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EX CEL LENCE IN ED U CA TION VER SUS
HIGH-STAKES STAN DARD IZED TESTING

Asa G. Hilliard, III
Geor gia State Uni ver sity

The ev i dence is miss ing for high-stakes stan dard ized test ing of ei ther in tel li gence or achieve ment
as a re form tool, a tool for pro duc ing higher stu dent achieve ment. The fo cus on in valid test ing al -
lows us to ig nore the well-doc u mented im por tance of the qual ity of teach ing as a key fac tor in stu -
dent achieve ment. There is no doubt that teach ers can be come pow er ful agents in rais ing the
ac a demic per for mance of chil dren to high lev els, re gard less of com mon im ped i ments such as pov -
erty, bi lin gual ism, and so forth. With the ex treme and al most ex clu sive fo cus on high-stakes test ing, 
we lose the op por tu nity to sup port valid staff de vel op ment that would make all of our teach ers pow er ful.

For years I have been in ter ested in a spe cial
group of ed u ca tors. They are the ones who cre -
ate pow er ful ed u ca tion en vi ron ments. They are
the ones who are not puz zled about how to raise
the achieve ment lev els of chil dren from any
back ground to lev els of ex cel lence. They are the
ones who see the uni ver sal ge nius, spirit, and
hu man ity in all chil dren. Things like pov erty, bi -
lin gual sta tus, sin gle-par ent fam i lies, and even
threat en ing neigh bor hood en vi ron ments pres -
ent no ob sta cle to the at tain ment of ex cel lence
for their stu dents.

These are the edu ca tors who are lost in the
aggre gate, which includes those unsuc cess ful
edu ca tors who are puz zled about how to teach
for excel lence. Most suc cess ful edu ca tors are
“invis i ble,” unknown, and not fea tured. There
are thou sands of them in hun dreds of schools.
When we focus our atten tion on clus ters of these 
edu ca tors, there is much to learn. In fact, I have
often referred to the dis tinc tion between such
edu ca tors and the more typ i cal edu ca tors as the
dis tinc tion between two con ver sa tions. Not
only are these suc cess ful edu ca tors dis tinct in
their behav ior from the more typ i cal ones, when 
they do take the time to reflect on what they do
and speak about their work, their con ver sa tion
is dis tinct as well. They talk about dif fer ent

things in dif fer ent ways than their less suc cess -
ful coun ter parts.

The pro ver bial “fly on the wall” in the fac ulty
rooms in schools where chil dren are not suc -
ceed ing would very likely hear a con ver sa tion
in which chil dren, their fam i lies, and their com -
mu ni ties are seen as the source of the prob lems
of low per for mance. The chil dren’s atten dance,
mis be hav ior, “defi cient” lan guage, aggres sive -
ness, and so forth are high lighted as com mon
top ics. Sim i larly, par ents are seen as not car ing,
as unable to be of help to chil dren, and as
unwill ing to become involved in the school.
Even whole com mu ni ties and cul tures are seen
as dys func tional. All of this is reflected in the
con ver sa tions that many pro fes sion als have
about chil dren and their per for mances in the
schools.

What Can We Learn From Ed u ca tors Whose 
Stu dents Achieve Ex cel lence?

In my expe ri ence, a very dif fer ent kind of
con ver sa tion takes place among edu ca tors who
suc ceed in spite of all imped i ments. In my expe -
ri ence, such edu ca tors not only talk about dif -
fer ent things, but they have a very dif fer ent
worldview as well. They talk about their tri als
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and errors. They talk about lofty goals, goals of
excel lence, and a sense of mis sion and des tiny.
They talk about the school as a fam ily. They talk
about the com mu nity and their part in it. They
view each child as a spe cial gift, a small bun dle
of enor mous poten tial. Their high hopes for the
chil dren are matched only by the sac ri fices that
they do not need to be urged to make because
they are driven to ensure that no child is left
behind. They are prob lem solv ers.

There are indeed edu ca tors who are suc cess -
ful, regard less of cir cum stances, in rais ing the
achieve ment of vir tu ally all chil dren to lev els of
excel lence, not merely min i mum com pe tency. I
have spo ken often about pro grams such as Pro -
ject SEED (Spe cial Edu ca tional Enrich ment for
the Dis ad van taged) (Mezzacappa, 1990) and
Begin ning School Math e mat ics (Miller &
McKin non, 1995). In both cases, chil dren as
young as 3 years of age and all the way into
higher edu ca tion are taught abstract, con cep tu -
ally ori ented math e mat ics in Socratic-type
inter ac tive class rooms, work ing not with text -
books but with manipulatives or sim ply with
chalk and black board. Pro fes sor Everard
Barrett (1994, 1998) is a pow er ful teacher and an
excel lent staff devel oper who has sim i lar
accom plish ments to his credit. For exam ple, he
taught reg u lar fifth-grade stu dents in Bed ford
Stuyvesant pub lic schools, most of whom
passed the ninth-grade achieve ment exam i na -
tion for New York state. These were poor and
minor ity chil dren who are nor mally in the low -
est quar tile. Barrett’s tech niques are nation ally
rec og nized due to stu dents achiev ing excel -
lence based on high assess ment rat ings given by 
school dis tricts located in major Amer i can cit -
ies. In each case, these edu ca tors bring many
years of suc cess in a vari ety of socio eco nomic
set tings. The stark con trast between the results
achieved by such teach ers and what is typ i cally
expected from chil dren in low socio eco nomic
cir cum stances is enor mous.

