 

child is learning. States are required to disaggregate student achievement data and hold 

schools accountable for subgroups of students such as African American, Hispanic, low 

socioeconomic status, and special education. This is done to ensure that no student falls 

through the cracks (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). 

Accountability is the driving force behind NCLB. This legislation requires that all 

states develop accountability plans to measure both student achievement and the 

effectiveness of public schools. By now, every state has adopted a statewide 

accountability system except Iowa, where local districts have developed their own 

standards and benchmarks. These accountability systems have been written into state 

statutes. As a result, state departments of education and local school boards have 

rewritten their regulations and policies to comply with state accountability systems 

(Patterson, 2002; Rentner & Hamilton, 2003). 
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A major component of state accountability systems is state-mandated testing. The 

results of state-mandated tests are used for a variety of policy purposes. These include 

providing evidence of school effectiveness, assessing the achievement of local and state 

standards, accrediting school districts, and evaluating teacher effectiveness, to name a 

few (Brown, 1993; Patterson, 2002). Because state-mandated tests are used to make 

decisions such as these, they have been labeled as high-stakes tests. Educators cannot 

afford to ignore the issues surrounding state-mandated tests or h�gh-stakes tests because 

they will be affected by how well their students perform on these tests (Brown). 

Tennessee has been one of the leaders in the nation's call for accountability in 

public education. In 1992, the Tennessee legislature passed the Education Improvement 

Act (EIA). This legislation increased the amount of money spent on public schools in 

Tennessee; however, it included an unconventional accountability component to ensure 

that, for these additional dollars, the students in the state would be provided a quality 

education. The accountability component in the EIA is called the Tennessee Value

Added Assessment System (TV AAS) and was developed by Dr. William Sanders, while 

a faculty member at the University of Tennessee. Until the passage ofNCLB, it was the 

heart of Tennessee's accountability system. TV AAS is a statistical method of 

determining the effectiveness of teachers, schools, and districts on students' learning in 

Grade 3 through Grade 8 in mathematics, science, social studies, language arts, and 

reading. 
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NCLB required that all states establish an accountability plan to hold all schools 

and school districts accountable for students' academic growth. Even though Tennessee 

had an accountability system prior to NCLB, the federal government still required that 

the state submit a new plan that would meet the requirements of No Child Left Behind. 

Prior to NCLB, only norm-referenced tests were used as a basis for TV AAS. Provisions 

in NCLB required Tennessee to use both criterion-referenced and norm-referenced 

components to determine whether students are proficient in reading, language arts, and 

mathematics for Grades 3, 5, and 8. The state submitted a plan and received official 

approval in May 2003. Tennessee's  accountability plan meets the requirements ofNCLB 

and the state requirements in the EIA (Tennessee Department of Education, 2003a). 

The results from the assessments are used by the state to determine the progress of 

schools and districts toward meeting annual statewide goals in reading, language arts, and 

mathematics. These components are used to determine the districts' and schools' yearly 

progress toward achieving Tennessee's academic standards. Adequate yearly progress 

(A YP) is the minimum level of improvement that states, districts, and schools must 

achieve each year (Tennessee Department of Education, 2003a). Districts and schools 

that fail to meet A YP are subject to sanctions and possible closure. Those schools and 

districts that exceed A YP requirements are rewarded for their efforts. 

A reading of the literature seems to indicate that the public's perception of 

American education has declined over the past 30 years. To combat the public's 

perception of public schools as failing, policymakers have mandated the use of high-
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stakes tests to hold students, schools, educators, and school systems accountable. 

Depending on the state, scores from these tests may be used to make high-stakes 

decisions about students, educators, schools, and school districts ( e.g., promotion or 

graduation for students, cash rewards for teachers, accreditation decisions for schools, 

and operating autonomy or funding for districts). The passage ofNCLB in 2001 further 

increased accountability at the school level. 

Statement of Problem 

Since the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983, policymakers have come under 

increased pressure from the public and the federal government to improve student 

performance at the secondary school level. As a result, federal, state, and local 

policymakers have enacted policies such as NCLB and the EIA to improve student 

performance. To achieve this goal, policymakers have pushed for increased use ofhigh

stakes tests, school report cards, and rewards and sanctions for districts and schools to 

produce higher student performance. 

The lack of discussion among policymakers and those who implement the 

policies, as well as the expanded use and consequential nature of state-mandated tests, 

has fueled arguments by researchers, educators, and others to reverse the growing trend 

of using high-stakes tests to evaluate the effectiveness of districts, schools, principals, 

and teachers. The critics (Bracey, 2003b; Kohn, 2001; Madaus, 1988) claim that these 

tests have a negative impact on teaching and learning in public schools. At the building 
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and classroom levels, these policies have resulted in a great deal of pressure for principals 

and teachers to raise student performance on these state-mandated tests. 

Clarke and Gregory (2003) asserted that educators are faced with two choices: 

They can let noneducators determine the educational agenda, or they can contribute their 

expertise to the debate that is taking place at the local, state, and national levels. The 

principal is responsible for encouraging the use of effective instructional methods and 

discouraging the use of instructional methods that do not improve teaching and student 

learning. As the instructional leader of the school, the principal has the overall 

responsibility of making decisions and developing policies, procedures, and strategies to 

address the needs of students and schools under their charge (Blase & Blase, 2004). 

Therefore, it is important to understand public secondary school principals' perceptions 

of the value and impact of high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction. 

Moreover, there has been very little research that examines principals ' perceptions of the 

impact of high-stakes tests on instruction. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study explored secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and 

impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction in 

Tennessee. 
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Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following questions: 

1. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the value of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests? 

2. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? 

3. Do secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction differ when 

examined by school level (e.g., middle and high school) and category (e.g., urban, 

suburban, and rural)? 

Definitions 

To assist the reader in evaluating the research, the following definitions are 

provided to ensure uniformity and understanding of these terms throughout the study. 

These definitions will aid the reader in gaining an explicit understanding of what 

each term means in the context of the problem. 

1. Accountability-The process by which schools are held responsible for the 

academic achievement of students and the job performance of educators. This 

process includes standardized testing, reporting of results to the public, the 

use of rewards, and often the imposition of sanctions (Patterson, 2002). 
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2 .  Adequate yearly progress (A YP)-An individual state's measure of yearly 

progress toward achieving state academic standards. A YP is the minimum level of 

improvement that states, school districts, and schools must achieve each year 

(Tennessee Department of Education, 2003 b) . 

3 .  Content of instruction - Topics and skills for a grade level; The items 

operationally defining content of instruction are listed in Appendix I. 

4 .  Content validity-The degree to which a test measures an intended content. 

5 .  Criterion-referenced test-A test that is designed to measure students' 

knowledge or mastery of various instructional objectives (Bersola, 200 2 ; Mehrens 

& Lehmann, 1987). 

6. High-stakes tests-Tests used for the certification of teachers, promotion of 

students from one grade to the next, awarding of high school diplomas, 

assignment of students to remedial classes, allocation of funds to a school district, 

awarding of merit pay to teachers on the basis of their students' performance, 

certification or recertification of a school district, and placement of school 

systems into "educational receivership" (Madaus, 1988). 

7. Mode of instruction - Refers to a variety of instructional methods used by 

educators; The items operationally defining mode of instruction are listed in 

Appendix J. 
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8. Norm-referenced test-A test that compares an individual student's score to the 

average performance of a reference group (norm). It ranks students in order of 

achievement (Bersola, 200 2 ;  Mehrens & Lehmann, 19 87). 

9 .  Performance level-The level at which a school's students score on state

mandated tests relative to students at other schools in the state ( e.g., below 

average, average, or above average). This information will be reported by the 

respondents; however, the researcher will verify reports by checking the state's 

Web site containing assessment data. 

10 . Secondary school-A school that includes any combination of Grade 6 through 

Grade 1 2  in the public school system. 

1 1. Standardized test-A commercially prepared test. It provides methods for 

obtaining samples of behavior under uniform procedures; that is, the same fixed 

set of questions is administered with the same set of directions and timing 

constraints, and the scoring procedure is carefully delineated and kept constant. 

Scoring is usually objective (Mehrens & Lehmann, 19 87). 

1 2 . State-mandated tests-Standardized tests that a state requires of its schools at 

specific grade levels (Clarke, Arnold, Rhoades, Abrams, & Li, 2003 ). 

Assumptions 

The following are assumptions that were made while designing this survey 

research: 
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1. It was assumed that all participants would answer all survey questions honestly 

and to the best of their abilities. 

2 .  The survey would enable the researcher to collect comparable data from all 

participants. 

3 .  The participants would complete the survey rather than assigning it to another 

staff member. 

4 .  The participants would understand that their responses would be kept 

confidential. 

Limitations 

Limitations of this study include the following: 

1.  The use of a survey, while allowing large sampling, does not furnish the 

opportunity for more in-depth comments. 

2 .  The instrument used to collect data for this study was a survey. The instrument 

was mailed to the participants in the study. Mailing the survey may have reduced 

the response rate of the participants, thereby reducing the generalizability of the 

study. 

3 .  There is no assurance that the participants were truthful in their responses. 
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Delimitations 

Delimitations of the study include the following: 

1. The study was confined to public secondary school principals' perceptions of the 

value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of 

instruction. 

2. The study was restricted to secondary school principals in Tennessee. 

3. In order to assure the manageability of the collected data, the researcher used only 

multiple-choice items and did not include open-ended response items. 

Significance of the Study 

In examining the current research, the researcher found many studies that 

examined teachers ' and principals' perceptions of the impact of state-mandated tests on 

teaching and learning (Abrams et al., 2003; Adams & Karabenick, 2000; Amrein, 2002; 

Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Bersola, 2002; Brown, 1993; Cooley & Shen, 2003; 

Gordon & Reese, 1997; Kaplan & Owings, 2001; Mitchell, 1996; Vogler, 2002; 

Williams, 2002; Young, 1996). Only two of these studies (Brown; Young) were 

conducted in the state of Tennessee. None of these studies were done after the May 2003 

implementation of Tennessee's new accountability policy as required by NCLB. 

The goal of this proposed study is to build on previous research related to the 

impact of high-stakes tests and provide a statewide picture of how public secondary 

school principals in Tennessee perceive the value and impact of high-stakes tests on 
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content and mode of instruction under Tennessee's current accountability policy. Results 

from this survey will be available to policymakers for their use in considering the nature 

of the state of Tennessee's testing program. 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter One has presented the introduction; statement of the problem; purpose of 

the study; research questions; definition of terms; assumptions, limitations, and 

delimitations of the study; and significance of the study. Chapter Two contains the review 

of literature and research related to accountability and high-stakes tests. The methodology 

and procedures used to gather and analyze data for the study are presented in Chapter 

Three. The results and analyses and findings from the study will be contained in Chapter 

Four. Chapter Five will include a summary of the study and a discussion of conclusions 

and recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Literature 

Introduction 

High-stakes testing has been the driving force behind educational reform efforts 

in the United States for more than a decade. Policymakers have mandated the use of these 

tests to gather information about both the quality of teaching and the level of student 

learning in public schools as a means of holding students, educators, schools, and school 

systems accountable. In 2001, passage ofNCLB moved accountability in public schools 

to a new level of national visibility. This federal mandate requires states to bring all 

student groups to the proficiency level in reading and mathematics on state tests by 2014. 

The mandate also holds states responsible for making adequate yearly progress toward 

this goal. 

Even though state testing programs are now being used in all 50 states, there is 

still a debate as to whether they actually improve teaching and student learning in the 

nation's schools. The lack of discussion between policymakers and those who implement 

the policies, as well as the expanded use and consequential nature of these tests, has led 

to heated debates by researchers, educators, and others that call for a reexamination of the 

use of high-stakes tests in evaluating the effectiveness of districts, schools, principals, 

and teachers. 
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The focus of this literature review was limited to the impact of high-stakes tests 

on teaching and learning, due to the broad nature of the subject. Some studies focused on 

elementary schools, while others focused on high school exit exams. The literature 

review includes several categories: the evolution of accountability, Tennessee's 

accountability system, a brief history of high-stakes tests, high-stakes testing and 

teachers' philosophies of education, the nature of standardized tests, functions of 

standardized tests, teachers' response to high-stakes testing, principals' response to high

stakes testing, consequences of high-stakes testing, and professional development. 

The Evolution of Accountability 

In order to understand the accountability movement from a historical 

perspective, it is necessary to understand the context in which it occurred. The following 

is a summary of the major events of the movement. 

Brown versus Board of Education 

In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled on Brown v. Board of Education (n.d. ). In this 

case, Oliver Brown, a black railroad worker of Topeka in Shawnee County, Kansas, sued 

the Board of Education for not allowing his daughter, Linda Brown, to attend an all-white 

school that was located in their neighborhood. The case, however, was about much more 

than that. Brown v. Board of Education addressed whether the state had the right to 

sustain separate but equal institutions (including schools) that segregated black 

Americans into a world with far fewer opportunities than white Americans had available. 
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The Supreme Court' s  decision outlawed racially separated institutions and allowed blacks 

equal access to all government-funded institutions. As a result of Brown v. Board of 

Education, the federal government poured money into public education in an effort to 

produce greater academic gains for African-American students who had been denied 

access to a quality education for so many years ("Brown 40 Years On," 1 994; Brown v. 

Board of Education. ;  Graglia, 1 996; Halberstam, 2004). 

The National Defense Education Act of 1958 

In October 1 957, the Soviet Union launched the first man-made satellite, Sputnik. 

This was a shock to Americans because the U.S. had assumed preeminence in science. 

As a result of Sputnik, America began to question the effectiveness of its educational 

system. To regain preeminence in science, the federal government passed the National 

Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 .  The purpose of this act was to bring American 

education to a level consistent with the needs of the country economically, militarily, and 

politically. It was intended to reform public education and create schools able to produce 

the best and brightest scientists and mathematicians. As a result, it was thought that 

America would regain its economic, military, and political superiority (Freund, 2002; 

Sidney, 2003). 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

In 1 965, President Johnson signed into law the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA). This legislation was meant to improve public schools and help 

poor children climb out of poverty by providing them with a better education. Passage of 
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ESEA, which drastically expanded the federal government's role in education, produced 

more federal funds for local school districts. Billions of dollars were spent to implement 

educational programs for disadvantaged students. These programs were designed to raise 

disadvantaged students to academic levels that would allow them to compete with more 

affluent students and to provide them with a quality education. ESEA had a direct 

influence on the development of state and local testing programs; under the provisions of 

ESEA, standardized tests were to be used to evaluate the effectiveness of these 

educational programs and to provide some measure of accountability (Rentner et al., 

2003). 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), also known as "The 

Nation's Report Card," was established in 1969 with program funding from the U.S. 

Office of Education and the National Center for Education Statistics. It is the only 

national assessment that provides cumulative data and identifies trends in the educational 

achievement of students in public schools. The NAEP assesses achievement of students 

at 9, 13, and 17 years of age and has been an indicator of what American students know 

and can do in the areas of mathematics, reading, science, writing, U.S. history, civics, and 

the arts (Patterson, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2003). 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

In 2001 ,  the federal government made a great deal of progress in its efforts to 

improve standards and achieve more accountability in public schools when both the 
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House of Representatives and the Senate passed President George W. Bush's No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB) Act by very wide margins. This legislation received unprecedented· 

support from both the Democratic and Republican parties. At the heart of this legislation 

is the use of standardized testing in reading, math, and science to determine how effective 

school districts, schools, administrators, and teachers are in educating the students in 

America's public schools. In addition to measuring student progress, NCLB is meant to 

be a catalyst for change in the culture that currently exists in U.S. public schools (Hill, 

2003 ). 

Tennessee 's Accountability System 

Tennessee has a single, unitary, statewide accountability system for all public 

schools. Tennessee's plan meets the federal government's requirements under NCLB. 

This system requires standards-based assessments in reading, language arts, and math for 

Grades 3 ,  5 ,  and 8. It has both norm-referenced and criterion-referenced components. 

