The Effects of High-Stakes Testing on
Student
Motivation
and Learning

Do bigh-stakes testing policies lead 1o increased student motivation to learn? And do these policies

lead to increased student learning? No, according to four independent achievement measures.

he current generation of policy-
makers did not invent high-
stakes testing. Tests of various
sorts have determined which
immigrants could enter the
United States at the turn of the 20th
century, who could serve in the armed
forces, who was gifted, who needed
special education, and who received
scholarships to college. But the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001 aims to make
high-stakes testing more pervasive than
ever before, mandating annual testing of
students in grades 3-8 in reading and math.
The federal legislators who over-
whelmingly passed this act into law
apparently assumed that high-stakes
tests would improve student motivation
and raise student achievement. Because
testing programs similar to those re-
quired by No Child Left Behind already
exist in many states, we can put that
assumption to the test.
Eighteen states currently use exams
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to grant or withhold diplomas: Alabama,
Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana,
Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi,
Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New
York, North Carolina, Ohio, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and
Virginia.' As Figure 1 shows, most of
these states also attach to their state
assessments a broad range of other
consequences for students, teachers,
and schools. The experiences of these
states can help us predict how the new
nationwide program of high-stakes
testing will affect student achievement.

Unfortunately, the evidence shows
that such tests actually decrease student
motivation and increase the proportion
of students who leave school early.
Further, student achievement in the 18
high-stakes testing states has not
improved on a range of measures, such
as the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress, despite higher scores
on the states’ own assessments,
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Effects on Motivation to Learn
High-stakes testing assumes that
rewards and consequences attached to
rigorous tests will “motivate the un-
motivated” to learn (Orfield & Korn-
haber, 2001). The “unmotivated” are
usually identified as low socioeconomic
students in urban schools, often African
Americans and Latinos.

Yet researchers have found that
when rewards and sanctions are
attached to performance on tests,
students become less intrinsically moti-
vated to learn and less likely to engage
in critical thinking. In addition, they
have found that high-stakes tests cause
teachers to take greater control of the
learning experiences of their students,
denying their students opportunities to
direct their own learning, When the
stakes get high, teachers no longer
encourage students to explore the
concepts and subjects that interest
them. Attaching stakes to tests appar-



ently obstructs students’ path to
becoming lifelong, self-directed learners
and alienates students from their own
learning experiences in school (Sheldon
& Biddle, 1998).

Wheelock, Bebell, and Haney (2000)
investigated the degree to which
external tests motivated students to
learn by examining the self-portraits of
students in testing situations. Students
depicted themselves as anxious, angry,
bored, pessimistic, and withdrawn from
high-stakes tests. Older students were
more disillusioned and hostile toward
tests than were younger students.

As Sacks writes,

Test-driven classrooms exacerbate
boredom, fear, and lethargy,
promoting all manner of mechanical
behaviors on the part of teachers,
students, and schools, and bleed

schoolchildren of their natural love
of lcarning. (1999, pp. 256-257)

In sum, the assumption that high-
stakes tests motivate students appears to
be seriously flawed. In fact, such tests
often decrease student motivation and

Attaching stakes to tests

alienates students from
their own learning

experiencesin school.

lead to higher student retention and
dropout rates.

High School Dropouts

Dropout rates are climbing throughout
the United States, and many researchers
hold high-stakes tests at least partly to
blame (Rothstein, 2002). Some
researchers found that dropout rates
were 4 to 6 percent higher in schools
with high school graduation exams.
Another study reported that students in
the bottom quintile in states with high-
stakes tests were 25 percent more likely
to drop out of high school than were
their peers in states without high-stakes
tests (Jacob, 2001). Researchers in yet
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another study found that failing these
tests also significantly increased the like-
lihood that even the students with
better academic records would drop out
(FairTest & Massachusetts CARE, 2000).

We calculated that 88 percent of the
states with high school graduation tests
have higher dropout rates than do states
without graduation tests. In 62 percent
of these states, dropout rates increased
in comparison with the rest of the
nation after the state implemented high-
stakes graduation exams. In addition,
the top 10 states with the weakest
grade 9-12 continuation ratios all
administered high-stakes tests over the
years for which data were available
(Amrein & Berliner, 2002a).

