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What is at Stake with High Stakes Testing?
A Discussion of Issues and Research1

GREGORY J. MARCHANT, Department of Educational Psychology, Ball State University, Muncie, IN 47306

ABSTRACT.  High stakes tests are defined as those tests that “carry serious consequences for students or
educators.” The consequences from standardized achievement tests range from grade retention for
school children to rewards or punitive measures for schools and school districts. The nature of
standardized achievement tests used in these situations poses validity problems for the decisions.
Numerous unintended negative consequences for students, teachers, curriculum, and schools have
been identified. Research has yet to establish clear benefits from these high stakes practices. Therefore,
with little empirical support and financial and human costs high, a costs/benefits analysis suggests that
the high stakes testing bandwagon, further fueled by No Child Left Behind, needs to be carefully
evaluated before it continues to roll.
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INTRODUCTION
For both advocates and opponents of the use of stand-

ardized tests in decisions regarding students, teachers,
and educational policies, the answer to “what is at stake
with high stakes testing?” is the same. The answer is,
“everything.” In an effort to implement accountability
measures for districts, schools, teachers, and even indi-
vidual students, testing originally designed to provide
information regarding individual student achievement
and ability for diagnostic/prescriptive teaching efforts is
now being used as the measuring stick for evaluating
the success of students, teachers, schools, districts, and
even states. With important decisions resting on the
results of certain test scores, it is important to know how
well the scores reflect the quality of learning and educa-
tion. It is also important to consider whether decisions
based on these tests tend to reflect accurate interpre-
tations and result in best practice. Even a potentially
useful tool for education may be considered inappro-
priate if its use routinely results in harm to children.

This article began as a review of the current research
to explore the results of high stakes testing; of particular
interest was its affect on student learning. Surprisingly
and unfortunately the impact of high stakes testing on
student achievement has not been investigated. There-
fore, this article reviews the research and concerns
addressed in the literature regarding high stakes testing.

DEFINITION OF HIGH STAKES TESTING
A position statement issued by the American Edu-

cational Research Association issued in July of 2000
described high-stakes testing as follows:

Many states and school districts mandate testing pro-
grams to gather data about student achievement over
time and to hold schools and students accountable.
Certain uses of achievement test results are termed
“high stakes” if they carry serious consequences for
students or educators. Schools may be judged according

to the school-wide average scores for their students.
High school-wide scores may bring public praise or
financial rewards; low scores may bring public em-
barrassment or heavy sanctions. For individual students,
high scores may bring a special diploma attesting to
exceptional academic accomplishment; low scores may
result in students being held back in grade or denied a
high school diploma.

The statement then identified the 1999 Standards for
Educational and Psychological Testing as guidelines for
high-stakes testing efforts. The guidelines include pro-
tection against high-stakes decisions based on a single
test, full disclosure of likely negative consequences of
high-stakes testing programs, alignment of the test and
the curriculum, opportunities for remediation for those
who fail, appropriate attention to language differences
and disabilities.

High-stakes tests are usually national or state-wide
standardized achievement tests. If a test is “standard-
ized” it has set rules for administration, such that every-
one taking the test receives the same exact directions
and has the same restrictions of time and resources.
Achievement tests are usually for one specific grade
level and designed to create a distribution of scores.
Popular national standardized achievement tests are the
Terra Nova and the Stanford-9. Many states have taken
up the costly task of developing their own state achieve-
ment tests aligned with their state’s standards. Some of
these tests were developed in conjunction with national
test makers and share items. The SAT is not an achieve-
ment test, but an aptitude test designed to predict
college achievement; however, because of its influence
on college admissions decisions, it is also considered
a high-stakes test.

THE NATURE OF STANDARDIZED
ACHIEVEMENT TESTS

Most standardized achievement tests are norm-
referenced, in that how well an individual does on the
test is based on a comparison to a large group of test
takers. “Good” is relative to others at the same grade
level. This is in contrast to a criterion-referenced test
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that defines how well one does on a test based on the
meeting of criteria or mastering a standard. High stakes
decisions tend to involve either relative comparisons or
reaching a pre-defined cut-off point. However, almost
always the decision as to where the cut-off point will be
is informed by norm-referenced information, such as dif-
ficulty levels of items selected or even percentile rank of
a score. Such that, if a cut-off score equates to the 40th

percentile, the decision makers know that approximately
40% of the test-takers will not “pass” the test. Therefore,
the setting of the cut-off score is very important on high-
stakes tests that require passage. For example if a state
like Ohio, that averages 140,000 students at each grade
level, was to raise a cutoff score for a required achieve-
ment test by 5 percentiles, approximately 7,000 more
children would not reach the cutoff at each grade level.

