
	
 Last week, I wrote about standardized testing and some of its pitfalls.  Specifically, I made three points:
1. Making standardized testing “high stakes” creates a need for policing the administration of those tests 

which costs money and leads to silly things like reading restroom walls to be sure no one is cheating.
2. If what is tested is not what is taught, it is unlikely that students will perform well on the test.  
3. Research has shown that socio-economic status is the number one predictor of academic achievement.

	
 This week, I would like to give readers some other cautions when reading reports on standardized test 
results.  Last week’s example was an international test called PISA, or Programme for International Student 
Assessment.  This week I’d like to focus on a test only used in the United States called the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress or NAEP.
	
 Sometime in 2014, I saved a newspaper article on the 2013 administration of NAEP.  The headline read, 
“Students Score Poorly.”  The subtitle went on to state, “U.S. High school seniors lack critical skills.”  The first 
question that should come to your mind is, “what critical skills?”  Critical skills according to who?  
	
 Using words like dismal, the first paragraph tells us that performance by high school seniors show they 
lack “critical math and reading skills for an increasingly competitive global economy.” Again, I would ask who 
has determined what skills are critical.  Given that this country has just recently developed “common core 
standards” for which there are still arguments as to what should and what should not be included in these 
standards, how is such a claim made?  To all those who say we should not have a set of common national 
standards taught to all, consider this: those who have determined what is on a nationally administered test that is 
used to judge our nation’s educational attainment have already decided these common standards.  
	
 The news article points out that although the scores for seniors who took the test in 2013 showed no 
improvement over seniors who took the test in 2009, the high school graduation rates in 2012 reached 80 
percent, a record.  It does explain that a possible explanation for increased graduation with a decrease in 
academic performance could be that in the past, the group who would have dropped out would not have taken 
the test.  This highlights another irrefutable truth that we do not like to think about in this country:  intelligence 
follows the normal curve.  That is, half the population at any given time is smarter than average and half is 
below average.  As the “everybody go to college movement” took hold, SAT scores in the country began to 
drop.  While the insinuation was that students were less prepared, it was likely just the natural consequence of 
more students taking the test.
	
 After spending half the article decrying the performance of seniors, we learn that the students in the 
fourth and eighth grade also took the test.  In contrast to the performance of 12th graders, students at these grade 
levels have made steady progress since 1990, but this fact is only stated and not at all explored.  In the final 
paragraph, the writers at the associated press get to a critical issue when trying to explain why the seniors do not 
do as well as the younger students:  “One speculation is that high school seniors simply aren’t motivated when 
they take this exam.”  
	
 If you’ve ever spent any time around high school seniors in the second semester (when the NAEP is 
given) you know that it is not speculation that motivation is an issue – it is fact!  Tell a senior you must take this 
test, it doesn’t count toward graduation and it doesn’t count for college (for which many have already been 
accepted) and you do not get an enthusiastic response.  Imploring that they do their best so the federal 
government has a measure of their success does not win them over.  
	
 The other gulling thing about the Associated Press story are the graphs that were printed with the article.  
Two line graphs, one for reading and one for math, did not have the X or Y axis labeled.  You don’t know if the 
graphs represent all grades that took the test or just seniors  Two bar graphs show racial composition of testakers 
but again do not inform us what grade level population is represented.
	
 Every time I read some article reporting results of a standardized test, I have to temper my frustration 
with the realization that standardized testing is a complex process, not easily understood by most.  I would 
encourage readers when reading a news article about a standardized test to go to the website of the test so you 
can gain a true understanding of what it all means.  
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 People who professionally design and score tests are called psychometricians.  With a job title like that, 
you know there is more to the story than what can be printed in a newspaper or read on a news show.
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