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H
IGH-STAKES testing is the prac-
tice of attaching important con-
sequences to standardized test
scores, and it is the engine that
drives the No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act. The rationale for
high-stakes testing is that the
promise of rewards and the

threat of punishments will cause teachers to work more
effectively, students to be more motivated, and schools
to run more smoothly — all of which will result in
greater academic achievement for all students, but es-
pecially those from poverty and minority back-
grounds. Although it is certainly arguable, we believe
that, to date, there is no convincing evidence that high-
stakes testing has the intended effect of increasing learn-
ing.1 By contrast, there is a growing literature suggest-
ing that the unintended consequences are damaging to
the education of students.2

COLLATERAL DAMAGE OF HIGH-STAKES TESTING

In our recent book, we use Donald Campbell’s law
to illustrate how the high-stakes testing provision of
NCLB has wreaked havoc with our education system,
causing irreversible harm to many of our nation’s youths
and educators. Campbell’s law states: “The more any

quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-
making, the more subject it will be to corruption pres-
sures, and the more apt it will be to distort and cor-
rupt the social processes it is intended to monitor.”3 Un-
der the current system of high-stakes testing, this is ex-
actly what is happening. The pressure to score well on
a single test is so intense that it leads to nefarious prac-
tices (cheating on the test, data manipulation), distorts
education (narrowing the curriculum, teaching to the
test), and ends up demoralizing our educators.

Perhaps the most visible and noticeable of the areas
in which Campbell’s law operates is the business world,
where economists have long recognized the possibility
for corruption when stakes are high. Despite the re-
search, some businesses are structured such that in-
centives are especially weighty and salient. Such incen-
tives as big bonuses for increased sales or for spending
less time with patients increase the likelihood of cor-
ruption. Salespeople or physicians in such situations
often take short cuts to obtain the incentives available.
Of course, it is not surprising that many examples ex-
ist of how incentives in business can corrupt individ-
uals. The pursuit of money, prestige, and power, as we
all know, often leads to behavior that is unseemly, if
not immoral or even illegal. Enron, sadly, is not an
anomaly.

But it isn’t only the business world where Camp-
bell’s law plays out so predictably. Corruption, cheat-
ing, gaming the system, taking short cuts, and so forth
— all exist in the fields of medicine, athletics, academe,
politics, government agencies, and the military. Given
the widespread applicability of this social science law
regarding corruption in the presence of a single high-
ly valued indicator, we asked ourselves, Why has high-
stakes testing so easily become a part of contemporary
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American life? We offer five reasons — and our thoughts
on each — for why high-stakes testing has been so easi-
ly embraced by a culture looking for a way to judge and
monitor the progress of the public schools.

THE ‘BUSINESS’ OF EDUCATION

First, and the most popular explanation, is one that
notes the co-evolution of the prominence of business
and accountability in our daily lives. In recent decades
business has come to dominate a great deal of Ameri-
can cultural life through its influence on the media
and on a broad range of policy at all levels of govern-
ment. Tax policy, government spending, health care,
employment training, and education policy have all
been strongly influenced by business through the ef-
forts of lobbyists and highly visible CEOs. As the in-
fluence of business on government has risen over the
last few decades, so have business’ interest in the skill
set possessed by graduates of our schools and its con-
cern for how tax dollars are used to support education.
So basic business 101 models were applied to our schools:
namely, ways were found first to monitor productivi-
ty, then to increase it, and finally to do so without spend-
ing any more money.

Tests were chosen as the means of measuring pro-
ductivity. It was believed by the business community
that productivity could be increased without spending
more money simply by holding schools and educators
accountable through the practice of high-stakes testing.
Lazy teachers and students would be discovered and
made to work harder. The models of accountability used
in business could be applied to the inefficient school sys-
tems of America and, voilà, the schools would improve.
Or they could be closed down or turned over to pri-
vate entrepreneurs. For many Americans, these policies
seemed sensible and worth pursuing, so it was easy to
buy into the high-stakes accountability movement.

