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UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF HIGH-STAKES
TESTING
At a Glance
High-stakes testing is one of the most controversial issues in American education. Advocates
contend that these tests encourage students to work harder, provide teachers with a stronger
understanding of students' strengths and weaknesses, and allow educators to target failing
schools for extra help. Critics claim that they narrow and distort the curriculum, hold students
and teachers with inequitable resources to the same standards, and solidify class and ethnic
disparities. This Information Capsule reviews research conducted on the unintended
consequences of high-stakes testing programs, such as narrowing of the curriculum, higher
levels of student test anxiety, and increased pressure on teachers. In addition, high-stakes
tests have been found to have a disproportionately negative impact on low-performing, lowincome, and minority students. Although the majority of unintended consequences are negative,
researchers have found that high-stakes tests have some positive effects on education, including
increased teacher professional development, better alignment of instruction with state content
standards, more effective remediation programs for low-achieving students, and increased use
of data to inform instruction. The research is mixed on the impact of high-stakes testing on
dropout rates, students' levels of academic achievement and motivation, and on the
consequences of publishing test scores. This report also includes a brief review of studies that
have examined the full costs of high-stakes testing.

High-stakes testing is one of the most controversial issues in American education. While some policymakers
view testing as an important component of the school reform and improvement process, others see it as
a threat to the quality of teaching and learning (Mitchell, 2006; Burger & Krueger, 2003; Westchester
Institute for Human Services Research, 2003).
Tests are called high-stakes when they are used to make decisions about students, teachers, schools,
and/or districts. Examples of tests associated with high-stakes for students include those used to make
decisions about high school graduation or grade promotion. Tests that are high-stakes for educators
include those used to make decisions regarding teachers’ jobs and pay. High-stakes tests for schools
and districts often determine school funding levels and guide school restructuring efforts (von der Embse,
2008; FairTest, 2007; Moses & Nanna, 2007; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; Pedulla et al., 2003; Westchester
Institute for Human Services Research, 2003; Mulvenon et al., 2001; Lewis, 2000).
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Prior to the 1970s, large-scale tests were used to provide teachers with information about their students,
but rewards or sanctions were rarely associated with performance. Policymakers started using test results
to make decisions about individual students during the minimum competency testing movement of the
1970s. The emergence of formal accountability systems in the 1990s resulted in testing programs that
provided incentives or sanctions to both students and schools on the basis of test scores. With the
passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, states began attaching increasingly higher stakes to
tests. Today, American students are tested with greater frequency than at any other time in the history of
the United States (Elbousty, 2009; Jacob, 2005; Nichols, 2003; Stecher, 2002; Steeves et al., 2002;
Wright, 2002).
Advocates of high-stakes testing contend that these tests provide the pressure that is needed to encourage
students to work harder and teachers to adopt more effective practices. They maintain that high-stakes
tests provide students with information about their own knowledge and skills and teachers with a stronger
understanding of individual students’ strengths and weaknesses. Proponents also point out that when
schools are held accountable for student achievement, high-performing schools can be rewarded and
failing schools can be targeted for additional assistance and resources (Elbousty, 2009; Perkins & Wellman,
2008; Jones & Egley, 2007; Barnes, 2005; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; Stecher, 2002; Wright, 2002;
American Psychological Association, 2001).
Critics of high-stakes tests, on the other hand, claim that they increase students’ risk of educational
failure, hold students and teachers with inequitable resources to the same standards, narrow and distort
the curriculum, and solidify class and ethnic disparities. In addition, they argue that high-stakes testing
sends the message that the primary purpose of learning is to score well on tests (Nichols & Berliner,
2008; McMillan, 2005; Mika, 2005; Burger & Krueger, 2003; FairTest, 2003; Bracey, 2000).
Whatever one’s view on the value and utility of high-stakes testing, it is undeniable that these programs
have had significant effects on students, teachers, and school administrators. This Information Capsule
reviews research conducted on the unintended consequences of high-stakes testing.
Negative Consequences of High-Stakes Testing
Researchers have identified the following negative consequences associated with high-stakes testing
programs:

•

Narrowing of the curriculum. Studies have consistently confirmed that increasing the stakes attached
to tests can change what is taught and how it is taught and adversely affect the quality of classroom
practice. Studies have also found that the greater the stakes, the more likely curriculum narrowing
will occur (Mesler, 2008; Moses & Nanna, 2007; Mitchell, 2006; Yeh, 2005; Sadker & Zittleman, 2004;
Clarke et al., 2003; Pedulla et al., 2003; Cimbricz, 2002; Diamond & Spillane, 2002; Shepard, 2002;
Stecher, 2002; American Educational Research Association, 2000; Langenfeld et al., 1997).
It should be noted that some researchers have pointed out that narrowing of the curriculum is not
always undesirable. They maintain that if state standards, curriculum, and tests are well aligned,
students will be taught and tested on the content and skills they are expected to know (Yeh, 2005;
Steinberg, 2003; Shepard, 2002).
Researchers have identified four general categories of curriculum narrowing:
$

Exclusion of non-tested subject areas. Studies have found that in the majority of schools,
the time devoted to untested subjects such as art, foreign languages, physical education, and
music has been reduced or eliminated completely so that teachers can spend more time teaching
reading, math, writing, and science (Nichols & Berliner, 2008; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; Yeh,
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2005; Volante, 2004; Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Westchester Institute for Human Services Research,
2003; Cimbricz, 2002; Shepard, 2002). Surveys conducted across the U.S. have found that the
majority of teachers report an increase in the amount of time spent on tested subjects and a
decrease in the amount of time spent on non-core subject areas and other activities, such as
research projects and field trips.
$