Both types of tests are required to determine A YP. The state established its starting points 

based on spring of 2003 data and set intermediate goals and annual measurable objectives 

to ensure that all Tennessee students are proficient in reading, language arts, and 

mathematics by 2013 -2014 (Stronge & Tucker, 2000 ). 

Under the state's accountability system, there are two grade spans in the 

accountability system: elementary/middle (K-8) and high school (9 -12 ) . All schools, 

regardless of grade level, must meet the following criteria to demonstrate A YP: 
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• Math (95% participation rate on the assessment for all students and each 

subgroup, and meet the annual measurable objective for math) 

• Reading/Language Arts (95% participation rate on the assessment for all 

students and each subgroup, and meet the annual measurable objective for 

reading/language arts) 

• Additional Indicator ( attendance rate for elementary/middle school and 

graduation rate for high school). (Tennessee Department of Education, 

2003b, p. 2) 

Tennessee's schools and districts must meet annual measurable objectives in 

reading/language arts and math for all students, including all of the required _subgroup 

populations (race/ethnicity, economically disadvantaged, disabled students, and limited 

English proficiency or ESL students) that have 45 or more students. If a school or district 

fails to meet any one of its annual measurable objectives for all of its students or any one 

of its subgroups, it may fail to meet A YP. Schools are allowed to demonstrate that they 

have made A YP by using the most current year, the most current 2-year average, or the 

most current 3-year average. 

Tennessee's system includes both rewards and sanctions, respectively, for those 

schools and districts that meet or fail to meet the state's requirements. Rewards for 

schools and districts that meet the state's required annual measurable objectives include 

recognition and possibly monetary awards. Sanctions range from being identified to 
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having alternative governance or takeover by the state (Tennessee Department of 

Education, 2003 ). 

Tennessee's Financial Accountability 

In the mid-1980 s, the country's confidence in public education began to wane. In 

part, this was due to the nation losing its competitive edge in the economic market and 

also the publication of A Nation at Risk. This publication warned that th.e nation was 

jeopardizing its future because of the lack of standards and accountability in public 

schools (Sanders & Hom, 1998). 

Under the leadership of Governor Lamar Alexander, Tennessee moved to 

improve education with the passage of the Comprehensive Education Reform Act 

(CERA) of 1984 . CERA included a major increase in educational spending and a career 

ladder system for teachers. The teacher evaluation system devised for the upper levels of 

the career ladder was performance based. 

As a result of the publication of A Nation at Risk, President George H. Bush 

convened an education summit in 1989 with the governors of the 50 states to address the 

problems facing education in the United States. This group also had the task of 

developing a plan of action for addressing these problems (Stronge & Tucker, 2000 ). As 

a result, the governors developed six national education goals : 

1 .  All children in America will start school ready to learn. 

2 .  The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90 %. 
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3 .  American students will leave Grades 4 ,  8, and 1 2  having demonstrated 

competency in challenging subject matter, including English, 

mathematics, science, history, and geography, and every school in 

America will ensure that all students learn to use their minds well, so they 

may be prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and 

productive employment in our modem economy. 

4 .  U.S. students will be first in the world in mathematics and science 

achievement. 

5 .  Every adult American will be literate and will possess the knowledge and 

skills necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise the rights 

and responsibilities of citizenship. 

6. Every school in America will be free of drugs and violence and will offer 

a disciplined environment that is conducive to learning. 

Congress later amended this original list to include two more goals: 

7. By the year 2000, the nation's teaching force will have access to programs 

for the continued development of their professional skills and the 

opportunity to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to instruct and 

prepare all American students for the next century. 

8. By the year 2000 , every school will promote partnerships that will 

increase parental involvement and participation in promoting the social, 
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emotional, and academic growth of children. ( as cited in DuFour & Eaker, 

1998, p. 5) 

How these goals were to be accomplished was left to each state. These governors 

went back to their home states and challenged their legislators to develop legislation that 

would achieve these national goals for education. The resulting legislation varied from 

state to state but had some commonalities. It all called for higher academic standards and 

greater accountability linked to assessment of educational outcomes. 

In 1989, discussions were initiated among Tennessee legislators that eventually 

led to the enactment of the Education hnprovement Act (EIA) of 1992 in Tennessee. This 

piece of legislation occurred because of a lawsuit filed by 66 small school systems 

against the state. These systems argued that Tennessee's funding system denied some 

students the right to an adequate free education and violated the equal protection 

provision of the state's constitution (Ceperley & Reel, 1997; Smith, Detch, & Morgan, 

2004). 

Historically in Tennessee, small community-based businesses had been 

pretty evenly dispersed throughout the state. Tennessee has no state income tax 

and relies on sales tax to support its programs. Since these small businesses were 

evenly distributed, all school districts received an equitable piece of the pie when 

it came to funding of their schools. With the advent of large malls and discount 

superstores, many small community-based businesses were forced to close. 

Usually these malls and discount superstores were located in larger metropolitan 
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areas. This resulted in a shift in tax revenues; the wealthy school districts got 

wealthier and the poor ones poorer. In some cases, the larger, more affluent 

school districts were spending twice as much per student as some of the smaller 

school systems that had fewer resources (Ceperley & Reel, 1997). 

Under Tennessee's funding system in 1988, schools in smaller, less 

affluent districts offered far less to students than schools in wealthier districts. 

Schools in smaller districts did not have equal access to adequate laboratory 

facilities, computers, current and new textbooks, adequate buildings, advanced 

placement courses, varied curriculum, advanced foreign language courses, music 

and art courses, or drama and television courses. Smaller school districts were not 

able to retain teachers, fund needed administrators, and provide sufficient physical 

education and other programs (Ceperley & Reel; Smith et al., 2004 ). 

The wealthier districts offered a wide variety of advanced placement 

courses; a broad curriculum with advanced science and math courses; adequate 

labs in both junior high and high schools; a choice of foreign languages; multiple 

computer courses; art, music, and drama courses; sufficient and current textbooks; 

and adequately supplied libraries. The schools were newer, cleaner, safer, and 

provided an environment conducive to learning (Ceperley & Reel, 1997). 

As a result of Tennessee Small School Systems, et al. v. Mc Wherter (1993 ), 

policymakers wanted to avoid using the "Robin Hood" strategy of redistributing existing 

resources: taking.from the more affluent districts and giving to the poor, rural districts. 
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The politicians wanted to solve their funding dilemma by raising taxes and gradually 

raising the level of funding for the poorer districts until equity was reached. The 

politicians knew that raising taxes would be popular among educators but not among the 

general public. In order to raise taxes, legislators needed the support of the business 

community (Ceperley & Reel, 1997; Smith et al., 2004). 

In return for their support, business interests, led by the Tennessee 

Business Roundtable, demanded accountability. First, business wanted 

accountability for results at the district level. All superintendents would 

have to be appointed by elected boards instead of by the public. Business 

argued that school systems needed a single point of accountability. 

(Ceperley & Reel, p. 134) 

The business community also wanted accountability results at the school-building 

level and argued that principals should have performance contracts and should be held 

accountable if they failed to achieve the agreed-on results. Business also wanted 

accountability at the classroom level, lower dropout rates, higher promotion rates, and 

increased student achievement (Ceperley & Reel, 1997). 

Early drafts of the EIA contained all of the accountability components demanded 

by the business community except a way of linking student progress to the classroom. 

According to Ceperley and Reel ( 1997), when legislators searched to fulfill this 

requirement, they discovered the value-added assessment model. This model was based 

on studies done by Dr. William Sanders while at the University of Tennessee. 
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Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System 

The Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System (TV AAS) was the first 

accountability system of its kind to be used statewide. It applied a new yardstick to 

district, school, and teacher performance. The system has been praised by some and 

questioned by others. The heart of the TV AAS is the collection of longitudinal test data 

on every child in the Tennessee public schools. TV AAS contains approximately 5 million 

student records. For most students, several years of test data exist to use in estimating 

normal learning gains from year to year. Students' previous academic growth becomes 

the standard for future growth. TV AAS is like a pretest/posttest system; the pretest and 

posttest data are the student's scale score from the previous school year and the current 

school year, respectively. Determining the amount of learning gains for any given year is 

a matter of subtracting the previous year's scale score from the current year's scale score. 

Value-added takes the gain each student makes each year and compares it to the gain 

made by a normative sample for that subject between the two grade levels. If the normal 

gain from fifth to sixth grade in science was 12  points, a sixth-grade teacher's students 

who averaged a 16-point gain for the year would score 1 33, or 1 33% of the normal gains. 

A teacher whose students averaged an 1 8-point gain would score 1 50 %  (Stronge & 

Tucker, 2000 ). 
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Brief History of High-Stakes Tests 

As more and more pressure is being placed on public schools and students to 

produce better results on high-stakes tests, the use of testing is becoming more 

widespread. During the last century, the uses of high-stakes testing have grown. Formal 

testing has become an accountability tool in American society. 

Standardized testing has been a part of American public schools for over a half 

century. It initially served as a way of comparing schools and students and was also used 

to sort students according to their abilities. Test scores were used to identify those 

capable of succeeding in higher level education and those who were better suited for 

vocational school (Amrein & Berliner, 200 2 ; Walker, 2000 ). 

The 1970 s ushered in the era of minimum competency testing. Reformers looked 

to improve education and ensure that all students were accountable for achieving basic 

standards by using tests to determine grade-level promotions and eligibility for high 

school graduation. By the early 19 80 s, almost three fourths of the states had minimum 

competency exams. These exams took the form of multiple-choice tests that students 

either passed or failed. These exams did very little to measure how much students had 

learned or how advanced they were (Amrein & Berliner; Clarke, Haney, & Madaus, 

2000 ; Walker, 2000 ). 

The growing criticism of public schools by policymakers and the public in the late 

19 80 s contributed to the increasing use of assessment tied to accountability for student 

and school performance. During the early days of the accountability movement, test 
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results were criticized as showing inflated patterns (Walker, 2000 ). Because of the high 

stakes tied to these tests, critics such as Kohn (200 1 )  asserted that teachers were teaching 

to the test. 

Today, reformers emphasize accountability as tied to state standards. These 

standards detail what students should know and how well they should perform. States 

now align their assessments with these standards. As a result, they are requiring more 

from the teachers and students in public schools (Walker, 2000 ). 

Nature of Standardized Tests 

Historically, American schools have used commercially developed tests to 

diagnose and classify students. Test scores have been used to place students into different 

curricular and instructional tracks, to retain them, and to assign them to remedial and 

special education programs (Madaus, 199 1 ). 

Most of these commercially developed tests fall into one of two categories: norm

referenced or criterion-referenced. In norm-referenced tests, an individual student's score 

is compared to the average performance of a reference group (norm). This type of test 

ranks students in order of achievement. A criterion-referenced test describes how students 

perform on tasks that have specified content objectives. Criterion-referenced tests do not 

compare the performance of individual students to the performance of others (Bersola, 

200 2 ; Mehrens & Lehmann, 1987). 
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Functions of Standardized Tests 

Standardized tests have varied functions that can be summed up by saying they 

assist educators, students, parents, and others in making decisions. These various groups 

make numerous decisions; the more informed they are, the better their decisions will be 

(Mehrens & Lehmann, 1987). 

Standardized tests are used to allocate rewards and sanctions, to measure student 

learning, to evaluate the effectiveness of programs, and to place students. For example, 

Amrein and Berliner (2002) examined the high-stakes testing programs in 18 states to 

determine how they were affecting student learning. They also analyzed the 45 states that 

have utilized these tests in accountability programs. Their analysis of the 45 states that 

hold schools accountable for test scores revealed that all 45 states hold schools 

accountable by publishing school or district report cards. Among these states, 27 hold 

schools accountable through rating and ranking systems; 14 have the power to close, 

reconstitute, or take over low-performing schools; 16 have the authority to replace 

teachers or administrators; and 11  have the authority to revoke accreditation. In addition, 

Amrein and Berliner found that not only teachers, administrators, and schools were the 

targets of rewards and punishments, but also students. 

High-Stakes Testing and Teachers ' Philosophies of Education 

A philosophy of education involves one's ideas about the purposes of education. 

It develops from conversations with others, such as students, colleagues, and the public, 
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as well as from authors one reads. These conversations tend to cause educators to reflect 

on their own ideas and consider other perspectives. A philosophy of education is 

constantly changing and evolving; it is never complete. Each conversation has an impact 

on one's philosophy of education. These conversations are the foundation for public 

education in this country. Teachers, principals, parents, students, and policymakers all 

come to the table and share their philosophies of education and form school communities. 

Discourse about philosophies of education is fundamental to the survival of public 

education in this country. A clear philosophy of education must exist to answer the 

questions of why and how education takes place. The lack of answers to these questions 

leads to constant school reform efforts that are usually short-lived and ineffective 

(Gunzenhauser, 2003 ). 

The rush to accountability has had numerous effects on public schools, one of 

which involves the purpose of education. The impact is substantial because more 

emphasis is being placed on the scores achieved on high-stakes tests rather than on the 

achievement the scores represent. This has led to situations where accountability drives 

the curriculum and keeps educators from establishing their own visions and priorities for 

public education. Because of this, teachers may find themselves doing things that fall 

short of their vision of themselves as educators. These include spending extra time 

drilling students on practice tests and de-emphasizing or eliminating untested subject 

matter (Gunzenhauser, 2003 ). 
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Teachers ' Response to High-Stakes Testing 

According to Clarke and Gregory (2003 ), the jury is still out in regard to the 

impact of high-stakes tests on students, teachers, principals, schools, and school districts, 

and to whether or not these tests or such tests are appropriate for achieving excellence in 

American public schools. As a result, it becomes very important that policymakers, 

researchers, and others involve teachers and principals in this conversation; educators are 

the ones who must implement accountability policy. 

One recent study (Pedulla et al. , 2003 ) has provided strong empirical support for 

one side in this debate. The National Board on Educational Testing and Public Policy 

conducted a nationwide 2 -year study that sought to ascertain teachers' attitudes and 

opinions about the impact of state-mandated testing programs on teaching and student 

learning (Pedulla et al.). The survey sample was designed to reflect the views of teachers 

in states with low, moderate, or high stakes attached to test results. Approximately 12 ,000 

teachers were surveyed; however, only 4,200 teachers responded to the survey, for a 

response rate of 3 5 %. Major areas surveyed included: (a) school climate, (b) pressure on 

teachers, (c) perceived value of the state test, (d) alignment of classroom practices with 

the state test, (e) impact on the content and mode of instruction, (f) test preparation and 

administration, (g) perceived unintended consequences, and (h) accountability and use of 

test results. 

The majority of teachers among the survey respondents at each grade level, but 

particularly elementary teachers, indicated that state-mandated testing programs have led 
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them to teach in ways that contradict best practices. Regardless of the rewards and/or 

sanctions associated with the test, teachers felt as though state-mandated testing programs 

negatively impacted the quality of instruction that students received. 

Across all states and grade levels, about 4 in 10 respondents indicated that 

teachers in their school could raise test scores without really improving learning. Three 

quarters of all teachers, regardless of state or grade level, found that the benefits of the 

testing programs were not worth the time and money involved. Teachers frequently 

reported that pressure to raise test scores encouraged them to emphasize instructional and 

assessment strategies that mirrored the content and format of state tests and to devote 

large amounts of classroom time to test preparation activities. 

A majority of all teachers, however, were positive in their opinions of their state's 

curriculum standards, and the vast majority indicated that their district's curriculum was 

aligned with the state test. The majority of teachers across states and grade levels 

disagreed that the test was causing many students to drop out of high school or to be 

retained. 

The findings from this study (Pedulla et al., 2003 ) are supported by other research 

that examined teachers' perceptions of the effects of high-stakes tests on teaching and on 

student learning. The majority of these studies indicated that teachers felt that high-stakes 

tests had a negative effect on curriculum, instruction, student learning, school climate, 

and teacher and student motivation. Most of the studies concluded that high-stakes tests 

had led to narrowing of curriculum, teaching to the tests, and spending less time on 
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content not covered by the tests (Adams & Karabenick, 2000; Barksdale-Ladd & 

Thomas, 2000; Brown, 1 993; Cimbricz, 2002; Gordon & Reese, 1 997; Grant, 2000; 

Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 200 1 ;  Jones & Egley, 2004; Kelley, Conley, & Kimball, 2000; 

Kubow & Debard, 2000; Mabry, Poole, Redmond, & Schultz, 2003 ; Parker, 1 994; Rapp, 

2002; Snow-Renner, 2001 ). 