There are several problems inherent in standardized
achievement tests as the basis for high stakes decisions
(Popham 1999). Test designers, desiring a good distri-
bution of scores to be able to differentiate students, do
not want too many items that almost everybody gets
right (or wrong). If just about everybody gets an item
right it does not differentiate among students. Therefore,
basic skills items that are important for everyone to
master (and many do master them) are unlikely to show
up on the test in large numbers. Therefore, some of the
most important basic skills are not given much atten-
tion in tests. Due to limitations of time, the number of
items measuring any particular skill or knowledge may
be too few to provide a reliable measure of a specific
skill. A strength or weakness may be determined by a
few good guesses or a few skipped items. Time con-
straints and restriction in the range and nature of the
items (usually multiple-choice responses) suggest that,
although an achievement test can provide some infor-
mation, as a one-time paper and pencil assessment it
has serious limitations in measuring the variety and
scope of classroom learning.

IMPACT ON STUDENTS
It is probably safe to say that the process of taking a

large standardized achievement test does little to improve
the knowledge or skills of students. Without feedback as
to correct or incorrect responses, the exercise is one of
demonstrating knowledge and skills rather than learning.
The feedback the students receive from the test also has
limited potential for improving their learning, skills, or
knowledge. It is weeks, or more likely months, after the
students fill in the last “bubble” with their #2 pencil that
they or their teachers see the results. At that point the
only meaning attached to the results can be reduced to
how well they did, and in particular did they do well
enough to avoid any negative consequences associated
with not passing or reaching a particular cutoff score. If
the students are old enough, the results can provide them
with a means of comparing themselves with their peers.
Then the results indicate whether they are “smarter”
than their friends, or perhaps more importantly are they
“dumber.” Therefore, the impact that students feel from
the testing process and resulting feedback is only in-
direct. It is the consequences and concern regarding those

consequences that impact students, and those con-
sequences are significant. The results from standardized
tests may decide whether students pass to the next
grade level or are retained, can establish whether stu-
dents are eligible for certain special programs, may
determine whether students graduate from high school,
or may decide to which college students will be ad-
mitted. These are events that have a major influence on
students’ lives.

The practice of retaining students, thereby repeating
a grade level, has been thoroughly studied, and the
evidence is clear. Holding children back and simply
having them repeat a grade level that they “failed” is
bad policy with devastating consequences (for a recent
policy statement from the National Association of School
Psychologists see Anderson and others 2002). The effect
of high stakes testing was evident in Baltimore last
summer where a new promotion policy was based on
passage of the Terra Nova national achievement test
and state functional exams (Bowie 2002). More than a
quarter of Baltimore’s elementary and middle school
students, over 20,000 students, were required to repeat
a grade level in school after not meeting the require-
ments. Based on what we know about retention, many
of these students, and students like them across the
country, will feel the effects of high-stakes testing for
the rest of their lives. An increase in dropout rates is
considered a given as a result of high-stakes testing
programs (Futrell and Rotberg 2002). The 300% increase
in middle school dropout rates in five years in Boston
has been attributed to high-stakes testing policies and
rigid and indifferent responses to kids at-risk (Hayward
2002). The fact that minorities tend to do worse on
standardized achievement tests means that they are
more at-risk to experience the effects of testing policies.
For example in Texas in less than a ten-year period,
between 100,000 and 200,000 minority students would
have stayed in school and received a diploma, if the
minority passage rates were equal to non-minority stu-
dents on the mandatory achievement test (Haney 2001).

During the summer that I moved back to Indiana from
Ohio, a young girl stopped in my backyard to play on the
swing set I had built. She exuberantly announced that,
“today is the happiest day of my life!” I asked why, antici-
pating that she had been given a pony, pet, or some prized
toy. Instead, she proclaimed that she had re-taken, and
this time passed, the state achievement test, and would
now be able to go on to the next grade level with her
friends. At the time, I feared for the educational policy of
the state I was to reside, now I fear for the educational
policy of the country.