Exclusion of non-tested topics within subject areas. Opponents of high-stakes testing have
argued that they lead to a low-level basic skills curriculum, with teachers focusing only on the
parts of the curriculum that will help students earn high test scores. Studies have found that
teachers often exclude topics within tested subjects that are unlikely to appear on high-stakes
tests. They have also been found to change course objectives and the sequence of the curriculum
to correspond to the content and timing of tests, placing more emphasis on topics that appear on
the test earlier in the school year and less emphasis on topics that are not tested (Barnes, 2005;
Yeh, 2005; Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Reardon & Galindo, 2002; Stecher, 2002; Bracey, 2000).
Gayler and associates (2003) stated: “Many educators report that exit exams and high-stakes
testing are squeezing out any content not covered by the tests, encouraging breadth of coverage
instead of depth, and promoting a curriculum sequence and a pace that are not appropriate for
some students.”

$

Adapting teaching style to testing format. Critics contend that high-stakes testing has caused
teachers to engage in repetitious instruction on isolated pieces of information, leaving students
with little time to engage in creative interdisciplinary activities or project-based inquiry. Researchers
have found evidence that teachers tend to abandon more innovative instructional strategies,
such as cooperative learning and creative projects, in favor of more traditional lecture and recitation
to prepare students for high-stakes tests. Many teachers report adopting instructional approaches
that resemble testing methods; for example, finding mistakes in written work or solving only the
types of math problems contained in the test (Nichols & Berliner, 2008; Marchant & Paulson,
2005; Triplett & Barksdale, 2005; Yeh, 2005; Cimbricz, 2002; Stecher, 2002).
Clarke and colleagues’ (2003) survey of teachers in three states with low-, moderate-, and highstakes testing programs found that all teachers reported changing their instructional strategies
to prepare students for high-stakes tests. However, teachers in states with higher stakes reported
approximately twice the number of changes designed to adapt their instructional strategies to the
test as their peers in states with low- or moderate-stakes tests.

$

Excessive test preparation. Test preparation can benefit students by helping them build testtaking skills, such as working in isolation, listening, writing, and working within an allotted time
frame. However, excessive amounts of time spent familiarizing students with the format of test
questions and how to record answers results in a considerable loss of learning time. In addition,
repetition of the same tasks may result in student boredom and burnout (Rhone, 2006; Yeh,
2005; Volante, 2004; Westchester Institute for Human Services Research, 2003; Cimbricz, 2002;
Stecher, 2002; Ediger, 2000).
Studies indicate that teachers often devote too much classroom time to test preparation. In many
states, students begin preparing for high-stakes tests when they enter school in the fall and
continue until tests are administered in the spring. Only after high-stakes tests are administered
do some teachers engage in the real curriculum (Triplett & Barksdale, 2005; Shepard, 2002).
Pedulla and colleagues’ (2003) nationwide survey of teachers found that teachers in states with
high-stakes tests were more likely than their counterparts in states with lower-stakes tests to
engage in test preparation earlier in the school year.
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Jones and colleagues (1999) surveyed North Carolina elementary teachers and reported that 80
percent of respondents indicated that they spent over 20 percent of their instructional time
practicing for End-of-Grade tests. More than 28 percent of respondents reported that they
practiced for the tests over 60 percent of the time. Jones and Egley (2007) surveyed elementary
teachers from 30 Florida school districts. Teachers reported that they spent an average of 43
percent of their math instructional time, 43 percent of their writing instructional time, and 38
percent of their reading instructional time on test-taking strategies specifically designed to help
students score higher on the FCAT. Interestingly, there were no significant differences in the
amount of time spent practicing for tests based on schools’ performance grades. For example,
“A” schools did not spend significantly more time practicing for tests than “C” schools. In contrast,
Taylor and colleagues (2002) found that teachers at high-achieving Colorado schools reported
spending less time on practice tests and test-taking strategies than teachers at lower-performing
schools.
Research has demonstrated that it is possible for test scores to increase when students become
familiar with the test’s format, with or without real improvement in the broader achievement
constructs. In these cases, students may be mistakenly categorized as high-performing not
because of their actual achievement levels, but because their teachers engaged in excessive
test preparation activities (Jacob, 2005; Sadker & Zittleman, 2004; Volante, 2004; Heubert, 2002).