Although the majority of studies related to the impact of high-stakes tests on 

teaching and learning have concluded that high-stakes tests have a negative effect on 

teaching and student learning, studies by Schleisman (1 999) and Snow-Renner (200 1) 

have suggested that high-stakes tests do have some positive effects on teaching and 

student learning. Both of these studies explored teacher and principal perspectives on 

high-stakes tests . These studies found that high-stakes tests highlighted the needs of some 

students who otherwise might have slipped through the cracks, forced schools to address 

remediation needs of students, brought greater curricular coherence, generated 

information for school improvement, and helped teachers to guide teaching. 

Wilson and Corbett ( 1991 )  conducted a study that investigated the effects of 

assessment on curriculum and instruction. Their study considered local educators' 

reactions to statewide minimum competency testing and instructional effects of 

implementing these tests in two states. The states examined were (a) Pennsylvania, a low

stakes situation with minor consequences for students; and (b) Maryland, a high-stakes 

situation where high school graduation depended on passing the test. Pennsylvania 

students were tested in Grades 3 ,  5, and 8. Maryland students were tested at the beginning 
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of Grade 9. Fieldwork was conducted at six sites in each state, and over 250 local 

educators were interviewed. A survey completed by 277 of 501 Pennsylvania districts 

and 23 of 24 Maryland districts provided additional information. Researchers found that 

the impact of the testing program was far greater in Maryland, the high-stakes situation, 

with respect to narrowing of the curriculum. There were marked differences in the 

responses between educators in the two states. In Pennsylvania, a low-stakes situation, 

approximately two thirds indicated that there was no change with respect to curriculum 

narrowing. In Maryland, one of seven respondents indicated no change, and two thirds of 

the teachers reported a moderate total change. 

Another study (Kubow & DeBard, 2000) examined teachers' perceptions of 

proficiency testing in one Ohio suburban school district and found that the majority of the 

teachers felt that proficiency testing resulted in the school curriculum being aligned to fit 

the proficiencies and that math and science were given greater emphasis. Results from 

this study assisted educators in their efforts to better identify curricular weaknesses for 

each of the subject areas. 

Principals ' Response to High-Stakes Testing 

There is extensive literature related to the effects of high-stakes tests on 

instruction. The proportion of research related to principals' perceptions of high-stakes 

tests is very limited, however, when compared to the research related to teachers' 

perceptions of high-stakes tests. 
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Two studies (Mitchell, 1996; Zellner & Jinkins, 2001) examined principals' 

perceptions of high-stakes tests on teaching and student learning. The primary purpose of 

both of these studies was to provide more information about the unintended consequences 

of high-stakes tests on teaching practices and student achievement. Descriptive 

quantitative and qualitative methods were used in the research designs of both of these 

studies. The researchers found that the use of high-stakes tests resulted in (a) a negative 

perception of school by teachers and students, (b) fewer opportunities for teachers to 

adjust instruction and curriculum to address student needs, ( c) overemphasis by teachers 

on skills being assessed rather than integration of skills, and ( d) overemphasis on basic 

skills. 

Graham et al. (200 2 ) conducted a survey of elementary school principals in 

Virginia. Surveys were sent to 1 ,167 principals; 547 surveys were returned. This study 

investigated the effects of high-stakes testing on elementary school art, music, and 

physical education. In the survey, principals were asked to report the amount of time that 

was allocated each week for specialists to teach art, music, and physical education during 

the academic year at each grade level in their schools. Over 83 % of the principals 

reported no change from the previous school year in the amount of time allocated to art 

and physical education. More than 88% of the principals planned no changes for the next 

school year in the time allocated to art, music, or physical education as a means to allow 

more time on subjects being tested on state tests. 
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Reed, McDonough, Ross, and Robichaux (2 001)  conducted interviews with 26 

principals in selected schools in south Florida. They addressed three questions : (a) To 

what degree does a school's  standardized test grade influence a principal's sense of 

empowerment? (b) To what degree and in what ways is morale affected by high-stakes 

testing? and ( c) What lessons do empowered principals have to share with others about 

the impact that empowerment has on the quality of teaching and learning in schools? 

Results showed that testing had a negative effect on principals' sense of empowerment 

and appeared to generate a pervasive fear of failure in lower performing schools. High 

performing schools appeared to use high-stakes testing in positive ways such as 

incentives to create student enrichment programs. Lower performing schools seemed to 

focus more on meeting students' basic needs. The study findings suggested that 

standardized test scores do have an impact on the types of teaching practices and 

opportunities for enrichment that are available for students. Study results also revealed 

that a great deal of attention is placed on test scores. 

Acker-Hocevar and Touchton (2001 )  examined the perceptions of 1 0  principals 

from high poverty/minority schools regarding accountability measures placed upon their 

schools by the state. Data collection included field notes, observations, and interviews 

regarding principals' impressions of the state's accountability system. The study revealed 

that principals felt they faced continual pressure to improve student performance and 

meet state and district mandates while supporting teachers. The respondents felt 

36 



threatened by mandates from the top and reported losing teachers to other professions and 

schools due to poor teaching conditions. 

Consequences of High-Stakes Testing 

Over the past 2 decades, efforts to improve public education have increasingly 

focused on the use of state-mandated tests to ensure educational equity for all students . 

These tests are being used to measure student achievement, evaluate teacher competence, 

guide educators in placing students, and determine school quality (Darling-Hammond, 

1991). These state-mandated tests generally focus on reading, writing, and math. States 

have implemented positive rewards for high levels of performance and negative 

consequences for low levels of performance. The negative consequences include 

retention in grade level, denial of diplomas, and publication of ratings for schools and 

districts. 

Numerous research studies have investigated the consequence of high-stakes 

testing programs on schools, teachers, and students (Adams & Karabenick, 2000 ; 

Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000 ; Brown, 1993 ; Cimbricz, 200 2 ; Gordon & Reese, 1997; 

Grant, 2000 ; Hoffman et al., 200 1 ;  Jones & Egley, 2004 ; Kelley et al., 2000 ; Kubow & 

Debard, 2000 ; Mabry et al., 2003 ; Parker, 1994 ; Rapp, 200 2 ; Snow-Renner, 2001). Most 

of these studies have gathered information from teachers, administrators, students, and 

parents by using interviews, classroom observations, and surveys. These studies have 

yielded both positive and negative results; however, the preponderance of findings has 
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not been favorable toward the use of high-stakes tests as instruments to improve public 

education. Most of these studies have focused on classroom practices, teachers, and 

students (Abrams et al., 2003). 

Positive Effects 

On the positive side, there is evidence that high-stakes tests have led to school 

districts revisiting the district curriculum and forcing teachers to focus the curriculum to 

meet the needs of all students. For example, Schleisman (1999) conducted a study to 

provide an in-depth look at one school district's response to an externally mandated, 

high-stakes testing program in Minnesota. This study focused on middle and high schools 

only. In general, the educators in this district told about one of the most positive aspects 

of the adoption and implementation of Minnesota's basic standard to highlight the needs 

of some students who may have slipped through the cracks. Respondents also felt that the 

testing policy resulted in more attention being paid to helping ESL students increase their 

reading and writing proficiency. Another finding was that it forced the educators to focus 

more on reading in general for all students. Additional positive effects were changes in 

teachers' instructional practices. Vogler (2002) surveyed 257 teachers to determine if 

public release of student results on state-mandated high-stakes tests influenced teachers' 

instructional practices. The data showed a notable increase in the use of open-ended 

response questions, critical-thinking questions, problem-solving activities, writing 

assignments, and inquiry/investigation. Survey results also indicated that there was a 

decrease in the use of multiple-choice and true-false questions, textbook-based 
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assignments, and lectures. 

Neutral and Negative Effects 

Despite these positive findings, a large amount of the existing research on the 

impact of high-stakes tests on teaching and student learning describes neutral or negative 

effects. Many of these effects appear to diminish students' exposure to curriculum, which 

undermines the purpose of testing (Stecher, 200 2 ). 

Orlich (2003 ) analyzed a 4 -year data set on student achievement from the required 

high-stakes test in Washington, the Washington Assessment of Student Learning 

(WASL). The study found no positive or negative effect on yearly student achievement as 

a consequence of longitudinal administration of the WASL. The findings of this study 

supported the findings of Amrein and Berliner (200 2 ), who examined 18 states with 

severe consequences attached to their testing program to see if high-stakes testing 

programs were affecting student learning. These researchers found that in all but one 

analysis, student learning remained at the same level it was before the high-stakes testing 

policy was implemented. In some cases, student learning actually declined. 

The majority of research studies related to state-mandated testing programs have 

addressed the effects on what was taught (Abrams et al., 2003 ). According to most of the 

findings, state-mandated high-stakes tests resulted in unintended negative effects such as 

narrowing of the curriculum, teachers adapting their teaching styles to match state tests, 

inflated test scores, cheating, increasing dropout rates, and inequities for minority 

students. 
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Narrowing of curriculum. According to Shepard (1 99 1 ), as the political pressure 

for students to perform better on high-stakes tests increases , there is a tendency to teach 

content that is tested, to the exclusion of content that is not tested. Teachers are beginning 

to spend more time on tested subjects such as math and reading and are neglecting 

science and social studies. Instructional time is being taken away from areas such as art, 

music, and physical education to allow more time for the subjects that are tested by the 

state. There is a great deal of empirical research to support this assertion. For example, 

the National Board of Educational Testing and Public Policy study of teacher attitudes 

(Pedulla et al., 2003) indicated that state tests have a differential impact on what content 

gets emphasized depending on the level of the stakes. In high-stakes states, 43% of the 

responding teachers indicated that the amount of time they spent on instruction in tested 

areas had increased, while only 17% of teachers in low-stakes states increased instruction 

time in tested areas. The results from this study have been supported by other research 

studies (Gordon & Reese, 1 997; Hoffman et al., 200 1 ;  Zellner & Jinkins, 200 1). 

Graham et al. (2002) conducted interviews with 360 educators in three states. 

Findings revealed that respondents were engaged in varying degrees of removing, 

emphasizing, or adding curriculum content in order to prepare for the state tests. 

As the pressure for youngsters to perform· well on high-stakes tests increases, so 

does the threat to reduce or eliminate art, music, and physical education programs 

so that teachers have more time in the day to focus on teaching and learning. 

(Graham et al. , p. 51)  
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Maurice and Karr-Kidwell (2003 ) used data from a field research project to 

enable teachers and instructional leaders to understand and overcome the problems 

associated with high-stakes testing, especially as they relate to the narrowing of the 

curriculum. A survey was sent to 48 teachers at a middle school in Texas; however, only 

27 responded to the survey. The majority of the respondents registered negative feelings 

and opinions about standardized testing. More than 80 % strongly agreed that they felt 

pressured by standardized testing, 96.3 %  agreed that their students also felt pressured, 

and 70 % agreed that they taught to the test. 

Adapting teaching styles to test formats. Due to the pressure being exerted on 

teachers to improve students' performance on high-stakes tests, some are adapting their 

teaching styles to make the format of classroom presentations more like that of the tests. 

For example, Pedulla et al. (2003 ) found that 51 % of the teachers in high-stakes states, as 

compared to 29 % of the teachers in low-stakes states, reported that their classroom tests 

were in the same format as the state test. In the same study, 76% of the high-stakes 

teachers reported that their state-mandated testing program had led them to teach in ways 

that contradicted their ideas about sound educational practice. For example, teachers 

reported that they were spending more time on tested conten�. They also reported that 

state tests influenced the frequency and manner in which they assessed students. 

Inflated scores. According to Shepard (1991), political pressure and media 

attention attached to high-stakes test scores can lead to inflated test scores. This results in 

a false impression of student achievement. Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, and Stecher 
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(2000 ) examined the results of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills {TAAS), the 

highest profile state-testing program and one that has recorded extraordinary recent gains 

in math and reading scores. To investigate whether the dramatic math and reading gains 

on T AAS represented actual academic progress, the researchers compared T AAS gains to 

score changes in Texas on the NAEP. Texas students did improve significantly more on 

th� fourth-grade NAEP test than their counterparts nationally; however, the size of this 

gain was smaller than their gains on T AAS and was not present on the eighth-grade math 

test. The researchers concluded that the gains on TAAS were due to (a) students being 

coached to develop skills unique to that test, (b) narrowing of the curriculum to improve 

test scores, and (c) increases in activities that reduced the validity of the scores (e.g., 

extended time for completion of test items and cheating). 

Amrein and Berliner (200 2 )  examined test results in 18 states with severe 

consequences tied to their testing programs to see if these programs were affecting 

student learning. Evidence from their study indicated that student learning remained at 

the same level it had been before the policy was implemented. The study was supported 

by a later study conducted by Orlich (2003 ). 

Cheating. Cheating is another negative reaction to high-stakes testing. There is a 

paucity of data in regard to incidences of cheating related to high-stakes tests; however, 

use of high-stakes can be expected to increase cheating due to political pressure. Cheating 

can take many forms, including providing test items in advance, suggesting revisions, 

making changes to the answer sheets before they are sent to the district office or the state, 
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leaving relevant material posted during test administration, and providing hints during the 

test (Hamilton et al., 2002). For example, in Chicago, a test audit was conducted due to a 

concern regarding the validity of the scores from Chicago public elementary schools on 

the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills. There were 2 schools selected from each of 20 

administrative districts. Each school tested one seventh- and one eighth-grade class. 

_ Other schools were retested to obtain a geographical balance. In total, there were 23 

suspect and 17 comparison schools. Among the 80 classrooms, 19 had score declines that 

met or exceeded the required cutpoints; 17 of these classrooms were in suspect schools. 

Educators in these schools were believed to have exceeded the publisher's time limits, 

and in some instances researchers detected that answer sheets had been altered (Perlman, 

1985). 

Shepard and Cutts-Dougherty (1991) conducted a study on the effects of testing 

on instruction and student learning. A total of 360 teachers in Grades 3, 5, and 6 in 

approximately 100 schools in two districts answered a questionnaire on test 

preparation/coaching practices and the effects on instruction. Teachers reported that they 

felt pressure from the district administration and the media to improve their students' 

scores, and that this led to extensive time being given to test preparation. While blatant 

cheating was rare, practices that would boost test scores, such as rephrasing of questions, 

were considered to occur more frequently. 

Increasing dropout rates. Determining the impact of high-stakes tests on dropout 

rates is a very difficult task. Several factors, such as the end of social promotion, an 
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increase in the number of immigrants, and changes in graduation requirements, make it 

difficult to identify a single influence as the ca�se for students leaving school without 

graduating (Hom, 2003). 

There is a growing body of literature related to this issue. The majority of the 

research studies and literature available relate high-stakes tests to an increase in the 

number of students dropping out of school. For example, Clarke, Haney, and Madaus 

(2000) examined how high-stakes tests affect dropout rates and high school completion 

rates. Their study examined the effects of minimum competency testing (MCT). The 

researchers found there was no MCT in half of the 10  states with the lowest dropout 

rates. The states with the highest dropout rates had MCT programs with standards set at 

least by the state. The researchers' conclusion was that high-stakes testing programs are 

linked to decreased rates of high school completion. 

Marion and Sheinker (1999) reviewed empirical findings related to state-level 

MCT programs. They found evidence of unintended negative effects of these programs, 

including lack of transfer ofhigher order skills, narrowing of the curriculum to test 

content, corruptibility of high-stakes tests, testing time as time taken away from teaching, 

and increased dropout rates ( especially for minority and low-achieving students). 

In one of the most recent large-scale studies, Haney (2000) examined the impact 

of the T AAS on high school completion rates. Findings of that study suggested that the 

exit exam was associated with an increase in high school dropout rates, especially among 

minorities such as African Americans and Hispanics. 
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Effects on equity. It is important to note that the primary rationale for test-based 

accountability programs such as NCLB and EIA is to improve educational equity for all 

students in America's public schools. It is not clear, however, that these programs lead to 

more equal educational opportunities for students of color and low socioeconomic level. 

