
	
 During the first two weeks of January, the high school was busy administering Keystone Exams.  
Keystone Exams are “end of course” exams required for graduation by the state.  They are given in Algebra, 
Literature and Biology.  Since our high school runs on a semester basis like a college, students taking these 
courses during the second semester will take their Keystone Exams in May.  Knowing the high stakes involved, 
many students get stressed over the exams while the obsessive compulsive test security requirements of the state 
keep the staff stressed as well.
	
 The state sends people, unannounced, to inspect whether we are following proper procedures when 
giving tests.  These people, who we have lovingly dubbed Keystone Cops, will observe the testing and inspect 
any number of documents to determine if we are keeping tests secure and deterring students from cheating.  The 
gentleman we had come last year even went into the restroom to make sure that answers were not being 
scrawled on the restroom walls (your tax dollars at work).   Any teacher who gives a Keystone Exam must go 
online every year to watch a video to tell them how to administer the test and print a certificate that the 
Keystone Cop can inspect.  These are just a few examples of the extent to which the state is going to ensure 
there is no cheating on tests.
	
 As I pointed out last week, public schools serve our society at large by providing an educated, trained 
workforce.  I think that it is proper that we have expectations of what students will learn at each grade level and 
we should be assessing the degree to which students have met the expectations.  That is the proper use of tests.  
The examples I give above only exist because testing has been misused for political purposes and when they 
become “high stakes,” we have to pay people to read restroom walls.
	
 It is important that people understand what standardized tests tell us and do not tell us.  The media is full 
of stories about poor test performance by American students but the story is never complete.  For example, one 
headline reads, “U.S. scores stagnant, other nations pass us by in latest international test.”  The media loves 
these kinds of headlines but fail to tell us exactly what is being tested other than mentioning broad subjects like 
math and science.  This article reported on PISA or the Programme for International Student Assessment.  By 
seeking out other information, I found this statement:  “Students in the United States have particular weaknesses 
in performing mathematics tasks with higher cognitive demands, such as taking real-world situations, 
translating them into mathematical terms, and interpreting mathematical aspects in real-world problems. An 
alignment study between the Common Core State Standards for Mathematics and PISA suggests that a 
successful implementation of the Common Core Standards would yield significant performance gains also in 
PISA.”  Aha!  What we have been teaching in this country doesn’t match what the test is assessing.  
	
 If our curriculum as a nation is not aligned to the tests being given to judge us, there is no way we will 
do well.  To this point, tests created to make judgements about education systems, are created by a group of 
people who decide what they feel students should know.  There is not necessarily a correlation to what students 
are being taught.  Rankings among countries therefore primarily tell you which countries more closely teach the 
material being tested.  (The tests also tell us something about WHO is being tested but that is another story.)
	
 The other irrefutable fact about testing is that socioeconomic status is the number one indicator of 
student achievement.  We don’t like to believe that in this country.  We want to believe that anyone can 
overcome their economic status and succeed – and many do.  There are examples of schools with a high 
percentage of low socio-economic students doing well on achievement tests.  These schools, though, are 
exceptions rather than the rule.
	
 I have a spreadsheet posted on our website that drives home this point about achievement and 
socioeconomic status.  The spreadsheet lists all PA school districts, their performance profile number (basically, 
success on tests), their aid ratio and percentage of students on free and reduced lunch.  A low aid ratio and low 
percentage of students on free and reduced lunch means the district is wealthy.  If you look at the top  5 
academic performers in PA, they have aid ratios of 0.15 to .32 and only 4.7% to 8.88% of their students 
qualifying for free and reduced lunch.  The bottom five districts, by contrast have aid ratios of .68 to .88 and 
48% to 98% of students on free and reduced lunch.  With few exceptions, the richer districts scored at the top 
and the poorest districts scored at the bottom.   So it appears that all the time and money spent on using 
standardized tests to compare districts tells us something we could determine by looking at a district’s wealth.
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  “You don’t fatten a pig by weighing it.”  Improvement doesn’t come with more tests.  Stories about test 
performance are never complete.

Lancer Letter #216! Testing Pitfalls