•

Disproportionate impact on disadvantaged students. One of the rationales given for establishing
high-stakes testing programs is to improve educational equity, but some researchers have noted
that these tests rarely lead to more equal educational opportunities or outcomes for students from
disadvantaged backgrounds. In fact, studies have shown that the negative effects of high-stakes
testing appear to be greater for low-performing, low-income, and minority students than they are for
more advantaged students. This is because disadvantaged students have been found to have lower
than average scores and to be more likely to live in states with strong accountability systems (Moses
& Nanna, 2007; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; Nichols et al., 2005; Sadker & Zittleman, 2004; French,
2003; Gayler et al., 2003; Amrein & Berliner, 2002a; Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Heubert, 2002; Reardon
& Galindo, 2002; Stecher, 2002; Riede, 2001; Samuelson, 2001; Ediger, 2000).
High-stakes tests may reflect the inequities that exist within schools rather than meaningful differences
in student learning, failing to take into account large discrepancies in school funding, facilities, parental
involvement, transportation access, and neighborhood environment. States and districts must ensure
that results are truly indicative of student achievement rather than a reflection of the quality of school
resources or instruction. Researchers have therefore urged educators not to compare teachers and
schools unless student demographics and school resources are equated (von der Embse, 2008;
FairTest, 2007; Moses & Nanna, 2007; Barnes, 2005; Clarke et al., 2003; American Psychological
Association, 2001; Samuelson, 2001; American Educational Research Association, 2000; National
Academy of Sciences, 1999).
Studies have found that narrowing of curriculum and instruction occurs most often in low-performing,
minority, and low-income schools. These schools are under the most pressure to improve test scores
(Nichols & Berliner, 2008; FairTest, 2007; Volante, 2004; Shepard, 2002). Madaus and Clarke (2001)
reported on surveys they administered to over 2,000 grades 4-12 teachers. They found that 75
percent of math and science teachers with high-minority classes reported pressure from their districts
to improve high-stakes test scores, in comparison to approximately 60 percent of teachers with lowminority classes. Teachers with high-minority classrooms reported significantly more often that they
taught test-taking skills, increased emphasis on tested topics, and began test preparation more than
a month before the test. Diamond and Spillane (2002) studied high- and low-performing Chicago
elementary schools. They found that high-performing schools used the results of high-stakes tests
to identify and adopt interventions for all students, while low-performing schools targeted specific
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students who had the greatest chance of passing the test. They concluded that high-stakes tests
had a very different impact on students’ educational opportunities, depending on their school’s status
in relation to the accountability system.

•

Misleading measure of students’ overall achievement. Major research associations have stated
that high-stakes decisions should not be made on the basis of a single test score because a test only
provides a “snapshot” of student achievement and may not accurately reflect an entire year’s worth
of student progress and achievement. They maintain that decisions about students’ education, such
as course placement, retention, or graduation, have more validity when they are based on additional
relevant information (American Psychological Association, 2001; American Educational Research
Association, 2000; National Academy of Sciences, 1999).
Most educators agree that high-stakes tests measure an extremely limited sample of knowledge and
skills under the assumption that test questions are indicative of performance in broader domains.
However, the number of items measuring any particular skill or knowledge may be too small to provide
a reliable measure of a specific skill. In addition, students who typically perform well academically
may receive a low test score because they had a bad day or undervalued the significance of the test.
Researchers also point out that tests can’t discern the impact of poverty, abuse, part-time jobs, lack
of sleep, emotional state, or lack of social adjustment on student performance (Barnes, 2005; Marchant,
2004; Burger & Krueger, 2003; French, 2003; Heubert, 2002; Stecher, 2002).
Heubert (2002) reported that even the best standardized tests are far less precise than most people
realize. He offered the following two examples:

•

•

How often will a student who belongs at the 50th percentile according to national test norms
actually score within five percentile points of that ranking on a test? The answer is only about 30
percent of the time in mathematics and 42 percent of the time in reading.

•

What are the chances that two students with identical “real achievement” will score more than ten
percentile points apart on the same Stanford 9 test? For two grade 9 students who are at the 45th
percentile in mathematics, the answer is 57 percent of the time. In grade 4 reading, the probability
is 42 percent.

Test anxiety. Test-related anxiety is one of the most commonly cited sources of student stress and
it has become more prevalent as schools have attached more serious consequences to standardized
testing (Ghezzi, 2010; Mesler, 2008; Wilde, 2008; Moses & Nanna, 2007; King, 2006; Rhone, 2006;
Barnes, 2005; Triplett & Barksdale, 2005; New York State Department of Education, 2004; Burger &
Krueger, 2003; Vogler, 2002; Dounay, 2000; Huber & Moore, 2000).
Researchers have estimated that 20 to 33 percent of all students suffer from some level of test
anxiety (McCaleb-Kahan & Wenner, 2009; von der Embse, 2008). McCaleb-Kahan and Wenner
(2009) reported that test anxiety is more prevalent in females than in males, regardless of grade
level, and that low-income students appear to suffer from higher levels of test anxiety than more
advantaged students.
Test anxiety can interfere with students’ ability to function during a test and in the days and weeks
leading up to a test. Physiological responses include increases in blood pressure and rate of respiration,
elevated body temperature, gastrointestinal problems, headaches, difficulty sleeping, and muscle
spasms. High levels of test anxiety are associated with lowered levels of academic performance,
poorer study skills, and development of academic avoidance behaviors. Following testing, some
overly anxious children exhibit behavioral symptoms, such as crying, illness, or outbursts of anger
(Larson et al., 2010; McCaleb-Kahan & Wenner, 2009; von der Embse, 2008).
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Pedulla and colleagues’ (2003) national survey of teachers found that teachers from high-stakes
states were more likely to report that students felt intense pressure to perform well and were extremely
anxious about taking state tests. Clarke and colleagues’ (2003) interviews with educators in three
states (one state with low-stakes tests, one with moderate-stakes tests, and one with high-stakes
tests) reported that as stakes increased, educators reported more test-related student stress. A
study conducted in a California high school found that 61 percent of students reported test anxiety
prior to taking the state’s graduation test, with 26 percent reporting high levels of test anxiety often or
most of the time (Bradley et al., 2007). Triplett and colleagues’ research (Triplett & Barksdale, 2005;
Triplett et al., 2003) found that elementary students worried about a variety of test-related issues,
including the length of the tests, not being able to talk for long periods of time, how to bubble answer
sheets, what to do when they didn’t know the answers, time constraints during tests, and possible
consequences of their scores. McCaleb-Kahan and Wenner (2009) reported a strong correlation
between teacher anxiety and student test anxiety, leading them to conclude that teacher concerns
were perceived by and transferred to students.

