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High-Stakes Testing
The use of readiness tests to classify, promote, and retain 
children is inappropriate and costly; we can help young 
students begin school more successfully by reformulating 
curriculum and classroom organization.

I n increasing numbers, .school dis 
tricts are adding an additional year 
at the outset of children's school 

careers, instituting extensive policies 
of kindergarten retention, and estab 
lishing prekindergarten "readiness" 
programs and pre-first grade "tran 
sition" programs for children deemed 
"not ready" for traditional school- 
entry programs. Typically, the deci 
sions to place children in these pro 
grams are based on the inappropriate 
use of tests. Here I examine the rela 
tionship between testing and extra- 
year early childhood programs and 
propose alternative strategies to help 
young children begin school more 
productively.

Measurement-Driven 
Instruction
Previously, when teachers sought to 
evaluate children in child-centered 
programs, readiness and standardized 
tests were criticized as irrelevant and 
unhelpful (see Bryk et al. 1979, Carini 
1975, Hein 1979) But now testing has 
become much more prevalent in pub 
lic schools generally and in kindergar 
ten programs in panicular (Riley et al 
1988, Meisels et al. 1988, and E . F iske 
1988).

It is the schools, not the children, 
that have changed, partly in response 
to demands for accountability. The 
pressure for teachers at each grade 
level to be held accountable has re 
sulted in "academic trickle-down," a 
major influence on teachers in earlier 
grades (Cunningham 1988) Their 
decisions about what and how to teach
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are strongly influenced by the need 
for their students to perform well in 
the next grade level, as indicated in 
part by test results. In other words, 
teachers are very likely to shape their 
instruction to match a test's specific 
focus (see Darling-Hammond and 
Wise 1985).

This phenomenon, known as "mea 
surement-driven instruction" (Madaus 
1988), transforms testing programs, 
ideally servants '>f educational pro 
grams, into masters of the educational 
process The results are a narrowing of 
the curriculum, a concentration on 
those skills most amenable to testing, a 
constraint on the creativity and flexi 
bility of teachers, and a demeaning of 
teachers' professional judgment. These 
outcomes represent a vast alteration in 
educational policy, aided and abetted by 
the inappropriate use of tests; they are 
creating an emerging crisis in public 
early childhood education.

High-Stakes Testing
The use of readiness or achievement 
tests for the classification, retention, or 
promotion of students qualifies them 
as high-stakes tests: "Those whose re 
sults are seen—rightly or wrongly—by 
students, teachers, administrators, par 
ents, or the general public, as being 
used to make important decisions that 
immediately and directly affect them" 
(Madaus 1988, p 87). three specific 
characteristics of high-stakes tests can 
be described.

Perceptions. First, because of the 
importance ascribed to high-stakes 
tests, their original purposes are often 
blurred, and their results may assume 
greater significance than is warranted. 
The SATs are the best example of this 
phenomenon. That is, a test intended 
to provide supplementary information 
for decisions regarding college admis 
sion has become an absolute criterion 
for .many of those decisions and, 
what's more, a barometer of the entire 
nation's educational status.

Instruction. The corollary to this 
phenomenon is that high-stakes tests
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heavily influence teachers' behaviors 
and their instructional decisions. If 
teachers know their pupils will be 
tested on certain skills or subject ar 
eas, and if the results of the examina 
tions will be made public, then what 
they teach will likely reflect test-spe 
cific items or formats. High-stakes 
achievement tests invariably narrow 
instruction and learning, focusing the 
curriculum on the content that will be 
included on a test

Decision making. Third, high-stakes 
tests transfer control over the curricu 
lum to the agency that designs or 
controls the exam (Madaus 1988). Al 
though there are many ways to learn 
to read, for example, if a school dis 
trict adopts a test structured around a 
particular approach, teachers may feel 
enjoined to teach that approach. 
Hence, instructional decision making 
is removed from the arena of teacher- 
child interaction and supplanted by 
the instructional approach implicit in 
the test.

