Workshop Overview:  The Myths of Standardized Tests

Presenters:  Phillip and Joan Harris
Our workshop, The Myths of Standardized Tests, presented by Dr. Phillip Harris and Joan Harris, provided an opportunity for those participating to learn about the basic assumptions underlying standardized tests.  Understanding the basic assumptions is key to understanding why these tests are inappropriate for making decisions about student learning, teacher effectiveness, and school quality.
The first part of the workshop dealt with the basic assumptions about test design and the inherent flaws.  The second part dealt with the basic assumptions with regard to how the test scores are used.

The basic assumptions of standardized tests discussed included:

· Student knowledge can be assessed by a limited number of questions in a limited amount of time.

· Student achievement/learning can be measured by scores on standardized tests.

· Tests are objective and the numbers are thought to be absolute.
· Test scores provide citizens the information they need to know about their schools.

The basic assumptions regarding the uses of standardized tests:

· Punishment and rewards motivate people.

· High stakes tests improve performance.

· An indirect measure of knowledge or skill (test) is better than a direct measure (actual performance).

· Tests predict future success in school and in life.

· Student test scores can be used to evaluate teachers. 
The workshop enabled the attendees to raise questions and get answers they can use in their communities about why standardized tests are inappropriate for making decisions about student learning, teacher effectiveness and school quality.

The presenters provided information from a variety of sources to support their recommendations about discontinuing standardized testing.  

Issues of accountability and evaluation were explained and the confusion that typically exists regarding their use was discussed.  

The workshop concluded with an action plan and a discussion about alternatives to standardized tests and how alternatives must be rooted in a clearly stated purpose of evaluation for students, teachers and schools.

Action Plans:

· Encourage everyone to ask questions of the political and educational leadership about data being used to make decisions and draw conclusions.
· Form a support group of like-minded individuals who share your views about the problem with using standardized tests to make judgments about students, teachers, and schools.
· Develop a resource center of information about standardized tests to build a physical and virtual presence.

· Develop an action plan that includes writing letters to newspapers and holding public meetings to discuss various accountability and evaluation issues.

· Begin a discussion of the purpose of public education in your community.  The purpose statement will provide a framework for developing an accountability and evaluation system.

· Support efforts by various groups to get data that directly relates to questions being asked about our students, teachers and schools.

· Initiate a discussion among educators and the public they serve as to the information the public needs to make judgments about students, teachers, and schools. 

· Don’t give up.  A strong public education system is essential to our democratic way of life.
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Bonus
1. A defense against the darks arts of value-added measurement.  John Ewing, “Mathematical Intimidation: Driven by Data,” Notices of the AMS (American Mathematical Society), May 2011, pp. 667--73.

http://www.ams.org/notices/201105/rtx110500667p.pdf
