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Texas has long been considered both a model and menace of education reform (Haney, 2000; Kuhn, 
2013). With the introduction of standards-based education reforms in the state in the 1990s, school 
leaders touted high test scores and closed achievement gaps, cementing the Texas model as success-
ful and thus replicable (Haney, 2000). But what began as a narrative of “the Texas miracle” was later 
revealed to be myth based on suspect sources, missing students, and mirage—a miracle that was 
“more hat than cattle” (Haney, 2000, p. 124). Despite three decades of questions about the legiti-
macy and value of high-stakes standardized testing both within Texas and across the nation, these 
costly exams continue to dominate the educational assessment landscape (Kamenetz, 2014).  
  
Over the last decade, calls to divest from high-stakes, standardized assessments grew profoundly 
(Hagopian, 2015). In 2012, a majority of Texas school districts signed a resolution denouncing the 
excessive use of high-stakes tests (Scott, 2012). Since the resolution, parents and community mem-
bers, exhausted by excessive testing and “teach-to-the-test” instruction, increasingly opt their chil-
dren out of standardized tests (Michels, 2014; Curtis, 2019). A 2019 poll conducted by Raise Your 
Hand Texas (2020) found that over 70% of respondents opposed STAAR (State of Texas Assess-
ment of Academic Readiness) as a measure of accountability for Texas public schools. The mayor of 
Devers, a city east of Houston, went as far as to ban STAAR within the city limits in peaceful pro-
test (Horelica, 2019). As of June 2021, the “Texas Parents Opt Out of State Tests” Facebook group 
has over 40,000 followers actively organizing against high-stakes assessment (Texas Parents Opt Out 
of State Tests, n.d.). Many members of this group, alongside others, decried the demoralizing and 
damaging impacts of the “drill and kill” model of schooling demanded by STAAR in over six hours 
of impassioned testimony before the House Committee on Education during the 86th legislative ses-
sion in 2019 (Swartz, 2019a; Swartz, 2019b). 
 
Opposition to Texas’ high-stakes testing system is not restricted to community members. Lawmak-
ers and school stakeholders alike increasingly vocalize their opposition to the use of high-stakes 
standardized tests like STAAR (Carpenter, 2019; Raise Your Hand Texas, 2020). While the COVID-
19 pandemic influenced recent bipartisan calls from 68 legislators to suspend the STAAR for 2020-
2021 (Carpenter, 2020), the Texas State Teachers Association argued, “even under normal circum-
stances, STAAR exams and test prep waste millions of tax dollars and rob students and teachers of 
valuable classroom time for real teaching and learning” (Texas State Teachers Association, 2020). 
Given Texas’s history as arbiter for nationwide high-stakes testing policies (Haney, 2000), as well as 
influential purveyor of textbooks (Crocco, 2014; Davies, 2020), we believe the state is in position to 
once again lead the way in transforming assessment. 
 

The Cases Against Standardized High-Stakes Testing 
 
This article is organized into five main sections. We first discuss the inadequacy, inefficacy, and bias 
of standardized, high-stakes assessments. The second section identifies unintended deleterious 
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effects of high-stakes assessments on classroom instruction and curriculum.1 The third section dis-
cusses alternative assessments and examples of their successful implementation at multiple national 
sites. In the fourth section, we lay out House Bill 1867—a bill that would establish a Texas Commis-
sion on Assessment and Accountability tasked with recommending a high-quality accountability sys-
tem. The purpose of this new system would be to move beyond the—we argue—costly, racist, ineq-
uitable, and punitive system currently plaguing the state, its students, and its educators. We conclude 
with a proposed amendment to HB 1867 that includes the development of a district-level pilot pro-
gram to explore and develop a system of authentic assessments to replace STAAR. 
 