•

Increased pressure on teachers. Surveys conducted across the country have found that teachers
report increased pressure when high-stakes testing programs are implemented (Barnes, 2005; Clarke
et al., 2003; Pedulla et al., 2003). This pressure appears to increase dramatically when high-stakes
for adults, such as pay increases, job retention, or school restructuring, are attached to student test
results (Barnes, 2005; Allen, 2000).
Pedulla and colleagues’ (2003) nationwide survey found that teachers in high-stakes states reported
feeling more pressure than those in lower-stakes states. Elementary teachers reported feeling the
most test-related pressure and high school teachers reported the least pressure, with middle school
teachers falling in between the two. Barnes’ (2005) survey of Georgia teachers concluded that teachers’
test-related pressure negatively affected their classroom performance. She noted that it is hard for
teachers to focus on teaching their students when they are under the threat of losing their job, taking
a pay cut, or gaining a reputation as a poor teacher.
Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas (2000) interviewed teachers in two states. Teachers reported that they
felt pressure to ensure high scores on their state tests and worried about salary cuts and losing their
jobs. Most interesting was the finding that although teachers ranged in experience from three to 20
years, they expressed an equal amount of frustration with the testing culture.
In Florida, Jones and Egley (2007) found that 97 percent of elementary school teachers reported
feeling between “some pressure” and “a lot of pressure” to improve their students’ FCAT scores.
They also found that teachers who reported feeling the most pressure spent an average of 13
percent more of their instructional time teaching test-taking strategies in reading, writing, and math.

•

Lower teacher morale. Studies have confirmed that high-stakes testing negatively affects teacher
morale. Pressure to produce high test scores and threats to job security have led teachers to report
a diminished sense of professional worth and feelings of disempowerment and alienation. Teachers
feel that instructional decisions are increasingly based on what is most likely to be included on highstakes tests and that they are given fewer opportunities to rely on their professional judgment and
expertise (Nichols & Berliner, 2008; Perkins & Wellman, 2008; Clemmitt, 2007; Triplett & Barksdale,
2005; Volante, 2004; Burger & Krueger, 2003; Cimbricz, 2002; Stecher, 2002; Steeves et al., 2002;
Langenfeld et al., 1997).
Taylor and colleagues’ (2002) survey of Colorado teachers found that 81 percent of teachers reported
a decrease in faculty morale that they attributed to implementation of the state’s high-stakes testing
program. In Ohio, a survey of National Board Certified teachers found that 80 percent of respondents
believed their autonomy had declined since the introduction of high-stakes tests (Rapp, 2002). In
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North Carolina, Jones and colleagues (1999) reported that 77 percent of elementary school teachers
stated that their morale was lower since the introduction of high-stakes testing and over 76 percent
reported that their jobs were more stressful.

•

Manipulation of student retention and reclassification policies to increase test scores.
When low-achieving students are removed from the test-taking population, the average score of the
remaining students increases, even if the achievement of those actually taking the test does not
improve. Unfortunately, this means that it is in some schools’ best interests to eliminate lower-performing
students from the testing pool. Several researchers have found that it is not uncommon for teachers
to respond strategically to high-stakes testing programs by manipulating student retention and
reclassification policies (Jacob, 2005; Nichols & Berliner, 2005; French, 2003; Heubert, 2002; Stecher,
2002; Steeves et al., 2002; Langenfeld, 1997).
Jacob’s (2005) study of Chicago Public Schools’ accountability policy found that teachers preemptively
retained low-achieving students to provide them with an additional year of learning and maturation
before taking high-stakes exams. Similarly, Amrein and Berliner’s (2002a) study of 16 states with
high school graduation exams reported that high-stakes testing policies were associated with greater
numbers of low-performing students being retained to ensure that they were properly prepared to
take the graduation exam. Researchers have also documented increases in the number of lowperforming students being suspended or expelled before testing days. At some schools, administrators
were observed reclassifying students as disabled or limited English proficient in order to remove
them from the testing pool (Jacob, 2005; Amrein & Berliner, 2002b; Stecher, 2002).
Researchers have also found that some teachers at low-performing schools concentrate on the
“cusp” students, or those who need only a few more points on high-stakes tests to reach proficiency
levels, neglecting both the gifted and lowest-performing students in their classes (Berliner & Nichols,
2005; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Diamond & Spillane, 2002). Stecher (2002) reported that some principals
reassign teachers among grade levels to improve the relative quality of teaching at high-stakes
grade levels.
Finally, states can reduce failure rates by setting lower cut-off scores for proficiency or by making
graduation tests easier to pass (Heubert, 2002). Berliner and Nichols (2005) stated: “The greater the
pressure to perform at a certain level, the more likely people will find a way to distort and corrupt the
system to achieve favorable results.”
Positive Consequences of High-Stakes Testing

So far, the unintended consequences of high-stakes testing discussed in this report have all been negative.
Researchers do agree, however, that high-stakes testing programs have had some positive effects on
schools and districts.

•

Increased teacher professional development. There is some evidence that high-stakes testing
has led to more focused teacher professional development (McMillan, 2005; Stecher, 2002; Cizek,
2001; Allen, 2000). Pedulla and colleagues’ (2003) survey of teachers nationwide found that greater
proportions of teachers in states where testing stakes were low indicated that there was no professional
development related to test preparation, interpretation, and use of results. Jones and Egley’s (2007)
online survey of elementary teachers from 30 school districts in Florida found that teachers with
more professional development support were more likely than teachers with less support to believe
that the FCAT had a positive impact on their ability to use effective teaching methods. In contrast to
these findings, however, Taylor and colleagues’ (2002) survey of Colorado teachers reported that
only 32 percent agreed that professional development opportunities increased with the introduction
of the state’s high-stakes testing program.
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Cizek (2001) suggested that high-stakes testing programs have created a corresponding increase in
teachers’ knowledge of testing. He noted: “Increasingly, teachers can tell you the difference between
a norm-referenced test and a criterion-referenced test; they can recognize, use, or develop a highquality rubric; they can tell you how their state’s writing test is scored, and so on.”