It has been argued that the negative effects of high-stakes testing programs appear to be 

greater for minority and low-income students than for high-performing students 

(Shepard, 1991). This argument is supported by a number of studies. For example, 

Coleman et al. ( 1966) conducted the Equality of Educational Opportunity Survey, a 

longitudinal study known as the Coleman Report. This national survey covered 

approximately 4,000 elementary and secondary schools. It compared the distribution of 

resources and opportunities among students of different races: blacks, Puerto Ricans, 

American Indians, Oriental Americans, and whites. The Coleman Report was significant 

in that it was a shift in research focus from inputs to results. Before this study, education 

reform focused solely on resources, such as facilities, teachers' salaries, textbooks, and 

supplies, under the assumption that better provision of these resources would fix the 

problems of public schools. The Coleman Report found American education to be 

unequal in most regions of the country. Nearly all white students were taught by white 

teachers, and most black students were taught by black teachers. The researchers 

concluded that the level of skill of the teachers might have contributed to this inequality 

through the matching of teachers and students. The results of this study led reformers to 
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focus on performance rather than increases in resources (Coleman et al. , . 1966; Firestone, 

Schorr, & Monfils, 2004). 

Research regarding the effects of high-stakes testing on equity has been very 

limited. For example, Denoyer and White (1992) conducted a study that investigated the 

relationship between socioeconomic characteristics of Ohio school districts and district 

test performance. The findings showed that district performance ranking was largely due 

to family wealth and did not reflect school effectiveness or instructional quality. These 

researchers recommended that school districts not be ranked according to test scores, 

which are highly influenced by wealth, but on the basis of access to knowledge, district 

expectations, and the teaching environment. Darling-Hammond (1997) reached this 

conclusion: 

Although the United States came sooner to the task of educating a wide range of 

students in public schools, it has yet to meet the challenge of providing equal 

access to quality education. What students have the opportunity to learn is 

typically a function of where they live and what their parents earn, and the color 

of their skin. (p. 264) 

Professional Development 

Over the years, the nature of staff development has changed. The amount of time 

required for teacher participation in staff development activities has increased, but there 

have been very few studies to explore the connection between staff development and 
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student achievement on standardized tests. With the current emphasis on accountability, 

building-level and central office administration are being pressured to show that inservice 

training changes teacher behavior and enhances student achievement. 

With the advent ofNCLB, state accountability has gained momentum. According 

to Holloway (2003), the focus of professional development needs to change. Schools 

should use results of their student assessments to identify their needs for professional 

development and then use this information to plan appropriate activities. Additionally, 

schools need to help teachers learn how to use student performance data to modify and 

target instruction in their classrooms. 

Singh and McMillan (2002) conducted a study to identify effective staff 

development practices in schools with high test scores on state-mandated tests over a 2-

year period. The participants were Algebra I and English teachers in two elementary, two 

middle, and two high schools. The results indicated that some practices identified by the 

teachers and principals as having contributed to higher test scores were the same for all 

three school levels. Some of these practices were (a) decentralization of staff 

development; (b) a strong, clear, in-depth focus on specific areas; ( c) analysis of test 

scores to determine staff development needs; and ( d) teacher input. 

A relevant study by Turchi, Johnson, Owens, and Montgomery (2002) examined 

the impact of high-stakes tests on teachers' professional development to meet the 

incentives presented by the state's accountability system. Many of the teachers who had 

implemented changes in focus and teaching strategies due to professional development 
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reported that their students' behavior, attitudes, and learning had improved. Teachers 

reported a positive impact on student learning as a result of new teaching strategies they 

were using that assisted them in preventing students from falling through the cracks. 

Stecher and Barron (2003) conducted a 2-year study of the impact of standards

based assessment on classroom practices in Kentucky. The study involved a survey of 

Kentucky teachers' classroom practices during the 1996-1997 and the 1997-1998 school 

years. A total of 479 teachers completed the survey, for an overall response rate of 54%. 

The researchers found that Kentucky teachers participated in professional development 

activities that were consistent with their state-mandated tests. For example, the 

researchers found that elementary teachers in Grades 4 and 5 who taught all subjects 

received more professional development on the subjects that were assessed in their grade 

level than on subjects that were not assessed. Additionally, the researchers found that 

teachers focused more on relevant content areas being assessed as a part of the state's 

accountability system than on nontested content. 

The Principal as Instructional Leader 

The escalating calls by the public, local school boards, and state and national 

officials for increased accountability have drastically changed the role of the principal. 

Principals have seen their responsibilities become increasingly difficult, to the point 

where they have become almost overwhelming. Principals have found themselves in the 

middle of an accountability storm. Both American society-which is conditioned by 
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instant gratification-and change experts expect immediate results from the latest reform 

efforts (Cooley & Shen, 2003 ). 

Policymakers currently mandate accountability through student performance on 

state-mandated tests, assessment standards, and dissemination and publication of test 

results in the media. The consequences for not meeting student performance targets affect 

student graduation, district funding, and retention of principals. These consequences have 

placed increased pressures on principals to collaborate with teachers to ensure that goals 

for student learning are linked to effective strategies. The public's perception that public 

schools are on the decline, combined with these additional demands on principals, has 

resulted in a cry for more effective principal leadership to address the accountability 

requirements of the public and the local, state, and federal policymakers. This presents a 

problem for secondary school principals, who must find ways to improve student 

performance levels. The emphasis on accountability has resulted in additional pressure on 

the principals in their role as instructional leaders (Cooley & Shen, 2003 ). 

According to Wiggins (1994 ), the role of the principal as instructional leader has 

been evolving over the last quarter century, and there have been many definitions for the 

term instructional leadership over the years. This term was popularized during the 

effective schools movement; however, in the effective schools model, leadership focused 

on instructional practice and its impact on student achievement. Under this model, the 

role of instructional leader includes (a) determining appropriate modes of instruction, (b) 

selecting the most effective materials to provide that instruction, ( c) providing a model 
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for application of those materials, and ( d) assessing whether the model is being 

implemented appropriately. 

The role of the principal as instructional leader has been expanded over the years 

to include more focus on teacher growth and development. This change can be seen in the 

proliferation of literature that emphasizes the principal' s role in creating a vision and 

establishing cultural norms for the school. 

Cooley and Shen (2003) conducted a national study to investigate secondary 

school principals' perceptions of the status of the accountability movement and their 

professional responsibilities in the context of accountability. The data collected from a 

nationally representative sample of secondary school principals provided a portrait of 

some of the challenges facing principals in this environment of school reform. Three 

trends emerged from the secondary school principals' responses. First, even though 

several measures are used to assess school performance, testing is still the most dominant 

method used by states and local boards of education. Second, principals are working in 

very political environments. Third, principals are being called on to engage in leadership 

initiatives, such as instructional leadership, to improve teaching and learning. 

Bossert, Dwyer, Rowan, and Lee (1982) asserted that principals can have a 

positive impact on student learning. The authors observed that principals can accomplish 

this through their manipulation of instructional factors ( e.g., the amount of time students 

spend on learning, class size, or curriculum organization) and through school climate 
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factors ( e.g., expectations for students, parental involvement, and school order and 

safety). 

Summary 

Chapter Two focused on a review of literature related to the evolution of 

accountability and the history of high-stakes testing. Literature regarding teachers' 

philosophies of education, standardized tests, teachers' and principals' beliefs, 

professional development, and principal leadership was also examined. 

In reviewing the research related to the effects of high-stakes testing on teaching 

and learning, it is very clear that there is a vast amount of literature related to the topic. 

Numerous research studies have been conducted to examine the impact of state-mandated 

testing programs-particularly those with high-stakes tests-on districts, schools, 

teachers, and students (Abrams et al., 2003; Adams & Karabenick, 2000; Amrein, 2002; 

Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Bersola, 2002; Brown, 1993; Cooley & Shen, 2003; 

Gordon & Reese, 1997; Kaplan & Owings, 2001; Mitchell, 1996; Vogler, 2002; 

Williams, 2002; Young, 1996). The majority of these studies have gathered information 

from teachers, however, and very few studies have focused on principals' perceptions of 

the impact of high-stakes tests on teaching and learning. For that reason, this study 

included principals as participants and examined their perceptions of the impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on teaching and student learning. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a description and rationale for the 

research design selected for this study. Specifically, this chapter describes the purpose of 

the study and the research questions, research design, participant selection, 

instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis procedures. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore secondary school principals' perceptions 

of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of 

instruction in Tennessee. This research inquiry is framed and guided by the following 

research questions: 

1. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the value of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests? 

2. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? 

3. Do secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction differ when 

examined by school level ( e.g., middle/junior high and high school) and category 

( e.g., urban, suburban, and rural)? 
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Research Design 

A survey research design was selected for this study. Survey research designs are 

ideal when measuring people's attitudes and opinions and when there is a large number 

of respondents. According to Creswell (2003 ), "The purpose of survey research is to 

generalize from a sample to a population so that inferences can be made about some 

characteristic, attitude, or behavior of the population" (p. 154). Since the purpose of this 

study was to explore secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of 

state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction in Tennessee, the use 

of a survey research method of inquiry seemed the most appropriate method for this 

study. 

Participant Selection 

The entire population of 541 middle and high school principals from public 

schools in the state of Tennessee was invited to participate in this study. This number 

included 272 middle school principals and 269 high school principals. The principals 

included in the study population were obtained from a list of all public school middle and 

high school administrators from the Tennessee Department of Education Web site 

(Tennessee Department of Education, 2005). 

Instrumentation 

Data were obtained from the population by means of a mailed survey, a copy of 

which is included in Appendix E. Participants used a Likert scale for their responses to 
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most of the survey items utilized to determine secondary school principals' opinion levels 

related to the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode 

of instruction. The principals were asked to indicate whether they "strongly agree" ( 4 ), 

"agree" (3 ), "disagree" (2 ), or "strongly disagree" (1) with statements. Additionally, they 

were asked if the amount of time spent on activities "decreased a great deal" (1 ), 

"moderately decreased" (2 ), "stayed about the same" (3 ), "moderately increased" (4 ), or 

"increased a great deal" (5 ). Other items asking for demographic information had 

common response options. 

The survey instrument used in the Pedulla, Abrams, Madaus, Russell, Ramos, and 

Miao (2003 ) research, the Teacher Survey on the Impact of State-Mandated Testing 

Programs, served as a model for the current study, with permission from the National 

Board on Educational Testing and Public Policy. The original 80 -item survey instrument 

was used to elicit teachers' attitudes toward state testing programs. Most of the items in 

the survey were geared toward understanding the beliefs of teachers about the influence 

of their state's testing program on classroom instruction and student learning. The survey 

consisted of items in the form of questions or statements related to standards-based 

education reform. For most of the items, a Likert scale was used to assess teachers' 

opinions. In addition to these closed-format items, the questionnaire contained open

ended questions that allowed the teachers to write in responses about the impact of state

mandated testing on their instructional practices. 

The Pedulla et al. (2003 ) survey instrument addressed the following areas: 
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• Information about state and district testing programs 

• Climate 

• Relationship of the state-mandated test to the state curriculum frameworks and 

standards 

• Beliefs about teaching, learning, and assessment 

• Classroom activities relating to instructional and testing practices 

• Test preparation and administration 

• Use and reporting of test results 

• Professional development related to state-mandated tests 

• Perceived effects of the state-mandated test. (Pedulla et al., 2003 , p. 16) 

For the current study, the 11 scales used in the original instrument were reduced 

to 4 scales: perceived value (see Figure 1 ), tested areas (see Table 1 ), noncore content 

(see Table 1 ), and classroom activities scales (see Table 1 ). The survey used in this study 

has 40 items. For the purposes of the current research, demographic information from the 

original survey was redesigned to incorporate information about secondary school 

principals rather than teachers. 

According to Creswell (2003 ), "[Field testing] is important to establish the 

content validity of an instrument to improve the questions, format, and the scales" (p. 

1 58}. For the current study, the revised instrument was field tested by administering the 

survey to a group of 2 5  high school and middle school principals in February 2006. A 
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6. Overall, the benefits of the state-mandated testing program are worth the investment of 
time and money. 

7. Media coverage of state-mandated test results accurately reflects the quality of 
education in my state. 

8. Scores on the state-mandated test results accurately reflect the quality of education 
students have received. 

9. The state-mandated test has brought much needed attention to education in my district. 

1 0. The state-mandated test is an accurate measure of student achievement as a teacher's 
judgment. 

1 1 . The state-mandated test motivates previously unmotivated students to learn. 

1 2 .  The state-mandated test measures high standards of achievement. 

1 3 .  The state-mandated testing program is just another fad. 

1 4. Media coverage of state-mandated testing issues has been unfair to teachers. 

1 5. Media coverage of state-mandated testing issues adequately reflects the complexity of 
teaching. 

1 6. Teachers in my school have found ways to raise test scores without really improving 
learning. 

17 .  The state-mandated test is not an accurate measure of what students who are 
acquiring English as a second language know and can do. 

1 8 .  Score differences from year to year on the state-mandated test reflect changes in the 
characteristics of students rather than changes in school effectiveness .  

NOTE. From ''Perceived Effects of State-Mandated Testing Programs on Teaching and Learning: Findings 

from a National Survey of Teachers," by J. Pedulla, L. Abrams, G. Madaus, M. Russell, M. Ramos, and J. 

Miao, 2003, p. 142 .  Chestnut Hill, MA: Boston College. Copyright by the Center for the Study of Testing, Evaluation, 

and Educational Policy. Adapted with permission of the authors. 

Figure 1. Perceived Value Scale 
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Table 1. Tested Areas, Noncore Content, Classroom Activities Scales 

19. In what ways, if any, has the amount of time you spent on each Scale 
of the following activities changed in your school in order to 
prepare students for the state-mandated testing program? 

Instruction in tested areas Tested areas 

Instruction in tested areas with high stakes attached ( e.g., promotion, Tested areas 
graduation, teacher rewards) 

Parental contact Tested areas 

Instruction in areas not covered by the state-mandated test Tested areas 

Instruction in physical education N oncore areas 

Instruction in foreign language Non core areas 

Instruction in industrial/vocational education N oncore areas 

Instruction in the fine arts Noncore areas 

Enrichment school assemblies ( e.g., professional choral group Activities 
performances) 

Class trips ( e.g., circus, amusement park) Activities 

Field trips ( e.g., museum tour, hospital tour) Activities 

Student choice time (e.g., games, computer work) Activities 

Organized play (e.g., games with other classes) Activities 

Classroom enrichment activities ( e.g., guest speakers) Activities 

Student performances (e.g., class plays) Activities 

Administrative school assemblies ( e.g., awards ceremonies) Activities 

Student free time ( e.g., recess, lunch) Activities 

NOTE. From ''Perceived Effects of State-Mandated Testing Programs on Teaching and Learning: Findings from 

a National Survey of Teachers," by J. Pedulla, L. Abrams, G. Madaus, M. Russell, M. Ramos, and J. Miao, 

2003, p. 144. Chestnut Hill, MA: Boston College. Copyright 2003 by the Center for the Study of Testing, 

Evaluation, and Educational Policy. Adapted with permission of the authors. 
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total of 1 5  of these principals responded to the survey, for an overall response rate of 

60%. 

The purpose of this field test �as to allow these principals who are experts in the 

field of education to comment on the flow and clarity of the survey, in questions and 

layout, from their perspective. According to Nardi (2006), 

The best way of assessing whether the questionnaire flows, the instructions are 

adequate, the wording of the items and format are clear, and the survey takes a 

reasonable time to complete is to pilot test it-first with yourself and then with 

others. (pp. 95-96) 

A Survey Modification Form was created and attached with the survey during the 

field test (see Appendix A). This form was included to give the principals an opportunity 

to comment on the adequacy of the items in the survey and to provide comments about 

the layout of the survey and the clarity of its questions and instructions. One change was 

made as a result of two principals ' comments on the modification form. These principals 

commented that questions # 6 and #14 were the same. This typographical error was 

corrected in the final survey. The other 1 3  principals indicated that no changes were 

needed. 

