
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=wapp20

Download by: [University of Bath] Date: 02 August 2017, At: 03:48

Journal of Applied School Psychology

ISSN: 1537-7903 (Print) 1537-7911 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wapp20

The Unintended Outcomes of High-Stakes Testing

Brett D. Jones

To cite this article: Brett D. Jones (2007) The Unintended Outcomes of High-Stakes Testing,
Journal of Applied School Psychology, 23:2, 65-86, DOI: 10.1300/J370v23n02_05

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J370v23n02_05

Published online: 02 Oct 2008.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1369

View related articles 

Citing articles: 29 View citing articles 

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=wapp20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wapp20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1300/J370v23n02_05
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J370v23n02_05
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wapp20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=wapp20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1300/J370v23n02_05
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1300/J370v23n02_05
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1300/J370v23n02_05#tabModule
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1300/J370v23n02_05#tabModule


The Unintended Outcomes
of High-Stakes Testing

Brett D. Jones

Virginia Tech

SUMMARY. Although it is important to evaluate the intended out-
comes of high-stakes testing, it is also important to evaluate the unin-
tended outcomes, which might be as important or more important than
the intended outcomes. The purpose of this paper is to examine some of
the unintended outcomes of high-stakes testing, including those related
to: (a) using tests as a means to hold educators accountable, (b) the ef-
fects on instruction, (c) the effects on student and teacher motivation,
and (d) the effects on students who are at-risk of school failure. In examin-
ing the evidence, I conclude that while some unintended outcomes of
high-stakes testing have been positive, many of the unintended outcomes
have been negative. Hopefully, through a greater awareness of the unin-
tended outcomes, school psychologists can work to minimize the negative
effects of testing on students and educators. doi:10.1300/J370v23n02_05
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INTRODUCTION

Educators and researchers have noted the unintended outcomes of
standardized testing for many years (e.g., Smith, 1991), especially those
that have negative effects on students. Recently, however, the wide-
spread use of standardized tests for high-stakes decisions regarding stu-
dents and educators has magnified the impact of the unintended con-
sequences and created other unforeseen consequences. The purpose of
this paper is to examine some of the unintended outcomes of high-
stakes testing with a particular focus on those that affect students who
are at-risk of school failure. In the first part of this paper, I describe
some of the unintended outcomes related to: (a) using tests as a means to
hold educators accountable, (b) the effects on instruction, and (c) the ef-
fects on student and teacher motivation. In the second part, I discuss the
unintended effects on students with learning or behavioral problems,
students from economically impoverished families, students from mi-
nority groups, and students with limited English proficiency.

Although I refer to the outcomes in this article as unintended, it is im-
possible to determine whether these outcomes were intended or unin-
tended. Therefore, it might be more accurate to define unintended
outcomes as those that were not the primary intended outcome accord-
ing to the Statement of Purpose provided in Title I of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002): “The purpose of this title is to ensure
that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain
a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on chal-
lenging state academic achievement standards and state academic as-
sessments” (Title I, Sect. 1001, 20 USC 6301, para. 1).

UNINTENDED OUTCOMES
FOR STUDENTS AND EDUCATORS

The Use of Standardized Tests for Accountability

One of the main purposes of NCLB (2002) was to increase account-
ability related to student achievement by mandating states to implement
statewide assessments (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Some
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teachers have suggested that such accountability was needed. For exam-
ple, one Florida teacher reported: “I believe that the [testing] has made
teachers accountable for teaching the Sunshine State Standards. We had
the Sunshine State Standards, but until there was the accountability, not
all teachers were using them” (Jones & Egley, 2004c, Themes 1 and 6,
para. 14). The viewpoint presented by this teacher suggests that using
test scores to hold teachers accountable is working as intended. In fact,
90% of teachers in one study reported that teachers should be account-
able for their teaching (Reese, Gordon, & Price, 2004).

Many educators and researchers, however, believe that using high-
stakes test scores to hold students, teachers, and schools accountable is
improper and unfair (Abrams, Pedulla, & Madaus, 2003; Haney, 2002;
Popham, 1999, 2000). Some educators claim that it is unfair to compare
students on a one-time standardized test because children develop at
different rates and come from different backgrounds. They claim that
many factors related to student achievement are out of their control,
such as students’ parental involvement, socioeconomic status, and
home life (Jones & Egley, 2004c). For this reason, they report that it is
particularly unfair to compare schools that serve different populations
(Jones & Egley, 2004a). Empirical evidence appears to support these
concerns. For instance, Reeves (2000) found that 30-40% of the varia-
tion in test scores between districts in Kentucky could be attributed to
contextual effects that were not under the direct control of teachers and
administrators. Similarly, Wilkins (2000) found that nearly 50% of the
variance in test passing rates in Virginia was determined by factors un-
related to schooling such as household income and parental education
(cited in English, 2002).