It is because of what is at stake that students learn to
value or fear standardized tests. Students come to de-
value learning and schooling, and shift their emphasis
to, “Is this going to be on the test?” (Paris 2000). Although
young children tend to hold standardized achievement
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testing in fairly high regard and not that different than
regular classroom tests, negative perceptions and dis-
tinctions between regular tests and standardized tests
increase by grade level, and are most pronounced
among high school students and low achievers (Paris
and others 2000; Wong and Paris 2000). These negative
attitudes of resentment, anxiety, cynicism, and mistrust
of testing were found to manifest themselves in test
taking behaviors like loafing, cheating, and stress related
behaviors. In 1984 (Hill), an estimated 10 million students
in elementary and secondary schools performed below
ability on tests because of anxiety. With the increased
emphasis and importance on testing, that number is
likely to be much higher today. Over a third of the
Arizona and Texas teachers surveyed reported that as a
reaction to high stakes tests their students experienced
headaches, upset stomachs, irritability, increased ag-
gression, and “freezing” during parts of the test (Morison
1992). Fewer teachers also reported students crying,
truancy, vomiting, and refusal to take the test.

IMPACT ON TEACHERS AND CURRICULUM
An important question is, does high stakes testing

change what and how teachers teach and, if so, does it
change instruction for the better? It is hoped that high
stakes achievement tests will encourage teachers to
focus on meaningful achievement areas and improve
those areas in their students. It is also believed by
many that the cumulative scores of a teacher’s students
reflect the quality of the instruction and can provide a
basis for accountability. Teachers’ beliefs regarding high
stakes testing appear relatively universal across the
United States (Haladyna and others 1991; Heubert and
Hauser 1999; Hoffman and others 2001; Smith 1991a);
Urdan and Paris 1994). Teachers believe there are too
many tests, the results are not useful to teachers and
are misunderstood by parents and the public, and the
tests are unfair to minorities and English as a Second
Language students (Paris and Urdan 2000). The majority
of teachers think that standardized achievement tests
are not worth the money or instructional time that
they cost (Urdan and Paris 1994).

A review of the larger literature initially suggested
that state-mandated testing both positively and nega-
tively influenced teachers’ beliefs and practice. Once my
gaze focused on those works that could be identified as
research, however, empirical support for the claim that
state-mandated testing positively influences teachers’
beliefs and practice seemed to vanish.

(Cimbricz 2002, p 6)

Effect on Form and Content of Instruction
Those hoping that high-stakes testing would lead to

a “back-to-basics” approach in terms of content taught
and teaching approaches used might deem the re-
search results as positive. Research repeatedly yields two
findings, teachers tend to narrow the scope of their cur-
riculum to that which is tested, and they tend to abandon
more innovative teaching strategies, such as cooperative
learning and creative projects, in favor of more traditional
lecture and recitation (for example, Brown 1992, 1993;

Romberg and others 1989). Because of the publication
of test scores and the implications for the quality of
teaching, teachers feel compelled to teach-to-the-test in
hopes of improving their students’ scores (Smith 1991a).
Those areas not tested, often science, social studies,
health, and even writing, are neglected in favor of
reading and arithmetic skills that appear on the tests.
High stakes testing also seems to encourage the use of
instructional approaches and materials that resembles
testing (Rottenberg and Smith 1990). Rituals of multiple-
choice quizzes and test preparation take the place of
“normal” instruction. Teachers exploring instructional
practices informed by current views of learning and
cognitive psychology that seek deeper understanding
and critical thinking, may find those techniques and
even those goals at odds with the drill and practice
suggested by the broad superficial coverage typical of
achievement tests.

When sixth grade scores dipped across the state of
Indiana, middle schools responded (even though the state-
wide drop was likely attributable to the nature of that
particular test). In my daughter’s school, five minutes
were taken from each class period to create a period for
students who failed the test to get remediation. Unfor-
tunately, the rest of the students were left with a half-hour
less instruction to sit in a study hall.