Children are not screened spe cif i cally for
these edu ca tors. It is only the luck of the draw
that deter mines whether chil dren will be served 

by the pow er ful teach ers or by the alter na tive.
This sim ple fact has enor mous con se quences for 
how we should think and behave in the design
of edu ca tional oppor tu nity. Hun dreds of indi -
vid ual schools such as the New Suncock School
in Lovell, ME; the Sankofa Afri can Cen tered
Char ter School in East Lan sing, MI; Lin coln
High School in Dal las, TX (under recently
deceased prin ci pal Napo leon Lewis); and Gar -
field High School in the Los Angeles bar rios
dur ing the time of Jaime Escalante dem on strate
qual ity teach ing. Indi vid ual teach ers, whole
schools, and, in some cases, whole dis tricts defy
the odds. In pre school, ele men tary, sec ond ary,
or higher edu ca tion, good teach ing mat ters.
When good teach ing occurs, all chil dren achieve 
at lev els that we can cur rently describe to be
excel lent.

Finally, there is an impres sive and grow ing
body of lit er a ture sup port ing what I have said.
Cumu la tive and Resid ual Effects of Teachers on
Future Stu dents’ Aca demic Achieve ment
(Saunders & Rivers, 1998), Achieving Despite
Diver sity, The Study of High Achieving, High Pov -
erty Schools in West Vir ginia (Hughes, 1995), the
national study of excel lent schools by Schmoker
(1996), reported on in his book, Results, and the
Edu ca tional Trust doc u men ta tion of gap-clos -
ing schools (Hay cock, 1998) fea ture edu ca tors
who pro vide an empir i cal foun da tion to show
that they know what to do and do what they
know. What is the source of this excel lence? Is it
the use of high-stakes stan dard ized test ing?
Hardly! Few of these edu ca tors, if any, use stan -
dard ized high-stakes test ing as a tool to get high
achieve ment.

Much more could be said about these two
con ver sa tions, between those who pro duce and
those who do not. How ever, one thing we might
ask about in prob ing both of these con ver sa tions 
is how they are sim i lar or dif fer ent in the way
that they view high-stakes stan dard ized test ing. 
In my expe ri ence, they dif fer mark edly in their
level of pre oc cu pa tion with such tests. They dif -
fer mark edly in their inter pre ta tion of the mean -
ing of the tests.
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The Le git i mate De sire for Ac count abil ity
and for the High est Stan dards

Children, par ents, com mu ni ties, and the pub -
lic at large, includ ing pol icy mak ers, have every
right to raise the dif fi cult ques tion of whether
schools achieve appro pri ate goals. More than
that, they have the pro found respon si bil ity to
ask. There can be no argu ment about the neces -
sity for high stan dards. There fore, there should
be no con fu sion when high-stakes test ing is crit -
i cized. Con fu sion makes some inter pret the crit -
i cism of high-stakes stan dard ized test ing as
oppo si tion to high stan dards. Noth ing could be
fur ther from the truth. It is very impor tant that
we under stand what the real issues are in this
debate and dia logue. High stan dards may not
be con nected to high-stakes stan dard ized test -
ing at all. In fact, an argu ment can be made that
the con tent of some stan dard ized high-stakes
test ing reflects low stan dards, (Zach a rias, 1977;
Schwartz, 1977a). The high stan dards mean lit -
tle unless they are met. The real issue is to give
chil dren the teach ers who can make them reach
high stan dards. I call this power teach ing.

Many years ago, Dr. Barbara Sizemore and I
were cochairs of the 10-mem ber Task Force on
Black Ac a demic and Cul tural Ex cel lence.
(Hilliard & Sizemore, 1984). We coedited a pub -
li ca tion for the Na tional Al li ance of Black School 
Ed u ca tors ti tled Saving the Af ri can-Amer i can
Child. In that pub li ca tion, we called for the fol -
low ing high stan dards for all high school stu -
dents. We did so as a task force be cause we were
quite fa mil iar with ed u ca tors who know how to
get vir tu ally all of their stu dents to reach those
stan dards.

The Task Force notes that per for mance goals for pub -
lic schools are usu ally stated in terms of nor ma tive
scores (where stu dents, classes, or schools rank as
com pared to other stu dents). This is grossly in ad e -
quate for our pur poses. We be lieve that a high level
of ac a demic achieve ment is within reach of vir tu ally
all Af ri can Amer i can chil dren. Spe cifically, we be -
lieve that the fol low ing cri te rion lev els of per for -
mance in ba sic sub jects must be es tab lished as
stan dards and must be reached by our chil dren by
the end of the twelfth grade.

1. Math e mat ics: Cri te rion per for mance, al ge bra in the
sixth grade and cal cu lus by the twelfth grade.

2. Eco nom ics: Cri te rion per for mance, un der stand ing
of the work ings of the Amer i can eco nomic and
other eco nomic sys tems.

3. Po lit i cal Sci ence: Cri te rion per for mance, an un der -
stand ing of and the abil ity to dis cuss the work ings
of the Amer i can po lit i cal sys tem.

4. Com puter Com pe tence: Cri te rion per for mance,
abil ity to write com puter pro grams in one or more
lan guages.

5. His tory: Cri te rion per for mance, an un der stand ing
of and the abil ity to dis cuss Af ri can Amer i can per -
spec tives on stan dard his tor i cal top ics com monly
taught in schools.

6. Lan guage Arts: Cri te rion per for mance, to be able to
write a term re search pa per dem on strat ing the abil -
ity to use com mon Eng lish, ap pro pri ate doc u men -
ta tion of ideas, and ap pro pri ate pre sen ta tion of
ideas.

7. For eign Lan guage: Cri te rion per for mance, a speak -
ing, read ing, and writ ing knowl edge of at least one
for eign lan guage. The ac qui si tion of com pe tence in
an Af ri can lan guage should be avail able as an op -
tion.

