
	
 School has resumed and students return to routines of going to class, doing homework 
and yes, taking the periodic test.  Students, as we all did, learn to adapt to testing as they come to 
know what to expect from each teacher.  They learn that preparation is key to success.
	
 In the years following the passage of the No Child Left Behind law, as I began to to see 
how it was going to play out, I proclaimed that we were living in the era of “death by test.”  It 
became clear that standardized testing was going to become a predominant force in education 
and that the results would be mis-used.
	
 I would like to ask the adults reading this column a question:  How many times in  any 
job you’ve held, has your performance been judged or dependent upon a written test, such as 
those given in school or as a standardized exam?
	
 Most jobs never ask you to take in factual information and regurgitate it on a piece of 
paper.  While most jobs require a knowledge base to be successful, it is how we apply that 
knowledge that gives us job success.  Written tests are the most convenient way to determine 
what factual information a person currently has stored in short term memory, but they do not tell 
us what a person is capable of doing with information.
	
 We know how to give “performance assessments.”  Enlightened teachers still use the 
standard written test, but they also do more “performance-based assessments.”  Performance-
based assessments ask student to do something with what they know rather than just tell you 
what they know.  If schools really wanted to prepare students for the “real world,” we would do 
mostly performance assessments.  But alas, the standardized test looms and we must have 
students be comfortable with that format.
	
 In my 32 years in education, I have seen a number of tests administered by the state.  In 
the 80’s, we had the EQA (Educational Quality Assessment).  In the late 80’s and early 90’s, it 
was the TELLS test (Test of Essential Language Literacy Skills) and then in the mid to late 90’s, 
we moved to the first version of the Pennsylvania Assessment System.  It has morphed and 
changed over the last decade in a number of ways as we head to yet another testing system:  the 
Keystone Exams in high school and Grade 3-8 testing that will be aligned to new standards.
	
 So here’s my basic issue:  It takes 13 years for a child to go through a school system.  We 
have not had any one testing system long enough to collect enough data to know if a system is 
working.  It takes years to change curriculum, implement it with fidelity, and then assess the 
implementation.  No testing system has allowed us enough time to do that.
	
 This past June, the department of education shocked us when they announced that 11th 
graders this spring of 2013 will no longer take the PSSA.  Instead, they will take three Keystone 
Exams (algebra, literature and biology).  These Keystones were developed as “end of course” 
exams for those three subjects but all of this year’s juniors will take them regardless of if, or 
when, they took the class.  We’re still not 100% certain what is on the tests.  As a matter of fact, 
the state keeps changing the standards to which we teach.  Under Governor Ridge, we began to 
have state outcomes but people were afraid of “outcomes” so they became standards.  Under 
Governor Rendell, we were told we were adopting the  Common Cores Standards that would be 
universal across the nation.  But now, under Governor Corbett, we are told the Common Core 
Standards will be modified to be the Pennsylvania Common Cores Standards.  (Apparently some 
folks in Harrisburg don’t understand what “common” means.)
	
 Are you lost yet? 
	
 Next week, the state is likely to release to the press the results of this past spring’s PSSA 
testing.  As NCLB marches us to 100% of kids being proficient by 2014, the number of students 
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required to be “proficient” on last spring’s test is 78% in math and 81% in reading.  Many 
schools will not hit these benchmarks and some of our schools are likely to be among them.
	
 Critical to this whole discussion is the definition of proficiency.  It is interesting that the 
federal law demanding 100% proficiency leaves the definition of proficiency up to each 
individual state.  Thus, Pennsylvania has set a high bar for proficiency – basically, proficient 
enough to attend college.  Other states may have set proficiency to mean simply functional in 
daily life.
	
 I feel like this Lancer Letter has been a bit disjunct, perhaps it even sounds like I’m 
rambling.  Too bad.  There will be a test.
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