Examples of High-Stakes 
Testing
In early childhood programs, many 
tests have achieved high-stakes status. 
Here I briefly review two tests and one 
state testing program to illustrate the 
impact of such testing in the early 
childhood years.

The Gesell School Readiness Test. 
Madaus (1988) suggests that the power 
of high-stakes testing is "a perceptual 
phenomenon: if students, teachers, or 
administrators believe that the results 
of an examination are important, it 
matters very little whether this is really 
true or false—the effect is produced 
by what individuals perceive to be the 
case" (p. 88). This principle is clearly 
embodied in the widespread adoption 
of the Gesell test Problems with the 
Gesell test (Haines et al 1980) are 
extensive and have been described at 
length elsewhere. 1 The test's principal 
fault lies in the discrepancies between 
its stated purposes and the empirical 
evidence available to support those 
statements. Its developers claim that it 
can identify children who are at high- 
risk for school failure and that it can be 
used to determine when children

should begin school, which children 
should be promoted, and which 
should be retained in grade. Clearly, 
the Gesell is a high-stakes test.

Unfortunately, there are no data to 
support these assertions In a study 
that paradoxically claims to validate 
the Gesellian concept of developmen 
tal age, Wood, Powell, and Knight 
(1984) found that more than half of 
those kindergarten-age children con 
sidered "ready" by the Gesell did not 
have successful kindergarten experi 
ences, as reported by their classroom 
teachers. A second study by May and 
Welfh (1984b) also revealed major 
problems with the Gesell's accuracy 
and found no support for the effective 
ness of an extra-year program recom 
mended on the basis of Gesell test 
results (Other studies with similar re 
sults are reviewed in the references 
cited in endnote 1.)

Yet the test continues to be widely 
used—perhaps because of the un 
founded perception that it is elfica-

The Georgia plan for 
kindergarten testing 
and retention is the 
reductio ad 
absurdum of 
high-stakes testing, 
where an entire 
state has transferred 
control over its early 
education program 
to a single 
group-administered 
paper-and-pencil 
test.

cious and because it provides a means 
for teachers to cope with "academic 
trickle-down " In other words, if, as 
the Gesell theorists claim, their test 
measures "developmental age," which 
is maturationally driven and geneti 
cally derived, a child who cannot cope 
with an academically oriented curric 
ulum does not necessarily represent a 
failure on the pan of the child, 
teacher, or parent. Rather, the child is 
simply not "ready," and no amount of 
instruction, intervention, or effort can 
be expected to have an effect.

This position assumes that readiness 
is an absolute concept, not a relative 
one. But Bruner (1966) notes that the 
idea of readiness is a "mischievous 
half-truth . . . largely because it turns 
out that one teaches readiness or pro 
vides opportunities for its nurture, 
one does not simply wait for it" (p. 
29). Readiness, in other words, is 
modifiable. When the Gesell test is 
used to define readiness, the concept 
of readiness is misrepresented; and 
the stakes are very high indeed

The Brigance K arid 1 Screen Con 
sistent with Bruner's perspective, the 
purpose of readiness tests is to evalu 
ate a child's relative preparedness to 
profit from a specific curriculum (see 
Meisels 1985, 1986). Most readiness 
tests are criterion-referenced, where a 
particular score indicates a specific 
level of concurrent performance mas 
tery. In contrast, norm-referenced 
tests are interpreted on the basis of a 
child's standing in relationship to a 
larger population or group of children 
(see Angoff and Anderson 1967, 
Barnes 1982). Predictions about future 
performance can be made based on 
this standing. Thus, the basic purpose 
of criterion-referenced tests is to mea 
sure current achievement, not to pre 
dict future performance. Therefore, 
the use of criterion-referenced readi 
ness tests for purposes of classifica 
tion, retention, and promotion is un 
justified.