Failed Assessments 
 
Continued calls to scrap STAAR come from concerned scholars, researchers, and community stake-
holders. Repeated revelations about the weaknesses of high-stakes testing—from technical short-
comings to racist roots—demonstrate the numerous harms of the current system. These revelations 
include the reproduction of schooling and socioeconomic inequalities (Au, 2016; Kendi, 2016a), 
gaming the system (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2010; DeMatthews & Knight, 2019; Deming et al., 
2016), increased stress on students and school officials (Putwain & Remedios, 2014; Putwain & 
Symes, 2011; Thibodeaux et al., 2015; Walker, 2014), and negative consequences for students overall 
(Au, 2016; McNeil, 2005), but particularly students of color, emergent bilingual students, and stu-
dents with disabilities (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Kendi 2016a; 
Ladson-Billings, 2006; Jones, 2007). Stakeholder pushback against high-stakes testing echoes the cri-
tiques of the educational research community in such a way that the above-described consequences 
are taken as emblematic of high-stakes testing itself. While opposition commonly targets profit-
driven corporations like Pearson (Au & Gourd, 2013; Blakeslee, 2013; Guisbond, 2014), continued 
investment in high-stakes testing as a means of education reform reveals the shared interests of poli-
ticians and corporations alike in supporting the assessment industrial complex (Conn & Tenam-Zemach, 
2019). The term assessment industrial complex describes the interconnected interests of neoliberal 
policy makers, corporations, and education reformers who support not only high-stakes tests, but 
myriad other test-support products and projects like educator professional development and testing 
prep materials (Conn & Tenam-Zemach, 2019). Additionally, and arguably more powerfully, the as-
sessment industrial complex forecloses dialogue and imagination about the purposes of education 
and co-opts popular opinion about improving education in order to line corporate wallets (Conn & 
Tenam-Zemach, 2019). 
 
STAAR: A Flawed and Expensive Instrument 
 
Technical critiques point to the fact that standardized-test questions are sourced from obscure mate-
rial and constructed in intentionally challenging ways in order to generate variability in responses and 
scores that legitimize the tests themselves (Cheek, 1993). And if by some (Texas) miracle all students 
achieved 100% proficiency, accusations of cheating or test illegitimacy would abound (Au, 2016). 
Broader economic critiques recognize the way that “knowledge is purchased, not made” (Conn & 
Tenam-Zemach, 2019, p. 24) in high-stakes, test-based accountability systems, resulting in an assess-
ment industrial complex that chains states and districts to branded materials hawked by 

 
1
 We use a non-parenthetical ‘unintended’ in this section of the brief but later trade its use for a suggestive parenthe-

tical ‘(unintended)’. The choice is not solely stylistic; interrogation of the histories of standardized exams prompts 

us to question the intentions of current test authors and promoters, especially provided they also know these tests’ 

histories.  
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multinational corporations (Apple, 2006; Conn & Tenam-Zemach, 2019; Fabricant & Fine, 2013). 
Political appointees determine confidential, arbitrary cut scores, which determine who passes and 
who fails (Kuhn, 2015). In Texas, testing materials have been replete with errors (Ayala, 2016; 
Chang, 2016) and misaligned questions where students are expected to know content that falls out-
side of the grade-level expectations (Szabo & Sinclair, 2012; Szabo & Sinclair, 2019). Standardized 
tests purport to provide information about student learning, but actually reveal more about other 
non-school factors (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Au, 2016). For example, researchers in New Jersey 
were able to accurately predict student standardized test scores using racial and demographic data 
(Tienken, 2017).  
 
Students Don’t Learn in a Day 
 
Even if STAAR were capable of providing a quality measure, which we argue it does not, STAAR 
scores only deliver an abstracted snapshot of student performance on one test (a flawed and racist 
one), on one day, in one subject. While standardized test scores do provide a number, these numbers 
are simplified, at best, and are incapable of providing rich information about whether, or what, a 
child has learned (Gagnon & Schneider, 2017; McNeil, 2005). Unlike educators, STAAR tests do not 
know how to take a different approach, rethink pedagogy, or provide more scaffolding if a student is 
sick, hungry, tired, or just misunderstanding a question.  
 
Let’s think about how STAAR might translate to the NBA. Former Houston Rocket2 James Harden 
is a phenomenal basketball player, earning MVP honors for the 2018-2019 season, and leading the 
NBA in free throw attempts—and makes—every year since the 2014–15 season. For his exceptional 
performance, he signed a four-year contract worth over $42 million dollars annually. But what if the 
Rockets evaluated his play based on one day, rather than on seasonal or career averages? For exam-
ple, while Harden hit 44% of field goal attempts and averaged 36.1 points per game during the 2018-
2019 season, on April 20th, 2019, in a critical playoff game with season-ending implications, he shot 
only 15% from the field and scored only 22 points. This example reflects the problematic nature of 
evaluating anyone on anything through a single-day snapshot of performance (see Rothstein, 2000).  
 