But the analogy doesn’t really fit, because it is easier
to judge the number and quality of widgets coming off
an assembly line than to determine the knowledge and
skill possessed by students. A widget is a widget, but a
well-educated student is both a good citizen and a car-
ing person, as well as someone with aesthetic sensibili-
ties, good habits of health, and so forth. These are out-
comes our citizens demand that we produce through
our schools, but they are never assessed by tests.

Thus productivity for our teachers and our schools
has a vastly different meaning than does productivity
in a manufacturing plant or in the delivery of routine
services. Furthermore, when inputs cannot be controlled,
it is hard to assess a process by its outputs. Measuring

the production of widgets assumes control over the
quality of the raw materials needed to produce widg-
ets. But in education we have little control over the input
side. A class that contains two emotionally disturbed chil-
dren or two English-language learners or many more boys
than girls will inevitably affect its teacher’s productiv-
ity, as measured by test scores. In addition, mobility rates
of 40% or 50% at the school level, and much higher
rates in particular classrooms, mean we are holding
schools and teachers accountable for students they nev-
er had much chance to teach. So while ordinary ways of
measuring productivity appear to be sensible, they do
not work as well in educational settings. The high-
stakes tests, with their threats and incentives to boost
productivity, are not well matched to the ways our schools
operate. Thus scores on tests will mislead us about gen-
uine productivity. But it all sounds quite sensible and
so appeals to many citizens who end up supporting the
use of high-stakes testing programs for our schools.

THE WORLD IS FLAT . . . ISN’T IT?

A second and related reason high-stakes testing has
slipped into the routines of our culture is the emerg-
ing belief on the part of both business and government
that the future economy depends on a highly educated
work force. This belief took on new urgency after Thom-
as Friedman’s book The World Is Flat became a best
seller.4 Large numbers of Americans now believe that
we need to push all our children to the highest levels of
education, moving most students to high school grad-
uation with a degree that guarantees mastery of a rig-
orous curriculum. After that, the story goes, most grad-
uates need to move into degree-granting two- and four-
year colleges. Obviously, the demand for a rigorous cur-
riculum and college-level preparation means a serious-
ness about testing in our public schools never before
required. High-stakes testing is compatible with these
national ambitions. High-stakes testing fits neatly into
the American mindset that to be competitive in the
global economy we need high rates of college gradua-
tion, especially in the STEM (science, technology, en-
gineering, and math) fields.

In fact, this whole theory may be wrongheaded. As
Dennis Redovich has reported in article after article,
the employment profile of the future does not support
the need for a big increase in the mathematical and sci-
entific knowledge of our youths.5 We may well be de-
manding more than we will need in these areas and al-
ready producing enough scientists and enough college
graduates for the needs of the economy. Certainly a
scientifically sophisticated citizenry is in our national
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interest, but making advanced mathematics and science
a major goal of U.S. education may be counterproduc-
tive. Creating a rigorous, high-quality science and math
curriculum for those who will not be majoring in one
of the STEM fields may be a better goal than putting
all high school students through courses designed for
the future college majors in these fields. The current
system contributes to both student anomie and the al-
ready too high dropout rate.

But earnings are also an issue. Decades ago, those
who failed to graduate from high school experienced a
drop in real wages. That drop was followed only a short
time later by a drop in real wages for those who had
only a high school education. Now, even those with col-
lege degrees are suffering the same fate. Earnings for
workers with four-year degrees fell 5.2% from 2000 to
2004, when adjusted for inflation, according to White
House economists.6 Apparently, large percentages of re-
cent college graduates are taking jobs for which no col-
lege degrees are necessary, and the trend may be accel-
erating. Nevertheless, we continue to demand that the
education system produce ever-increasing numbers of
high school and college graduates, though we may ac-
tually now be near record levels of high school gradu-
ation rates.7

Despite the fact that our national productivity is much
more dependent on our tax structures, relative lack of
corruption, and remarkable entrepreneurship, the citi-
zenry believes that we need better schools to be com-
petitive in the world economy. And although the goal
of better schools should be a national priority, bring-
ing them into conformity with what our colleges and
universities demand should not. Yet high-stakes testing
virtually ensures that schools will force students into
submitting to these uniform goals. Unknowingly, high-

stakes testing has easily slipped into our everyday life as
the solution for the misguided goals of advanced achieve-
ment for all students in a narrowed curriculum.