•

Alignment of instruction with state content standards. Studies have found that high-stakes
testing leads teachers to better align instruction with state content standards to ensure that students
are taught and tested on the content and skills they are expected to master (Perkins & Wellman,
2008; Yeh, 2005; Gayler et al., 2003; Stecher, 2002). Pedulla and colleagues’ (2003) nationwide
survey found that the vast majority of teachers indicated that their district’s curriculum was aligned
with state tests. Taylor and colleagues’ survey found that Colorado teachers reported gradually
aligning curricula with state standards. In Wise and colleagues’ (2003) survey of teachers and
administrators in California schools, staff reported that high school instruction covered an increasingly
greater portion of the content standards assessed by the exit exam. In 1999, only about 20 percent
of schools reported covering at least 75 percent of the standards; by 2003, over 80 percent of the
schools reported at least 75 percent coverage. A number of middle and senior high schools also
reported introducing new courses and adopting new textbooks for existing courses in order to better
align their instruction with state content standards.

•

More opportunities for remediation. High-stakes tests provide schools with the opportunity to
diagnose student weaknesses and develop the instructional programs needed to help low-achieving
students meet state standards on subsequent tests. Researchers have noted that many schools
combine high-stakes testing programs with a meaningful system of supports, including remediation
and prevention services for low-achieving students (Barnes, 2005; Burger & Krueger, 2003; Gayler
et al., 2003; American Psychological Association, 2001; Rabinowitz et al., 2001; American Educational
Research Association, 2000; Lewis, 2000; Walker, 2000). Wise and colleagues’ (2003) survey on the
impact of California’s high school exit exam found that teachers and administrators reported adding
a number of new remedial or supplemental courses, including many aimed specifically at students
who did not pass the exit exam on their first attempt, as well as limited English proficient and disabled
students.

•

Increased use of data to inform instruction. Advocates of high-stakes testing point out that test
results give classroom teachers important information on how well individual students are learning.
Pedulla and colleagues’ (2003) nationwide survey found that teachers reported using test results to
the greatest extent when the stakes for statewide testing programs were high. For example, significantly
more teachers (40 percent) in states with high-stakes for schools and students than in low-stakes
states (10 percent) reported that their schools’ results influenced their teaching on a daily basis.
More teachers in states with high-stakes tests reported using the results to plan instruction (60
percent) and to select instructional materials (50 percent) than teachers in low-stakes states (40 and
30 percent, respectively).
Jones and Egley’s (2007) online survey of elementary school teachers from 30 Florida school districts
asked teachers “How useful are the FCAT results for helping you assess students’ strengths and
weaknesses?” Teachers did not find the results to be particularly useful in reading, writing, or
mathematics. For example, in writing, over 22 percent of respondents agreed that the results were
“not useful at all” and only 2.6 percent agreed that the results were “very useful.” In math, over 18
percent of teachers agreed that the results were “not useful at all” and only 2.7 percent agreed that
the results were “very useful.”
Studies suggest that the time of year in which test score reports are distributed to teachers is important.
Clarke and colleagues’ (2003) interviews with educators in three states found that approximately 20
percent of interviewees in each state believed that high-stakes test results came back too late to be
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useful. McMillan’s (2005) survey of school districts in Virginia found that when results were given to
teachers at the end of the school year, they didn’t have time to use the results to make changes in
instruction. Similarly, distribution of results at the beginning of the new school year was not effective
because teachers were busy with opening of school activities. He found some evidence that providing
teachers with their future students’ score reports in mid to late summer, when they had time to study
the results and think about the implications, was related to more positive changes in instruction.
Inconsistent Findings
As summarized below, the research is mixed on the impact of high-stakes testing on dropout rates,
students’ levels of academic achievement and motivation, and on the consequences of publishing test
scores.