Several professional organizations, such as the National Association
of School Psychologists (NASP), the American Psychological Associa-
tion, and the American Educational Research Association (AERA) also
support the position that a single test score should not be used to make
high-stakes decisions for students. For example, NASP stated that:
“NASP strongly opposes the use of large-scale testing as the sole de-
terminant for making critical, high stakes decisions about individual stu-
dents and educational systems, including access to educational oppor-
tunity, retention or promotion, graduation or receipt of a diploma”
(NASP, 2003, para. 2). AERA made a similar statement: “Decisions
that affect individual students’ life chances or educational opportunities
should not be made on the basis of test scores alone” (2004, para. 6).
Clearly, these organizations are opposed to using test scores alone to
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make high-stakes decisions; yet, this is exactly how these scores have
been used.

One of the problems with relying solely on test scores to make
high-stakes decisions is that it involves making inferences about the
quality of teachers, administrators, and schools. Popham (2000) ex-
plains, from a measurement perspective, why it is unacceptable to make
these inferences about educational quality using standardized test
scores:

When standardized achievement tests are employed to ascertain
educational quality it really is like measuring temperature with a
tablespoon. Tablespoons have a different measurement mission
than indicating how hot or cold something is. Standardized
achievement tests also have a different measurement mission than
indicating how good or bad a school is. Standardized achievement
tests should be used to make the comparative interpretations that
they were intended to provide. They should not be used to judge
educational quality. (p. 400)

Despite these types of warnings by educators and measurement ex-
perts, student test scores have consistently been used to rate the quality
of schools, especially in states such as Florida where schools are given a
letter grade (i.e., A, B, C, D, F) based on students’ test scores. In fact,
the Governor of Florida, Jeb Bush, has called using test scores to assess
schools a “key innovation” (Bush, 2003).

Because the school ratings are reported publicly in newspapers and
on state websites (e.g., http://fcat.fldoe.org/), the rating becomes a label
for the school. Limiting a school’s quality to a rating oversimplifies the
complexity of factors that contribute to a quality education. For in-
stance, in Florida, half of a school’s grade is based on students’ reading
test scores, one-third is based on students’ mathematics test scores, and
one-sixth is based on students’ writing test scores. By limiting a
school’s rating to these academic areas, other important factors are ex-
cluded from the rating, such as student work samples, student dropout
rate, types and number of courses offered, number of advanced place-
ment courses taken, extracurricular activities available, and students’
attitude toward and interest in school (Popham, 2004). As an example of
how limiting this view of educational quality is, a parent at one Florida
school found the “F” rating of her child’s school surprising: “When
people look at the grade, they’re going to think that the teachers are fail-
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ing the students. That has absolutely not been my experience” (Gilmer,
2002, p. B6).

Student test scores are also being used to judge teachers. For exam-
ple, some school districts (e.g., Denver, Houston) have begun to tie
teacher pay to students’ test scores, a practice that involves the use of
second-level inferences that Popham has warned against (Popham,
2000). In Houston, if students improve on state and national tests, teach-
ers are given as much as $3,000 in extra pay (HISD Connect, n.d.).
Teachers who motivate students or help students develop socially or
emotionally are not rewarded under such a system. The unintended out-
come, therefore, is that the test scores have become the sole measure of
teacher and school quality, which severely limits what is considered to
be quality teaching and a quality education.

Effects on Instruction

There is strong evidence that high-stakes testing has coerced teachers
into aligning their curriculum to the areas tested (e.g., Firestone,
Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1998). On one hand, this may be considered a
positive consequence of high-stakes testing in that teachers should be
responsible for teaching the state curriculum. As an example, teachers
and administrators in one Ohio district found that testing helped the
school system align the curriculum between grade levels, helped educa-
tors identify curricular weaknesses, and made educators more con-
scious of educational outcomes (DeBard & Kubow, 2002). Similarly,
some teachers in Florida were pleased that the testing had standardized
the curriculum across the state and that it had given teachers a standard
to which to teach (Jones & Egley, 2004c).

