
High-stakes Tests, Accountability and Quality Public Education
A Declaration of Intellectual Independence

Education is a process of realizing potential and transforming lives. It endows people with skills
and dispositions that empower them to succeed and contribute in the global community.

When young children video chat about the trout they're raising in their classes, for example,
they're using today's learning tools to understand the challenges of sustainability. When a
human rights project gives voice to the struggles of millions around the globe, middle schoolers
are taking a moral stand as citizens of the world. When high school students analyze the
impact of water rights on international economics and politics, they're wrestling with the real-
world kind of problems they'll address as adults. And when graduates commit themselves to
lives of contribution, they're living out the legacy of a quality education.

Current federal and state policies fail to promote this kind of education. In fact, after almost
three decades of experience with extensive standardized testing, high-stakes consequences and
teacher and school competition, there's little evidence that these strategies have made learning
in our district, state or country any deeper, richer or stronger. Not only have they failed to raise
the overall quality of education; too often, they've turned out to undermine it.

More specifically, standardized test results offer a limited view of learning. Research amply
demonstrates that high-stakes standardized tests (any with significant consequences for
students, teachers or schools) cause teachers to narrow curriculum and to focus on test
prep. Efforts to link teacher ratings statistically to students' standardized test scores are
demonstrably flawed.

These practices raise important questions for our schools and for a" Americans. Wi" we
educate our children or train them? How much time, energy and money will we invest in
testing, rather than in other.kinds of learning? Do we want our children to be in the care of a
teacher or a grader? Are we most apt to find curious lifelong learners in a high-stakes testing
culture or one rich in experiences and ideas?

Thoughtful answers to these questions depend on an appreciation for the deeply interwoven
nature of teaching and learning. Good teachers take care of the people entrusted to them. Like
good parents, they listen to their children and respond individually to them. They model the
perceptive thinking, the creativity and the decency they seek to inspire. And they know their
students' minds and build on their previous knowledge: As Horace Mann said, "aptness to teach
involves the power of perceiving how far a scholar understands the subject matter to be
learned and what, in the natural order, is the next step he is to take." Teachers obtain this sort
of deep insight by observing what students are learning and doing; their judgment is key to
gauging what each child knows.

We in the Scarsdale Schools community reaffirm our conviction that a quality education is
about preparing people fully for life before and after tests. We believe that all children deserve
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such an education, and we support responsible initiatives aimed at improving education in our
community, state and nation.

A quality education hinges on efforts to build human capacity: to educate, recruit and retain
strong teachers and to keep them intellectually vibrant throughout their careers. It requires
stable, collaborative, far-sighted school leaders and trustees who foster humane communities
of learning. Even more broadly, educational progress in New York State and in America depends
on public policy that addresses the impact of poverty and its related social ills - by investing in
wraparound services and early childhood education, for instance.

Evaluation is a part of this endeavor, and standardized tests can help us assess students'
progress. Nonetheless, other more powerful measures - which we in Scarsdale continue to
develop - are more useful for understanding academic growth and pupil needs. And in the end,
finally, we recognize that the most meaningful assessment often is the teacher's professional
judgment.

We view the practice of using standardized tests for high-stakes decisions as unsound because
of its well-documented shortcomings. We remain committed to providing our own students a
deep, rich education; to regarding standardized tests as single, limited measures of limited
areas of learning; and to continuing to let the scores take care of themselves. The federal and
state governments may require us to use methodologies, including standardized tests, in ways
that are unsound, but we can't be required to confer a kind of value on them or their results
that they don't actually have.

Our local well-being and our graduates' futures are linked with others;' our fate as Americans is
intertwined. Recognizing our interdependence, we re-commit ourselves to make our own
children's learning deep and meaningful and to advocate for the quality education that every
child deserves.
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