The misuse of the Brigance K and 1 
Screen (Brigance 1982) exemplifies 
this error. The Brigance is a brief 
criterion-referenced readiness test de 
signed to provide a general picture of 
a young child's language develop-
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ment, motor ability, number skills, 
body awareness, and auditory and vi 
sual discrimination. The inventory 
consists of several traits, skills, and 
behaviors that children demonstrate at 
different ages. Nevertheless, the Brig- 
ance is in wide use nationally to "rank 
or group children who are high, aver 
age, or lower than their local refer 
ence group in order to contribute to 
readiness decisions, to make place 
ment decisions, and to serve as an 
indicator for more comprehensive 
evaluation or referral for special serv 
ices" (Boehm 1985, p. 224). To fulfill 
these purposes, a test must be norm- 
referenced and valid. However, no re 
liability, validity, or standardization 
data are available for the Brigance. To 
assume that an unstandardized collec 
tion of criterion-referenced items 
gives a definitive picture of a child's 
future ability is highly questionable.

Furthermore, high-stakes testing 
carries consequences for the tester as 
well as the child. Lack of standardiza 
tion data for the Brigance suggests that 
"any school system that formally and 
systematically uses the Brigance inven 
tories without going through a local 
validation effort is placing itself at risk 
legally" (Robinson and Kovacevich 
1984, p. 98).______________
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Given this background, the use of 
the Brigance for instructional decision 
making is also questionable. Indeed, 
because most achievement and readi 
ness tests assess a restricted range of 
instructional objectives, omit major 
adaptive and socio-emotional behav 
ior, or do little more than confirm 
what the teacher already knew about 
the child, they are of limited relevance 
to teachers (Durkin 1987, Kelleghan et 
al. 1982, Salmon-Cox 1981).

What is missing in these cases is a 
match between the test and the teach 
er's curriculum. In low-stakes internal 
testing programs, tests are rarely per 
ceived as particularly useful because 
of this lack of fit with the teacher's 
goals; and they usually do not have a 
major impact on instruction. Yet when 
the same tests are transformed into 
high-stakes tests, they can and do in 
fluence instruction, though clearly not 
for the right reasons.

The Georgia Experience. The final 
attribute of high-stakes testing to be 
discussed here is the subtle transfer of 
control over the curriculum to the test 
developer. Nowhere is this abrogation 
of instructional authority better exem 
plified than in the testing program 
implemented by the state of Georgia 
in 1988. In 1986 the state passed the

Quality Basic Education (QBE) Act re 
quiring all children seeking to enter 
1st and 4th grades to pass an academic 
readiness test. (The kindergarten 
teacher also completes an indepen 
dent assessment of the child's readi 
ness.)

The test selected for 1st grade entry 
by the Georgia Department of Educa 
tion is the California Achievement Test 
(CAT), level 10 (CTB/McGraw-Hill 
1988). In the "Georgia Edition" of the 
CAT, however, only 64 of the 146 items 
(44 percent) are administered. The 
stated purpose of the Georgia CAT is 
to measure achievement in the basic 
skills and to provide specific informa 
tion about students' instructional needs. 
The manual states that the CAT items 
"may be used to establish reference 
points for beginning instruction in kin 
dergarten and to predict 1st grade read 
ing achievement" (CTB/MoGraw-Hill 
1988, p. 1). However, no prepictive va 
lidity data are given, nor is die reading 
test that was used as a criterpn identi 
fied. Nevertheless, the Georgia CAT is 
used as a high-stakes test: it is designed 
to render decisions about student clas 
sification, retention, and promotion; it is 
intended to guide instructional deci 
sions; and it is perceived as carrying out 
the state's mandate to establish quality 
education programs.

Unfortunately, the test and the test 
ing program fail far short of achieving 
these goals First, the test was modified 
without any empirical validation, al 
though it is a psychometric axiom that 
subsets of items do not share the 
psychometric properties of the core 
test from which the items were drawn 
(APA/AERA/NCME 1985). Second, the 
Georgia CAT includes only the three 
subtests of visual recognition, sound 
recognition, and mathematical con 
cepts. There is no assessment of the 
child's attention, motivation, expres 
sive language, motor development, 
rate of learning, and so on. A third flaw 
of the test is the consequence of failing 
it, which is retention in grade; how 
ever, the evidence on kindergarten 
retention does not support it as a 
strategy for improving academic 
achievement (Plummer et al. 1986; 
Shepard and Smith 1987, 1988). More- 
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over, age/grade status is the single 
most sensitive indicator of high school 
dropout potential in urban school dis 
tricts, and retained students are at least 
one year overage for grade.