On the other hand, state curricula are too extensive to be accurately
measured with a one-time standardized test. As a result, standardized
tests are generally limited to only a few subjects such as reading, writ-
ing, and mathematics. A possible negative outcome, therefore, is that
the curriculum is limited to the subjects tested. Other subjects such as
social sciences, health, music, art, and physical education take a back
seat and may be excluded completely from the curriculum (Jones,
Jones, & Hargrove, 2003).

A related curriculum concern is that the goal of schooling is being re-
stricted to passing standardized tests. School has become limited to devel-
oping basic academic and cognitive skills and, in some cases, thinking
skills. As a result, the emphasis on other major goals such as developing
students’ creativity, self-concept, interpersonal relations, ability to be
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self-directed, ability to become involved in a democracy, emotional and
physical well-being, moral and ethical character, and ability to contrib-
ute to the development of a better society (Goodlad, 1979), might be di-
minishing. For instance, Horn (2003) found that the 10th grade English
Language Arts test in Massachusetts was ensuring proficiency in only a
subset of skills that have been defined as essential for work in the new
millennium.

Some teachers believe that the limited curriculum has made their les-
sons less engaging for students. Consider this teacher’s statement:

Before [standardized testing] I was a better teacher. I was exposing
my children to a wide range of science and social studies experi-
ences. I taught using themes that really immersed the children into
learning about a topic using their reading, writing, math, and tech-
nology skills. Now I’m basically afraid to NOT teach to the test. I
know that the way I was teaching was building a better foundation
for my kids as well as a love of learning. Now each year I can’t
wait until March is over so I can spend the last two and a half
months of school teaching the way I want to teach, the way I know
students will be excited about. (Jones & Egley, 2004c, Themes 2
and 7: Effects on the Curriculum).

A related point made by this teacher is that testing can have a nega-
tive effect on students’ in-depth learning and understanding. Because
some educators believe that the tests cover a wide range of topics in the
curriculum areas tested, they might be less likely to devote the time
needed for in-depth exploration of a topic. This can be problematic be-
cause researchers have found that learning with understanding (as op-
posed to rote memorization) takes time (National Research Council,
2000). This issue may be worse in states that administer their tests in
February and March, a couple of months prior to the end of the school
year. In these states, teachers must fit the entire year’s worth of curricu-
lum into about two-thirds of the academic year.

In many cases, state standardized testing has not only affected what is
taught, but also how it is taught. Although there does not appear to be
any systematic effect of testing on teaching that can be generalized to all
teachers and states (Cimbricz, 2002; Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003),
several negative effects have been noted. The most commonly cited one
on teaching and learning is that teachers feel compelled to teach to the
test. Doing so can lead to a focus on low-level knowledge and skills
through the use of rote level, discrete, individual drill and skill practice
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(Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001). As
a teacher in Texas reported: “We try to do hands-on kinds of things ac-
tively involving students, but we realize we have to spend lots of time
on drill and practice with paper and pencil because of the way the test is
formatted” (Gordon & Reese, 1997). In fact, teachers in Florida re-
ported spending an average of 40% of their instructional time practicing
test-taking strategies specifically designed to help students score higher
on tests (Jones & Egley, 2004b).

The “three-point-five essay” is one example of how Florida’s tests
have affected instruction. This type of essay gets its name from the fact
that a student’s response to a prompt on the writing test consists of three
points in five paragraphs. Some educators teach this formula to help stu-
dents pass Florida’s 45 minute writing test. The administrator of
Florida’s Department of Education’s Assessment and School Perfor-
mance Office admits that a three-point-five essay will allow a student to
pass the writing test (cited in Catalanello, 2004). The writing project co-
ordinator for one school district in Florida calls it “test-writing”; and un-
fortunately, she sees it as having negative effects. She states: “We teach
the love of writing right out of kids” (cited in Catalanello, 2004). How-
ever, with the pressure for students to pass the test, it is understandable
why a teacher would choose to use this proven and acceptable method.

Teachers have reported that formulaic approaches have stifled their
teaching ability and creativity, including limiting their ability to meet
the learning needs of students (Jones & Egley, 2004c). Teachers have
noted that students are often not ready for the knowledge and skills they
are teaching, but that they have to rush through the curriculum to cover
the content before the test. This issue is exacerbated in some districts in
states such as North Carolina and Florida that have implemented “pac-
ing calendars” to show which topics should be covered on any particular
day. For example, 8,800 third-graders in one Florida school district
were scheduled to read Little Grunt and the Big Egg from October 13 to
October 21 in 2004 (Tobin & Winchester, 2004, October 4). Such a
rigid schedule does not allow the flexibility that might be needed to
meet the individual needs of students.