There is More than One Right Answer 
 
Standardized testing in the United States finds lineage in eugenics work and theory (Stoskopf, 
2012).3 Lewis Terman, a contributor to the design of the Stanford-Binet IQ test, and Carl Brigham, 
the designer of the Alpha Military test (which later became the SAT), situated their exams in eugeni-
cist thought with the intent of establishing an empirical measure of White supremacy (Kendi, 2016a; 
Rosales & Walker, 2021). These psychologists, alongside their peers, argued their tests scientifically 
proved intelligence to be hereditary. The racial and social class bias of the tests’ questions unsurpris-
ingly yielded Brigham and Terman’s desired result—the demonstration of Whites as intellectually 

 
2
 By the time of publication, Harden had been traded to the Brooklyn Nets, though the analysis of his contract re-

mains relevant. 
3
 Eugenicists claimed certain groups of people were predisposed to “defective genes” (Stoskopf, 2012, p. 34). Much 

eugenicist rhetoric harped on the inferiority of non-Whites, though eventual calls for sterilization included non-

Whites, persons identified as having disabilities, and anyone deemed to be a detriment to society (Kevles, 1999; 

Stoskopf, 2012).  
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superior (Au, 2016; Karier, 1972).4 W.E.B. DuBois observed that standardized IQ test questions 
were structured and “adjusted so as to put black folk absolutely beyond the possibility of civiliza-
tion” (cited in Guthrie, 1988, p. 55).  
 
The tests soon underpinned the creation of the first gifted and talented programs, as well as the 
eventual tracking and sorting of students into segregated education courses (Stoskopf, 2012). Leta 
Hollingworth, a professor at Teachers College and a pioneer of gifted and talented programs, ech-
oed both Terman’s eugenicist and IQ test-committed logic, decrying the reproduction of the “stu-
pid, the criminal, and other mentally, physically, and morally deficient” (Stoskopf, 2012, p. 37). As to 
whether Terman realized or intended this connection between his IQ tests and the segregation of 
students, we are guided by his words: 
 

Among laboring men and servant girls there are thousands like them… as far as intelligence 
is concerned, the tests have told the truth… No amount of school instruction will ever make 
them intelligent voters or capable voters in the true sense of the word… children of this 
group should be segregated in special classes… (Stoskopf, 2012, p. 36) 

 
By 1930, standardized test results justified sorting students by purported intelligence and potential in 
elementary, secondary, postsecondary, and military spaces (Rosales & Walker, 2021). By the 1950s, 
some U.S. universities employed the SAT in admissions processes in explicit attempts to exclude 
Black students (McCardle, 2020; Price, 2019). In this way, the SAT normalized a decades-long belief 
in standardized tests as having “told the truth” about intelligence and potential (Terman, 1916, p. 
92). The education system’s commitment to evaluation grounded in eugenics and holding it as scien-
tific truth all but guaranteed the marginalization of non-White students, students identified as having 
disabilities, and any student deemed unfit for advanced learning.5 The high stakes nature of these ex-
ams can be summed up in the eventual calls to sterilize these groups—a low test score not only 
meant that one was lesser, but that one should not be allowed to procreate (Kevles, 1999; Stoskopf, 
2012).  
 
Despite aptitude tests like the SAT finally seeming to be losing their grip on college admissions (Tu-
gend, 2019), for decades the SAT and its attendant “merit” scholarships have determined who is 

 
4
 Throughout this paper, we capitalize White. We are guided in this temporally-situated decision by Eve Ewing 

(2020), who wrote: “As long as White people do not ever have to interrogate what Whiteness is, where it comes 

from, how it operates, or what it does, they can maintain the fiction that race is other people’s problem, that they are 

mere observers in a centuries-long stage play in which they have, in fact, been the producers, directors, and central 

actors” (n.p.). As she also argued, there are reasons not to capitalize it, but this need to demonstrate its existence, to 

elucidate the colonial logics foundational to this nation and its oppressive institutions, are critical to this paper. 
5
 It must be made exceedingly clear that support for eugenics and its derivative instruments in the United States was 

not fringe nor extremist. Eugenics courses were common curricula at the postsecondary level, with the number of 

offered courses expanding from 44 to 376 between 1914 and 1928 (Stoskopf, 2012). Farber (2008) describes the rise 

of pro-eugenics organizations in the United States, beginning with the Eugenics Records Office in 1910. He writes 

of Charles Davenport, then American-based zoologist  and eventual international eugenics leader, creating The Of-

fice with assistance from philanthropic donors, including one Harvey Kellogg. Two more pro-eugenics organiza-

tions, the Eugenics Research Association and the American Eugenics Society, soon followed in influence through-

out the United States and Europe (Farber, 2008). Farber goes on to highlight H.H. Laughlin, co-founder of the 

