Better Alternatives to Standardized Tests

This section is included to provide examples for those who desire to move beyond reductionistic standardized and multiple-choice testing and move toward, rich, meaningful, authentic, real-world assessment that are actually part of the learning process rather than  something that stops learning to measure it. For those who say, well what else can we do, this section may provide useful examples of better instructional strategies.
There are all kinds of authentic, real world assessments that show the breadth, depth, texture, and nuances of student learning beyond the fill in the circles, multiple-choice way of recognizing the “correct,” simplistic answer among four choices.

Examples include portfolios and progress-folios of student work, demonstrations, exhibitions, rich tasks, projects, performances, essays, student-led portfolio conferences, service learning and community service, labs, recitals, inventions and student creations, rubrics, panel discussions, journals, creative writing, cooperative learning/problem-solving events, community displays, classroom-based  assessments and feedback, debates, group problem-solving activities, mock trials and mock legislatures, conflict-resolution and peer mediation exercising, writing laws and bills, creative problem solving tasks, student organized campaigns/initiatives, PowerPoint presentations, website designs and other displays of technological and media literacy, mechanical problem-solving and CAD design, art work, plays, musical and theatrical performances, panel review site teams, self-assessment and peer-assessment. And yes, with these kinds of rich, meaningful, powerful assessments, standardized and other tests can also be used to round our view of how students can demonstrate their learning. Mostly we must first say what it is we value in terms of whom students become and what we want them to learn and develop. If we actually come to some agreement on the kinds of thinking, communication and interaction skills that we think are important for youth to develop to thrive as human beings and citizens in our democratic society and diverse, changing world, then we can move on to decide what kinds of assessment means we should use to simultaneously PROMOTE and DEMONSTRATE these capacities, qualities, and competencies.

Can you imagine the kind of education children would be having, the kinds of capacities they would be developing, and the kinds of learning they would be demonstrating if these kinds of assessments, designed to PROMOTE learning not just crudely measure it for comparison and the statistical purposes of sorting and labeling, were the norm instead of the exception? They give us far better diagnostic information, quickly, and if they are primarily used to communicate to the student and parents and community, they are far more richly informative as to what students are learning, what they can do. They do not have to stop learning to demonstrate it. More importantly it helps us see WHO our students are becoming. And, if we are more concerned about promoting their learning than just evaluating or comparing for top-down accountability purposes, then they can even be pretty inexpensive if they are designed by teachers and students. This is a better way, a better qualitative standard, not just a quantitatively higher one. And they engage, excite, and empower students to learn, grow, and develop into the kind of persons who can thrive in and improve our democratic society and diverse, changing world. This is 21st century cutting-edge, authentic, holistic, systemic, research-based assessment, NOT the crude, blunt, simplistic, polarizing, misleading, inaccurate, narrow, and shallow assessment of the 1930s-50s which has been politically revived and injected into our current public education system. The media wants to create “heat” and not promote “light” and so continues to use the latter kind of antiquated, simplistic measure to assess sophisticated and complex teaching and learning of today and tomorrow.
These sorts of authentic and performance assessments are also strongly supported by educational research as best practice because they promote greater student engagement, deeper conceptual understanding, and longer-term retention of learning. They also allow for application of skills in ways that yield greater transferability to life, postsecondary education, and the real world beyond the test, class, or school. They address the needs and develop the abilities of the “whole child” as a human being and citizen. They allow us to assess that which we value most, not just that which is most easy and cheapest to measure. And these are most “accountable” since they are understood far better, in a more humane, real world, concrete way, than standardized multiple choice test score results on cheap tests that only purport to measure low-level, narrow skills in a couple of isolated areas, that they never get to see, designed to sort and create a spread (bell curve/ winners and losers) by folks who do not nor or care about their kids.
Finally, there is concrete evidence to support the premise that authentic assessments are superior to standardized assessments for promoting student success.  One good example is the New York Performance Standards Consortium, which is a coalition of 28 small, diverse public high schools across New York State.  The consortium does not use state test scores as a measure of accountability because its schools are EXEMPT from New York State’s high-stakes tests (the NY Regents Exams).  Instead consortium schools use complex, performance-based assessments to gauge student learning, with four specific performance tasks required of all students for graduation — an analytic literary essay, a social studies research paper, an original science experiment, and the application of higher-level mathematics. These assessment tasks, which are graded with detailed rubrics by teachers and, through an additional layer of oversight, by external evaluators, constitute a major portion of the consortium’s assessment system.

Rigorous five-year longitudinal studies tracking consortium graduates indicate that despite the fact that consortium schools serve student bodies that have a higher percentage of low-income and minority students, on average consortium graduates are more likely to go to college than other public school graduates in their state, they also have a lower rate of attrition in college, and they out-perform the other students in college.
This is powerful evidence with real students in real settings that illustrates what we should be promoting (supportive school improvement public policy that is student-centered and empowering of teachers) works BETTER than the punitive and labeling approach of high-stakes accountability upon which NCLB is based.

Several other promising examples include the State of Nebraska’s STARS model;  the work of the Natural Learning Institute in California; the Coalition of Essential Schools;  the New Basics Project in Queensland, Australia;  and Finland’s student-centered democracy approach, to name just a few.