8. Sci ences: Cri te rion per for mance, a pass ing grade in
a course equiv a lent to gen eral chem is try. This as -
sumes that the com mon prac tice is to re quire ap pro -
pri ate coursework in bi o log i cal and phys i cal sci -
ences as a pre req ui site.

9. Vo ca tional: Cri te rion per for mance, typ ing, child
care, work hab its, em ploy abil ity.

10. Af ri can Amer i can His tory and Cul ture: Cri te rion
per for mance, abil ity to tell the gen eral story of Af ri -
can and Af ri can Amer i can peo ple from ear li est
times to the pres ent.

In ad di tion to the cri te rion per for mances in
ac a demic ar eas cited above, cer tain gen eral ac a -
demic goals which tran scend the dis ci plines
men tioned above are at tain able. Among these
are the fol low ing:

• The dem on stra tion of crit i cal think ing
• The dem on stra tion of cre ativ ity
• The dem on stra tion of the ac qui si tion of a sys -

tem atic ap proach to prob lem solv ing and the
dem on stra tion of an un der stand ing of the sci en -
tific method

Our think ing on the cri te rion lev els of per for -
mance is in es sen tial har mony with two re cent
ed u ca tion re ports. The Col lege Board Re port,
Ac a demic Prep a ra tion for Col lege: What Stu dents
Need To Know and Be Able To Do and Paidiea Pro -
posal ed ited by Dr. Mortimer Adler.

These are not un rea son able goals for Af ri can
Amer i can stu dents, if fair, eq ui ta ble, ap pro pri -
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ate, and high qual ity in struc tional sup port is of -
fered to them. (Hilliard & Sizemore, 1984,
pp. 35-36)

The Lan guage of High Stan dards and the
Con struc tion of Fail ure in In tel li gence or
Ap ti tude

Pub li ca tion of Saving the Afri can Amer i can
Child: A Report of the National Alli ance of Black
School Edu ca tors, Inc. (Hilliard & Sizemore, 1984) 
pre ceded the cur rent empha sis on high stan -
dards. In fact, at the time that the National Alli -
ance of Black School Edu ca tors called for these
stan dards, the cry was for “min i mum com pe -
ten cies” at the national level, as national pol icy!
In our report, we chose to empha size course
com ple tion and rig or ous aca demic cur ric ula as
the cen ter piece of evi dence for meet ing high
stan dards. But even beyond tra di tional aca -
demic high stan dards, the think tank that pro -
duced that report spoke to the need for devel op -
ing stu dents who would become men and
women of high char ac ter with the capac ity to
cre ate joy ful envi ron ments that would be ful fill -
ing to their spir i tual needs. Indeed, I know of no
higher or more com pre hen sive stan dards called 
for then or now. Thus, meet ing excel lent stan -
dards of per for mance is not the issue for most of
the edu ca tors who I know. If not, then what is
the issue?

The dis cus sion of high-stakes stan dard ized
test ing must include ref er ence to the pol i tics of
stan dard ized test ing. There is a well-doc u -
mented his tory here, a his tory of abuse of
minor i ties and the poor. We may like to think
that such things, if they exist at all, are in the
past. How ever, they are as pres ent today, even
though they may be pre sented in a more dis -
guised form.

Few peo ple have read The Bell Curve: Intel li -
gence and Class Struc ture in Amer i can Life
(Herrnstein & Murray, 1994). Fewer still know
its his tory and con text. It is a highly sophis ti -
cated ren der ing on pop u lar old ideas in new
cov ers. Skip past the pseudo sci ence reflected in
the many charts and graphs and go straight to
the end of the inter pre tive and pol icy rec om -
men da tion chap ters (espe cially Chap ters 17-22
and, more spe cif i cally, Chap ters 21 and 22). The

real agenda for the book and for those who pro -
vide the sup port for the authors is con tained in
these seem ingly inno cent chap ters. Here we
have the real dan gers of the mis use of one type
of high-stakes stan dard ized test exposed. The
authors see IQ as intel li gence, and they see intel -
li gence as the casual fac tor for pov erty and for
afflu ence, or low- and high-class sta tus. This
means that the low class does not have the men -
tal capac ity to be improved, and there fore, char -
i ta bly, they should be neglected.

In ter est ingly, Herrnstein and Murray (1994)
see the underclass as a vir tual ag gres sor and at
least a threat. The fol low ing dem on strates their
view.

Fac ing Re al ity About the Underclass
What new ways? There are many pos si bil i ties,

but the cen tral ones all in volve the underclass. We
fear that a new kind of con ser va tism is be com ing the
dom i nant ide ol ogy of the af flu ent—not in the so cial
tra di tion of an Edmund Burke or in the eco nomic
tra di tion of an Adam Smith but “con ser va tism”
along Latin Amer i can lines, where to be con ser va -
tive has of ten meant do ing what ever is nec es sary to
pre serve the man sions on the hills from the men ace
of the slums be low. In the case of the United States,
the threat co mes from an underclass that has been
with Amer i can so ci ety for some years but has been
the sub ject of un re al is tic anal y sis and in ef fec tual, of -
ten coun ter pro duc tive pol icy. The new co ali tion is
al ready afraid of the underclass. In the next few de -
cades it is go ing to have a lot more to be afraid of.
Now is the time to bring to gether from many chap -
ters through out the book the im pli ca tions of cog ni -
tive strat i fi ca tion for the underclass. (pp. 518-519)

Herrnstein and Murray pro nounce the fi nal sen -
tence on chil dren with low in tel li gence. In do ing so,
they are un aware of or fail to take into ac count the
thou sands of pow er ful teach ers who raise the per for -
mances of low-in tel li gence chil dren to high lev els.
These teach ers de stroy the IQ cor re la tion, be cause IQ 
is tied to pov erty and to achieve ments, but not with
good teach ers in the mix (Fuller, 1977).