•

Dropout rates. Researchers have not reached consensus as to whether high school graduation
tests lead to higher dropout rates. Some studies have concluded that dropout rates increase when
students are required to pass a test in order to graduate from high school. These studies suggest
that the increased test preparation and narrower curriculum causes low-achieving students to become
more disillusioned with the educational process and increase their disengagement from school. Other
students try as hard as they can, but still cannot pass the exit exam (Nichols & Berliner, 2008; Marchant
& Paulson, 2005; Amrein & Berliner, 2002a; Rabinowitz et al., 2001; Samuelson, 2001).
On the other hand, several studies have found that administration of high school exit exams has no
impact on dropout rates. Their findings suggest that low-achieving students disengage from school
well before they are required to take graduation tests and that high school exit exams do not influence
their decision to drop out of school (American Educational Research Association, 2009; New York
State Education Department, 2004; Westchester Institute for Human Services Research, 2003; Heubert,
2002; Rabinowitz et al., 2001; Langenfeld et al., 1997). In fact, Davenport and colleagues (2002)
found that over half of Minnesota students who dropped out had already passed both portions of the
graduation test, leading the authors to conclude that for a substantial number of dropouts, passing
the exit exams was not the determining factor in their decision to leave school. Greene and Winters
(2004) reported: “In most states students are routinely given second, third and even seventh chances
to pass exit exams before they are finally denied a diploma. Between each administration of the test,
students who have failed are provided with extra help specifically designed to get them past the test
requirement. Given so many tries, eventually most students who are able to complete the other
requirements to graduate also pass the exit exam, even if only by chance.”
Some studies indicate that high-stakes testing has different effects on students, depending on their
academic achievement levels, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. For example, Haney (in Clarke et
al., 2000) reported that dropout rates increased the year Texas’ standards-based exit exam was
introduced, but that decreases in high school completion rates were approximately 50 percent greater
for Black and Hispanic students than for White students. Reardon and Galindo (2002) found that
high-stakes tests were associated with a larger increase in the probability of dropping out for lowincome and low-achieving students nationwide. Clarke, Haney, and Madaus (2000) found that failing
Florida’s high school graduation test was only associated with a significant increase in the likelihood
of dropping out for students with moderately good grades (in the range of 1.5 to 2.5 on a 4-point
scale).
Haney’s examination of Texas dropout patterns over a 20 year period (summarized in Clarke et al.,
2000) suggests that dropout rates may be influenced by the type of exit exam administered (minimum
competency versus more rigorous standards-based tests). During this time, the Texas Educational
Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS), a minimum competency test, was replaced by the more
difficult Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS). Haney found that introduction of the TEAMS
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did not dramatically affect high school completion rates; however, dropout rates increased the year the
TAAS was introduced as a requirement for high school graduation.
In any case, it has been very difficult to prove a causal connection between high-stakes tests and
dropout rates. Existing studies are correlational in nature, confirming only that there is a relationship
between the two variables, not that exit exams actually cause higher dropout rates. Furthermore, the
types of exit exams administered vary widely from state to state and there is no uniformity among states
in how dropouts are defined and counted, making it difficult to compare the results obtained in different
states.
Gayler and associates (2003) noted that policies such as retaining students in grade and instituting
tougher course requirements may be more strongly associated with dropping out of school than exit
exams. They concluded, therefore, that while exit exams may not be the primary reason students drop
out, they may be a contributing factor for some. The New York State Education Department (2004)
concluded: “Decisions to drop out of school are probably very dynamic, complex processes and therefore
not simple ones to model or simulate.”

•

Academic achievement. Studies conducted on the impact of high-stakes testing on student
achievement have reported inconsistent findings. Some researchers have found that higher scores on
high-stakes tests do not translate into higher scores on other standardized tests. They argue that
students learn the content of high-stakes tests and little else (Nichols & Berliner, 2008; McMillan, 2005;
Amrein & Berliner, 2002a; Heubert, 2002; Shepard, 2002; Wright, 2002). However, other researchers
have found that high-stakes tests lead to substantial increases in students’ scores on independent
standardized tests such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress and the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills (Jacob, 2005; Carnoy & Loeb, 2003; Raymond & Hanushek, 2003; Rosenshine, 2003).The
New York State Education Department (2004) hypothesized that high-stakes tests are often associated
with higher scores on other tests because they are usually part of a larger package of educational
reforms that are implemented simultaneously and generally include establishing content standards,
changes in instruction, and consequences for teachers and/or schools.
One study of special interest was conducted by Winters, Greene, and Trivitt (2008). The researchers
used a data set provided by the Florida Department of Education to analyze the FCAT scores of fifth
grade Florida public schools students. They found that the reading and math gains of students enrolled
in F-graded schools exceeded those of students enrolled in D-graded schools, but no significant
differences were found in the gains of A, B, C, and D-graded schools. Winters and colleagues suggested
that the F grade and its stronger sanctions had a positive impact on student performance. Although
science was not tested on the FCAT at the time of this study, the researchers found that F-graded
schools also posted greater test score gains in science. They hypothesized that accountability testing
led schools to adopt reforms that improved their overall quality of instruction in both high-stakes and
low-stakes subject areas. The reader is cautioned that this study supports only the existence of a
relationship between school performance grades and test score gains, but does not provide evidence
that schools’ receipt of an F-grade actually caused greater test score gains. For example, greater
gains by students attending F-graded schools could have been due to regression to the mean, the
statistical phenomenon that students who score at the extremes on a test are likely to score closer to
the mean the second time the test is administered. In this case, students who received the lowest
scores would have been more likely to receive higher scores the next time they were tested.

•

Student motivation. Critics of high-stakes tests maintain that they damage students’ intrinsic motivation
and encourage them to focus on test performance instead of the learning process. They contend that
an emphasis on learning for the sake of succeeding on tests discourages students from exploring
subjects that interest them and communicates to students that their other abilities (such as foreign
languages, history, dance, or computer programming) are of little or no value (Mesler, 2008; Nichols &
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Berliner, 2008; Clemmitt, 2007; Marchant, 2004; Volante, 2004; Clarke et al., 2003; Stecher, 2002;
Madaus & Clarke, 2001).
Researchers have documented that many students who fear they won’t receive high scores give up
too easily, while those who are confident in their ability to earn high scores often lose interest in
school because they are not intellectually challenged by the test-based curriculum. Some students
report not being motivated to work toward test success because they don’t see a connection between
high test scores and college or job prospects (Clemmitt, 2007; New York State Education Department,
2004; Volante, 2004; Amrein & Berliner, 2003; FairTest, 2003; Madaus & Clarke, 2001).
In contrast, advocates maintain that high-stakes tests motivate all students to study and work harder
in order to earn high test scores. They argue that attaching consequences to tests encourages
students to take their coursework more seriously (Elbousty, 2009; Perkins & Wellman, 2008; Barnes,
2005; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; New York State Education Department, 2004; Stecher, 2002;
Rabinowitz et al., 2001; Walker, 2000). More research is clearly needed to determine how highstakes testing affects student motivation.