Effects on Student and Teacher Motivation

To understand how testing has affected student and teacher motiva-
tion, it is helpful to consider some of the various ways in which motiva-
tion has been defined and measured in educational settings (see Pintrich
& Schunk, 2002, for a complete discussion). One useful definition di-
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vides a student’s motivation into either intrinsic or extrinsic. Students
are intrinsically motivated when they engage in an activity because they
enjoy it or are interested in it; whereas, students are extrinsically moti-
vated when they engage in an activity as a means to an end (Pintrich &
Schunk, 2002).

High-stakes tests are inherently extrinsic motivators because they fo-
cus students on the end result: passing the test. The main reward for
passing a high-stakes test is that the student will be allowed to pass to
the next grade level and/or that her school will be rated highly (which
may result in public praise and monetary rewards for the school). Other
rewards have also been given to students who score highly, including
limousine rides (George, 2001), new bicycles (George, 2001), and pizza
parties (Firestone & Mayrowetz, 2000). These types of rewards make it
clear to students that an important aim of schooling is to do well on
high-stakes tests (Triplett, Barksdale, & Leftwich, 2003); thus, promot-
ing extrinsic motivation.

Unfortunately, few studies have assessed the impact of testing on stu-
dent motivation by querying students or by distinguishing between in-
trinsic and extrinsic motivation. As a result, it is impossible to make
definitive statements about how testing has affected students’ intrinsic
or extrinsic motivation. However, one of the few studies to ask students
about their motivation found that 83% of elementary and 45% of sec-
ondary students in an Ohio school district agreed that testing had moti-
vated them to study (DeBard & Kubow, 2002). This seems to suggest
that at least some students are extrinsically motivated by testing. While
this might appear to be a laudable outcome of high-stakes testing, re-
search suggests that extrinsic rewards decrease intrinsic motivation in
the long term when perceived as controlling (Deci, 1971; Lepper,
Greene, & Nisbett, 1973). The unintended outcome, therefore, is that
students might enjoy school subjects less in the future even though they
appear to be more motivated in the short term by extrinsic rewards.

In fact, from the inception of the high-stakes testing movement, re-
searchers have warned that high-stakes testing could undermine stu-
dents’ intrinsic motivation (Kellaghan, Madaus, & Raczek, 1996).
Researchers who have asked teachers about how testing had affected
students’ “love of learning” (which is one measure of students’ intrinsic
motivation) have found that most teachers find testing to have a nega-
tive effect on students’ love of learning or no effect at all on it (Jones et
al., 1999; Rapp, 2002; Yarbrough, 1999). This makes sense given that
the focus of testing is on the end result of passing the test with little in-
centive for teachers to foster students’ natural curiosity and intrinsic
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motivation. One teacher noted: “School is becoming a drudgery for
teachers and students alike. Yes, standards are important and schools
should work to ensure every child’s success, however, not at the ex-
pense of the love of learning” (Jones & Egley, 2004c, Student Motiva-
tion, para. 2). More research is needed to better understand how testing
has affected students’ intrinsic motivation and which students are most
affected.

There is much evidence, however, to suggest that testing has created
a stressful environment for students. Both students and teachers have
reported negative effects on students related to testing such as worry,
anxiety, nervousness, sweat, tears, stomach aches, irritability, vomiting,
headaches, and loss of sleep (DeBard & Kubow, 2002; Hoffman, Assaf,
& Paris, 2001; Jones et al., 1999; Triplett, Barksdale, & Leftwich,
2003). In an interesting study, Wheelock, Bebell, and Haney (2000)
found that students who were asked to draw a self-portrait in testing sit-
uations depicted themselves as anxious, angry, bored, pessimistic, and
withdrawn from high-stakes tests.

