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A new study by the Economic Policy Institute’s Broader, Bolder Approach to
Education quantifies the negative effects of test-driven education reform in
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Failing the Test

Why cheating scandals and parent rebellions are erupting in schools in New York, Washington, D.C., and
Atlanta.

It’s a terrible time for advocates of
market-driven reform in public education. For
more than a decade, their strategy—which
makes teachers’ careers turn on student gains
in reading and math tests, and promotes
competition through charter schools and
vouchers—has been the dominant policy
mantra. But now the cracks are showing.
That’s a good thing because this isn’t a
proven—or even a promising—way to make
schools better.

Here’s a litany of recent setbacks: In the latest
Los Angeles school board election, a

candidate who dared to question the overreliance on test results in evaluating teachers and the unseemly
rush to approve charter schools won , including $1 million fromdespite $4 million amassed to defeat him
New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg and $250,000 from Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp. Former
Atlanta superintendent Beverly Hall, feted for boosting her students’ test scores at all costs, has been

. Michelle Rhee, the former Washington D.C. school chief who isindicted in a massive cheating scandal
the darling of the accountability crowd, faces accusations, based on a memo released by veteran PBS

, that she knew about, and did nothing to stop, widespread cheating. correspondent John Merrow In a 
, who has spent hundreds of millions of dollars promoting high-stakes, op-ed, Bill GatesWashington Post

test-driven teacher evaluation, did an about-face and urged a kinder, gentler approach that teachers could
embrace. And , telling their kids not to take a new andparents in New York State staged a rebellion
untested achievement exam.

More damningly, a ,new study, by the Economic Policy Institute’s Broader, Bolder Approach to Education
quantifies the negative effects of this test-driven education reform in Washington, D.C., New York City,
and Chicago. In these cities, schools whose achievement scores didn’t improve quickly enough to satisfy
top officials were shuttered, teachers and principals were fired in droves, and charter schools proliferated.
The result, since the much-touted reforms were implemented: Since the supposed reforms, students in
those cities have fared worse than those in other urban districts. The specifics:

Test Scores on high-stakes reading and math test increased less, and the achievement gap
widened.

Reported successes evaporated upon closer examination. In D.C., for instance, black eighth
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graders’ scores fell five points while their counterparts’ rose five points between 2005 and 2011. The
achievement gap has soared by 44 percentage points in 4 -grade reading and by 72 points in 4th th
-grade math. 

Experienced teachers quit the profession in droves.
School closures didn’t give students a better education.
Charter schools were at best a mixed blessing, especially for the most disadvantaged kids.

The report also points out that New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg “claimed to have cut the
race-based achievement gap by 50 percent from 2003 to 2011” but “in reality, the gap closed by 1
percent.” Similarly, the claims made by Michelle Rhee about D.C. and Obama Secretary of Education
Arne Duncan about the school system he led in Chicago haven’t stood up under close scrutiny. Anyone
who believes in quick fixes for the dilemmas of public education should take note. It’s the same lesson as 

 Bernie Madoff—if it sounds too good to be true, it likely is.l’affaire

None of this should come as a shocker. , “educational reforms needAs John Tierney writes in the Atlantic
teachers' buy-in, trust, and cooperation to succeed; ‘reforms’ that kick teachers in the teeth are never
going to succeed.” A massive study of Chicago’s schools,  arrives atOrganizing Schools for Improvement,
the same conclusion—trust, inside a school and with parents as well as teachers, sets effective schools
apart from the pack.

That’s also the message in Beyond the Education Wars: Evidence that Collaboration Builds Effective
, a new book by Century Foundation Vice President Greg Anrig. For too long, the debate overSchools

public schools has been about carrots and (mostly) sticks—get those test scores up, or else—not how
best to educate kids. Adults’ power trips, not students’ needs, have dominated, with precious little
attention to the crucial task—building a school system that can connect effective teachers, engaged
students, and a challenging curriculum.

Beyond the Education  is the welcome exception to the usual bloviating about school reform becauseWars
it injects research about what actually works into this conversation. If schools are going to succeed,
Anrig’s examples show that teachers must break free from the traditional model of unsplendid isolation,
with each teacher a Queen Victoria in her classroom. They must collaborate with one another. For that to
happen, schools have to set aside time for teachers to work together and support their work. Collaboration
may make it harder to calculate an individual teacher’s “value-added,” and so the test score-obsessed
won’t like it, but the evidence shows that it makes for better education.

Although you’d never know it from the news accounts, school systems in all shapes and sizes—big and
small, well-funded and meagerly funded, mainly black or Latino or heterogeneous, with and without
mayoral control—are defying the demographic odds that suggest that many of their students will struggle.
Collaboration among teachers has been one of the key explanations for their success. In communities as
different from one another as Montgomery County, Md., Long Beach, Calif., and Aldine, Texas (Houston’s
poor cousin, which enrolls more students than Boston or Washington), achievement scores have been on
the rise while the achievement gap keeps shrinking. Unless you live in one of these places, you probably
haven’t heard of their accomplishments. They operate below the radar, getting the work done instead of
courting publicity.

What are they quietly doing right? My new book , is an account of how Union City,Improbable Scholars
N.J., went from worst to first, and now graduates a remarkable 90 percent of its students. I looked into the
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strategies Union City and other districts like it are using. All of them are doing more or less the same
thing—constructing a system of support for students, which reaches from preschool through high school.

Rather than succumbing to the Michelle Rhee-Michael Bloomberg siren song of quick fixes and promises
of dramatic gains, successful school systems have stuck to a few time-tested, game-changing strategies.
Encouraging teachers to collaborate, the strategy that Anrig plumps for, is one element of this approach.
These districts are also running top-drawer pre-kindergartens and relying on a
literature-and-writing-soaked curriculum. They regularly assess students’ progress—not to punish
teachers but to address students’ problems and pinpoint where struggling teachers can benefit from the
help of coaches and more experienced colleagues. And they conscript parents as partners in their
children’s education.

In places like Union City, the school chiefs don’t deploy fear as a motivation. Instead, they have built a
culture that’s based on trust—trust between students and teachers, between teachers and administrators,
between the schools and the community. Walk through the classrooms and you’ll see kids who are
engaged in learning—they’ve been told over and over again that they can make it. When administrators
drop in on classes, unannounced, they’re not searching for bad teachers but proposing ways that the
classroom can be run more effectively. Nothing new-fangled here—this is old-school stuff that will be
familiar to any educator with a pulse.

As with the success stories recounted in  in none of these communities didBeyond the Education Wars,
improvement come overnight. But time and patience have paid off. Aesop had it right—tortoises
sometimes beat hares. What’s more, unlike Atlanta or Washington, D.C., there’s no denying the
accomplishments—not a single one of these school systems has been tarred by a cheating scandal.
They’re the ones that deserve the kudos the attention-seeking reformers have been getting.
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