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                                      Test: A Four Letter Word

            As a child I always scored very low on standardized tests.  My heart would beat a hundred miles an hour, my mind would go blank and there were many times when I felt sick to my stomach.

            For many children, parents and educators the mention of the word “test” brings on feelings of anxiety.  These exams are now being used to determine student placement for the following year, while in some states it can be an indicator of a low-performing school and can affect the entire staff.

            One of the most important things for a teacher to do is to help her student reframe a negative image of a “test” into an opportunity to show the teacher what she has learned.  However, this is difficult to do when teachers also see these tests as an unpleasant task they need to get their students through.

            Jane Bluestein, Ph.D author of Creating Emotionally Safe Schools believes that when standardized tests are used to determine gaps in our students or to help teachers plan instructional strategies, the testing has value. However, when the testing is used as a justified motivational tool that shifts the emphasis from the process of learning to the consequence of performing, and those consequences affects a child’s promotion, an educator salary and job security or district funding, standardized testing can become dangerous.

            Educators are being pressured to present content and instruction to children who are not ready and lack the prerequisite skills they need to successfully incorporate the knowledge.

Joseph Rensulli of the National Center on the Gifted and Talented, calls this method of teaching “ram, remember, regurgitate” because it is disconnected and easily forgotten and students do not retain the content.  

Many educators question whether it’s reasonable to expect that all third -graders know a particular set of skills simply because others in their age group have mastered them.  If we look at the population in this area we can see vast difference in early support, readiness, personal experience, and cultural values.

Most of these tests have an emphasis on linguistic and logical mathematical abilities, these test can help measure a students understating in these subjects but it only captures a small portion of the student’s talent and achievements.

These tests ignore the strength, weaknesses and progress in other types of intelligence, such as spatial, bodily kinesthetic, musical, naturalist, intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligence.

Many experts believe the best interpretation of a student’s scores doesn’t do justice to the many talents a child might have.  Problem solving skills, intellect and creativity do not show up in tests. 

The success a student has claims Elliot W. Eisner, author of What Really Counts in Schools, is far less evident in test scores compared to “the kinds of ideas children are willing to explore on their own, the kinds of critical skills they are able to employ on tasks outside the classrooms, and the strength of their curiosity in pursuing the issues they will inevitable encounter in the course of their lives.”

For more information about testing and how to create emotionally safe schools in our community visit www.janebluestein.com. 
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