Maybe the most serious outcome of these negative effects on student
motivation is that students may drop out of school altogether. Although
students drop out for various reasons, high school graduation exams ap-
pear to increase the number of student retentions, which has increased
the dropout rate (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Haney, 2000; Jacob, 2001).
Testing has increased retention rates by requiring students to pass tests
to be promoted to the next grade and by pressuring some teachers to re-
tain students who they doubt will pass the tests in the following year
without being retained (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; McNeil, 2000). Re-
taining more students has likely increased dropout rates due to the fact
that students who are retained are significantly more likely to drop out
of school (Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999). Sadly, some teachers choose to
spend less attention on students who are not likely to pass the tests, fo-
cusing instead on the “bubble kids” who can pass with a little extra help
and who will give the teacher and school the biggest return on their in-
vestment (Booher-Jennings, 2006). Exactly who is dropping out and to
what extent has been hotly debated because researchers have used dif-
ferent sets of data and different methods for calculating dropout rates
(see Bracey, 2006, for a discussion). Consequently, it is difficult to state
with certainty the extent of the dropout problem, although there is
mounting research to suggest that testing policies have had an adverse
effect on it (Wheelock, 2003).

Many teachers have also experienced increased stress from the pres-
sure of the tests which has led some teachers to report negative attitudes
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towards the profession, lower teacher morale, less enjoyment in their
job, and an increase in teacher attrition (Center on Education Policy,
2006; DeBard & Kubow, 2002; Jones & Egley, 2004c). With respect to
attrition, 85% of Texas teachers in one study agreed that some of the
best teachers are leaving the field because of high-stakes testing
(Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001) and 52% of teachers surveyed in two
large Florida districts reported having thought about leaving the teach-
ing profession in the past year (Tobin & Ave, 2006). Interestingly, some
teachers who stay in the profession have reported that they wanted to
transfer out of tested grades (Abrams, Pedulla, & Madaus, 2003). More-
over, some Florida administrators, especially those in rural schools,
have reported that their school rating had negatively affected their abil-
ity to attract high quality teachers (Egley & Jones, 2004a). Teacher
resignations and difficulty in teacher recruitment are two possible con-
sequences that could severely affect the quality of education provided
by schools. It is worth noting that the research about the effects of test-
ing on teachers presented here is based on teacher perceptions, which is
appropriate for assessing teachers’ level of stress, attitudes towards the
profession, morale, and enjoyment of their job. However, an analysis of
actual attrition rates would be useful in verifying teachers’ beliefs about
teacher recruitment and retention.

Other Effects on Education

Educators, policy makers, and the general public have cited other
negative effects of testing beyond those discussed previously in this pa-
per. Among them is that testing is costly to implement and takes money
away from more critical needs. For example, the cost for developing,
administering, scoring, and reporting all components of the state testing
program in Florida is about $42 million per year (Florida Department of
Education, 2003). The Connecticut State Department of Education esti-
mated that the costs of NCLB to the State Department of Education
would be about $112.2 million in staff time and actual dollar outlay
from 2002 through 2008 (Connecticut State Department of Education,
2005). Because the State of Connecticut only expected to receive $70.6
million from the federal government to cover these costs, the burden has
fallen on the state to pay the $41.6 million difference. Consequently, the
Commissioner of Education in Connecticut reported that that this
money could have been spent on more critical education needs: “In
sum, the $41.6 million in staff time and additional financial resources
the State of Connecticut needs in order to meet specific NCLB demands
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could be spent in much better ways–ways that would truly leave no child
behind” (Connecticut State Department of Education, 2005, p. 29).

Finally, some educators believe that the testing has created a negative
image of public education (Jones & Egley, 2004a, 2004c). As one
teacher explained, “The [testing] makes schools look bad instead of cel-
ebrating many of their successes” (Jones & Egley, 2004c, Theme 5,
para. 7). The following two newspaper headlines serve as examples of
how the media can use test results to help create a negative image of
public schools: “Few schools find reason to celebrate: Half of high
schools get a D” (Tobin, 2004, June 16, p. B1; in Florida, schools are
graded an A, B, C, D, or F); and “Pinellas schools losing their luster”
(Tobin & Winchester, 2004, November 21).

UNINTENDED OUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS AT-RISK

One of the purposes of NCLB (2002) is to ensure that all children
have a high-quality education. To this end, the policy requires that “as-
sessment results and State progress objectives must be broken out by
poverty, race, ethnicity, disability, and limited English proficiency to
ensure that no group is left behind” (U.S. Department of Education,
n.d., Increased Accountability). Clearly, the stated intent of NCLB is to
focus on at-risk populations that might otherwise be forgotten or treated
unfairly. A positive outcome of NCLB is that it has, in some cases,
brought much needed attention to these disadvantaged groups. The pur-
pose of the following sections is to examine some of the unintended
consequences on these groups that have resulted from the implementa-
tion of high-stakes testing.