There will still be jobs for low skill la bor, mostly with
ser vice busi nesses and pri vate house holds, but the
nat u ral wage for those jobs will be low. At tempts to
in crease their wage ar ti fi cially (by rais ing the min i -
mum wage, for ex am ple, or man dat ing job ben e fits)
may back fire by mak ing al ter na tives to hu man la bor
more af ford able and, in many cases, by mak ing the
jobs dis ap pear al to gether. Peo ple in the bot tom
quar tile of in tel li gence are be com ing not just in creas -
ingly ex pend able in eco nomic terms, they will some -
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time in the not-too-dis tant fu ture be come a net drag.
In eco nomic terms and bar ring a pro found change in
di rec tion for our so ci ety, many peo ple will be un able
to per form that func tion so ba sic to hu man dig nity:
putt ing more into the world than they take out.
(Herrnstein and Murray, 1994, pp. 519, 520)

What is the des tiny of the poor? Herrnstein and
Murray (1994) sug gest a part of the an swer:

In short, by cus to dial state, we have in mind a
high-tech and more lav ish ver sion of the In dian res -
er va tion for some sub stan tial mi nor ity of the na -
tion’s pop u la tion, while the rest of Amer ica tries to
go about its busi ness. In its less be nign forms, the so -
lu tions will be come more and more to tal i tar ian. Be -
nign or oth er wise, “go ing about its busi ness” in the
old sense will not be pos si ble. It is dif fi cult to imag -
ine the United States pre serv ing its her i tage of in di -
vid u al ism, equal rights be fore the law, free peo ple
run ning their own lives, once it is ac cepted that a sig -
nif i cant part of the pop u la tion must be made per ma -
nent wards of the state. (p. 526)

This cus to dial state is a life sen tence with no pos si -
bil ity of pa role for the poor be cause they are not
merely re garded as poor but as be yond help. This is
con trary to the re cord cited ear lier on power teach ing 
and power schools. Then Herrnstein and Murray
raise the ante. Things will get even worse.

Herrnstein and Murray (1994) set tle for find -
ing a place for the poor in the new caste sys tem:

The Goal and a Def i ni tion
The broad est goal is a so ci ety in which peo ple

through out the func tional range of in tel li gence can
find and feel they have found a val ued place for
them selves. For “val ued place,” we of fer a prag -
matic def i ni tion: You oc cupy a val ued place if other
peo ple would miss you if you were gone. (p. 535)

Thus, the au thors pro nounce with fi nal ity
that low-achiev ing chil dren are de fec tive ma te -
ri als. They must find a “place” and be put in it,
and they should stay in their place: “Gov ern -
ment pol icy can do much to fos ter the vi tal ity of
neigh bor hoods by try ing to do less for them” (p. 540).

Ulti mately, the authors rec om mend aban -
don ment of the poor, not with stand ing their nice 
way of say ing it.

The mate rial from The Bell Curve above must
be placed in con text. Herrnstein acknowl edges
that he and Murray were at the Amer i can Enter -
prise Insti tute and at Har vard. In addi tion, sup -
port for the book came from the Bradley Foun -

da tion in Chi cago. More over, Murray appears
to be a fix ture at the Her i tage Foun da tion, as
well as hav ing been a pol icy adviser to con ser -
va tive pres i dents. More over, the pol icy rec om -
men da tions in The Bell Curve are closely aligned
with the pol icy pro pos als that come out of the
con ser va tive think tanks that have housed
Herrnstein and Murray. Blaming the poor for
pov erty, assert ing that noth ing can be done
because of their innate lack of capac ity, and call -
ing for neglect, indi vid u al ism, and a with drawal
of fis cal sup port, along with many other such
pol i cies, are really the widely sup ported and
increas ingly imple mented con ser va tive
agenda. Per haps this explains the pop u lar ity of
The Bell Curve, a New York Times best-seller, but
not among pro fes sional psy chol o gists. It takes
the gen eral pub lic to make a best-seller. Fur ther -
more, The Bell Curve was pub lished with out
peer review. My friend, Herb Kohl, gave me an
800 num ber of a foun da tion that invited calls
from higher edu ca tion insti tu tions, offer ing
$20,000 to any col lege or uni ver sity that would
host Charles Murray in a debate on the book.
This sounds like pro pa ganda, not schol ar ship.
“Bell curve think ing” is more typ i cal than many
will admit (Snyderman & Rothman, 1990).

The point here is that we can not take the
high-stakes stan dard ized test ing move ment as
an inno cent school improve ment activ ity. There
are those who like chil dren—even other peo -
ple’s chil dren and poor and minor ity chil dren—
and who are also attracted to the mys tique of
stan dard ized test ing, some believ ing that ben e -
fi cial use can be made of it. In some cases, ben e -
fi cial use can be made of achieve ment tests.
How ever, fol low ing the con ser va tive agenda
and prac tices, mak ing final admis sions and
place ment deci sions solely on the basis of these
tests (high-stakes deci sions) is unsci en tific, un-
pro fes sional, and bad pub lic pol icy.

Bell curve think ing is the enemy of the mil -
lions of chil dren who have unrec og nized
genius. As doc u mented above, sav age inequal i -
ties in school ser vices are elim i nated by giv ing
stu dents equal access to good teach ers. The
power of good teach ing now has over whelm ing 
sup port in the lit er a ture. The high-stakes stan -
dard ized test ing move ment advo cates can not
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ignore the con nec tion of such uses to the pes si -
mists who are, in fact, ene mies of the poor.