American Eugenics Society and superintendent of the Eugenics Records Office, one of whose publications included 

drafting of what would become model law for compulsory sterilization in the United States. In the realm of non-aca-

demics, eugenics theorizing materialized in “Better Baby” and “Fitter Family” contests (Chen, 2009). 
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worthy of acceptance to — and funding for — colleges nationwide (Rosales & Walker, 2021; Troy, 
2016). Brigham, the architect of what would become the SAT, himself denounced the test later in 
his life — admitting that the SAT test revealed nothing about intelligence, but rather provided “a 
composite including schooling, family background, familiarity with English and everything else, rele-
vant and irrelevant” (Brigham, 1930, cited in Lemann, 2000, p. 34). These words, found in Brigham’s 
unpublished works, would not reach or influence those advocating for the SATs, nor the hundreds 
of universities who were basing admissions and distributing “merit” scholarships on student scores 
(Lemann, 2000).  
 
The SAT and the Stanford-Binet are aptitude tests are not criterion-based tests like the STAAR, yet 
the two types of tests are connected by a strong ideology bound to the notion that these exams tell 
us an objective truth about student learning or academic potential.6 This narrative holds strong to-
day, through tests like STAAR, and drives a national dogma to classification by test score. But where 
low SAT scores slam the door on opportunity for higher education, low scores on high-stakes as-
sessments like STAAR often lead to further student surveillance (Au, 2016; Grady et al., 2012), 
school reconstitution (Elmore, 2002), and narrower curriculum (Darling-Hammond, 2007), pushing 
out students and killing their educational dreams —at least within public schools (McKay et al., 
2015), as we discuss further in the next section.  Academic tracking abounds as students are seg-
mented into “high” and “low” academic tracks (National Association of Secondary School Princi-
pals, 2006; Oakes, 2005), sifting students into categories which determine the nature of their school-
ing experience and their opportunities for the future (Au, 2106; Oakes, 2005). Students identifying as 
African American, Black, or Latino are also more likely to be placed into low-track courses com-
pared to White students, spaces often provided with fewer resources (Knoester & Au, 2017; Oakes, 
2005). Though missing the explicit rhetoric of eugenics, functions of high-stakes testing systems to-
day are frighteningly reminiscent of the eugenicist projects of the early 20th century. Segregating stu-
dents in this way continues the project of Terman and others in practice, if not in spirit.  
 
Standardized Testing Perpetuates Racism 
 
Standardized testing thus began as and continues to be “a racial project in the United States” (Au, 
2016, p. 43). Identifying the racist, sexist, nativist, ableist roots of the high-stakes standardized as-
sessment project demands a reassessment of what theories of change are driving today’s educational 
reformers (Stoskopf, 2012). Continued allegiance to White-normed accountability systems creates an 
educational landscape that, we argue, contributes to the erasure of non-White ways of being and 
knowing, and produces racialized outputs to match the racialized inputs. As a result of the assess-
ment industrial complex (Conn & Tenam-Zemach, 2019), “communities of color have lost a say in 
what their children learn and how they get to learn it” (p. 130). As such, the system of high-stakes 
testing disproportionately negatively impacts the material conditions, lives, and life opportunities of 
Black, Brown, and Indigenous students (Au, 2016; Conn & Tenam-Zemach, 2019). We assert that 
interrogating standardized, high-stakes testing systems in this way is pivotal to rectifying inequities in 
the assessment industrial complex. It is precisely this kind of conversation deepening we advocate 
for at the K-12 level through authentic, rather than standardized, assessments.  
 

 
6
 Definitionally, aptitude tests like the SAT and Stanford-Binet are norm-referenced tests. These tests make compar-

isons between individuals. Criterion-referenced tests, like the STAAR, measure a test taker's performance compared 

to a specific set of standards or criteria (Burkett, 2018). We argue that either iteration, especially when used in a 