One of the most important characteristics of a measuring instrument is validity. It 

involves the appropriateness of the interpretations that are made based on the test results. 

There are four types of test validity: content validity, criterion-related validity, construct 

validity, and consequential validity (Gay & Airasian, 2003). 
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For the purposes of this research, content validity was used to establish validity of 

the survey instrument utilized in the study. Content validity is determined by expert 

judgment; there is no formula by which it can be computed or expressed quantitatively. 

Experts with content knowledge in the field covered by the instrument are asked to assess 

its content validity. These experts examine the process used to develop the instrument as 

well as the instrument itself. They then make a decision about how well the items 

represent the intended content. 

The secondary school principals who participated in the field test of the survey 

are considered as experts in the field of education. They were used to determine the 

degree of content validity of the survey instrument. All of the principals who returned 

their surveys commented that the survey items adequately represent the topic. According 

to the principals involved in the field test, the current survey has a high degree of content 

validity. The principals involved in the pilot study were not included in the actual study 

because they had already seen the survey. Having them take the survey for a second time 

would taint the results (Nardi, 2006). 

Reliability refers to the extent to which results can be replicated if the study is 

replicated (Merriam, 1998). According to Gay and Airasian (200 3), reliability is 

expressed numerically, usually as a reliability coefficient that is obtained by using a 

correlation. A high reliability coefficient indicates high reliability. Cronbach' s alpha was 

used in the original study to indicate the reliability of each scale (see Table 2 ). The value 

of Cronbach's alpha ranges between O and 1 ,  with larger values indicating higher 
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Table 2. Scale Reliability 

Scale Scale reliability 

( Cronbach' s alpha) 

Perceived value .79 
Tested areas .57 
Noncore content .83 
Classroom activities .9 1 

Note . . 57 is a less than acceptable level of reliability. 

reliability. The reliability coefficient would be 1.00 if a test were perfectly reliable; 

however, no instrument is perfectly reliable. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected from the population by means of a mailed survey (see 

Appendix E). According to Nardi (2006), self-administered surveys are best designed for 

(a) measuring variables with numerous values or response categories that are too much to 

read to respondents in an interview or on the telephone, and (b) investigating attitudes 

and opinions that are not usually observable. 

In this study, data collection was designed as a five-phase process. The first phase 

was the mailing of the prenotification letter to all members of the population 5 days prior 

to the mailing of the actual survey (see Appendix B). This letter notified the participants 

that an important survey would arrive in a few days and that their response would be 

greatly appreciated. The second phase was the mailing of a detailed cover letter (see 
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Appendix C) and the actual survey. Each survey had an identification number. This 

allowed the researcher to determine which surveys have ·been returned; however, 

confidentiality was maintained throughout the process. The third mailing consisted of a 

thank-you postcard 5 days after the mailing of the survey (see Appendix G). The fourth 

phase was the mailing of a second copy of the survey with (see Appendix E) a different 

cover letter ( see Appendix H). This mailing was sent to nonrespondents 3 weeks after the 

initial mailing. Since a response rate of 60 % was not achieved, then a fifth phase was 

initiated. This involved a phone call to all nonrespondents (Creswell, 2003 ; Dillman, 

2000 ; Gay & Airasian, 2003 ). 

Data Analysis 

Analysis of the data in this study was performed using the Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS). This software package offers a variety of statistical procedures 

for analyzing data. These include descriptive statistics, such as :frequencies, percentages, 

and means. This package also offers inferential statistics, such as F-tests, t-tests, and chi 

square, as some of its features. 

A response to research question 1 ,  regarding middle and high school principals' 

perceptions of the value of state-mandated high-stakes tests, was generated using 

descriptive statistics. A mean and standard deviation were computed for all middle school 

principals' and high school principals' responses for each survey item. Means above 2 . 5 

indicated agreement with an item where as means below 2 .5 indicated disagreement. One 
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sample t-tests were run to determine if the mean for each item was significantly different 

from the mean score of 2 .5 .  

The response to research question 2 ,  regarding middle and high school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on the content and mode of 

instruction, was generated using descriptive statistics. A mean and standard deviation 

were computed for each survey item. A mean score above 3 .00 indicated an increase in 

the amount of instructional time spent in the area. One sample t-tests were run to 

determine if the mean of each item was significantly different from the mean score of 

3 .00 . 

The response to research question 3 ,  regarding variance of middle and high school 

principals ' perceptions of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on the 

content and mode of instruction, was generated using descriptive statistics. Means and 

standard deviations were generated for each survey item by school level (e.g., middle and 

high school) and category (e.g., urban, suburban, and rural). Additionally, a Multivariate 

Analysis of Variance (MANOV A) was performed to determine if there are significant 

differences between middle and high school principals' responses. If the MANOVA was 

significant, Individual Analysis of Variances (ANOV As) were performed to determine 

which items differed by school level and category. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Research Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore secondary school principals' perceptions of 

the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of 

instruction. This research inquiry was framed and guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the value of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests? 

2. How do secondary school principals perceive the impact of state-mandated high

stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? 

3. Do secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction differ when 

examined by school level ( e.g. , middle/junior high and high school) and category 

( e.g. ,  urban, suburban, and rural)? 

The survey used in the Pedulla et al. (2003) research, the Teacher Survey on The 

Impact of State-Mandated Testing Programs, was used as a model for the survey, 

Secondary School Principals ' Perceptions of the Value and Impact of State-Mandated 

Testing on Content and Mode of Instruction, with permission from the National Board on 

Educational Testing and Public Policy. Surveys were sent to 541 middle and high school 
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principals across the state of Tennessee. Of this total, 272 were sent to middle school 

principals and 269 were sent to high school principals. The recipients returned a total of 

310 surveys, for an overall response rate of 58%. Individual responses by the participants 

were analyzed and reported in composite form to preserve the anonymity of the 

participants. This chapter presents the demographic information and research findings of 

the statistical analysis of the data as they relate to the three research questions. 

Analysis of Survey Demographics 

All participants were asked to provide information about their schools and their 

years of administrative experience, gender, age, and race. Summaries of the demographic 

information are reported in Appendix F. 

Question 1 on the demographics section asked principals which category-urban, 

suburban, or rural-best described their school. Although 302 principals returned their 

surveys, 3 principals ( 1 % ) did not respond to this question. Among those who did 

respond to this question, 58 principals (19.2%) indicated that their schools were urban, 79 

principals (26.2%) reported that their schools were suburban, and 162 principals (53.6%) 

reported that their schools were rural (see Table 3). 

Question 2 on the demographics section of the survey asked principals to report 

how their schools' performance on state-mandated tests compared to that of other schools 

in the state. Although 302 principals returned their surveys, 7 principals (i.3%) did not 

respond to this question. Among those who did respond to this question, 121 principals 
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Table 3. Category 

Cumulative 
Fre9uencl Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid Urban 58 1 9.2 1 9.4 1 9.4 
Suburban 79 26.2 26.4 45. 8  
Rural 1 62 53 .6 54.2 1 00.0 
Total 299 99.0 1 00.0 

Missing System 3 1 .0 
Total 302 1 00.0 

(40.1 %) reported their schools as performing above average, 156 principals (51.7%) 

indicated that their schools were performing at an average level, and 18 principals ( 6%) 

reported their schools as performing below average (see Table 4). 

Question 3 asked principals to report their school's level: middle/junior high or 

high school. Although 302 principals returned their surveys, 3 principals (1 %) did not 

respond to this question. Of the 299 principals who did respond to this question, 138 

(45.7%) reported their schools as being middle/junior high schools, and 161 (53.3%) 

reported their schools as being high schools (see Table 5). 

Question 4 required the principals to report the location of their schools within the 

state (i.e., east, middle, or west). Although 302 principals returned their surveys, 3 

principals (1 %) did not respond to this question. Among the 299 principals who did 

respond to this question, 113 (37.4%) reported their schools as being located in the 

eastern part of the state, 116 (38.4%) indicated that their schools were located in the 
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Table 4. School Performance 

Cumulative 
Fre9uencl Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid Above Average 1 2 1  40. 1 4 1 .0 4 1 .0 
Average 1 56 5 1 .7 52.9 93.9 
Below Average 1 8  6.0 6. 1 1 00.0 
Total 295 97.7 1 00.0 

Missing System 7 2.3 
Total 302 100.0 

Table 5. School Level 

Cumulative 
Fre9uencl Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid Middle School/Junior High 1 38  45.7 46.2 46.2 
High School 1 6 1  53.3 53.8 1 00.0 
Total 299 99.0 1 00.0 

Missing System 3 1 .0 
Total 302 100.0 
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middle of the state, and 70 (23 .2 %) reported the western part of the state as the location 

of their schools (see Table 6). 

Question 5 of the demographics section of the survey asked principals to report 

the size of their school as one of the following: 499 or fewer students, 500 -999 , 1000 -

1499 , 1 500 -1999 , or 2000 or more students. Although 30 2 principals returned their 

surveys, 3 principals (1 %) did not respond to this question. Of those who did respond to 

this question, 9 2  principals (30 . 5 %) reported that their schools had 499 or fewer students, 

134 principals (44 .4 %) indicated that their schools had 500 -999 students, and 46 

principals (1 5 .2 %) reported their schools as having 1000 -1499 students. In addition, 19 

principals (6.3 %) indicated that their schools had 1 500 -1999 students, and 8 principals 

(2 .6%) reported that their school had 2000 or more students (see Table 7). 

Question 20 asked principals to report their years of administrative experience. Of 

the 30 2 principals who returned surveys, 4 principals (1.3 %) did not respond to this 

Table 6. School Location 

Cumulative 
Fr!:9uenci Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid East 1 1 3 37.4 37.8 37.8 

Middle 1 1 6 38 .4 38 .8  76.6 

West 70 23.2 23.4 1 00.0 

Total 299 99.0 1 00.0 

Missing System 3 1 .0 

Total 302 1 00.0 
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Table 7. School Size 

Cumulative 
Fre9uencl Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid 1 -499 92 30.5 30.8 30.8 
500-999 1 34 44.4 44.8 75.6 
1 000- 1499 46 1 5.2 1 5 .4 9 1 .0 
1 500- 1999 1 9  6.3 6.4 97.3 
Over 2000 8 2.6 2.7 1 00.0 
Total 299 99.0 1 00.0 

Missing System 3 1 .0 
Total 302 1 00.0 

question. Among those who did respond, 4 principals (1 .3 %) reported 1 year of 

administrative experience, 20 principals ( 6.6%) reported 2-3 years of administrative 

experience, and 93 principals (30 .8%) reported 4 -8 years of administrative experience. In 

addition, 5 5  principals (18.2%) reported 9 - 12  years of administrative experience, 66 

principals (2 1 .9 %) reported 13 -20 years of administrative experience, and 60 principals 

(19 .9 %) reported 20 or more years of administrative experience (see Table 8). 

Question 21 asked principals to report their gender. Of the 30 2 principals who 

returned surveys, 4 principals ( 1 .3 %) did not respond to this question. Among those who 

did respond, 77 principals (25 .5 %) reported their gender as being female, and 221 

principals (73 .2%) reported their gender as being male (see Table 9 ). 

Question 22 asked principals to report their age. Of the 30 2 principals who 

returned their surveys, 4 ( 1 .3 % ) did not respond to this question. Among those 
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Table 8. Participants ' Years of Administrative Experience 

Cumulative 
Fre9uencr Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid 4 1 .3 1 .3 1 .3 
2-3 20 6.6 6.7 8 . 1 
4-8 93 30.8 3 1 .2 39.3 
9- 12  55  1 8 .2 1 8 .5  57.7 
1 3-20 66 2 1 .9 22. 1 79.9 
Over 20 60 1 9.9 20. 1 1 00.0 
Total 298 98.7 1 00.0 

Missing System 4 1 .3 
Total 302 100.0 

Table 9. Participants ' Gender 

Cumulative 
Fre9uencr Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid Female 77 25.5 25 .8  25 .8  
Male 221 73 .2 74.2 1 00.0 
Total 298 98.7 1 00.0 

Missing System 4 1 .3 
Total 302 1 00 .0 
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who did respond, 1 principal (.3 %) reported his age as being 20 -30 years, 43 principals 

(14 .2 %) indicated their age as being 31-40 , and 70 principals (23 .2 %) reported their age 

as 41-50 years. In addition, 15 7 principals (5 2 %) reported their age as 51-60 years, and 

2 7  principals (8 .9 %) indicated their age as being 60 or more years (see Table 10 ). 

Question 23 asked principals to mark all of the categories that best described their 

race. The categories included African American, American Indian/ Alaskan Native, 

Asian/ Pacific Islander, White, Hispanic, an� Other. The principals were allowed to mark 

more than one category. Among the respondents, 34 principals (11 .4 %) reported their 

race as being African American, and 1 principal ( .3 % ) reported his race as being 

American Indian or Alaskan Native. In addition, 2 63 (88.6%) reported their race as being 

White, and 1 principal (.3 %) reported his race as being Hispanic (see Table 11). 

Table 10. Participants' Age 

Cumulative 
Freguencl Percent Valid Percent Percent 

Valid 20-30 1 .3 .3 .3 
3 1 -40 43 14.2 14.4 14.8 
4 1 -50 70 23.2 23 .5 38 .3 
5 1 -60 1 57 52.0 52.7 90.9  
60+ 27 8.9 9. 1 1 00.0 
Total 298 98.7 1 00.0 

Missing System 4 1 .3 
Total 302 100.0 
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Table 11.  Participants' Race 

No Yes 

Count % Count % 

African American 263 88 .6% 34 1 1 .4% 

American Indian or 
Alaskan Native 296 99.7% .3% 

Asian 297 1 00.0% 0 .0% 

White 34 1 1 .4% 263 88.6% 

Pacific Islander 297 100.0% 0 .0% 

Hispanic 296 99.7% .3% 

Other 297 1 00.0% 0 .0% 
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Analysis · of Results 

Research Question 1 

What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the value of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests? 

A response to research question 1 ,  regarding middle and high school principals' 

perceptions of the value of state-mandated high-stakes tests, was generated using 

descriptive statistics. An overall mean and standard deviation for all middle and high 

school principals' responses were computed for each survey item related to research 

question 1. 

Data from principals' responses to research question 1 are summarized in Table 

12. Means above 2.5 indicate agreement with an item whereas means below 2.5 indicate 

disagreement. One sample t-tests were run to determine if the mean for each item was 

significantly different from the mean score of 2.5. Principals' responses to survey items 

9, 14, 17, and 18 indicated that secondary school principals were in agreement that (a) 

State-mandated high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know 

and can do, (b) media coverage of the results of state-mandated tests is unfair to teachers, 

( c) state-mandated high stakes tests have brought attention to education issues, and ( d) 

score differences from year to year reflect changes in characteristics of students and not 

school effectiveness. 
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Table 12. Perceived Value of State-Mandated Test Scale 

Item # 
1 7  

1 4  

1 8  

9 

6 

1 6  

1 3  

1 2  

1 0  

8 

7 

1 5  

1 1  

Survey item 
Not an accurate measure of what ESL students know 
and can do 

Media coverage has been unfair to teachers 

Score differences from year to year reflect changes in 
characteristics in students not school effectiveness 

Brought attention to education issues 

Benefits worth time and money 

Teachers raise state-mandated test scores 
without improving student learning 

Is a fad 

Measures high standards of achievement 

Accurate measure of student's achievement as a teacher's 
judgment 

Scores accurately reflect quality of education 

Media coverage adequately reflects quality of education 

Media coverage adequately reflects complexity of 
teaching 

Motivates previously unmotivated students 

Valid N (listwise) 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05 by the one sample t-test. 
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N Mean Std. Deviation 

287 3 . 1 5  .583 

298 2.89 .598 

295 2.8 1 .630 

298 2.69 .680 

297 2.56 .656 

296 2.4 1 .63 1 

295 2.22 .625 

296 2. 1 8  .721  

299 2.09 .677 

299 2.06 .6 12  

299 1 .92 . 589 

299 1 .85 . 6 12  

299 1 .83 .668 

274 

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 

. 1 22 

.0 1 3 *  

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 

.000* 



Principals' responses to survey items 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15 and 16 indicated that 

principals did not agree that (a) media coverage of the results of state-mandated high

stakes tests adequately reflects the quality of education, (b) scores accurately reflect 

quality of education, ( c) state-mandated high-stakes tests are as accurate a measure of 

student achievement as a teacher's judgment, (d) high-stakes tests motivate unmotivated 

students, ( e) state mandated tests measure high standards of achievement, ( f) high-stakes 

test� are a fad, (g) media coverage adequately reflects the complexity of teaching, and (h) 

· teachers raise state-mandated test scores without improving student learning. See Table 

12 for the specific responses. 