We can not escape the fact that low expec ta -
tions for a large seg ment of our pop u la tion are
endemic in Amer ica. Not only are low expec ta -
tions endemic, but there is also an alien ation,
even a dis like for poor chil dren and for cer tain
minor ity eth nic groups in the United States. A
vis ceral reac tion, often very neg a tive, lies just
below the sur face of polite dis course about
low-achiev ing stu dents. The best recent exam -
ple was when the Oak land Pub lic School
“Ebonics” caused the hys ter i cal, irra tio nal and
unin formed, over whelm ingly neg a tive and
dehu man iz ing reac tions of so many edu ca tors,
pol i ti cians, bureau crats, civil rights lead ers, and 
var i ous media sources oppos ing the chil dren,
teach ers, admin is tra tors, fam i lies, and the Afri -
can culture in gen eral (Perry & Delpit, 1995). No
one can read Perry and Delpit and feel any thing
but shame and appre hen sion about the neg a tive 
feel ings expressed in the cri sis toward the chil -
dren and this cul ture. The ques tion is, how
many more issues per tain ing to low per for -
mance would bring these latent neg a tive feel -
ings back to the sur face (Adger, Chris tian, &
Tay lor, 1999)?

WHAT IS HIGH-STAKES
STAN DARD IZED TESTING?

There is a fun da men tal dis con nect between
high-stakes stan dard ized test ing and the move -
ment toward excel lence in edu ca tion. First,
there is the issue of test valid ity. Sim ply put, it is
rare to find high-stakes stan dard ized tests that
have any mean ing ful valid ity. Sec ond, there is
the ques tion of appro pri ate stan dards. In few
dis tricts do the lofty goals adopted by boards of
edu ca tion match the stan dards reflected in
high-stakes stan dard ized test ing. In some cases, 
nei ther the school goals nor the high-stakes
stan dard ized tests reflect high stan dards.

There is very lit tle debate but that stan dard -
ized tests, if they mea sure any thing of value at
all, mea sure a very nar row range of behav iors,
many of them at a very low level of think ing.
Much more could be said about the valid ity and
appro pri ate ness of high-stakes stan dard ized

test ing. We may sum ma rize the crit i cisms in the
fol low ing way: High-stakes stan dard ized test -
ing tends to fall into two cat e go ries. On one
hand, there are tests that pur port to tell us what
a stu dent’s capac ity is, some times called “apti -
tude tests,” “IQ tests,” and/or “intel li gence
tests.” In the sec ond cat e gory, there are achieve -
ment tests that pur port to tell us whether a stu -
dent has mas tered the cur ric u lum.

The capac ity, IQ, and/or intel li gence tests
are nor mally eval u ated pri mar ily by whether
the scores on those tests are asso ci ated or cor re -
lated with later achieve ment test scores by stu -
dents. That asso ci a tion or cor re la tion is called
“pre dic tive valid ity.” The goal of pre dic tive
valid ity is for edu ca tors to make good guesses
about edu ca tion out comes. Some times, those
who argue for such tests claim that they can be
used as “diag nos tic” devices, devices that
explain what per for mance is, how it came
about, or the pres ence or source of mal func -
tions. Implicit in the prac tice of diag no sis is the
idea that there is an approach to teach ing, based
on this diag nos tic infor ma tion, that would
improve aca demic achieve ment out comes for
chil dren. Of course, no doc u men ta tion of valid
test/teach ing con nec tions appears in the tech ni -
cal man u als that accom pany such tests. The
tech ni cal man u als merely record the research
that doc u ments asso ci a tion or cor re la tion
between test scores and achieve ment.

False Prophets: Pre dic tive Va lid ity 
With out Re gard for Ac cess to
High-Qual ity Teaching

The eas i est way to chal lenge such claims of
pre dic tive valid ity is to look at the exam ples of
pow er ful edu ca tors and pow er ful schools such
as those men tioned above. Over and over again,
chil dren whose ini tial scores would cause test
users to pre dict the chil dren’s fail ure not only
suc ceed, but they suc ceed at the high est lev els of 
excel lence when offered appro pri ate instruc -
tion. The high cor re la tion or asso ci a tion
between tests of apti tude, intel li gence, capac -
ity, and so forth can be accounted for by the
sim ple fact that both the capac ity tests and the
achieve ment tests, if mea sures of any thing, are

298 Jour nal of Teacher Ed u ca tion, Vol. 51, No. 4, Sep tem ber/Oc to ber 2000



mainly mea sures of oppor tu nity to learn testlike 
mate rial. They are pure and sim ple mea sures of
expo sure. More over, the tests of intel li gence,
abil ity, and apti tude can not be regarded as
diag nos tic, nor is there a body of lit er a ture to
show con nec tions between such tests, instruc -
tional “pre scrip tions,” and ben e fi cial out -
comes for chil dren. The rit ual or rou tine of test -
ing is quite wide spread and prom i nent. The
ben e fits of such test ing are non ex is tent (Heller,
Holtzman, & Messick, 1982; Hilliard, 1994;
Skyrtic, 1991).

Diag nos tic assess ments that are linked to
pow er ful instruc tion that results in pow er ful
stu dent learn ing out comes do exist. How ever,
such approaches should be char ac ter ized as
assess ments rather than high-stakes stan dard -
ized tests of capac ity (Feuerstein, 1979;
Feuerstein & Rand, 1997). The only real pur pose
of stan dard ized capac ity tests is rank ing/clas si -
f i  ca t ion for seg re gat  ing stu dents into
nonbeneficial instruc tions. The out come of such 
prac tices places poorly served chil dren, the vic -
tims of “sav age inequal i ties” (Kozol, 1991), at a
severe dis ad van tage for oppor tu ni ties to learn.

