
  THE NETWORK FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION  
      WE ARE MANY.  THERE IS STRENGTH IN OUR NUMBERS.  TOGETHER WE WILL SAVE OUR SCHOOLS. 
  

P.O. Box 44200 Tucson, AZ 85733  (520) 324-0881  INFO@NETWORKFORPUBLICEDUCATION.ORG 

 

WHY WE NEED CONGRESSIONAL HEARINGS ON THE OVERUSE AND MISUSE OF STANDARDIZED TESTING 
 

 No Child Left Behind (2001) mandates standardized testing of every student in grades three 

through eight; 

 Many states have since rolled out testing in additional grades which are used to sort, rank, and 

label students, schools, and communities; 

 Over-emphasis on testing has increased under policies of the Obama administration, such as Race 

to the Top and the NCLB waivers, which tie test scores to teacher and principal evaluations, and to 

school "turnarounds" and closures; and 

 The tests were initiated to measure whether schools were delivering an education of high quality 

to every child, but now seem to have become the purpose of education, rather than a measure 

of education. 
 

We believe every child in the United States deserves a sound education. Every child deserves a full 

curriculum in a school with adequate resources. We are deeply concerned that the current 

overemphasis on standardized testing is harming children, public schools, and our nation's economic 

and civic future. It's our conclusion that the over-emphasis, misuse, costs, and poor implementation 

of high-stakes standardized tests may now warrant federal intervention.  
 

We urge Congress to pursue the following questions: 

Do the tests promote skills our children and our economy need? The most popular form of tests today 

are multiple-choice because they are easy and cheap to grade. But many educators and parents worry that 

teaching children how to take these tests doesn’t teach them how to think. The new standardized exams from 

the multi-state testing consortia do not appear to be significantly better, and will likely be scored by computers, 

which cannot gauge higher order thinking. The challenges of the future and our nation’s economic success 

require the ability to solve and identify new problems, think creatively, and work collaboratively with others. 
 

What is the purpose of these tests? Assessments should be used as diagnostic tools, to help teachers figure 

out where students are in their learning. Yet in most states, teachers are forbidden to see the actual test 

questions or provide feedback to students. Teachers do not see how their students answered specific test items 

and learn nothing about how their students are doing, other than a single score, which may arrive long after 

the student has left their classrooms. Thus, the tests have no diagnostic value for teachers or students, who do 

not have the opportunity to review and learn the material they got wrong. 
 

How good are the tests? Problems with the actual content of tests have been extensively documented. 

There are numerous instances of flawed questions and design, including no right answer, more than one right 

answer, wording that is unclear or misleading, reading passages or problems that are developmentally 

inappropriate or contain product placements, and test questions on material never taught. Additionally, there 

are items that border on bizarre, such as a famous example that asked students to read a passage about a 

race between a pineapple and a hare. Tests are not scientific instruments like barometers; they are 

commercial products that are subject to multiple errors. 
 

Are tests being given to children who are too young? In many states, high-stakes standardized tests are 

required for even the youngest school children. In Chicago, for instance, Kindergarten students face four 

standardized tests two or three times a year and can spend up to a third of their time taking tests. Children of 

this age typically do not know how to read or even hold a pencil or use a keyboard. Subjecting 5-year-olds to 

a timed test is not only hopeless from a practical standpoint, but subjects children to undue stress. 
 

Are tests culturally biased? Every standardized test in the world is an accurate reflection of socioeconomic 

advantage and disadvantage. Thus, students from racial and ethnic-minorities, students with disabilities, and  
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students of lower socioeconomic status tend to have lower scores than their more advantaged peers. Further, 

test results are often used as rationales for closing schools that serve low-income communities of color. 
 

Are tests harmful to students with disabilities? Over the past few years, there have been numerous 

instances in which children with significant health situations, even undergoing life-saving procedures, were 

pressured to complete required tests – even from their hospital beds. Children with severe brain disorders have 

been compelled to take a state test no matter how long it takes them.  For some, that is weeks.  Recently in 

Florida the family of an eleven-your-old boy, who was dying in hospice, was required to fill out paperwork 

requesting a waiver from high stakes testing.  Such behavior defies common sense and common decency. 
 

How has the frequency and quantity of testing increased? Testing is taking significant time away from 

instructional learning time. In Chicago, elementary school students take the REACH, the TRC, the MAP, the 

EXPLORE, the ISAT, and DIBELS every year. In North Carolina, third-grade students are tested in reading 36 times 

throughout the year – in addition to other standardized tests. Middle schools students in Pennsylvania may take 

over 20 standardized tests in a single school year. High school students in Florida can have their instruction 

disrupted 65 times out of 180 school days by testing. In New York, the time taken by state exams has increased 

by 128%. When so much time is devoted to testing instead of teaching, students have less time to learn. 
 

Does testing harm teaching? Now that test scores are linked to principal and teacher evaluations in many 

states, teachers engage in more test prep because they are pressured and afraid, not because they think the 

assessments are educationally sound. Principals are nervous about their school’s scores. Many educators have 

admitted they are fearful of taking students on field trips, engaging them in independent projects, or spending 

time on untested subjects like science or history, art or music because it might take time away from test prep. 

As a result, the curriculum has narrowed and students have lost their opportunity for a well-rounded education. 
 

How much money does it cost? It is difficult to calculate the entire costs of standardized testing – including 

the many classroom hours spent on test prep. But it is well known that nearly every state is spending hundreds of 

millions of taxpayer dollars to develop more high-stakes tests for students, and requiring local districts to spend 

hundreds of millions more to get their students ready to take them. In addition to the cost of the tests and the 

interim tests, there are added costs of new curriculum, textbooks, hardware, software, and bandwidth that 

new tests require. There are also opportunity costs when money allocated for testing supersedes other 

education expenditures, such as libraries, art and music programs, social workers and guidance counselors, 

and extra-curricular activities. 
 

Are there conflicts of interest in testing policies? In many states, a company that has a multi-million dollar 

contract to create tests for the state is also the same company that profits from producing curriculum and test 

prep materials. In some states, a single testing company has been able to win a contract worth many millions 

of dollars by lobbying and engaging in backdoor influencing of public officials. In other states, school districts 

buy textbooks from the same company that makes the tests so their students have an advantage on the tests.  
 

Was it legal for the U.S. Department of Education to fund two testing consortia for the Common Core 

State Standards? According to federal law and regulations, the U.S. Department of education is not allowed 

to supervise, direct, or control curriculum or instruction. Yet the funding of testing consortia directly intervenes in 

the curriculum or instruction of almost every public school in the nation, as the tests will determine what is 

taught and how it is taught. 

 

We clearly need Congressional hearings to address these questions, and ask for your support. 

 
Diane Ravitch   Robin Hiller  

President Executive Director  
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