Students with Learning or Behavioral Problems

Much anecdotal evidence exists about the effects of high-stakes test-
ing on students with disabilities, but the empirical evidence available is
limited (see Ysseldyke et al., 2004 for a review). Many of the intended
consequences of high-stakes testing appear to be positive in that some
evidence suggests that for students with disabilities: scores have in-
creased on high-stakes tests (Filbin, 2002; Gloeckler, 2001; Thompson
& Thurlow, 2001), participation in the testing has increased (Schulte,
Villwock, Whichard, & Stallings, 2001; Thompson & Thurlow, 2001),
and educator and parental expectations have been raised (Gloeckler,
2001; Thompson & Thurlow, 2001).
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Nonetheless, students with disabilities continue to underperform on
high-stakes tests as compared to their nondisabled counterparts, regard-
less of the type of accommodations received (Horn, 2003; Koretz &
Hamilton, 2001). One explanation for this underperformance is pro-
vided by Disability Rights Advocates (2001):

One reason that high-stakes assessments have a discriminatory
impact on students with learning disabilities is because often when
the tests were developed, little or no attention was given to how the
tests would impact learning disabled test takers. The sample popu-
lation that is used by test developers to set the average scores for
the tests usually does not include students with disabilities. When
disabled students are included in the sample population, it is often
unintentional, and the performance of these individuals is not sep-
arately tracked. Most testing publishers also do not give students
with disabilities accommodations they need when testing a sample
population, thus leading to a dearth of information and research
about the true effect of an accommodation on a testing situation.
(p. 3)

As a result of the lack of research about how testing accommodations
affect test score validity, test publishers might label the accommoda-
tions as “non-standard” or “modifications” because they do not know
how they affect test score validity (Disability Rights Advocates, 2001,
p. 9). Even with accommodations, standardized testing conditions can
unfairly disadvantage students with learning disabilities. For instance,
multiple choice tests might not provide the sufficient context needed for
dyslexic students who rely heavily on context to identify words (Dis-
ability Rights Advocates, 2001).

Many of the unintended outcomes noted previously in this article
also apply to students with disabilities. For example, the effects of nar-
rowing the curriculum to the subjects tested can have an equal if not
greater negative impact on students with disabilities. As Ysseldyke et
al. (2002) note: “The curriculum for students with disabilities may be
narrowed in the sense that their remedial courses may prevent them
from selecting other coursework that may help direct future vocational
goals” (Nelson, 2002, p. 85).

Another often-cited unintended consequence for students with dis-
abilities is an increase in anxiety, although many of these claims are an-
ecdotal (Nelson, 2002, cited in Ysseldyke et al., 2002, p. 89). Even so, it
is hard to ignore stories about students whose motivation and self-es-
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teem have been negatively affected by high-stakes tests. Holbrook
(2001) describes a few such cases of students who are learning disabled
and are unable to pass the pass the Massachusetts Comprehensive As-
sessment System (MCAS) tests because of their lack of reading ability.
Holbrook wrote that “For my fourth-graders, the present MCAS is a ri-
diculous waste of time, emotion, and self-esteem” (p. 784). Teachers
such as Holbrook question why students with documented disabilities
are required to take tests that they cannot pass given their disability or
current level of cognitive development.

In sum, there appear to be some positive intended outcomes and
some negative unintended outcomes associated with high-stakes testing
for students with disabilities. Unfortunately, research has not addressed
many other important questions related to high-stakes testing and stu-
dents with disabilities, such as: How has testing affected the practice of
“tracking” students with disabilities? Or, how has testing affected how
students are provided supplementary services (e.g., summer school,
remedial programs, mentors)?

Students from Economically Impoverished Families

Many reasons have been provided for why schools with students
from economically impoverished families are less likely to demonstrate
Adequate Yearly Progress (as defined by NCLB [2002]) than schools in
more affluent areas (Smith, 2005). Of course, this issue is confounded
by the fact that many low socioeconomic status (SES) students are also
minorities, English Language Learners (ELLs), or both, all of whom
tend to score lower on standardized tests. Nonetheless, factors associ-
ated with poverty create unique challenges for educators, as is evi-
denced by the fact that the gap between poor students and non-poor
students has failed to close since the implementation of NCLB (Lee,
2006).