Stan dard ized intel li gence tests are the pri -
mary basis for most spe cial edu ca tion place -
ments, a truly high-stakes deci sion. A cur sory
look at the makeup of the spe cial edu ca tion pop -
u la tion in the United States should raise ques -
tions imme di ately. As Table 1 shows, more than
one half of the spe cial edu ca tion place ments are
of stu dents regarded as “learn ing dis abled,” a
very soft cat e gory, mean ing that there is great
ambi gu ity and uncer tainty about this label.
Look at the hard diag nos tic cat e go ries such as
audi tory and visual impair ments. Clearly, the
more ambig u ous the assess ment, pri mar ily IQ
based, the higher the fre quen cies. (Heller et al.,
1982; Skyrtic, 1991).

When we add the lack of evi dence of effi cacy
of treat ment in spe cial classes to the prob lem of
ques tion able valid ity of assess ment (Skyrtic,
1991), it is easy to see that the con se quences of
being given a label, clas si fied into a cat e gory,
and given spe cial ser vices are a high-stakes
assess ment prob lem of tre men dous pro por -
tions. Stigma and iso la tion are but two aspects
of the prob lem.

Some high-stakes stan dard ized test ing, such
as admis sions test ing to col leges and uni ver si -
ties, rely on the pre sumed pre dic tive valid ity of
tests. Yet, over and over, we see evi dence that
chal lenges this valid ity (Smith, 1984; Slack &
Por ter, 1980; Cole, 1991; Messick, 1980). Scores
can be raised by coach ing. If so, which score is
the real score? How do we deal with dif fer en tial
access to good coach ing?

Even when we rely on stan dard ized tests for
pre dic tion, many who do so are not aware of an
impor tant dif fi culty. What ever the strength of
the rela tion ship between a dis tri bu tion of scores 
on an apti tude test and the pre dic tive valid ity
coef fi cient (a later mea sure of achieve ment), the
stron gest part of the rela tion ship is at the mid -
dle of the dis tri bu tion. It is at the high est or low -
est score lev els where the great est errors in pre -
dic tion occur.

ACHIEVE MENT TESTING

In the ory, stan dard ized achieve ment tests
may offer some ben e fit. What is being claimed
by achieve ment test mak ers and users is that
stan dard ized achieve ment test ing is a fair mea -
sure of the cur ric u lum that is offered by the
school. All achieve ment test mak ers claim
implic itly or explic itly that tests have con tent
valid ity, that is, that they are a fair match to the
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TA BLE 1: Types of Dis abil ities Served

IDEA, Part B

Dis abil ity Num ber Per cent age

Spe cific learn ing dis abil i ties 2,513,977 51.1
Speech or lan guage im pair ments 1,023,655 20.8
Men tal re tar da tion 580,855 11.6
Se ri ous emo tional disturbancea 428,168 8.7
Mul ti ple dis abil i ties 89,646 1.8
Hear ing im pair ments 65,568 1.3
Or tho pe dic im pair ments 60,604 1.2
Other health im pair ments 106,509 2.1
Vi sual im pair ments 24,877 0.5
Deaf ness-blind ness 1,331 0.0002
Au tism 22,780 0.4
Trau matic brain in jury 7,188 0.0014
All dis abil i ties 4,915,168 100

NOTE: From U.S. De part ment of Ed u ca tion (1996).
a. IDEA now also calls this cat e gory “emo tional dis tur bance,”\
drop ping “se ri ous” in some but not all of its pro vi sions.



school cur ric u lum and objec tives. The pop u lar
term for this cri te rion is test/cur ric u lum align -
ment. No school dis trict would or should know -
ingly buy and use a stan dard ized achieve ment
test that obvi ously did not match its cur ric u lum. 
We need not take much time to dem on strate the
fal sity of that claim of align ment. Some years
ago at the Insti tute for Research on Teaching, a
report con tained the sum mary of empir i cal
obser va tion. This obser va tion was about the
com par i son of text book con tent (i.e., aca demic
top ics cov ered in text books) and stan dard ized
achieve ment tests con tent (i.e., aca demic top ics
cov ered by achieve ment tests). Do they match?
The con tent area was fifth-grade math e mat ics.
Are they aligned?

In fifth-grade math e mat ics, where one might
expect to find fairly high agree ment regard ing
con tent, the real ity is that nation ally stan dard -
ized tests show a very poor record of align ment
with nation ally stan dard ized text books. In fact,
it appears that the aver age over lap between
stan dard ized text book con tent and stan dard -
ized text con tent hov ers some where around
50%. The sit u a tion is even worse in other areas
of the cur ric u lum, where there is less agree ment
on con tent. This means that chil dren who sit for
such stan dard ized high-stakes exams, if they
are nation ally stan dard ized tests, often must
attempt items on top ics half of which they have
not been taught! We can only imag ine the gross
nature of the mis match between texts and tests
in cur ric ula areas where there is low con sen sus
about con tent.

How ever, this is not the worst of it. The in sti -
tute re port deals with “ideal” cir cum stances.
What is the real cur ric u lum that is of fered to
chil dren? First, what are the ac tual top ics that
are taught to chil dren in the class room? These
top ics may be very dif fer ent from what ap pears
in the text book. There fore, there is even less
over lap be tween what is ac tu ally taught and the 
con tent of stan dard ized high-stakes test ing.
There is one fur ther is sue: How do we ac count
for the va ri ety of com pe ten cies among teach ers? 
What is the qual ity of in struc tion to which stu -
dents are ex posed, even when the goals and
con tent are com mon? How con fi dent can we be
in the eq ui ta ble ex po sure of chil dren to high-

qual ity teach ing of all top ics in the text book or
cur ric u lum out lines and in a na tion ally stan -
dard ized test that is aligned with the stu dent’s
text book or cur ric u lum out line? This is not a
triv ial mat ter. The source of chil dren’s low or
high per for mance may well be due to the poor
qual ity of in struc tion that they re ceive:

A June anal y sis of mid dle school stu dents’ poor per -
for mance on in ter na tional math and sci ence tests
found that the low scores can’t be ex plained by the
wider di ver sity of U.S. stu dents tak ing the test, a fre -
quent scape goat. The real cul prit? A weak cur ric u -
lum.