Research Question 2 

How do secondary school principals perceive the impact of state-mandated high

stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? 

A response to research question 2, regarding middle and high school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on the content and mode of 

instruction, was generated using descriptive statistics. An overall mean and standard 

deviation were computed for each survey item. 

To address research question 2, the survey items asked principals whether content 

and mode of instructional practices were being influenced by state-mandated tests. The 

following discussion is based on the principals' responses to survey item 19. The items 

composing question 19 were combined to form three scales: (a) Impact on Tested Subject 

Areas, (b) Impact on Noncore Subject Areas, and (c) Impact on Student and Classroom 
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and Student Activities. Item 19 presented principals with various content areas and asked, 

"In what ways, if any, has the amount of time spent on each of the following changed in 

your school in an effort to prepare students for state-mandated tests?" Principals selected 

their responses on a range from "decreased a great deal" ( 1 )  to "increased a great deal" 

(5 ). 

Data regarding secondary school principals' perceptions of the impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on tested subject areas are presented in Table 13 . The mean 

scores ranged from 2 .28 to 4 .3 2 .  A mean score above 3 .00 indicated an increase in the 

amount of instructional time spent in the area. One sample t-tests were run to determine if 

the mean of each item was significantly different from the mean score of 3 .00 . Principals' 

responses indicated an increase in the amount of time spent on subject areas that were 

tested. In contrast to instructional time in tested areas with high stakes attached, 

principals reported that the amount of instruction in areas not covered by state-mandated 

tests decreased. Additionally, principals reported that parental contact had increased 

somewhat as a result of state-mandated tests. 

Table 14 presents the mean scores for the four items that form the Noncore 

Subject Area Scale (i.e., foreign language, industrial/vocational education, physical 

education, and fine arts). The mean scores for these items ranged from 2 .73 to 2 .93 . 

Higher mean scores, greater than 3 .00 , indicated an increase in the amount of time 

devoted to an activity. One sample t-tests were run to determine if the mean of each item 

was significantly different from the mean score of 3 .00 . Overall, principals reported that 
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Table 13. Tested Areas Scale 

N Mean Std. deviation 

Tested areas 299 4.32 .735 .000* 

Tested areas with high 
stakes attached 293 4.20 .735 .000* 

Parental contact 299 3 .68 .750 .000* 

Tested areas without 
high stakes attached 294 2.86 .924 .008* 

Areas not covered by 
state-mandated tests 299 2.28 .883 .000* 

Valid N (listwise) 292 

Note. * denotes significant differeance at p < .05 by the one sample t-test. 

Ta.hie 14. Noncore Areas Scale 

N Mean Std. deviation 

Foreign language 276 2 .93 .690 . 1 1 7 

Industrial/vocational 
education 279 2.84 .77 1 .001 * 

Physical education 298 2.78 .648 .000* 

Fine arts 296 2.73 .722 .000* 

Valid N (listwise) 270 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05 by the one sample t-test. 

76 



the amount of time spent on instruction in fine arts, physical education, and 

industrial/vocational education moderately declined. 

Data regarding principals' perceptions of the impact of state-mandated high

stakes tests on items listed in the Classroom and Student Activities Scale (i.e., 

assemblies, class trips, and field trips) are presented in Table 1 5 .  The mean scores for 

these items ranged from 2 . 1 2  to 2 .66. Higher mean scores, greater than 3 .00 , indicated an 

increase in the amount of time devoted to an activity. One sample t-tests were run to 

determine if the mean of each item was significantly different from the mean score of 

3 .00 . Across all of the items in this scale, principals indicated a decrease in the amount 

of time spent on these activities. Principals reported that instructional activities related to 

classroom enrichment seemed to decrease the least (M = 2 .66), while class trips 

decreased the most (M = 2 . 1 2 ). 

Research Question 3 

Do secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction differ when examined by 

school level (e.g., middle and high school) and category (e.g., urban, suburban, and 

rural)? 

The response to research question 3 ,  regarding variance of middle and high school 

principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on the 

content and mode of instruction, when examined by school level and category, was 

generated using descriptive statistics. Means were generated for each survey item by 
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Table 15. Activities Scale 

N Mean Std. deviation 
Classroom 
enrichment activities 299 2.66 .785 .000* 

Student performances 299 2.59 .743 .000* 
Administrative school 
assemblies 299 2.56 .802 .000* 

Student free time 295 2.43 .734 .000* 
Field trips 299 2.34 .748 .000* 
Enrichment school 
assemblies 299 2.30 .828 .000* 

Student choice time 297 2.24 .743 .000* 
Organized play 297 2.22 .797 .000* 
Class trips 297 2. 1 2  . 827 .000* 
Valid N (listwise) 292 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05 by the one sample t-test. 

school level and school category. 

Inferential statistics were also used to address research question 3. Table 16 

presents the results. A MANOV A was run to explore differences in secondary school 

principals' perceptions of the value of state-mandated high-stakes tests when examined 

by school level and category. Significant differences in levels were found (p = .006). 

This indicates that at least one of the items significantly differed by level. To determine 

which individual items differed by level, individual ANOV As were run. Results from the 

individual ANOVAs are presented in Table 17. Means for each item are presented in 

Table 18 by school level. Differences were found in the way principals responded to 
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Table 16. MANOVA Results by Level and Category on the Perceived Value Scale 

Effect Wilks' F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 
lambda 

Intercept .007 2926.970(a) 1 3 .000 256.000 .000 

Category .904 1 .02 l (a) 26.000 5 1 2.000 .436 

Level .895 2.320(a) 1 3 .000 256.000 .006 

Category & level .929 .744(a) 26.000 5 1 2.000 .8 1 8  
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Table 17. ANOVA for Perceived Value of State-Mandated Test Scale Tests of 

Item # 

6 

7 

8 

9 

1 0  

1 1  

1 2  

1 3  

1 4  

1 5  

1 6  

1 7  

1 8  

Dependent variable 
Benefits worth time and 
money 
Media coverage adequately 
reflects quality of education 
Scores accurately reflect 
quality of education 
Brought attention to 
education issues 
Accurate measure of student 
achievement as a teacher's 
judgment 
Motivates previously 
unmotivated students 
Measures high standards of 
achievement 
Is a fad 
Media coverage has been 
unfair to teachers 
Media coverage adequately 
reflects complexity of 
teach�ng 
Teachers raise state-
mandated test scores without 
improving student learning 
Not an accurate measure of 
what ESL students know and 
can do 
Score differences from year 
to year reflect changes in 
characteristics in students not 
school effectiveness 

Between-Subjects Effects 

Type III sum 
of squares df Mean square 

.01 8 .0 1 8  

.240 .240 

. 1 36 . 1 36 

. 1 93 . 1 93 

.460 .460 

4. 198 4. 1 98 

.457 .457 

2.8 1 5  2.8 1 5  

.284 .284 

.943 .943 

.059 .059 

2. 1 86 2. 1 86 

· . 1 0 1  . 1 0 1  

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05. 
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F Sig. 

.043 .836 

.674 .4 12  

.358 .550 

.423 .5 1 6  

.998 .3 1 9  

1 0. 1 50 .002* 

.880 . 349 

7.8 1 0  .006* 

.789 .375 

2.645 . 1 05 

. 1 44 .704 

6.532 .0 1 1  * 

.243 .622 



Table 18. Perceived Value Scale Means by Level 

Level 

Middle School/Junior High High School 

Item # Mean Std. Error Mean Std. Error 
Benefits worth time and 

6 money 2.427 .06 1 2.445 .062 

Media coverage adequately 
7 reflects quality of education 3 . 1 23 .056 3 .057 .057 

Scores accurately reflect 
8 quality of education 2.97 1 .058 2.922 .059 

Brought attention to 
9 education issues 2.303 .064 2.244 .064 

Accurate measure of 

1 0  student's achievement as a 2.964 .064 2.874 .065 
teacher's judgment 

Motivates previously 
1 1 * unmotivated students 3 .353 .06 1  3 .079 .06 1  

Measures high standards of 
12  achievement 2.777 .068 2.867 .069 

1 3 *  I s  a fad 2.9 1 6  .057 2.69 1 .057 
Media coverage has been 

1 4  unfair to teachers 2.050 .056 2. 1 22 .057 

Media coverage adequately 

1 5  reflects complexity of 3 .2 1 5  .056 3 .085 .057 
teaching 

Teachers raise state-
mandated test scores without 

1 6  improving student learning 2.605 .060 2.573 .06 1  

Not an accurate measure of 

1 7 *  what ESL students know and 1 .723 .054 1 .922 .055 
can do 

Score differences from year 
to year reflect changes in 

1 8  characteristics in students not 2. 1 83 .06 1  2.226 .06 1 
school effectiveness 

Note. * denotes items that differ significantly at p < .05. 
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three items: (a) motivates previously unmotivated students (p = .002), (b) is a fad (p = 

.006), and (c) not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and can do (p = .011). 

To explore how these responses differed, the means were examined (see Table 

19). The lower the mean score, the more participants disagreed with the item. Middle 

school principals indicated greater disagreement than high school principals did with this 

statement: "State-mandated high-stakes tests motivate previously unmotivated students." 

High school principals' responses to all of the items were higher, indicating more 

agreement, except for this statement: "State-mandated high-stakes tests are not an 

accurate measure of what ESL students know and can do." 

A MANOV A was run to explore the differences in secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated tests on content and mode of instruction 

when examined by school level (e.g., middle and high school) and category (e.g., urban, 

. suburban, and rural) (see Table 20). Significant differences were found by level 

(p < .001) in the way principals responded to five items on the Tested Areas Scale. 

Individual ANOV As were run to examine how individual items diff�red by level in the 

way principals responded to the items on the Tested Areas Scale. Results from the 

ANOV As are presented in Table 21. Table 22 presents the differences that were found in 

the way principals responded to (a) areas not covered by state-mandated tests (p < .001) 

and (b) tested areas without high stakes attached (p = .028). The mean scores ranged from 

M = 1.930 to M = 2.940. Mean scores above M = 3.00 indicate an increase in 
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Table 19. Means for Differences in Perceived Value Scale 

Dependent variable Level Mean Std. Error 

Motivates previously unmotivated Middle school/junior high 1 .647 .06 1 
students 

High school 1 .921 .06 1 

Is a fad Middle school//junior high 2.084 .057 

High school 2.309 .057 

Not an accurate measure of what Middle school/junior high 3 .277 .054 
ESL students know and can do 

High school 3 .078 .055  

Table 20. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on Tested Areas Scale 

Wilks' lambda 

Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 

Intercept .0 1 3  4 1 96.096(a) 5 .000 282.000 .000 

Category .977 .648(a) 1 0.000 564.000 .773 

Level .859 9.278(a) 5 .000 282.000 .000* 

Category & level .957 1 .244(a) 1 0.000 564.000 .260 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05. 
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Table 21. ANOV A for Tested Areas Scale by Level 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Dependent variable 
Tested areas 

Areas not covered by 
state-mandated tests 

Tested areas with high 
stakes attached 

Tested areas without 
high stakes attached 

Parental contact 

Type III sum 
of squares 

.466 

24.939 

1 .643 

4. 1 1 6 

.509 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05. 

df Mean square F 

.466 . 846 

24.939 36.543 

1 .643 3.038 

4. 1 1 6 4.88 1 

.509 .954 

Table 22. Means for Differences in Tested Areas Scale 

Dependent variable Level Mean Std. error 

Areas not covered by Middle school/junior high 1 .930 .076 
state-mandated tests 

High school 2.575 .075 

Tested areas without Middle school/junior high 2.678 .084 
high stakes attached 

High school 2.940 .084 
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Sig. 

.359 

.000* 

.082 

.028* 

.330 



instructional time, and lower ones indicate a decrease. High school principals ' mean 

scores were higher, indicating that they spent more time on areas not covered by 

state-mandated tests and tested areas without high stakes. Both middle and high school 

principals' mean scores were less than M = 3 .00, however, indicating a decrease in the 

amount of time spent in these areas. 

A MANOV A was run to explore the differences in secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated tests on noncore areas, when examined by 

school level (e.g., middle and high school) and category (e.g. ,  urban, suburban, and rural) 

(see Table 23). Significant differences were found by level (p < .00 1) .  

Individual ANOV As found level differences in the way principals responded to 

four items on the Noncore Areas Scale. The differences were found in the way principals 

responded to (a) fine arts (p < .00 1 ), (b) physical education (p = .004), (c) foreign 

language (p < .00 1 ), and (d) industrial/vocational education (p < .001 ) .  Results from the 

Table 23. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on Noncore Scale 

Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 

Intercept Wilks' lambda .044 1424.954(a) 4.000 26 1 .000 .000 

Category Wilks' lambda .942 l .994(a) 8.000 522.000 .045 

Level Wilks' lambda .891 7.946(a) 4.000 26 1 .000 .000* 

Category & level Wilks' lambda .93 1 2.380(a) 8.000 522.000 .0 16  

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05. 
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ANOV As are presented in Table 24 . To explore how those differed, the means were 

examined (Table 2 5). A high mean score (M > 3 .00 ) indicated that more instructional 

time was devoted to this area. Overall, the means for middle and high school principals' 

responses indicated that there had been a slight decrease in the amount of instructional 

time related to these areas. The mean scores for high school principals' responses, 

however, were slightly higher than the mean scores for middle school principals' 

responses in all areas that differed significantly. 

Table 24. ANOV A for Noncore Areas Scale Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Type III Sum 
Source DeEendent Variable of S9uares df Mean S9uare F Si�. 
Category Fine arts 2. 1 08 2 1 .054 2. 1 58 . 1 1 8  

Physical education .6 1 0  2 .305 .737 .480 
Foreign language .987 2 .494 1 . 1 1 1  .33 1 
Industrial/vocational 
education 1 .553 2 .776 1 .407 .247 

Level Fine arts 1 0.672 1 0.672 2 1 .85 1 .000* 
Physical education 3 .464 3 .464 8.367 .004* 
Foreign language 5 .62 1 5 .621 1 2.648 .000* 
Industrial/vocational 
education 1 3 . 1 60 1 3 . 1 60 23 .853 .000* 

Category & level Fine arts .896 2 .448 .9 1 7  .401 
Physical education .906 2 .453 1 .095 .336 
Foreign language 2.793 2 1 .397 3 . 1 42 .045* 
Industrial/vocational 
education .641 2 .321 .58 1  .560 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05. 
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Table 25. Means for Differences in Noncore Areas Scale 

Dependent variable 
Fine arts 

Physical education 

Foreign language 

Industrial/vocational 
education 

Level 
Middle school/junior high 

High school 

Middle school/junior high 

High school 

Middle school/junior high 

High school 

Middle school/junior high 

High school 

Mean Std. error 

2.467 .068 

2.903 .063 

2.6 1 1  .063 

2.859 .058 

2.743 .065 

3 .060 .060 

2.532 . 073 

3 .0 1 6  .067 

A significant interaction between category and level was found (p = .016). 

However, when examined by category and level (see Table 26), only the principals' 

responses to the amount of time spent on foreign language were slightly significant. 