A clear correlation exists between poverty and low academic
achievement (Berliner, 2006). So much so that English (2002) claims
that the achievement gap will never be resolved because SES is a crucial
variable in explaining test score variance. In this respect, high-stakes
testing could be useful in highlighting the connection between poverty
and low test scores and the need for more resources in these high-pov-
erty schools. Unfortunately, what typically has happened is that high-
stakes tests have been used to blame educators in high-poverty schools
for their lack of success. As one Florida teacher explained, “The
[high-stakes test] seems to be a way to make teachers scapegoats for

The Challenges, Problems, and Dilemmas Associated with High Stakes Testing 77

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

at
h]

 a
t 0

3:
48

 0
2 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 



problems plaguing society” (Jones & Egley, 2004c, Theme 5, para. 7).
Instead of blaming educators for poor test scores, Berliner (2006) ar-
gues that our whole society needs to be held as accountable for provid-
ing healthy children ready to learn. “One-way accountability, where we
are always blaming the schools for the faults that we find, is neither just,
nor likely to solve the problems we want to address” (Berliner, 2006,
Conclusion, para. 3).

Few studies address the effects of testing specifically on the instruc-
tion of poor students. However, in studying school districts in New Jer-
sey, Firestone et al. (2002) found that teaching to the test occurred most
often in the poorest New Jersey districts. Similarly, in their study of
Florida teachers, Jones and Egley (2004b) found that teachers at poorer
schools reported spending more time teaching test-taking strategies.
Furthermore, poor students are at a disadvantage because teacher qual-
ity has a large effect on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 1999)
and poor students are typically taught by less qualified teachers (e.g.,
Shen, Mansberger, & Yang, 2004).

Other negative effects of testing on low SES students relate to the fact
that these students do not have access to resources in their home life to
adequately prepare them for certain standardized tests. For instance,
students from economically impoverished families may depend more
heavily on their school to provide access to cultural, vocational, and en-
richment activities because they have little access to these activities out-
side of school. Yet, as discussed previously, these types of activities
have been disappearing from schools as educators narrow the curricu-
lum to focus more on the basic skills in tested subjects such as reading,
writing, and mathematics. Further, these limited experiences affect the
background knowledge from which students can draw to answer test
questions. The following example demonstrates the disadvantage to
which low SES students can be subjected when their day-to-day life
revolves around survival:

Teachers gave several examples of the class bias in the SAT-9.
Nicole mentioned that there might be a question about airplane
travel, yet only two of her students have ever been to an airport.
Mary mentioned a reading comprehension question on a passage
about a woman who worked in the health profession. The students
were required to make an inference on why the woman chose this
job. The answer the test creator was looking for was that she en-
joyed helping people. However, Mary noticed that her few stu-
dents who could actually read and comprehend the passage chose
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the answer, “because she needed the money.” (Wright, 2002, So-
cial, cultural, and class bias)

Schools attended by poorer students have also been impacted by
high-stakes testing. Hodges (2002) noted that rural schools face unique
challenges because they may lack educational service centers, have ser-
vice centers that lack personnel, or are located in geographically iso-
lated areas. This lack of services can lead to the following types of
problems: (a) not having faculty trained in assessment, its administra-
tion, or its interpretation; (b) not having access to quality staff develop-
ment to assess the causes of low test scores, to train teachers to alleviate
these causes, or to follow up on success of new methods or programs;
(c) not having time and personnel to align state and local standards to
the test; and (d) not being able to prepare rural students for the tests or to
provide them with information as to the importance of the tests
(Hodges, 2002). Some school administrators in rural Florida also
claimed that testing had a negative effect on their ability to attract
high-quality teachers (Egley & Jones, 2004).

Students from Minority Groups

African-American and Hispanic students continue to score well be-
low White students on academic achievement tests (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2004). This finding has often been labeled the
“achievement gap” because of the large gap between the higher test
scores of White students and the lower test scores of some minority
groups. Although some progress has been made in some areas (Center
on Education Policy, 2006; Coley, 2003), the achievement gap has
failed to substantially close over several decades. Discouragingly,
NCLB has not had a significant effect on closing the racial gap (Lee,
2006) and the gap has actually widened for African-American students
on the SAT (The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2005).