In Jan u ary, the Amer i can As so ci a tion for the Ad -
vance ment of Sci ence rated as “sat is fac tory” only
four of 12 com mon mid dle school math text books,
and those were n’t the four texts ap pear ing in most
class rooms.

Why else would only about a fifth of U.S. eight-
grad ers take al ge bra, while in coun tries rank ing
high est on in ter na tional math tests, that fig ure rises
to nearly 100%?

And why do so many mid dle school math teach -
ers lack col lege train ing in the sub ject they teach? An
es ti mated 36% of all math teach ers lack a ma jor or
mi nor de gree in the sub ject; most of those fall in the
mid dle school grades of seven and eight. (“Ed u ca -
tion’s Weakest Link,” 1999, p. 3)

Now let us look at one dis trict where there is doc u -
men ta tion about how teach ers are dis trib uted. If this
is ac cu rate, then high-stakes stan dard ized test ing is
not the ap pro pri ate re sponse.

Not only does New York City have a dis pro por tion -
ate num ber of un cer ti fied teach ers, but those who do 
pass the state cer tif i ca tion ex ams tend to score much
lower than their coun ter parts in the sub urbs and up -
state, ac cord ing to state data that will be placed into
ev i dence to day in a land mark school-fi nanc ing case.

The data shows that 31 per cent of teach ers in the
city’s pub lic schools failed the main cer tif i ca tion
exam—the lib eral arts and sci ences tests—at least
once, com pared with only 4.7 per cent of teach ers
else where in the state. About 47 per cent of city teach -
ers who took the state cer tif i ca tion test for math
failed at least once, com pared with about 21 per cent
of teach ers else where. And 26.9 per cent of city teach -
ers who took the state test that mea sures el e men tary
teach ing skills failed, com pared with 3 per cent else -
where.

About 12 per cent, or 10,000, of the city’s teach ers
are un cer ti fied. Be cause se nior teach ers can of ten
choose which schools they teach in, many of the un cer -
ti fied teach ers work in the schools with the poor est chil -
dren and the low est stu dent per for mance [ital ics added].
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(“City Teachers’ Low Scores Cited in School Aid
Suit,” 1999, p. 1)

Even the min i mal amount of in for ma tion
from the two ex am ples from the In sti tute for Re -
search on Teaching re port shows the com pli -
cated prob lems for as sess ments in a na tion that
val ues lo cal con trol of the ed u ca tion pro cess and 
that abides sav age in equal i ties in school ser -
vices. The bot tom line is that there is no na tional
cur ric u lum. Con se quently, there can be no na -
tion ally stan dard ized test that is valid for mea -
sur ing this cur ric u lum that does not ex ist. The
pro fes sion als in test ing re fer to this is sue as a
mat ter of con tent va lid ity. The bad news is that
the sit u a tion is even worse than I have de scribed 
so far, for the sim ple rea son that we must as sess
whether ei ther text book or stan dard ized achieve-
ment tests or both to gether ac tu ally con sti tute
an ex cel lence-ori ented cur ric u lum. We are very
likely to find min i mum com pe ten cies em pha -
sized, not high stan dards.

Given the suc cess ful expe ri ences of chil dren
with good edu ca tors, such as those who I have
shown above, we would have to say that the
entire pro cess of high-stakes stan dard ized test -
ing of a high-stakes nonstandardized cur ric u -
lum gets fail ing marks (Barrett, 1994, 1998; Hay -
cock, 1998; Saunders & Rivers, 1998). In other
writ ing, I have argued that high-stakes stan -
dard ized achieve ment tests have been used
more as decoys than as mea sures of stan dards of 
qual ity (Hilliard, 1999). Pol icy mak ers are often
timid in approach ing the prob lem of what to do
about sup port ing schools and demand ing
excel lence from them. Pol icy mak ers have
sought a quick fix, a sim ple fix, a cheap fix, and
an uncom pli cated fix. This is the eas i est thing
for a pol icy maker to do, to appear to make a
valid effort to solve the prob lem of school
improve ment, some times called “school
reform.” When the money and the resolve are
not there, the easy thing to do is to manip u late
the require ments for high-stakes stan dard ized
achieve ment tests and call it reform.

Gen erally speak ing, there is very lit tle drain
on the bud get when using test require ments as
the ham mer to attempt to cre ate high achiev -
ers, as evi dence of com mit ment to school im-
provement. On the other hand, real school

improve ment—improve ments that guar an tee
high achieve ment on com pre hen sive high-level
goals—would require appro pri ate resources.
For exam ple, it is a fact that many teach ers
who teach math e mat ics and sci ence course
work are teach ing out side their field of prep a -
ra tion. It is also known that the dis tri bu tion of
unpre pared teach ers often fol lows the pat -
terns asso ci ated with minor ity sta tus and pov -
erty, with the best-pre pared teach ers going to
the most afflu ent and pre ferred groups. I know
of no account abil ity sys tems for schools and
stu dents that face this hor ri ble fact or mobi lize
to address it.

The weight is being taken by the chil dren for
the fail ures of adults, either on the pol icy level
or in the class room. It is because of these con di -
tions reflect ing the maldistribution of good ser -
vices that when we set tle on a rigid use of high-
stakes stan dard ized aca demic achieve ment
tests, we sup port invalid and unfair prac tices,
prac tices that penal ize neglected chil dren.