Students Earning
Alternative Degrees
More and more teenagers are exiting
formal schooling early to earn a General
Educational Development (GED)
credential (Murnane, Willett, & Tyler,
2000). Although young people who
have earned such alternative degrees do
not technically count in dropout statis-
tics, many of them undoubtedly left
sc¢hool because of their concerns about
passing rigorous graduation tests.
Sixty-three percent of the states with
high school graduation tests posted
decreases in the average age of students
who took the GED exam after the
high-stakes tests were implemented,
according to our analysis of KidsCount
data (Amrein & Berliner, 2002a). Other
studies confirm our finding (Haney,
2001; Murnane, Willett, & Tyler, 2000).
In North Carolina, for example, the
proportion of students under the age of
20 taking the GED increased by 73
percent between 1986 and 1999, 43
percent more than the proportion for
the nation during the same time. And in
Georgia, almost twice as many teenagers
earned GEDs in 2000 than in 1990
(American Council on Education, 2001).

Student Retenlion

Students who repeat a grade are signifi-
cantly more likely to drop out of school
(Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999). In states
where promotion to the next grade
hinges on passing the state exams, high-
stakes testing policies also contribute to
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higher dropout rates in the long run.

Nonpromotion policies have been
implemented in Chicago and in
Louisiana. The experiences of these
localities foreshadow what will happen
as policies designed to end social pro-
motion grow in popularity.

In 1997, Chicago initiated a district
policy designed to base grade 3, 6, and
8 promotion and retention decisions on
test scores. In its first vear, almost
26,000 students—32 percent of 3rd
graders, 31 percent of Gth graders, and
21 percent of 8th graders—failed the
test. After summer school, 15 percent of
the 3rd graders, 13 percent of the 6th
graders, and 8 percent of the 8th
graders were retained. Since 1997,
about 50,000 students have been
retained in Chicago because of low test
scores. Researchers found that Chicago
students retained before high school
were 12 percent more likely to drop out
before graduating (Hauser, 2001;
Woestehoff, 2000).

In Louisiana, between 10 and 15
percent of 4th and 8th graders were
retained in 2000 because they failed the
state's high-stakes test (Robelen, 2000).
The great majority of them were from
racial minority and economically dis-
advantaged backgrounds.

Even before they actually take the
test, struggling students are more likely
to be retained in grade if they attend
schools in high-stakes testing environ-
ments. By holding low-achieving
students back, schools ensure that these
students have more of the knowledge
necessary to perform well on high-
stakes tests the next year—and also
keep the low-performing students’ test
scores out of the composite test perfor-
mance in the grades in which high-
stakes tests matter.

In Texas, students from racial
minority and low socioeconomic back-
grounds are being retained in grade 9 at
very high rates before taking the Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) in
grade 10. Many teachers retain students
if they doubt their potential to pass the
TAAS the following year. McNeil (2000)
estimated that half of all minority
students enrolled in Texas high schools
are technically enrolled as freshmen.
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Although some of them are 9th graders
for the first time, thousands of others
have been retained in the 9th grade
once or even twice. Other researchers
(Haney, 2000, 2001; Klein, Hamilton,
McCaffrey, & Stecher, 2000; Yardley,
2000) have verified her numbers. In
1998, one in every four African Amer-
ican and Latino 9th graders in Texas
was retained (Fisher, 2000). After these

High-stakes tests often

decrease student motivation
and lead to higher student

retention and dropout rates.

students are retained, thousands of
them drop out of school.

Retention in grade does not motivate
students to learn more or perform
better. Instead, retention motivates
many students to leave school early. In
some ways, this problem may be worse
than the problems that the high-stakes
testing policies are designed to fix.

Effects on Student Learning
After a state implements high-stakes
testing policies, scores on the state's
assessments often improve. Students
can easily be trained so that scores on
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the state tests go up. For example,
scores can be made to rise by narrowing
the curriculum. Art, music, creative
writing, physical education, recess,
ROTC, and so forth are all reduced in
time or dropped from the curriculum
when schools need to increase their
scores on the state tests. Even in the
curriculum areas that are tested, schools
may drop sub-areas if they are unlikely
to appear on the test. So it quadratic
equations are not tested in the state’s
own mathematics tests, then quadratics
may not be taught as a part of algebra.
Instructional time is shifted to the cur-
riculum areas that will appear on the
tests, and consequently scores on the
state tests go up.

High-stakes tests cause other prob-
lems for the schools as well. Schools
often emphasize drill activities and use
district funds to buy test preparation
materials that are supposed to increase
scores, regardless of the fact they under-
mine the validity of the tests. Unfortu-
nately, the tests also corrupt some
teachers, administrators, and students so
that they even feel compelled to cheat.

These common problems of high-
stakes testing programs are quite likely
to affect the breadth and depth of
student learning. If schools narrow the
curriculum they teach; make heavy use
of drill activities tied to the state test;
cheat by over-identifying language-
minority and special education students
and then keeping these students from
taking the tests; retain poorly
performing students in grade; and
encourage those who are least likely to
pass the state's tests to drop out, then
scores on state tests will almost cer-
tainly go up. But have students really
learned any more than they did before
high-stakes testing policies were in-
stituted?

