
	
 For something different on Easter Sunday, I picked up a Pittsburgh Post Gazette.  There was an 
interesting Op-ed that day written by a professor at Carnegie Mellon, Kathy M. Newman.  She wrote about her 
frustrations with the standardized testing that is, in her opinion, damaging children and education.  She wrote of 
how she is “opting out” her child from the tests.
	
 I learned later in the week that her piece went viral.  It is being endorsed by parents and educators across 
the country.  Timothy Eller, the Press Secretary for the Pennsylvania Department of Education, wrote a quick 
retort to this call for civil disobedience.  His response reflected a total ignorance of the process of education.  He 
used the usual justification for testing:  “If not the PSSAs or some other assessment, how else would Ms. 
Newman suggest we ensure that the $27 billion -- local, state and federal taxes -- Pennsylvania taxpayers put 
into K-12 public education is being used to educate our kids?”
	
 Oh, call on me!  Call on me!
	
 Mr. Eller asks a fair and valid question.  I do not fault him for asking it and it deserves an answer.  Mr. 
Eller holds a bachelors degree in electronic media so I’m sure he didn’t study an answer to his question while in 
college.  I fail to understand, given his background, why he (and many others in government) insist they have 
the ONE AND ONLY answer:  testing!
	
 Research has been conducted for decades on what makes schools effective.  I remember as far back as 
the 80’s when the National Association of Secondary School Principals provided research-based surveys to 
gauge the effectiveness of learning in the school.  Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe outlined how schools can be 
effective in their “Schooling by Design” model.  Richard Marzano wrote a book titled, What Works in Schools, 
that reviews research about effective teaching and learning.  The federal government has funded educational 
research labs for decades.  The list goes on.
	
 I am particularly fond of the model known as “Learning Criteria” developed by Willard Daggett and the 
International Center for Leadership in Education.  Several years ago, this organization set out to discover what 
makes a good high school.  They studied 75 excellent schools and developed a model that all schools could 
emulate.  Part of that research included the development of surveys that can help a school discover if they are 
achieving what they think they are achieving.  We have implemented this model at GM for all of our schools.  
We now annually take a look at a wide-range of data, including test scores, to gauge how we are progressing.
	
 The point is that we have years of science and research that tells us what schools should be doing to 
provide effective teaching and learning.  The use of student achievement data (some through standardized 
testing) is a part of every school improvement system but, IT IS NOT THE ONLY THING.  What is called 
“high stakes testing” has never been proven to be effective and we are pouring millions of dollars into a system 
never proven to work!
	
 So, to Mr. Eller’s question of what we should do:
	
 The state of Pennsylvania should select or develop a model that incorporates the best research on 
teaching and learning.  It would then provide a structure for schools to follow in accordance with the model.  
This structure would include the collection of a wide range of data to be monitored every year, including student 
achievement data from several sources.   Schools would regularly review and report progress on the multiple 
points of data collected.
	
 Instead of investing millions in high stakes testing and other unproven methods, the department of 
education would employ highly trained teams that would visit schools and provide on-site assistance to help 
schools improve.  I am suggesting a model that has been used for many years by accrediting agencies.  These 
accrediting agencies set standards for schools, ask schools to engage in self-evaluation processes, and then 
sends objective people for on on-site visit to validate the school’s work.  
	
 The method I am proposing is no more expensive than the many ineffective initiatives being thrust upon 
schools right now; but, this method would not result in a simple score or some type of number that allows you 
to compare one school to another.  It would be reflective of the complications of teaching and learning.  
	
 People can understand a score:  home team 35, visitors 26.  It is not difficult for our minds to grasp.   If 
you want to accurately assess the success of a system that involves multiple nuances of the the human brain and 
the human condition, you can’t do it like you are scoring a game.  In recent years, the movement to reduce the 
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educational process to only a numbers game has gained momentum.  Those leading the charge will not listen to 
educators who they claim are only interested in protecting the status quo.  
	
 Perhaps if we are going to treat children like the beautiful, complex humans they are and not like a 
product on the assembly line, then Mrs. Newman’s “civil disobedience” may be the only way to stop the 
insanity.
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