The com mit ment to such invalid high-stakes
stan dard ized test ing prac tices changes the very
nature of the dia logue on school improve ment.
For exam ple, dur ing the imple men ta tion phase
of Goals 2000, the pro cess was nearly half way
com pleted before it was acknowl edged, and
pos si bly before it was real ized, that some vital
aspects of a whole cur ric u lum had been left out
of the goals alto gether. Art and music, for exam -
ple, had not been included. It was only with a
supreme lob by ing effort that they were added
to the goals in the later stages of the pro cess.
What else is left out of the cur ric u lum? In what
kind of dia logue would we engage to see the big
pic ture, make judi cious choices about the con -
tent of school cur ric u lum, and appro pri ate
assess ment of the results of our efforts?

It is a real pity. Over the course of my more
than 40 years of ex pe ri ence in ed u ca tion, it ap -
pears that we are in the same place where we
have been all along. It is a shame to be in this
place, given our greater knowl edge of the tech -
ni cal in ad e qua cies and the po lit i cal abuses of
high-stakes stan dard ized test ing and greater
knowl edge of the in eq ui ties that are cre ated by
pol i cies that are touted as be ing aimed at pro -
duc ing ben e fits for chil dren.
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One of psy chol ogy’s most de fin ing as saults on oth -
ers was our early mis use of one of our dear est pur -
suits, namely, the def i ni tion and mea sure ment of
in tel li gence. Along with the bi ol o gists, an thro pol o -
gists of their time, Amer i can psy chol o gists as sumed
the in tel lec tual su pe ri or ity of the white race. (Strick -
land, 2000, p. 332)

The cri tiques of stan dard ized test ing are nu -
mer ous and dev as tat ing. The doc u men ta tion of
sav age in equal i ties in the pro vi sion of stu dent
op por tu ni ties in school is equally dam ag ing.
The chal lenge of a dif fer ent type of cur ric u lum
and dif fer ent types of stan dards has been made
nu mer ous times by vi sion ary ed u ca tors who
paint the big pic ture, a big pic ture that re flects a
deep and abid ing faith in the hu man ness and in
the hu man ca pac i ties pos sessed by vir tu ally all
of our stu dents. We seem to have de scended to
the low est com mon de nom i na tor even as we
talk about high stan dards.

Where Do We Go From Here?

I have often said that the mat ter of school
improve ment is hardly rocket sci ence. To eaves -
drop on the con ver sa tion that goes on among
pow er ful edu ca tors who do suc ceed is to hear
that hard work, rather than new or eso teric
meth ods, mat ters. Fur ther more, among those
edu ca tors, there is lit tle to no sup port for
high-stakes stan dard ized aca demic achieve -
ment tests. The great edu ca tors such as
Abdulalim Shabazz and Jaime Escalante pro -
duced stu dents whose achieve ments were
excel lent, far sur pass ing the medi o cre goals
reflected in stan dard ized tests (Hilliard, 1991).
The achieve ments were not just aca demic but
social and cul tural as well. The prob lem is not
that the high-stakes stan dard ized tests are too
dif fi cult but that they do not rep re sent the
schools of the real world. Rather, they rep re sent
enor mous prof its for the cor po ra tions that make 
them. It may not even be their fault that their
tests fail to match the real-world cur ric u lum.
More at fault may be those pol icy mak ers
among us who are unable to pro duce a con sen -
sus on what con sti tutes the out comes of edu ca -

tion. Such pol icy mak ers give the assess ment
com mu nity an impos si ble task.

The high-stakes stan dard ized move ment
actu ally inter feres with and impedes the oppor -
tu nity for edu ca tors and com mu ni ties to frame a 
human future for our chil dren. The cur rent dia -
logue is bogged down in trivia. Our chil dren are
spe cial gifts with awe some poten tial. They may
never get the oppor tu nity to be chal lenged by
the types of edu ca tors that they deserve, partly
because our patho log i cal pre oc cu pa tion with
high-stakes stan dard ized test ing deflects atten -
tion from the need to build greater teach ing
capac ity among our edu ca tors.

In clos ing, I must say that appro pri ate high-
qual ity struc tures can release the genius of
teach ers, genius that is cur rently bound up by
the impo si tion of hast ily con ceived, over sim pli -
fied schemes for school improve ment. Many
teach ers whom I see have become depressed
and ter ror ized by the mind less demands for
inap pro pri ate stan dard iza tion not only in test -
ing but in teach ing as well. Their human ity has
been chal lenged in much the same way that the
sys tem chal lenges the human ity of our chil dren. 
Many are being turned into robots that lead
drill-and-kill ses sions to pre pare for low-level
high-stakes achieve ment tests. For many, the joy 
is gone, the hope is gone, and their pride is
crushed. The cli mate in many schools that I see
is more like a fac tory than any thing else.

The way out of the mess that we are in is to
oper ate in much the same way that sports fig -
ures do in the Olym pics. To run the race, to be at
the cen ter of things, one must run and win qual i -
fy ing heats. To be in the deci sion-mak ing posi -
tion in the design of the edu ca tional futures for
chil dren, the price for par tic i pa tion must be a
track record of suc cess. Mas ter teach ers and
mas ter edu ca tional lead ers can design teach ing
and learn ing pro cesses, school struc tures, and,
yes, assess ment approaches that exhibit both
stan dards of excel lence and valid rela tion ships
to excel lent edu ca tional achieve ment. They can
also res cue most of the low-per form ing teach ers 
and help them to become pow er ful agents of
stu dent change in achieve ment.
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In the final anal y sis, the real ques tions are the
fol low ing: What do we really want, and what do 
we have the will to achieve? Is the value of every 
child such that we will leave no stone unturned
in guar an tee ing for them a future that brings out 
their full poten tial? Will we keep “weigh ing the
ele phant” to make it grow; will we feed and nur -
ture it? We need high-stakes ser vices for our
chil dren. Then, any test ing will be a mat ter of
small con cern.
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