Effect on Test Preparation Approaches
Although some test preparation is to be expected, the

amount of time devoted to such activities and the nature
of the test preparation speaks to the stress created by
high stakes testing. Teachers across the country spend
varying amounts of time preparing their students for
high stakes tests. Time that previously was devoted to
learning skills and knowledge in an appropriate sequen-
tial fashion, gets lost in the process of cramming for the
tests. In Arizona (Nolen and others 1992), elementary
teachers reported spending more time than was required
in test preparation activities (33%), some started prepar-
ation two months before the tests (28%), and a few gave
daily test practice over two weeks before the tests (10%).
In contrast some teachers (22%) reported giving no ad-
vance test preparation, leading to concerns that the
variability in preparation could be confounding scores
(Smith 1991b).

The Arizona study (Nolen and others 1992) found that
along with practicing appropriate test preparation strat-
egies, elementary teachers made a point of covering spe-
cific topics from the tests (66%), used commercial test-
preparation packages (41%), taught vocabulary on the
test (26%), used practice items from the previous year’s
tests (12%), and even taught items from the current
year’s tests (10%). In Texas it was determined that
teachers from lower scoring schools reported a higher
incidence of questionable test preparation approaches,
as well as blatantly unethical practices during testing such
as giving hints, pointing out mistakes, giving instruction,
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and directly identifying correct answers (Hoffman and
others 2001).

IMPACT ON SCHOOLS,
DISTRICTS, AND STATES

An essential consideration for any test, as well as for
any research study, is validity. For a test to be valid, it
must actually measure that which it purports to measure.
If a standardized achievement test is to be a valid
measure of student learning, the quality of instruction
of a teacher, or the effectiveness of the educational
system of a school, district, or state, that test must match
the curriculum being taught. If the state adopts a national
standardized achievement test that is not aligned with
the state’s curriculum, the test is not a valid measure of
educational quality in the state. In fact, less effective
teachers or schools that stray from the state’s standards
to focus on test content could appear more proficient
than competent teachers efficiently teaching the stand-
ards. A panel of 30 reviewers (2 principals, 18 teachers,
and 10 parents) evaluated a nationally-marketed third
grade achievement test (Bauer 2000). Although almost
all of the items were deemed important for students to
know, approximately 50% of the items were judged as
inappropriate due to bias (primarily based on socio-
economic level) or because the content was viewed as
not part of standard third grade curriculum. This mis-
match of achievement tests and curriculum is not a
new concern. An important study in 1983 (Freeman and
others) reviewed the content of five nationally standard-
ized achievement tests in mathematics in grades 4
through 6 and the content of four widely-used text-
books for the same grade levels. In no case was even
50% of the test content adequately addressed in the
textbooks and, for some tests, 80% of the items did not
receive meaningful attention in the textbooks. A more
expensive alternative to simply adopting a national
achievement test is for the state to develop its own test
designed to be a valid measure of student mastery of
the state’s standards. Although states developing their
own tests work to align the tests with their standards,
the match between what is taught and what is meas-
ured (especially on national achievement tests) is still
a major concern.

Research studies strive to eliminate alternative hy-
potheses for the results of the study to be considered
valid. Current outcome-based evaluation approaches
look to the same rigors as research in attempting to test
results. Therefore, if judgments are to be made concern-
ing the relative quality of teachers, schools, districts, or
states, it is important that the results are valid measures
of quality instruction and effective policies. If signifi-
cant student achievement differences can be attributed
to something other than educational quality, then the
validity of judgments concerning educational quality
come into question. A major threat to validity in edu-
cational research is selection bias. Selection bias may
occur when the samples being compared are not ran-
domly assigned to different treatment groups, such that
the sample in the treatment groups are qualitatively

different from each other in ways that can impact the
results. Then comparisons of the treatments (in this case
instruction and educational policies) are confounded
by the differing nature of the samples.

Children are not randomly assigned to states, school
districts, schools, and often not even to teachers. There
are qualitative differences in students that are not the
result of instructional quality or educational policies.
When students with like characteristics, known to be
related to achievement, are over- or under-represented
in samples, then those factors are difficult to ignore
when making judgments concerning the groups’
achievement. However, those suggesting the use of raw
aggregated achievement test scores as a means of eval-
uating teachers, schools, districts, and states are doing
just that; they are ignoring the very real and present
differences that exist in groups of students that are out-
side of the control schools.

