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I remember what I was thinking when it all began.  I’m speaking of the standardized 
testing craze.  No Child Left Behind.  ALL students will be proficient.

What will proficiency be?  Will it be a basic functional literacy? “We could get most kids 
to a level of functional proficiency,” I thought.  But we now know the proficiency requirement is 
over the top and way beyond functional.

A second, scarier thought then entered my mind.  “If they’re going to give us a target to 
hit, we’re going to try very hard to hit it. And in most cases, we’ll hit it.”  Hitting a target or a 
goal isn’t a bad thing – unless it’s the wrong target.

Gearing a country’s educational system to focus on success on a standardized test is not a 
good plan.  Certainly, we all need a basic level of knowledge on many topics, but in a google-
fueled knowledge economy, recall is not the precious commodity.  Analytical thinking, problem 
solving and creativity are what is needed.

This all came back to me while I was in Atlanta with our engineering teams, one of which 
placed 5th in the nation and another which placed 7th in the video category.  In last week’s 
Lancer Letter I outlined the details of what was involved in that very rigorous program.  
Certainly, not all our students are capable of that level of accomplishment, but all students can 
learn to be better problem solvers. 

Matt Seth is a 2003 General McLane graduate who is now an engineer for General 
Electric.  Matt lives out our core value of commitment:  “We value long term commitment from 
employees, graduates and residents.”  Matt has been a speaker for our Academy of Medical Arts 
and Engineering and was kind enough to come in and give some guidance to our engineering 
team. 

Matt thoroughly explored what the engineering competition was about and commented, 
“These projects are exceptionally difficult at a college level let alone a high school level.  
Another great feature is that it prepares the students to problem solve as a TEAM.  Companies 
are pushing collaboration and being able to work with a group of diverse individuals.  It is 
imperative to be able to solve problems with a team consisting of people with different 
personalities, intelligence, leadership and backgrounds. “

Companies are “pushing collaboration and being able to work wth a group of diverse 
individuals” while schools are pushing a testing environment where it would be considered 
cheating to even talk to anyone.   As Matt mentions, complex problems are solved by teams but 
we only judge success of individuals.

We have never been test crazy at GM.  We don’t gear what we do around the testing.  
That’s one of the reasons I’m so ecstatic about the engineering competition results - it affirms we 
are doing the right things - the things this country needs to flourish; but we have come to a 
crossroads in standardized testing.

We’ve been fairly successful with test scores but we have now reached an “end of the 
road” of sorts.  About 80% of our students are proficient without us going test-wonky on them.  
(Test-wonky cannot be found in the dictionary.  It means you force a student to completely focus 
on test success no matter what it takes - repeating the same course over and over, dropping 
electives to do more math, etc.)  

So in the coming year, we hope to “work smarter” with the students who do not meet 
proficiency.  Our board has approved some powerful computer applications that will help us with 
that and we hope to be able to improve their skills.  We will identify students who need to 
improve and we hope to strategically target their weaknesses, but we don’t want to get test-
wonky with them.
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If you think problem solving is only for teams of engineers, consider this:  Many of the 
Apollo astronauts came from Mid-West farms.  Why?  Because on a farm, you learn to solve 
problems and that is important to NASA.  People who can solve everyday problems by 
developing an idea and creating the item to implement that idea are more valuable than people 
who can wield a #2 successfully.

We’ll be good soldiers and do our best to improve test scores for our students who are not 
proficient, but it will not be at the expense of doing the more important things.  You can call me 
many things, but wonky won’t be one of them.