•

Information provided to the public. Researchers contend that the attention given to high-stakes
tests by the media, state departments of education, and school district personnel serves to elevate
them into even higher-stakes status. Supporters of high-stakes tests argue that they provide the
accountability that the public demands, allowing the community to evaluate how well schools are
performing and identify disparities among schools. They point out that test scores can be used as a
basis for implementing changes that will increase the public’s confidence in schools (Burger & Krueger,
2003; Riede, 2001; Samuelson, 2001; American Educational Research Association, 2000; Walker,
2000). Rabinowitz, Zimmerman, and Sherman (2001) noted: “Assessment is the most visible and
quantifiable piece of the standards-and-accountability reform. When schools begin designing curricula
based on new state standards, parents, policymakers, and other members of the public may or may
not take note. But when large numbers of students start failing the new tests, people begin paying
attention, especially parents and the news media.”
Opponents of high-stakes testing, on the other hand, contend that the publication of scores leads
the public to adopt a simplistic view of education. They argue that the attention paid to test scores
sends the message that they are the only important indicator of school performance, when in actuality
they represent only a small piece of what the public needs to know about schools. Furthermore,
critics maintain that an emphasis on test scores shifts the public’s attention from the teaching and
testing of the knowledge and skills that are most important for students to master to those that are
easiest to measure (FairTest, 2007; Volante, 2004; Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Cimbricz, 2002; Stecher,
2002; Steeves et al., 2002).

Summary
High-stakes testing is one of the most controversial issues in American education. While some policymakers
view testing as an important component of the school reform and improvement process, others see it as
a threat to the quality of teaching and learning. Whatever one’s view on the value and utility of highstakes testing, it is undeniable that these programs have had significant effects on students, teachers,
and school administrators. This Information Capsule summarized research conducted on the unintended
consequences of high-stakes testing. Studies have found that high-stakes testing programs have a
disproportionate impact on disadvantaged students and are often a misleading measure of students’
overall achievement. In addition, they can lead to the following negative consequences: narrowing of the
curriculum; test anxiety; increased pressure on teachers; lower teacher morale; and manipulation of
retention and reclassification policies to increase scores.
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Studies have found that high-stakes testing programs have positive effects on schools and districts,
including increased teacher professional development; better alignment of instruction with state content
standards; more remediation for low-achieving students; and increased use of data to inform instruction.
Research is mixed on the impact of high-stakes testing on dropout rates, students’ levels of academic
achievement and motivation, and on the consequences of publishing test scores. More research is
clearly needed in all of these areas before any definitive conclusions can be drawn.

•

Studies have been unable to determine whether exit exams lead to higher dropout rates. Some
studies have concluded that dropout rates increase when students are required to pass a test in
order to graduate from high school, while others have found that administration of high school exit
exams has no impact on dropout rates.

•

Some researchers have found that score increases on high-stakes tests do not transfer over or
generalize to other tests, leading them to argue that students learn the content of high-stakes tests
and little else. Other researchers have found that high-stakes tests lead to substantial increases in
students’ scores on other standardized tests.

•

Some studies have found that high-stakes tests damage students’ intrinsic motivation and discourage
them from exploring subjects that are not included on the tests. Others have concluded that highstakes tests motivate students to study and work hard.

•

Researchers agree that publication of high-stakes test scores allows the community to evaluate how
well schools are performing and identify disparities among schools. However, educators should be
aware that the publication of scores may send the message that test scores are the only important
indicator of school performance and lead the public to accept an over-simplified view of education.

A brief review of studies examining the financial costs of high-stakes testing programs is presented in the
following section. Researchers have concluded that the direct and indirect costs of high-stakes testing
are substantial and that these tests are not a low-cost solution to educational problems. One study noted
that the resources needed to improve student achievement, such as instructional time and staff time,
have been diverted away from teaching and learning and reinvested in test preparation, administration,
and reporting. Studies have found that the overwhelming majority of high-stakes testing costs are borne
at the local school district level. Although states traditionally finance expenses such as test development,
shipping and return of materials, and scoring, districts are responsible for significant costs associated
with test preparation and administration. The largest share of district-level testing costs are related to
remediation of failing students, expenditures to prevent school failure, and teacher professional
development.
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How Much Does It Cost to Implement a High-Stakes Testing Program?
Before the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was signed into law in January 2002, states collectively
spent less than $423 million on standardized tests. This figure increased dramatically after the passage
of NCLB. By the 2007-08 school year, states were estimated to spend almost $1.1 billion on these
tests (Vu, 2008). Few studies, however, have thoroughly examined the costs of high-stakes test
development and implementation.
The Florida Department of Education (2010) estimated that during the 2009-10 school year,
administration of all components of the FCAT cost $29.41 per student. This figure included
development of test questions, holding review meetings with Florida educators, field testing, production
and printing of testing, shipping and return of materials, scoring, reporting scores to parents, schools,
and districts, and analysis and research. Although $29.41 per student does not sound like a lot of
money, when multiplied by over 2.5 million Florida public school students, the state spends an estimated
$74 million each year to test students on the FCAT. This estimate does not take into account any of
the associated testing costs that are assumed by local school districts, including student remediation,
teacher professional development, and loss of instructional and personnel time.
Studies have found that the overwhelming majority of high-stakes testing costs are borne at the local
level. Testing costs for which local school districts are responsible include (New York State Education
Department, 2004; Gayler et al., 2003; Rose & Myers, 2003):

•

Prevention: Expenditures to prevent school failure, such as revamping instruction; developing
instructional techniques to present standards-based material to special education, limited English
proficient, and at-risk students; instituting early learning programs; and tracking individual students’
skill levels.