A fourth problem concerns the test's 
cutoff for failure. Initial results indicate 
that 8 percent of the children who 
took the CAT in 1988 failed to score 
above the Georgia cutoff, that is, the 
10th percentile In some districts the 
failure ratio was as low as 1 percent, 
but in others it was as high as 26 
percent (Cunningham 1988;. No data 
are available concerning the racial, 
ethnic, geographic, and socioeco- 
nomic composition of this group of 
children. It is possible that poor and 
minority children are overrepresented 
among these "failures" and that the 
lack of cultural sensitivity of the test 
may have contributed to this problem. 
In any event, if as many as 8 percent of 
the children were unable to perform 
above the 10th percentile on this test, 
it is clear that the school districts had 
not previously identified those chil 
dren who were at high risk for school 
failure Use of a validated developmen 
tal screening test at the outset of kinder 
garten fsee Meisels 1985) could have 
resulted in most of these children being 
identified before they experienced a 
year of kindergarten failure

The action of the Georgia legisla 
ture in promulgating the QBE should 
serve as a warning to parents, profes 
sionals, and lawmakers throughout the 
nation. Administrators and teachers in 
local school districts have been told 
that their performance will be evalu 
ated based on the gains made by their 
students on the CAT in succeeding 
years Teachers have begun to alter 
their programs and their teaching 
styles so that children will have a 
better chance to do well on the test 
Private firms have begun to offer pre 
paratory classes to kindergartners 
("CAT Academies"), and national com 
panies are marketing kindergarten 
test-taking skills programs. The Geor 
gia plan is the reductio ad absurdum 
of high-stakes testing, where an entire 
state (and so far the only state) has 
transferred control over its early edu 
cation program to a single group-ad 
ministered paper-and-pencil test

There are presently 
no readiness or 
achievement tests 
sufficiently accurate 
to serve the 
high-stakes 
functions they are 
being asked to 
perform.

Does High-Stakes Testing 
Have a Place?
Before using a high-stakes test with 
young children, school districts should 
carefully consider (1) the purpose for 
testing, (2) the selection of a valid test 
related to the reason for testing, and (3) 
the program options to which children 
who fail the test can be referred.

Purpose An alternative to the pre 
sent dilemma is to view readiness tests 
as a first step in the diagnostic-pre 
scriptive process From this perspec 
tive, the purpose of assessing a child's 
readiness is to understand better what 
the child does or does not know and 
can or cannot do, in order to design an 
instructional program that can in 
crease and enhance the child's knowl 
edge and skills. Using this low stakes 
model, one assesses readiness to en 
nance the benefits of instruction, not 
to prohibit a child from participating 
in a program Readiness testing of this 
kind could result in major positive 
educational outcomes and could serve 
accountability needs with criterion- 
referenced documentation of student 
progress.

Tests There are presently no readi 
ness or achievement tests sufficiently 
accurate to serve the high-stakes func 
tions they are being asked to perform 
Rather, we are witnessing a major mis 
use of tests in the early childhood 
years. Consequently, a number of na 
tional organizations2 have adopted the 
maxim that tests should be used only 
for their intended purposes to obtain

the best and most appropriate services 
for the greatest number of children. 
Since readiness tests generally do not 
have predictive validity, and since they 
are often used to place children in 
extra-year programs that do not have 
demonstrable efficacy, their use for 
predicting future school functioning 
should be halted.