Overall, the responses indicated that there had been a slight decrease in the amount of 

time spent in foreign language courses. Further examination revealed that in the urban, 

suburban, and rural categories, high school principals' responses were higher than middle 

school principals' responses (see Figure 2). This indicated that in a high-stakes testing 

environment, high schools were spending more time than middle schools were on foreign 

language courses. Additionally, rural high school principals reported that they spent more 

time on foreign language courses than urban or suburban principals reported. In contrast, 

middle school principals reported that they spent less time on foreign language courses, 

as a result of state-mandated tests, than high school principals reported. The mean score 
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Table 26. Means for Differences in Foreign Language by Category and Level 

Dependent variable Category Level Mean Std. error 

Foreign language Urban Middle school/junior high 2.852 . 1 28 

High school 3 .037 . 1 28 

Suburban Middle school/junior high 2.857 . 1 1 3  

High school 3.026 . 1 08 

Rural Middle schooVjunior high 2.521 .096 

High school 3. 1 1 6 .068 
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Urban Suburban Rural 

-e - Middle school/junior high --- High school 

Figure 2. Foreign Language 
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for middle school principals in rural schools was lower than the mean scores for urban or 

suburban middle school principals. 

A MANOV A was run to explore the differences in secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated tests on classroom and student activities, 

when examined by school level ( e.g., middle and high school) and category ( e.g., urban, 

suburban, and rural) (see Table 27). Significant differences were found by level 

(p < .024). 

Individual ANOV As found level differences in the way principals responded to 

four items on the Activities Scale. The differences were found in the way principals 

responded to (a) student free time (p = .010), (b) student choice time (p = .008), 

(c) organized play (p = .007), and (d) student performance (p = .003). Results from the 

ANOVAs are presented in Table 28. To explore how those differed, the means were 

examined (Table 29). A high mean score (M > 3.00) indicated that more instructional 

time was devoted to this area. Overall, the means for middle and high school principals' 

Table 27. MANOV A Results by Level and Category on Activities Scale 

Wilks' 
Effect Lambda F H�othesis df Error df Si�. 
Intercept .053 555 .989 9 .000 278.000 .000 
Category .963 .592 1 8 .000 556.000 .906 

Level .934 2. 174 9.000 278.000 .024* 
Category & level .933 1 .087 1 8 .000 556.000 .36 1 

Note. • denotes significant difference at p < .05. 
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Table 28. ANOV A for Activities Scale by Level Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Type III Sum 
Source De:eendent Variable of Sguares df Mean Sguare 
Level Student free time 3.607 3 .607 

Field trips .225 .225 
Class trips .308 .308 
Student choice time 3. 884 3.884 
Organized play 4.622 4.622 
Enrichment school 

.734 .734 assemblies 
Administrative school 

.005 .005 assemblies 
Classroom 

.6 1 1  .6 1 1  enrichment activities 
Student performance 4.803 4.803 

Note. * denotes significant difference at p < .05. 

Table 29. Activities Scale Means by Level 

Level 

Middle School/Junior High 

Mean Std. Error 
Student free time 2.29 1 .066 

Student choice time 2.09 1 .067 

Organized play 2.047 .072 

Student performance 2.4 1 1 .067 
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High School 

Mean Std. Error 

2.535 .066 

2.344 .067 

2.323 .072 

2.692 .067 

F Si�. 
6.803 .0 1 0* 

.395 .530 

.446 .505 
7.08 1 .008* 
7.340 .007* 

1 .064 .303 

.008 .927 

1 .003 .3 1 7  

8 .866 .003* 



responses indicated that there had been a decrease in the amount of instructional time 

related to classroom and student activities. The mean scores for high school principals' 

responses, however, were slightly higher than the mean scores for middle school 

principals' responses in all areas. 

Summary 

Chapter Four has presented the findings of this study, including an analysis of 

participant demographics and responses to the survey items related to the three research 

questions. Participants responded to the five demographic questions in common: category 

of school, school performance, school level, location, and size of their school. Additional 

demographic information was also discussed. 

Descriptive statistics were used to describe secondary school principals' 

responses to research question 1 :  What are secondary school principals' perceptions of 

the value of state-mandated high-stakes tests? Means and standard deviations were 

computed for principals' responses to each survey item. The findings revealed that, 

overall, secondary school principals were in agreement that (a) State-mandated high

stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and can do, 

(b) media coverage of the results of state-mandated tests is unfair to teachers, (c) state

mandated high stakes tests have brought attention to education issues, and ( d) score 

differences from year to year reflect changes in characteristics of students and not school 

effectiveness. In contrast to this, principals indicated that they disagreed with the 
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statements that (a) media coverage of the results of state-mandated high-stakes tests 

adequately reflects the quality of education, (b) scores accurately reflect quality of 

education, ( c) state-mandated high-stakes tests are as accurate a measure of student 

achievement as a teacher's judgment, ( d) high-stakes tests motivate unmotivated students, 

( e) state mandated tests measure high standards of achievement, (f) high-stakes tests are a 

fad, (g) media coverage adequately reflects the.complexity of teaching, and (h) teachers 

raise state-mandated test scores without improving student learning. 

Descriptive statistics were computed to describe principals' responses to research 

question 2 :  How do secondary school principals perceive the impact of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? Means and standard deviations 

were computed for principals' responses to each item in the tested areas scale, noncore 

areas scale, and the activities areas scale. Findings revealed that, overall, principals 

perceived that their schools had increased the amount of time spent in subject areas with 

high-stakes tests. Additionally, principals indicated that the amount of parental contact 

time had been increased due to high-stakes tests. In contrast to an increase in the amount 

of time spent on tested subjects and an increase in parental contact, principals reported a 

decrease in the amount of time spent in all noncore subject areas (i.e., foreign language, 

industrial/vocational education, physical education, and fine arts). Additionally, 

principals reported a reduction in the amount of time spent on classroom and student 

activities (i.e., class trips, organized play, etc.) .  

93 



Finally, descriptive and inferential statistics were performed to address secondary 

school principals' responses to research question 3 :  Do secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and 

mode of instruction differ when examined by school level and category? A MANOV A 

was run to determine if there were any differences in secondary school principals' 

responses. Significant differences were found in principals' responses when examined by 

school level. ANOV As were run to explore the specific differences in middle and high 

school principals' responses. Results indicated that high school principals agreed more 

than middle school principals did that (a) state-mandated tests motivate previously 

unmotivated students, (b) state-mandated high-stakes tests are a fad, and ( c) state

mandated high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and 

can do. Additionally, high school principals across all categories (i.e., urban, suburban, 

and rural) indicated that their schools spent more time on areas not covered on the state

mandated tests, while middle school principals did not indicate this. Results also revealed 

that high schools spent more time on foreign language than middle schools did. 

Principals' responses were also examined by category. No significant differences 

were found by category. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Summary, Findings, Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations 

Summary 

Since the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1984 , the debate over high-stakes 

testing programs has escalated in the education, political, and research communities. The 

emphasis on high-stakes testing has emerged during what might be called the 

accountability era in education. This era came about because policymakers at the federal 

level were beginning to view America's public schools as failing due to a decline in 

student performance on standardized tests, poor academic performance, and a loss of 

economic competitiveness by the nation. All of these factors were seen as possible threats 

to the nation's existence. The authors of A Nation at Risk wrote: 

Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, 

science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors 

throughout the world. This report is concerned with only one of the many causes 

and dimensions of the problem, but it is the one that undergirds American 

prosperity, security, civility. We report to the American people that while we can 

take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically 

accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its 

people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a 
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rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people. 

(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 1) 

Because public schools are seen by the public and policymakers at the national, 

state, and local level as being in a state of decline, a great deal of legislation has been 

enacted to improve the effectiveness of America's public schools and to improve student 

learning. At the heart of this legislation, which includes the No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001 at the federal level and other legislation at the state and local levels, is high-stakes 

testing. According to Gulek (2003 ), 

Until the enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act, states had some leeway in 

determining whether to attach high stakes to the test results. However, with the 

passage of this act, every state-mandated testing program has become high stakes 

for schools and districts. (p. 42) 

Many people who are involved in public schools argue that high-stakes testing 

undermines the main purposes of education. More emphasis is being placed on scores 

achieved on high-stakes tests rather than on the achievement the scores represent. This 

has led to situations where high-stakes tests are driving the curriculum, forcing teachers 

to teach in ways that contradict best practice. According to Pedulla et al. (2003), 7 out of 

10 teachers in high-stakes states reported that state-mandated high-stakes tests have led 

them to teach in ways that contradict sound educational practice. This includes aligning 

their curriculum and assessments to mirror the state-mandated tests and devoting a large 

amount of instruction time to test preparation. 

96 



Even though there is a great deal of debate regarding the use of high-stakes tests 

to improve student performance and teacher effectiveness, those who do the real work, 

the principals and teachers at the building level, have been given very little say in the 

matter. Therefore, secondary school principals were included as participants in this study. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore secondary school principals ' perceptions 

of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of 

instruction in Tennessee. This research inquiry was framed and guided by the following 

research questions: 

1 .  What are secondary school principals '  perceptions of the value of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests? 

2 .  What are secondary school principals perceptions of the impact of state-mandated 

high-stakes tests on the content and mode of instruction? 

3 .  Do secondary school principals '  percyptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction differ when 

examined by school level (e.g., middle and high school) and category (e.g., urban, 

suburban, and rural)? 

Since the study involved the measurement of 54 1 secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the impact ofhigh-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction, a 
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survey was used to gather data. All of the participants in the study were principals of 

secondary public schools comprised of some combination of Grades 6 through 12. 

Summary of Findings 

The following summary is made in response to the three research questions in this 

study. The first question asked: What are secondary school principals' perceptions of the 

value of state-mandated high-stakes tests? From an analysis of the data, the following 

issues were revealed: (a) State-mandated high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of 

what ESL students know and can do, (b) media coverage of the results of state-mandated 

tests is unfair to teachers, ( c) state-mandated high stakes tests have brought attention to 

education issues, and ( d) score differences from year to year reflect changes in 

characteristics of students and not school effectiveness. Secondary school principals 

reported agreement related to these issues. The principals involved in this study disagreed 

with the following statements: (a) media coverage of the results of state-mandated high

stakes tests adequately reflects the quality of education, (b) scores accurately reflect 

quality of education, ( c) state-mandated high-stakes tests are as accurate a measure of 

student achievement as a teacher's judgment, ( d) high-stakes tests motivate unmotivated 

students, ( e) state mandated tests measure high standards of achievement, ( f) high-stakes 

tests are a fad, (g) media coverage adequately reflects the complexity of teaching, and 

(h) teachers raise state-mandated test scores without improving student learning. 
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The second research question asked: What are secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on the content and mode of 

instruction? To address this question, principals were asked if the amount of time spent in 

the following activities changed in their schools in order to prepare students for state

mandated testing: (1) tested subject areas, (2) noncore subject areas, and (3) classroom 

and student activities. Principals were asked to respond on a Likert scale that ranged from 

"decreased a great deal" (1) to "increased a great deal" (5). Principals' responses 

indicated an increase in the amount of time spent on subject areas that were tested. In 

contrast to the increase in the amount of instructional time spent in tested areas, 

principals reported a decrease in the amount of instructional time in areas not covered by 

state-mandated tests. 

Principals' responses to the amount of time spent in noncore areas indicated a 

decrease in the amount of time spent in these areas. Principals reported that instruction in 

fine arts, physical education, industrial/vocational education, and foreign language 

moderately declined. Moreover, principals reported foreign language as having the 

smallest decrease in time, while fine arts decreased the most. 

Principals' responses to items on . the classroom and student activities scale were 

consistent across all items. Secondary school principals reported a decrease in the amount 

of time spent on these activities. Activities related to classroom enrichment decreased the 

least, while class trips decreased the most. 
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The last research question asked: Do secondary school principals' perceptions of 

the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of 

instruction differ when examined by school level ( e.g., middle and high school) and 

category (e.g., urban, suburban, and rural)? Significant differences were found when 

principals' responses were examined by level. Differences were found in the way 

principals responded to three items: (a) State-mandated high-stakes tests motivate 

previously munotivated students, (b) state-mandated high-stakes tests are a fad, and ( c) 

state-mandated high-stakes tests are not an accurate measure of what ESL students know 

and can do. High school principals' responses to all of the items indicated more 

agreement to these items except to the statement: state-mandated high-stakes tests are 

not an accurate measure of what ESL students know and can do. Middle school 

principals' responses indicated they disagreed more than high school principals did with 

the item: motivates previously unmotivated students. 

A MANOVA was run to explore the differences in secondary school principals' 

perceptions of the impact of state-mandated tests on content and mode of instruction 

when examined by school level ( e.g., middle/junior high and high school) and category 

( e.g., urban, suburban, and rural) (see Table 20 ). Significant differences were found by 

level in the way principals responded to items on the Tested Areas Scale. 

Individual ANOV As were run to examine how individual items differed by level 

in the way principals responded to the items on the Tested Areas Scale. Results from the 

ANOV As are presented in Table 21. Differences were found in the way principals 
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responded to questions about (a) areas not covered bystate-mandated tests and (b) tested 

areas without high-stakes attached (see Table 2 2 ). The mean scores ranged from 

M = 1.930 to M = 2 .940 .  High mean scores of M > 3 .00 indicate an increase in 

instructional time, and scores below 3 .00 indicate a decrease. High school principals' 

mean scores were higher, indicating that their schools spent more time on areas not 

covered by state-mandated tests and tested areas without high stakes. Both middle and 

high school principals' scores were less than M = 3 .00 , however, indicating that they had 

a decrease in the amount of time spent in these areas. 

Significant differences were found by level in the way principals responded to 

four items on the Noncore Areas Scale: (a) fine arts, (b) physical education, (c) foreign 

language, and (d) industrial/vocational education. To explore those differences, the 

means were examined. A high mean score, M > 3 .00 , indicated that more instructional 

time was devoted to this area. Overall, the means for middle and high school principals' 

responses indicated that there had been a slight decrease in the amount of instructional 

time related to these areas; however, the mean scores for high school principals' 

responses were slightly higher than the mean scores for the middle school principals' 

responses in all areas. 

When examined by category and level, the principals' responses to the amount of 

time spent on foreign language were slightly significant. Overall, the responses indicated 

that there had been a slight decrease in the amount of time spent in foreign language 

courses. Upon examination, however, it was revealed that in the urban, suburban, and 
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rural categories, high school principals' responses were higher than middle school 

principals' responses. This indicated that in a high-stakes testing environment, high 

schools were spending more time than middle schools were on foreign language courses. 

Additionally, rural high school principals reported spending more time on foreign 

language courses than urban or suburban principals did. In contrast, middle school 

principals reported spending less time on foreign language courses than high school 

principals did, as a result of state-mandated tests. The mean score for middle school 

principals in rural schools was higher than the mean scores for urban or suburban middle 

school principals. 

Conclusions 

From the findings in this study, the following conclusions were drawn: 

1. The principals in this study agreed that state-mandated tests are worthwhile; 

however, there are negative consequences ( e.g., narrowing of curriculum, loss of 

time due to test preparation, and inaccurate reporting of results) attached to their 

use. Additionally, principals agreed that media coverage of high-stakes test results 

does not adequately report how much students are learning and how effective 

schools are. 

2. Principals reported an increase in the amount of time spent in areas that would 

improve students' performance on state-mandated high-stakes tests. Principals 

had a strong degree of agreement in reporting a decline in the amount of time 
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spent on all nontested areas and classroom and student activities. This finding is 

supported by the results from a recent nationwide survey of teachers (Pedulla et 

al., 20 03 ). 

3 .  When exploring secondary school principals' perceptions of the value of state

mandated tests by level and category, significant differences surfaced between 

middle and high school principals' responses to three areas. Both middle and high 

school principals agreed, however, that state-mandated tests are worthwhile but 

have negative consequences attached. 

4 . . An examination of secondary school principals' perceptions of the impact of 

state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction revealed 

significant differences by level in the amount of time spent on areas not 

represented in state-mandated high-stakes tests. Middle school principals reported 

a decrease in the amount of time spent in all areas not covered by state-mandated 

tests. High school principals reported less of a decrease than middle school 

principals did in the amount of time spent in these activities. 