Every August the College Board publishes the average
SAT scores for each state and the District of Columbia
and, despite warnings regarding potential misinter-
pretation, every August newspapers across the country
publish front-page stories indicating the rise or fall of
their state in the ranks. However, over 90% of the dif-
ference in aggregated SAT scores among the states is
due to characteristics that the education systems have no
control over (such as parent education and income;
Marchant and Paulson 2001). It is mostly the aggregated
characteristics of the test-takers that is being compared
across states, not the quality of their education system.

The effects of student characteristics are evident from
SAT scores down to elementary school standardized
achievement scores. In Ohio (Ohio Department of Edu-
cation 2002), the passage rate on the state proficiency
test is 10 to 39% lower for schools with 50% or more of
their students receiving free-and-reduced lunches.
Compared to whites, the passage rate for African-American
students ranges from 18% lower in the 10th grade to
40% lower in the 6th grade. Schools with a higher per-
centage of poor and/or African-American students are
likely to have significantly lower average scores regard-
less of the quality of the instruction in the schools.
Although it is possible to statistically control for student
differences due to demographic variables and other
factors out of teachers’ control, as has been done for
years in Tennessee (Sanders and Horn 1994), many view
these statistics as too complicated or as suspicious
manipulations of the data.

Of course the easiest way for a state to change its
level of success is to change the criteria for success.
Instead of placing the bar high and working to reach
that goal over a number of years, states fearing public
ridicule and potential repercussions from the “No Child
Left Behind” legislative mandates may revisit their
definition of “proficient.” For example (Hoff 2002a):
Louisiana will consider students proficient if they score
at the state’s “basic” achievement level, Colorado will
consider students proficient if they score at the state’s
category of partially proficient, and Connecticut will
set its federal proficiency level lower than what is
expected in the state’s accountability system.
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COSTS/BENEFITS ANALYSIS CONCLUSION
Never has there been a greater need for cost-benefit

and cost-effectiveness analyses (Hummel-Rossi and
Ashdown 2002), and nowhere is there a greater need
than in determining whether the benefits of high stakes
testing justify the costs. These costs come not only at a
financial level but also at a personal level for the
children, and at a professional level for educators. At the
financial level the costs are high. States that had planned
to implement some tests are dropping or postponing
those plans because of economic problems and be-
cause of the “No Child Left Behind” mandate of testing
every child in grades 3-8 in reading and math by 2006.
The Oregon state department of education is scrapping
its writing tests for 3rd, 5th, and 8th graders, its 5th and 8th

grade science assessments, and the hand-scored ex-
tended response portions of its 5th and 8th grade math
exams (Hoff 2002b). The move will save $4.5 million. In
Missouri, individual school districts are deciding to pick
up the $5.30 per student science and social studies
testing cost, a move that will save the state $7.1 million.
In Maryland, middle schools may choose not to admin-
ister the state’s 8th grade test this year as long as they do
not receive Title I money. Massachusetts is postponing
giving its history and social studies tests.

Lynn Corno (2000) used the “Trojan Horse” metaphor
to describe the high stakes testing movement. Like the
Trojan horse, high stakes testing was welcomed into our
school doors without knowing what harm was hidden in-
side. “Solid empirical data on the consequences of high
stakes testing is overdue because this horse rolled into
over half of the fifty states sometime ago (p 125).” With the
“No Child Left Behind” federal mandate for testing, states
are likely to be increasing the amount of testing they
do. There are three points to consider in evaluating the
role of standardized achievement tests in our schools:

1. There is little evidence that teachers’ evaluations of
students’ learning are seriously flawed (for example,
overall, high school grade point average is as good
a predictor of freshman year success as the SAT,
Bridgeman and others 2000).

2. There is no evidence that an extensive standardized
testing program improves instruction, or more im-
portantly student learning.

3. There are considerable negatives associated with
high stakes testing in terms of potential damage to
teachers and students, in the development of flawed
policies, and in the financial burdens that divert time
and money from instruction. These negatives de-
mand the re-evaluation of increased testing and sug-
gest the need to consider limitations on the weigh
and consequences of these tests.

Whether high stakes testing is a “Trojan Horse” or
just another bandwagon rolling through our edu-
cational system, there are enough concerns to put on
the brakes, at least until the real impact on student
learning can be assessed.
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