•

Professional development: Training teachers to teach in a standards-based environment; conduct
test administrations; and use test scores to diagnose student weaknesses and revise instruction.

•

Remediation: The cost of programs for students who failed the test, including summer school;
after-school programs; tutoring; development of a remedial curriculum focused on core skills;
remedial software; and other needed academic intervention services.

•

Testing/Administration: Expenses to develop and disseminate information about tests; administer
tests; keep records and analyze student strengths and weaknesses; create alternative exams;
provide accommodations for students with disabilities; and arrange for retests.

The Center on Education Policy commissioned studies to estimate the state and local costs of
implementing high school exit exams (Gayler & Kober, 2004; Gayler et al., 2003; Rose & Myers,
2003). Expert panels concluded that the costs of exit exams in Indiana, Massachusetts, and Minnesota
were substantial, although they varied among states.

•

In Massachusetts, it cost an estimated $385 per student per year to implement the exit exam
component of the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System.

•

In Minnesota, it cost $171 per student per year to implement the Minnesota Basic Skills Test.

•

In Indiana, it cost $557 per student per year to implement the Graduation Qualifying Exam.
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•

State variations reflected differences in the difficulty of the exams, their initial student pass rates,
and their degree of connection to the state’s broader reforms. The researchers concluded that in
an average state, the cost difference between easier exams (exams geared to a sixth through
eighth grade level) and harder exams (exams aligned to tenth grade standards) was about $280
per student per year.

•

Center on Education Policy researchers concluded that states should stop treating exit exams as
if they are a low-cost or no-cost solution to educational problems.

The Center on Education Policy studies found that local school districts were responsible for the vast
majority of costs associated with exit exams.

•

In all three states, more than 96 percent of the costs were borne at the local level. The state level
costs associated with exit exams were approximately $2 per student in Indiana and Minnesota
and $7 in Massachusetts. This means that in Indiana, for example, local school districts assumed
$555 per student per year in exit exam costs, while the state’s exam costs averaged $2 per
student per year.

•

In all three states studied, the direct testing costs of developing and administering exit exams
constituted less than 20 percent of the exam costs (less than 7 percent in Minnesota, 9 percent
in Massachusetts, and 18 percent in Indiana). The bulk of the costs went toward remediation,
prevention, and professional development activities to help students pass the exams (94 percent
in Minnesota, 91 percent in Massachusetts, and 82 percent in Indiana).

The Center on Education Policy studies concluded that the costs of helping English language learners
(ELL) and students with disabilities pass exit exams were significant. In Indiana, recalculation of exit
exam costs to include students with disabilities and ELLs raised the estimates by $135 per student
per year (from $422 to $557). In Massachusetts, ELLs added about $101 per student per year to the
total costs associated with the exit exam for both ELL and non-ELL students. In Minnesota, the exit
exam was estimated to cost an extra $26 per year for each special education student. Since Minnesota’s
exit exam focused on eighth grade skills, researchers hypothesized that the costs of preparing special
education students in states with exams aligned to higher standards would be much greater.
The Center on Education Policy studies also found that costs rose when states increased passing
rates on their current exit exams, raised the cut score for proficient performance, or switched to a
more challenging exam.

•

In Minnesota, the cost of moving from measurement of eighth to tenth grade standards, while
maintaining the established passing rate, was estimated at an additional $377 per student.

•

In Massachusetts, the cost of raising the minimum score required for graduation from the “needs
improvement level” to the “proficient level” was estimated to add exam-related expenses of $575
per student per year.

•

In Indiana, the cost to raise the passing rate to the state standard of “commendable performance”
was estimated to add $685 per student per year to the cost of the exam.

•

The researchers found that it was actually less expensive to start with a rigorous exit exam than
to change from an easier to a harder test at some future point.
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Zellmer, Frontier, and Pheifer (2006) estimated that Wisconsin’s school districts spent an average of
$33.91 per student on the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Exam (WKCE), extrapolated to
$14,700,000 for WKCE testing statewide in 2005-06. This figure did not include money spent by the
Wisconsin state education agency for development, publication, shipment to and from schools, scoring
services, and reporting of student results. The researchers also surveyed administrators from 171
Wisconsin school districts to determine the costs of testing in terms of time and human resources
and categorized their findings into the following three areas:

•

Logistical Preparation: Staff spent a per-district average of over 91 hours placing testing materials
in secure locations; verifying and preparing labels and affixing them to test booklets; distributing
and collecting testing materials; packing and shipping test booklets and answer sheets for scoring;
and preparing schedules and managing logistics.

•

Test administration: Paraprofessionals spent a per-district average of 102 hours assisting teachers
with testing. Teachers spent a per-district average of 976 hours administering the tests.
Administrators spent a per-district average of 62 hours engaged in test-related tasks. Across all
districts in the sample, over one thousand substitute teachers were hired to proctor tests or
supervise the classrooms of teachers engaged in other testing activities.

•

Loss of instructional time: Districts reported between six and nine days of disrupted instructional
services. Some schools reported that disadvantaged student populations (special education,
Title I, and limited English proficient students) lost as much as 15 days (three weeks) of instructional
time.

Zellmer and colleagues (2006) concluded that the resources needed to improve student achievement,
such as instructional time and staff time, have been diverted away from teaching and learning and
reinvested in test preparation, administration, and reporting. Marchant (2004) noted: “Costs come
not only on a financial level but also at a personal level for the children, and at a professional level for
educators. At the financial level, the costs are high.”

All reports distributed by Research Services can be accessed at http://drs.dadeschools.net.
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