Results from our 18 high-stakes
testing states allow us to study this ques-
tion. If statewide high-stakes testing
policies actually improve student
learning, we should see that improve-
ment reflected not just in the states’
own test scores but also in independent
measures. For each of the 18 states, we
looked at four well-respected student
achievement measures: the SAT, the



ACT, Advanced Placement (AP) tests,
and the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP).
What did we find when we under-
took these analyses? Nothing! Nothing

much seemed to be happening on these

measures of student learning. In fact,

we can make a much stronger case that
high-stakes testing policies hurt student

learning instead of helping it. Here is
how we came to this conclusion.

For each of the four independent
measures of student learning (the SAT,
ACT, AP tests, and NAEP) we did an
archival time-series analysis® using the
state data on each measure and
comparing it to the national data for
each measure. Figure 2 provides an

example. Here we plotted national SAT

scores and state SAT scores for New
York from 1977 through 2001. New

York’s first high-stakes high school grad-

uation exam went into effect for the
class of 1985; its second high-stakes
high school exam first affected the class
of 1995. In Figure 2, we have high-
lighted the year before the high-stakes
tests were implemented with a diamond
(). Right after these points, high-stakes
testing policies should demonstrate a
visible impact on student learning.
Instead, SAT scores in New York
actually lost ground compared with

F 1 G U R E 1
States That Make Extensive Use of High-Stakes Testing
State Stakes

Graduation Grade-to- State State identifies Monetary State has State has State permits

contingenton grade publishes low- awards given authority to. authority to students in
a high school promotion annual school performing to high- close, replace school | failing schools
graduation contingent or district schoals performingor | reconstitlite, personnel— to enroll
exam ona report cards according to impreving or revoke' principals or elsewhere
pramotion whether they schools accreditation | teachers—due
exam meet state or take to low test
standards ar over low- sgores
improve year- performing
to-year schools

Alabama X - - X X X b X —_
Florida X — X b X — — X
Georgia X 2004 X X X 2004 —_ —
Indiana X -- X X X X — X
Louislana X X X X — X X X
Maryland X -- X X X X X =
Minnesota X — X — — — — —
Mississippi X — X % 2003 2003 — —
Nevada X — X X — X X —
New lersey X — X X X = = —
New Mexico X X X X X X X —
New York X — X X — X X —
North Carolina X X X X X X X —
Ohio X 2002 X X X — — —
South Carolina X 2002 X X X X X —
Tennessee X — X X X X = —
Texas X 2003 X X X X X X
Virginia X = X X = S = —
Source: Information gatherad through interviews with the state testing directors and other testing personnel. Fach testing director verified hisfher state’s data in the table.
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those throughout the United States.
After implementation of the first high-
stakes graduation test, students in New
York who took the SAT lost 3 points
from 1984-1985 compared with
students in the United States overall. In
the longer term, from 1984-1994, New
York students who took the SAT lost 11
points compared with students in the
nation as a whole. Thus, the first high-
stakes test apparently did not raise
student achievement as reflected on the
SAT.

After the second high-stakes gradua-
tion test went into effect, the short-term
results from 1994-1995 again show that
students in New York lost 3 points
compared with the rest of the nation.
The long-term results were also nega-
tive, with New York students losing 6
points compared with the nation from
1994-2001.

We performed this type of analysis
for each of the 18 states, looking at each
of the four achievement measures and
also considering changes in participa-
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High-stakes testing

policies have resulted in no
measurable improvement

in student learning.

tion rates in each. In this way, we evalu-
ated the effects of the high-stakes
testing policies in a particular state on
student learning, as measured by the
four independent assessments of
learning available.

SAT Changes

When we looked at the SAT results
across the 18 states in which one or
more high-stakes tests were imple-
mented over time, we found 17 short-
term positive effects (that is, SAT scores
went up), 13 short-term negative effects
(SAT scores went down), and one case
in which scores did not change. In the
long-term analyses, SAT scores went up

in 15 cases and down in 16. These
results indicate that high-stakes testing
policies have no systematic effects on
student learning.

We also found that students partici-
pated in the SAT testing program at
lower rates after high-stakes high school
graduation exams were implemented
than before. SAT participation rates,
compared with those of the United
States as a whole, increased in 7 states
and decreased in 11 states after the
point at which the graduation exams
were implemented.