The critical issue for parents, profes 
sionals, and policymakers is to under 
stand the importance of selecting the 
right test for the right child at the right 
time Reliable and valid developmen 
tal screening tests, when administered 
by trained testers to individual chil 
dren before they enter school, can 
identify children who are at high risk 
for school failure (see Meisels 1988, 
1989). Children so identified would 
then move on to a more comprehen 
sive diagnostic process to determine 
conclusively the nature of their prob 
lems and, subsequently, to obtain ap 
propriate interventions. In addition, 
well-developed criterion-referenced 
tests, when used on multiple occa 
sions, can be used to assess child 
progress In other words, the problem 
is not tests per se, but the appropriate 
and inappropriate uses of tests in spe 
cific situations by specific individuals

Programs Children who are placed 
in readiness or transition classes are 
assumed to be the beneficiaries of 
more appropriate programming than 
would be possible in regular class 
rooms However, the research on 
grade retention, transition classes, and 
even the relative achievements of 
younger versus older children in the 
same classrooms does not support this 
assumption (Gredler 1978; Plummer 
et al. 1986; Shepard and Smith 1986, 
1988; Smith and Shepard 1987) 
Rather, extra-year programs often 
translate into retention programs that 
provide little more than an additional 
year of schooling, with possible nega 
tive consequences When children are 
retained, it is essential that they expe 
rience a challenging program with the 
potential for helping them rejoin their 
age-mates within a year, and in a con 
text of high parental, teacher, and 
administrator expectations. Currently, 
few transition programs meet these 
criteria.
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Alternative Strategies
Schools have been sharply criticized 
for the practice of "social promotion," 
that is, keeping children with their age 
groups regardless of academic perfor 
mance or achievement. The shift to 
high-stakes testing is a reaction to the 
perceived absence of standards im 
plicit in promoting children this way 
But, as we have seen, high-stakes test 
ing is a highly flawed policy. In its 
place we need a reformulation of early 
childhood curriculum and classroom 
organization.

We must consider a number of al 
ternatives, beginning with limiting 
class size, making more classroom 
aides available, and providing tutors 
whenever they are needed, to give 
students ample adult attention. We can 
also plan to offer more small-group 
instructional programs and more 
cross-age tutoring and instructional 
grouping in early childhood. Further, 
we need to increase the variety and 
quality of materials and resources 
used in early childhood programs. 
And, if we adopt a unified develop 
mental elementary curriculum, we can 
broaden our approaches to teaching 
academic skills and feel comfortable 
supporting teachers' innovations. Last 
but not least, we must continue to 
promote effective home-school com 
munication during the first four years 
of school.

These alternative strategies are con-
.ent with a model of low-stakes test 

ing whereby the information teachers 
obtain can benefit their students. This 
information is enhanced by the use of 
valid developmental screening tests to 
identify those children at highest risk 
for school failure and child-focused 
readiness tests to help teachers diag 
nose educational needs. Also needed 
are criterion-referenced assessments 
to document children's progress. Edu 
cators can use such information inter 
nally to fashion responsive educa 
tional programs and externally to 
document children's progress for pur 
poses of planning and accountability.

These innovations are labor-inten 
sive and expensive. But what is taking 
place in the name of readiness testing 
and retention is already extremely 
costly in terms of both economics and
APRIL 1989

deferred human potential. Indeed, 
one study of 161 extra-year early child 
hood programs in a single state re 
ported an annual cost of more than 
$34 million (Michigan Department of 
Education 1984). Nationally, the cost 
of implementing extra-year programs 
is probably in the hundreds of mil 
lions of dollars. It is time to transfer 
some of these funds to more worth 
while ends. The highest-stakes test of 
all is our ability to help children real 
ize their full potential.D

1. See Bear and Modlin 1987; Bradley 
1985; Kaufman 1985; May and Campbell 
1981; May and Welch 1984a, 1984b; Meisels 
1987; Naglieri 1985; Shepard and Smith 
1985,1986,1987; Smith and Shepard W

2 National Association for the Educa 
tion of Young Children 1988. National As 
sociation of Early Childhood Specialists in 
State Departments of Education 1987, and 
National Association of State Boards of 
Education 1988
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