In addition to factors associated with SES, African-American stu-
dents might be at a disadvantage on high-stakes tests due to a phenome-
non known as stereotype threat. Stereotype threat refers to the risk
associated with confirming a negative stereotype based on group mem-
bership (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995). On high-stakes tests,
African-American students might score lower than would be expected
based on their abilities due to a fear that they will confirm the negative
stereotype that African-American students score lower on high-stakes
tests than White students (Kellow & Jones, 2005). For instance, when
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ninth-grade African-American students were told that a test they were
about to take was predictive of their ability on a high-stakes test, they
scored lower than when they were told that African-American students
typically scored the same on the test as White students (Kellow & Jones,
2005). These findings indicate that one factor in the achievement gap
might be the stereotype threat felt by African-American students during
high-stakes tests. Consequently, compared to White students, African-
American students may be at a disadvantage because they are unable to
demonstrate their true abilities on tests in which African-Americans have
been shown to consistently score lower than White students. The nega-
tive outcome of stereotype threat is not only that African-American stu-
dents score lower than would be expected on tests, but also that they
may be retained or prevented from graduating high school based on
these inaccurate test scores.

Students with Limited English Proficiency

Because English Language Learners (ELLs) are often minorities
from low-income families (Cosentino de Cohen, Deterding, & Clewel,
2005), NCLB requires that these students are assessed for Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) in three subgroups: the ELL subgroup, a ra-
cial/ethnic subgroup, and the low-income subgroup. Unfortunately,
ELL students have consistently scored lower on high-stakes tests when
compared to other students (Horn, 2003), which becomes a serious con-
cern for educators who are worried about their school making AYP. As
a result, states and districts consider the NCLB requirement for ELL
students one of the law’s greatest challenges because of the instruc-
tional time and resources that it consumes (Center on Education Policy,
2006). Much of the cost and difficulty in administering it is related to
the fact that it requires one teacher or administrator to work with a single
student (Center on Education Policy, 2006).

Others have questioned whether test scores for ELL students are reli-
able or valid (Adebi, 2003; Heubert & Hauser, 1999). Some educators
are especially concerned that high-stakes tests do not accurately mea-
sure student learning and development (Jones & Egley, 2004c; Wright,
2002). In fact, Pedulla et al. (2003) found that nine out of ten teachers
did not regard their state test as an accurate measure of what ELL stu-
dents know or can do. A possible negative effect of such inaccurate test
results is that it leads to frustrated students and teachers who do not be-
lieve that they have a fair chance to succeed in school according to these
types of external measures.
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Although many teachers have noted how testing has narrowed the
curriculum and forced them to spend excessive time on test preparation,
these concerns are paramount for some ELL teachers who have diffi-
culty in designing individualized literacy instruction based on their pro-
fessional judgment, experience, and expertise because of the amount of
time it takes to implement district mandated reading programs (Wright,
2002). For instance, Wright (2002) describes how the curriculum in
California shifted to a highly scripted one-size-fits-all model that relies
on drills and worksheets leaving little time for reading. The curriculum
was adopted because its use had raised student test scores on the SAT-9
in Texas and other parts of California. Such findings have led Wiley and
Wright (2004) to conclude that “current federal education policy for
language-minority students in need of English language development
no longer mandates, nor even encourages, bilingual education” (p. 162).

CONCLUSION

In this article, I discussed several of the unintended outcomes of test-
ing that have been reported, either empirically or anecdotally. It is diffi-
cult to generalize the findings from any one state, district, school, or
classroom to another because contextual factors mediate the extent of
these effects. Even within states, student and educator perceptions can
vary significantly. Nonetheless, patterns in the data are beginning to
emerge that can help us better understand the effects of high-stakes test-
ing on public education. Unfortunately, many of the outcomes of testing
have been negative. Certainly, positive effects of testing have been
noted; however, we must continually ask whether the benefits outweigh
the negative effects.

Because high-stakes testing has placed a tremendous focus on a sin-
gle test score as a measure of a student’s ability, one of my aims in writ-
ing this article was to present some of the many factors that can affect a
student’s test score. School psychologists should consider these factors
when making decisions about students and when discussing the results
of high-stakes tests with parents and other educators. School psycholo-
gists can use their position to educate students, parents, other educators,
and the general public about the limitations of using high-stakes test
scores as the sole evaluation of a student’s ability. They can advocate
for using these scores in combination with other indicators of a stu-
dent’s ability, such as grades, classroom behaviors, and scores on other
types of tests and measurements. The use of other measures is espe-
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cially important for at-risk students given the multitude of factors that
can affect their standardized test scores and the often limited test score
reliability and validity information available for these subgroups. In us-
ing the results of high-stakes tests appropriately and in educating others
about the need for multiple measures of students’ abilities, school
psychologists can help to lessen the intense focus on and importance of
high-stakes test scores.
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