ACT Changes

Sixty-seven percent of the states that
use high school graduation exams
posted decreases in ACT performance
after they implemented such exams. On
average, the academic achievement of
college-bound students as measured by
the ACT decreased in states with high-
stakes high school graduation exams.
ACT participation rates, compared with
national rates, increased in 9 states,
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SAT Scores for New York State and the United States,
Before and After High School Graduation Tests Took Effect

@ New York
& Nation

Year high-stakes graduation test
took effect

1160

1120

1080

1040

L R e — e R

960

Combined Average Score

920

880

1977 78 79 80 81

82 83 84 85 8 87 88 8 90 N

92 93 94 95 9 97 98 99 00/ 2001

Source:; CI' composite scores (1980-2000) were available onime (www.act.orgl or were abtained through personal communications with Jim Maxey, Assistant Wee
Presicient for Applied Research at ACT. SAT compasite scores (1977-2000) were available online (www.callegebeard,com) or \were provided by the College Board.
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decreased in 6 states, and stayed the
same in 3 states from 1994-2001.

AP Test Changes

Controlling for participation rates, from
1995-2000, 57 percent of the states
with high-stakes high school graduation
exams posted losses in the percentage
of students passing AP exams with a
grade of 3 or better (out of 5). More-
over, compared with the nation, 67
percent of the states with these high-
stakes policies posted losses in the
percentage of students who partici-
pated in AP programs. These data
provide no evidence of increased
learning or increased motivation to take
the rigorous AP courses.

NAEP Changes

When we looked at the 4th grade NAEP
mathematics test from 1992-2000, 50
percent of the states with high-stakes
testing policies posted increases in
composite math performance compared
with the rest of the nation; 50 percent
of the states showed either losses or no
effects. On the 8th grade NAEP mathe-
matics test from 1990-2000, only 36
percent of the states with high-stakes
testing policies posted increases in
composite math performance compared
with the rest of the nation; 64 percent
of the states showed either losses or no
effects.

On the 4th grade NAEP reading test
from 1992-1998, only 46 percent of the
states with high-stakes testing policies
posted increases in composite reading
performance compared with the rest of
the nation; 54 percent of the states
showed either losses or no effects.

We also looked at the same kinds of
students over time, as they moved from
4th to 8th grade in mathematics and
reading. In mathematics, from
1996-2000, 62 percent of the states
with high-stakes testing policies posted
student losses in mathematics achieve-
ment compared with the United States
as a whole. In reading, however, from
1994-1998, 69 percent of states with
high-stakes testing policies posted
student gains in comparison with the
rest of the nation. This is the only case
showing some evidence of increased

learning in connection with high-stakes
testing policies. In all other cases, the
data do not support the idea that high-
stakes testing policies increase student
learning.

Our analysis of the NAEP data also
revealed that changes in states’ test
scores were affected by the exclusion
rates the states used. State scores went
up or down depending on the numbers
of students who were kept out of the
pool of eligible testtakers. Thus, the
great growth in NAEP test scores in both
North Carolina and Texas turns out to
be a function of the fact that these states
excluded more students from NAEP

testing than did the other states.

‘-:'stime to abandon _'
high-stakes policies and

substitute more formative

testing programs.

In summary, when we look at 18
states with high-stakes testing policies,
we find that such policies have resulted
in no measurable improvement in
student learning, as indicated by four
different independent measures.

A Better Way

If the data for 18 states with high-stakes
testing policies foreshadow what will
happen as we implement the high-
stakes policies written into current
federal legislation, we risk reducing
student motivation to learn, driving
more students and teachers out of our
schools, and becoming a less educated,
less learned people. Although test
scores will rise and our politicians will
be placated, we will have hurt our
public education system.

As we think about testing policies,
we should remember the wisdom in the
farmer’s comment that weighing a pig
every day won't ever make the pig any
fatter. Eventually, vou have to feed
the pig.

Weighing or assessing may not work,
but everyone looks busy doing it, and it
costs much less than providing all

students, including poor and minority
students, with high-quality preschools,
small class sizes in the early grades,
well-qualified teachers, adequate
medical attention, and so forth. It's time
to abandon high-stakes policies and
substitute more formative testing
programs which, when they uncover
poor school performance, result in
fiscal, intellectual, and social reforms
that will make a difference for the
students in those schools. m

! The number of states with high-stakes
high school graduation tests has escalated
almost linearly in the past 20 years, rising
from just 3 in 1983 to 18 in 2002. In addi-
tion, nine states currently have graduation
exams under development: Alaska,
Arizona, California, Delaware, Hawaii,
Massachusetts, Utah, Washington, and
Wisconsin.

* Time-series studies are particularly
well suited to determining the impact of
large-scale social or government policies.
In time-series designs, strings of observa-
tions of the variables of interest are made
before and after some policy is intro-
duced. The effects of the policy, if any,
are shown by the rise and fall of scores on
the variable of interest (Amrein &
Berliner, 2002b).
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