OLD, WHITE, AND SELF-SERVING

The third reason for the ease with which high-stakes
tests have become commonplace in our culture is chang-
ing demographics. We can now see clearly the shape of
an emerging gerontocracy. An older citizenry, much
whiter than the youths of the nation and relatively well
off financially, is now likely to outlive its resources and
is beginning to act politically in its own best interests.8

As a powerful political and economic force, these folks
will want income and services. They will demand med-
ical, pharmaceutical, and social services; full payment
of social security; and some form of housing support
as their income stays relatively fixed. They will not want
to spend much on youths — especially youths of color
— whom they perceive as lazy and unappreciative. For
many people in this category, high-stakes testing sep-
arates the deserving poor from the undeserving poor.
It becomes, in effect, a policy mechanism to preserve
social status more than to improve our schools. High-
stakes testing subtly fits the mindset of this growing
demographic group and thus makes it easier for this pol-
icy to gain purchase in our contemporary society.

POWER ELITE

A fourth reason is related to a new and larger power
elite among the citizenry, along with the vast middle
and upper-middle class whose children now attend good
public schools and who see high-stakes testing work-
ing to their own children’s advantage. While they bristle
that their own children must suffer through these tests
(e.g., the Scarsdale, Westchester County, mothers’ re-
bellion9), the schools their children attend are not much
bothered by the tests, and the pass rates for their chil-
dren are very high. Thus on a day-to-day basis, many
of these citizens are largely unconcerned about the im-
pact of high-stakes tests.

But we think that the unnoticed slipping of high-
stakes testing into our culture has taken place partly be-
cause it hits our poorest and most racially diverse stu-
dent body hardest and thereby forces the kind of edu-
cation on the children of the poor that ensures that
they cannot compete successfully with the children of
the wealthy. The drill-and-test-prep education we see
in schools for the poor does not prepare them for knowl-
edge workers’ jobs or for the best universities in the
nation. This makes room for the children of the more
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privileged. Since the status of children from advantaged
families is preserved though high-stakes testing, it is
easy for these folks to defend their use.

Middle- and upper-class Americans largely saw no
reason to oppose high-stakes testing for accountabili-
ty when it was first proposed because they knew that
their children would do well. But even if
their children were in danger of not suc-
ceeding on such tests, middle-class fam-
ilies always had the intellectual and fi-
nancial resources needed to ensure their
children’s success. Thus high-stakes
tests slipped easily into the culture be-
cause, by and large, the power elite didn’t foresee a
problem for themselves.

Five years later, many middle-class parents and stu-
dents are speaking out against high-stakes tests. Some
do it because of how it affects them, but, thankfully,
others argue that the system is unfair and unjust for
others. For example, high school student John Wood
refused to take his high school exit exam on grounds
that the test is biased and unjust. Even though he would
certainly pass, the decision cost him his diploma. In
spite of these impassioned voices, relatively wealthy,
higher-social-status politicians on both sides of the aisle
continue to defend high-stakes tests as the solution to
all our educational problems.

SPORTS ENTHUSIASTS

Fifth — and least noted by any commentators we
have read on the subject — is the fit between high-stakes
testing and other spectacles that the public enjoys, such
as baseball, football, basketball, or hockey. We are a game-
playing, competition-seeking nation, and high-stakes
testing fits easily into such a culture.

