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As s t u de n t s a re begin nin g to excha nge t heir  winter coat s  for s hor t-sleeve shir t s ,  t hey 

a re s t a r ti ng final prep ar a tion s for t he pere n nial s ta tewide s t a n d a r dized tes ting regime. 

B u sily working sa mple proble ms a n d to uc hing u p t heir  tes ting-taking tech niq ues,  s t u-

de n t s a re gearing up for t he tes t s  t h a t  will signal whet her sc hools a re meeting expecta-

tion s across t he s t a te. 

J u s t  a s t his te s ting frenzy ha s beco me a rite of sp ring, so h a s t he blosso ming of t he ac-

co mp a nying co mplaint: Why are sc hools spe ndin g so m uc h time o n tes ting? 

We are s t r uck t h a t  t here  is a key a s s u m p tio n in this  protes t; n a mely, t h a t  sc hools a re 

act u ally spe nding a n inordin a te a mo u n t of time on  tes ting. Ra t her t h a n blindly entering 

in t his refrain, we decided to inves tigate t he a mou n t  of time devoted to t h is for m of a s-

se ss me nt.  O ur  findings m ay be s u r prising. 

This year, Arka n s a s s t u d ent s i n grades 3-8 will spe nd o ne week t aking somet hing called 

t he Aug me nted Benc h m ar k Exa m. T his tes t inclu d es ite ms geared specifically to mea s-

u re p rogress o n Arka n s a s c ur ric ula r s t a n d a r d s an d q ues tion s t h a t  per mit  co mp ariso n s 

with s t u de n t s across t he  co u n t ry. O ur  yo u ngest s t u de n t s,  t hose enrolled in  K-2, will 

t ake a  n a tion ally st a n d a r dized exa m, a nd s t u de n t s i n o ur high sc hools will co ntin ue to 

t ake end-of-co ur se exa m s in algebr a, geo metry an d literacy. 

To be s u re, t h a t so u n d s  like a lot of tes ting, b u t  is  it really? 

Let's firs t co n sider s t u den t s  i n t he fifth a n d seven t h grades,  t he mo st heavily tes ted 

grades in t he s t a te. T hese s t u de n t s will spe nd a  gr a n d tot al of 12 ho ur s- spread over five 

d ays-o n o ur  s t a te s t a n d a rdized exa m s t his year. This tes ting time repre se n t s les s t h a n 

3 perce nt  of t he to tal sc h ool days, or abo u t  1 percent  of t he tot al ins t r uc tion al ho ur s.  

And t his is in o ur  mo st  h eavily tes ted grades! 

As a point of co mp ariso n , Arka n s a s s t a te law ma n d a te s t h a t  fifth-gr ader s spe n d 36 

ho u r s eac h year in p hysical ed uca tio n cla s se s.  T hu s , for every ho ur  t h a t  pu pils a re 

de mo n s t r a ting how m uch  t hey h ave progressed in  la ng u age, ma t h, science a n d social 

s t u dies, t hey spe nd a t lea s t  t h ree ho ur s i n gym cla s s .  

So me h ave a rg ued, however, t h a t  it is not fair or acc ur a te to co u n t  o nly the act u al tes t-

t aking time whe n mea s u ring t he b ur de n impo sed  by s t a n d a r dized tes t s .  We are re-

mi n ded t h a t  t he eq u a tion  m u s t  include t he co u n tles s ho ur s t h a t  s t u de n t s spe nd p re-

p a ring for t he tes t or t h a t t he teac her s spe nd "teaching to t he tes t." Of co u r se, t he ter m 

"teaching to t he tes t" co nno tes d reary images of teac her s relentles sly drilling s t u de n t s 

on rote me morization a n d b a sic facts  a n d filling in  b u b ble s heet s .   
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If o ur te ac her s a re doing this,  we agree t h a t  t his represe n t s poor ped agogy a n d is not in 

keeping with t he s t a n d a r d s of t he p rofessio n. On t he ot her h a n d, "teac hin g to tes t" do ne 

p roperly might act u ally be helping st u de n t s to ma s ter t he skills a n d ma terial t h a t  

co u n t . 

Co n sider teac hing to a tes t  of reading co mpre he n sio n, which req uires t he ap plica tio n of 

critical t hinking skills. Teac her s m ay p rep are t he ir s t u de n t s by working on  s a mple 

p roblems, a n d t hey may spe n d ti me ins t r uc ting s t u de n t s o n how to identify a p a s s age's 

m ai n idea. Teac her s may also s how s t u de n t s how to u se co ntext clue s to figure o ut  u n-

k nown word s. F ur t her, teac her s m ay help s t u de n t s to identify s up porting evidence or 

co nclu sio n se n te nces.  The se a n alytical reading skills a re precisely wh a t  teac her s s ho uld 

be teac hing a nyway, so u si ng t his in s t r uc tion al t ime for tes t p rep might n ot be s uc h a  

b ad t hing after all. 

Foc u sing ins t r uc tio n o n s kills t h a t ma t ter is j us t one of t he values of t his tes ting regi-

me n. T he seco nd be nefit is t h a t t he tes t  d a t a  o n s t u de n t  p rogress a re valu able for diag-

no sing s t u de n t  lea r ning difficulties.  St a nd a r dized tes t s  en h a nce ed uca tors ' abilities to 

pinpoint lea r ning need s. The value of st a n d a r dized a s se ss me nt s is t h a t  t h e meas u ring 

s tick is exter n al, a n d t he refore more objective. Third, s t a n d a rdized tes t s  h elp t he p u blic 

to deter mine if schools a re meeting t heir ch a rge of ed uca ting s t u de n t s o n lear ning s t a n-

d a rd s t h a t  h ave been developed by diverse, ca refully cho se n co m mit tees of pare n t s a n d 

ed uca tor s. 

So t he next time yo u hea r t he per so n in t he p ar king lot or grocery s tore lame nting t he 

co ming of tes ting time, yo u might  offer a n alter n a tive t ho ug ht: Per h ap s we a re n't  tes ti ng 

eno ug h. 
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