Discussion 

The phenomenon under investigation was a study of middle and high school 

principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on the 

content and mode of instruction. Most of the research reviewed for this study involved 

teachers' and some principals' perceptions of the impact of high-stakes tests on student 
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learning. The majority of this research was related to teachers. There was very little 

research related to principals' perceptions of the impact of high-stakes tests. 

The secondary school principals who participated in this study indicated that 

state-mandated high-stakes tests are worth the investment of time and money. The 

findings in this study are supported by the results �om a recent nationwide survey of 

teachers. The National Board on Educational Testing and Public Policy (Pedulla et al., 

2003) conducted a nationwide study to ascertain teachers' attitudes and opinions about 

state-mandated testing programs. According to the results, 

The curriculum standards or frameworks established by states are intended to 

articulate high expectations for academic achievement and clear outcomes for 

students. Such curriculum standards have the consequence of establishing 

homogeneity of course content, thereby focusing classroom instruction and 

providing teachers with a clear purpose. Regardless of stakes levels, the majority 

of teachers were positive about their state's content standards or frameworks. 

Fifty-eight percent of all responding teachers reported that their state-mandated 

test is based on a curriculum that all teachers should follow. Similarly, more than 

half of all teachers (55%) reported that if they teach to the state standards or 

frameworks, students will do well on the state test. (Pedulla et al., 2003, p. 23) 

The principals in this study and the teachers who participated in the National Board on 

Educational Testing and Public Policy study both indicated agreement that accountability 

systems and high-stakes tests raise academic expectations, but that some unexpected 
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negative consequences come with them. For example, one of the principals involved in 

this study wrote on the survey that, "testing is a pain but it has improved instruction!" 

It is very clear from the data collected in this study that these principals perceive 

state-mandated high-stakes tests as having positive consequences, and they also believe 

that there are some negative consequences attached to them. Some of the negative 

consequences include (a) a loss of instructional time due to the preparation for high

stakes tests, (b) a narrowed curriculum, and ( c) inaccurate reporting of the results by the 

media. 

Based on the findings of this study, it was concluded that middle and high school 

principals perceive that high-stakes tests have both positive and negative consequences. 

The results of this study seem to support Stecher' s (200 2 )  argument: 

Overall, the evidence suggests that large-scale high-stakes testing has been a 

relatively potent policy in terms of bringing about changes within schools and 

classrooms. Many of these changes appear to diminish students' exposure to 

curriculum, which undermines the meaning of test scores. It will take more time 

and more research to determine on balance whether the positive impact on 

teaching practice and student learning outweigh the negative ones. (p. 100 ) 

The findings from this study are supported by other research studies (Abrams, Pedulla, & 

Madaus, 2003 ; Brown, 1993 ) that reported principals and teachers perceive high-stakes 

tests as leading to outcomes other than those intended. Most of the unintended 

consequences of these tests are negative. 
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Another conclusion of this study was that middle and high school principals 

perceive that the use of high-stakes tests leads teachers to teach to the test. As a result, 

areas that are not tested are being given little attention. This conclusion is clearly 

supported by other studies of teachers and principals indicating that high-stakes tests have 

led to narrower curricula and less time spent on content that is not covered by the tests 

(Bolon, 2000; Brown, 1993; Gordon & Reese, 1997; Jinkins, 2001; Mintrop, 2003; 

Pedulla, 2003; Reed, McDonough, Ross, & Robichaux, 2001). In a more recent study 

conducted by the National Board on Educational Testing and Public Policy (Pedulla et 

al., 2003), 60% of the teachers who participated in the study indicated that the time they 

spent on instruction in tested areas had increased a great deal and the time spent on 

nontested content had been reduced. 

Recommendations for Future Research and Practice 

The following recommendations are made based on the findings of this research 

study: 

1. This study should be replicated to include elementary principals to determine if 

the findings related to principals' perceptions of the value and impact of state

mandated high-stakes tests on instruction may be generalized to all levels. 

2. This study should be replicated due to the low reliability level of the tested areas 

scale. If the replicated study produces the same results, it would validate this 

study. 
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3. Research should be done to examine if state-mandated high-stakes tests are having more 

of a negative impact on elementary and middle schools than on high schools. 

4 .  Further research needs to be done to determine how accountability systems can maximize 

benefits and minimize negative consequences. 

5. Findings from this study need to be made available to policymakers to determine what 

effects state-mandated tests are having on instruction in Tennessee. 

6. Middle school principals and school districts should consider the research related to the 

benefits of foreign language before reducing the amount of time spent on it. Research 

shows it is important to offer foreign language instruction as a part of the academic 

curriculum in the early grades, with continuation through middle and high school. 

7. Teachers and principals should not make important decisions about ESL students based 

on one test. Low scores on standardized tests may mean nothing more than that a learner 

has not mastered the English language well enough to demonstrate his or her content 

knowledge and skills on a test. 

8. High-stakes d�cisions should not be made regarding a school or district with high 

numbers of ESL students based solely on test data. The data may only indicate that a 

school or district has a high percentage of ESL students and may not be representative of 

the quality of instruction. 

9. Tennessee should revise the manner in which test results are reported to the public. 

Currently, test results that are published in the newspaper and broadcast on television 

include just the actual numerical scores. There is very little explanation about the schools, 
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the populations they serve, or improvements or gains over the previous year. As a result, 

the parents, the business community, and others tend to use the test scores as a way of 

comparing the schools to each other. In essence, what they are doing is comparing apples 

and oranges. 
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Survey Modification Form 

IMPORTANT! ! ! !  

Survey Modification Form 

Please take this opportunity to assist me in making any needed modifications to the 
survey instrument by addressing the items below. 

1 .  Do you think the questions in this survey adequately represent the topic? 

D Yes D No 

If no, please explain. _______________ _ 

2. Please provide any comments that would improve the layout or clarity of the 
questions or instructions in the survey instrument. 

Comments: 

Thank you for your time! 
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Prenotification Letter 

April 11, 2006 

· Dear Principal: 

A few days from now you will receive in the mail a request to fill out a brief survey for 
an important statewide study. The purpose of the study is to explore secondary school 
principals' perceptions of the impact of state-mandated, high-stakes tests on instruction in 
Tennessee. 

I am writing in advance because we have found that many people like to know ahead of 
time that they will be contacted. This study is an important one that will help 
policymakers, educators, the public, and others understand the perceived impact of state
mandated, high-stakes tests on instruction in Tennessee's public secondary schools. The 
results of the study will be made available to policymakers for use in framing 
accountability policy for the state. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. It is only with the generous help of principals 
like you that this research can be successful. 

Sincerely, 

Clifford Davis, Jr. 
Principal 
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Sample Letter to School Principals 

April 2006 

Dear Principal: 

I am an administrator with the Knox County School System and a doctoral student 
working with Dr. E. Grady Bogue at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. As a part of 
my dissertation, I am conducting a survey. The purpose of this research is to determine 
secondary school principals' perceptions of the value and impact of high-stakes tests on 
content and mode of instruction in Tennessee. 

Your participation in this study consists of completion of a survey concerning the impact 
of state-mandated high-stakes tests on instruction. Completion of this survey should 
require about 1 5  minutes of your time .. There is minimal risk involved in participating in 
this study. Your identity will be kept confidential. The survey instrument does have an 
identification number. This will enable me to determine which surveys have not been 
returned. No individual responses will be revealed, and all data will be reported in a 
composite form. 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the 
researcher, Clifford Davis, Jr., at Karns High School, (865 ) 539 -8670 , ext. 163 , or by 
e-mail (davisc29 @k12 tn.net). If you have questions about your rights as a participant, 
contact the compliance section of the Office of Research at the University of Tennessee 
Knoxville at (865 ) 974 -3466. 

Please complete and return the enclosed questionnaire using the stamped addressed 
envelope by April 2 5 , 20 06. Thank you for your cooperation. 

Sincerely, 

Clifford Davis, Jr. 
Knox County Schools 
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Permission to Use Survey Instrument 

Dear Mr. Davis, 
Feel free to use the Teacher's Survey. The only request that the National 
Board has is to see your completed work and your results. It would be 
interesting to see your results. Good luck with your dissertation, please let 
us know if there is anything else we can help you with, Cindy Yang. 
I On Wed, 6 Jul 200 5 2 2 :40 :06 -0 400 
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Survey Instrument 

Instructions for completing the survey: The purpose of this study is to explore secondary school principals' 
perceptions of the value and impact of state-mandated high-stakes tests on content and mode of instruction in 
Tennessee. These issues are particularly important for the education reform efforts that are currently taking place. 

Your individual responses will be kept strictly confidential and will not be provided to any other person or group. 
Since you have been selected as part of this study, your responses are very important. 

1 .  Which category best describes your school? 

D Urban 
D Suburban 
D Rural 

2. How do your school's results on the state-mandated test compare to those of other 
schools in your state? 

D Above average 
D Average 
D Below Average 

3 .  Which level best describes your school? 

D Middle School/Junior High 
D High School 

4. In which part of the state is your school located? 

D East 
D Middle 
D West 

5 .  Which category best describes the size of  your school? 

D 1 - 499 
D 500 - 999 
D 1 000 - 1499 
D 1 500 - 1 999 
D 2000 + 
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Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements (#6-#18) by filling in the box 
that corresponds with your response. 

Strongly 
Agree Disagree 

Strongly 
Agree Disagree 

6. Overall, the benefits of the state-
mandated testing program are worth D D D D 
the investment of time and money. 
7. Media coverage of state-mandated 
testing issues accurately reflects the 

D D D D quality of education in the state. 

8. Scores on the state-mandated test 
accurately reflect the quality of D D D D 
education students have received. 
9. The state-mandated test has brought 
much needed attention to education D D D D 
issues in my district. 
1 0. The state-mandated test is as 
accurate a measure of student D D D D 
achievement as a teacher's judgment. 
1 1 . The state-mandated test motivates 
previously unmotivated students to D D D D 
learn. 

1 2. The state-mandated test measures 
D D D D high standards of achievement. 

1 3 . The state-mandated testing 
D D D D 

program is just another fad. 

1 4. Media coverage of state-mandated 
testing issues has been unfair to D D D D 
teachers. 
15 .  Media coverage of state-mandated 
testing issues adequately reflects the D D D D 
complexity of teaching. 
16 .  Teachers in my school have found 
ways to raise state-mandated test 

D D D D scores without really improving 
student learning. 
1 7. The state-mandated test is NOT an 
accurate measure of what students who 

D D D D are acquiring English as a second 
language know and can do. 
1 8. Score differences from year to year 
on the state-mandated test reflect 
changes in the characteristics of D D D D 
students rather than changes in school 
effectiveness. 
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1 9. In what ways, if any, has the amount of time spent on each of the following activities changed in your school in 
order to prepare students for the state-mandated testing program? 

Stayed 
Increased 

Decreased a Moderately 
About the 

Moderately a 
Great Deal Decreased 

Same 
Increased Great 

Deal 

Instruction in tested areas D D D D D 

Instruction in areas not covered by the D D D D D 
state-mandated test 

Instruction in tested areas with high 
stakes attached (e.g., promotion, D D D D D 
graduation, teacher rewards) 

Instruction in tested areas without 
D D D D D 

high stakes attached 

Instruction in the fine arts D D D D D 

Instruction in physical education D D D D D 

Instruction in foreign language D D D D D 

Instruction in industrial/vocational 
D D D D D education 

Student free time (e.g., recess, lunch) D D D D D 

Field trips (e.g., museum tour, 
D D D D D hospital tour) 

Class trips ( e.g., circus, amusement 
D D D D D park) 

Student choice time (e.g., games, 
D D D D D computer work) 

Organized play (e.g., games with 
D D D D D other classes) 

Enrichment school assemblies (e.g., 
professional choral group D D D D D 
performances) 

Administrative school assemblies 
D D D D D ( e.g., awards ceremonies) 

Classroom enrichment activities (e.g., 
D D D D D guest speakers) 

Student performance (e.g., class 
D D D D D plays) 

Parental contact D D D D D 
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Background Information 

20. How many years of administrative experience do you have including this year? 
D 1 D 4-8 D 1 3-20 
D 2-3 D 9- 12 D Over 20 

2 1 .  What is your gender? D Female D Male 

22. Please mark the appropriate range of your age. 
D 20-30 D 4 1 -50 
D 3 1 -40 D 5 1 -60 

23 . Mark ALL of the following categories that best describe you. 

D African American 

D American Indian or Alaskan Native 

D Asian 

D White 

D Pacific Islander 

D Hispanic 

0 60+ 

D Other, please specify: ________________________ _ 

Thank you for your cooperation with this study! 

Your feedback is greatly appreciated! 
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Characteristics of Survey Respondents 

% of 
Respondents Characteristics N Respondents 

Gender 
Male 77 2 2 .5 
Female 2 21 73 .2 
20 -30 1 .3 
31-40 43 14 .2 

Age 41-50 70 23 .2 
51-60 1 57 5 2 .0 
60+ 27 8.9 
African American 34 11 .4 
American Indian/ 

Race/Ethnicity 
Native American 1 .3 
White 263 88.6 
Asian/Pacific Islander 0 .0 
Hispanic 1 .3 

School Level 
Middle/Jr. High School 138 4 5 .7 
High School 161 53 .3 
Urban 58 19 .2 

School Category Suburban 79 26.4 
Rural 162 53 .6 
Above average 1 21 40 .1 

School Performance Average 1 56 51 .7 
Below average 18 2 .3 
1-499 9 2  30 .5 
500 -999 134 44 .4 

School Size 1000 -1499 46 1 5 .2 
1 500 -1999 19 6.3 
2000 + 8 2 .6 
1 4 1 .3 
2 -3 20 6.6 

Years of 4 -8 93 30 .8 
Administrative 9 -12  5 5  18.2 Experience 

13 -20 66 21 .9 
Over 20 60 19 .9 
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Thank Yon/Reminder Postcard 

May 1 ,  200 5 

Two weeks ago a survey seeking your opinions about the impact of state-mandated, high
stakes tests on content and mode of instruction in Tennessee was mailed to you. Your 
name was taken from a list of all middle and high school principals in the state of 
Tennessee. 

If you have already completed and returned the survey to me, please accept my sincere 
thanks. If not, please do so today. I am especially grateful for your help because it is only 
by asking educators like you to share your opinions that we can truly understand how 
state-mandated policies are impacting teaching and learning. 

If you did not receive a survey, or if it was misplaced, please call me at (865 )5 39 -8670 
(extension 163) and I will send you another via U.S. mail today. 

Clifford Davis, Jr. 
Principal of Karns High School 
2710 Byington-Solway Road 
Knoxville, TN 3 79 31 
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Second Sample Letter to Principals 

May 2 5 , 2006 

About four weeks ago I sent you a survey that asked about your opinion of the impact of 
high-stakes on content and mode of instruction in Tennessee. To the best ofmy 
knowledge, it has not been returned. 

The response rate from principals involved in the study has been great. I believe that the 
results will be useful to policymakers, educators, and others. 

I am writing again because of the importance your response is in helping me get accurate 
results. It is only with the participation of the majority of the principals in public schools 
in the state that I can be sure that the results are representative. 

A survey identification number is printed on the back of the survey so I can check your 
name off as the surveys are returned. After the student has been completed the list of 
names of participants will be destroyed so that so that individual names can never be 
connected to the results in any way. Protecting the confidentiality of the participants in 
the study is very important to me. 

I hope that you will complete and return the survey soon. If for any reason, you choose 
not to complete it, please let me know by returning a note or blank survey in the enclosed 
stamped envelope. 

Sincerely, 

Clifford Davis, Jr. 

P.S. If you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (865 )  539 -8670 , extension 
163 . 
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Content of Instruction 

Content Items Scale 
Tested areas Tested Areas 
Tested areas not covered by state mandated Tested Areas 
tests 
Tested areas with high stakes Tested Areas 
Fine arts Non-core 
Foreign language Non-core 
Industrial/vocational Non-core 
Physical education Non-core 
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Mode of Instruction 

Mode of Instruction 
Basic Skills 
Classroom enrichment 
Concept development 
Cooperative learning 
Critical thinking 
Field trips 
Individual seat work 
Using problems similar to those on the test 
Whole group instruction 
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