As is true of many sports, high-stakes testing has a
tournament-like quality to it, bringing seasonal excite-
ment to fans who now can follow the heavily publicized
“winning” and “losing” streaks of their local schools, as
they have often followed their local teams. Every sum-
mer when spring test results are released, there is a flood
of publicity and great fanfare about how well (or poor-
ly) our nation’s teachers and students performed in the
previous year. And like rabid fans who delight in watch-
ing rivals have a losing season, the American media feed
on whatever bad news exists.10 Those who follow the
news ponder endlessly about why certain schools/teams
fail. How many times has this school/team failed in the
past? What is its track record? What schools/teams
might need to be reconstituted or even closed down or
moved? What will we do to get rid of the bad teachers/

players, and precisely which ones are they? Is it the sci-
ence teacher or the first baseman, the English teachers
or the defensive line, the coach or the principal? Exact-
ly whom can we pin this failure on?

Numerous similarities between sports and testing
explain the country’s fascination with testing. After all,

a match in the sport of cricket is called a test. Profes-
sional athletes in cricket and in most other sports prac-
tice hours and hours, repeating the same activities end-
lessly so that their responses at “test” time will be auto-
matic. In the high-stakes-testing game, teachers also
engage their students in endless repetitive activities to
better ensure that students’ responses are accurate and
automatic come test time. In professional sports, teams
with the highest-paid athletes are more likely to have
winning seasons. Similarly, schools with more resourc-
es and those that serve the most affluent students tend
to perform better academically.11 In professional sports,
fans are immersed in statistics that highlight the suc-
cesses and failures of their favorite teams and players;
in the testing game, parents, politicians, and other com-
munity members are immersed in media coverage of
academic data showing who is winning and who is los-
ing.

Of course, we know stats say little about a player’s
many other contributions to the team, such as level of
dedication, commitment, morale, and leadership. Sim-
ilarly, when teachers and administrators are judged by
their students’ scores, we don’t take any account of teach-
ers’ many other contributions, such as their nurturance
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of a love for learning, individual counseling of students
in times of need, extra time spent meeting with students’
families, provision of money from their own pockets
for classroom items, and so forth.

HIGH-STAKES TESTING: WE ARE AGAINST IT

High-stakes testing is now a part of our culture, and
we are against it. It has come to prominence, we think,
because it fits easily into contemporary ways of think-
ing about our nation and ourselves. We are a political
and an economic system dominated by the interests
of big business, and so business models of accounta-
bility for our schools naturally follow. High-stakes test-
ing seems to be a hard-headed business practice brought
to bear on the schools, despite the fact that no one uses
such a system in knowledge-oriented businesses. And
unless we are greatly mistaken, schools still fall into
that category.

High-stakes testing also seems to help with prepar-
ing us for the vicissitudes of a competitive world econ-
omy, and so it is easily embraced. The argument that
the new American economy may be vastly more serv-
ice oriented than previously believed and that it may
not require nearly as many college graduates as is now
thought necessary is a point of view that is ignored.

The needs of the emerging gerontocracy and those
who already have some status in society are also served
by high-stakes testing. And high-stakes testing fits neat-
ly into the gaming and spectacle seeking that so per-
meate the U.S. cultural scene.

For all these reasons high-stakes testing has grown
to be an acceptable part of the culture. Those who op-
pose the spread of high-stakes testing are seen as status-
quo oriented, against quality in education, against school
improvement, obstructionist, anti-efficiency, anti-George
W. Bush, and so forth.

But we are actually against high-stakes testing for
none of these reasons. We oppose it for the same rea-
son we are against forcing everyone to participate in ex-
treme sports. If any person voluntarily chooses to jump
the Grand Canyon on a motorcycle, scale Everest, or
BASE jump, we wish them luck. We just don’t think
everyone should be required to engage in the same high-
stakes sports because, if everyone did, lots of people
would be hurt. We are against high-stakes testing for
the same reason. If a person volunteers to take exams
for the medical boards, the bar, or a pilot’s license, that
individual should be encouraged to follow a dream.
But not all of us should be forced to take and fail such
exams. In the current high-stakes environment, teach-
ers, students, parents, and American education are be-

ing hurt by required high-stakes testing. This policy
is corrupting our education system and needs to be
stopped.
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