high-stakes system, replicates inequity and perpetuates harm to students.  
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It is a fallacy that multiple choice, standardized tests are objective instruments (Au, 2016). Some test 
advocates even argue that high-stakes accountability systems serve as civil rights protections for stu-
dents,7 particularly those from vulnerabilized populations (Derstine, 2015; Leadership Conference 
on Civil and Human Rights, 2015).8 Instead, these tests evaluate students on racialized and classed 
knowledge (Au, 2016; Conn & Tenam-Zemach, 2019; Kendi, 2016a; Weiner, 2014). High-stakes ac-
countability systems do not deliver racial justice by closing achievement gaps. Instead, they police 
boundaries and maintain the inequitable status quo (Au, 2016). We argue that attention to vulnerabi-
lized students is critical, but that policing and punishment are not the answer to issues of schooling 
inequity. We need to think differently about how to invest our education energy, or else risk contin-
uing the reproduction of schooling inequities perpetuated by standardized, high-stakes exams. We 
suggest looking to broader abolition movements, which recognize the fundamentally racist and op-
pressive nature of any policing mechanism; we the authors dream of freer futures (Boggs et al., 2019, 
Davis, 2005; Love, 2018) where schools generate growth, learning, and collective strength—futures 
made possible by the legislation proposed in Texas that we lay out later in this work. We urge all ed-
ucation stakeholders, but especially policymakers, to step beyond the hierarchy and sorting that are 
endemic to the logics of no child (being) left behind (Amrein & Berliner, 2002). The idea that no hu-
man is disposable requires a different approach to learning, one that is collective and transformative 
(Love, 2019; Shalaby, 2020).  
 

Consequences for Teachers, Classrooms, and Students of Color 
 
This second section identifies (unintended) deleterious effects of standardized assessments on cur-
riculum and classroom instruction. Failing to deliver on promises made by proponents, these assess-
ments actually do long-term harm to teachers and students, with a disproportionate negative impact 
on communities of color (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Kendi, 2016a; Ladson-Billings, 2006).  
 
Inequity Maintained 
 
Assessment measures that consistently reflect inequities rather than mitigate them cannot be used  
for equitable ends. Shining a light on a problem does nothing to solve that problem. And, if forty 
years of shining the lights hasn’t solved the problem, then the light is shining in the wrong direction. 
High-stakes testing policies have “a disproportionate negative impact on students from racial minor-
ity and socioeconomic backgrounds” (Amrein and Berliner, 2002, p. 11). Continued allegiance to 
standardized tests as an accountability tool belies racist beliefs that students of color and low-income 
students do not measure up, when in fact, the tests and accountability norms are the problem—not 
the students (Au, 2016). Continued use of these high-stakes tests perpetuates trauma and racism at 
the expense of authentic learning and equity, de facto contributing to the creation and reinforcement 
of a racial hierarchy (Desai & Sanya, 2016; Kendi, 2016b). Because high-stakes assessment and their 

 
7
 As Au (2016) points out, some organizations like the NAACP, National Council of La Raza, and LULAC (who 

recently published and then retracted a letter asking the Biden Administration to reject requests for testing exemp-

tions in the spring on 2021) have flip-flopped on the importance of high-stakes testing for civil rights protections. 

While not arguing causality, Au points out the large sums of money provided to these organizations by foundations 

like Gates and Walton, both strong supporters of high-stakes testing.  
8
 We use ‘vulnerabilized’ here and elsewhere in this brief as a means to differentiate persons from the political, so-

cial, economic, and environmental conditions that surround them. We note that they have been made vulnerable by 

the forces of neoliberalism and racial capitalism and how those forces operate within schools (Au, 2016; Braginsky, 

2020; Kelley, 2002; Tuck, 2009). 
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derivative accountability systems function in this way, we assert the use of these measures to itself be 
a racist act.9  
 
Do (no) Harm 
 
Despite visionary goals to close the “achievement gap,” year after year the schools under the most 
pressure to perform are disproportionately attended by students of color and students from low-in-
come households (Au, 2016). The pressure and cut-scores of high-stakes tests and accountability 
have driven up the dropout rate and reports of stress-induced illness in students and educators in 
both elementary and secondary schools (Au, 2016; Counsell & Wright, 2018; Darling-Hammond, 
2007; Lobman, 2014; Nichols et al., 2006). There is evidence of both pushout—schools pressuring 
lower-performing students to leave or holding them back to drive scores up—as well as students 
leaving school because they do not achieve passing scores or are frustrated by being held back (Ad-
vancement Project, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Glennie et al., 2012; McNeil et al., 2008). Drop-
out and pushout disproportionately impact students of color, while also creating “much less engag-
ing, and even hostile” (Advancement Project, 2010, p. 5) school environments for students identi-
fied as having disabilities, students from low-income households, and emergent bilingual students 
(Au, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Palmer & Rangel, 2011; Sunderman & Kim, 2004). Census 
data shows that Black students in particular are pushed out/dropout at higher rates when schools 
require exit exams (Dee & Jacob, 2006). Research around stereotype threat demonstrates the ways 
that students in high-poverty schools and students of color, particularly Black males, bear the brunt 
of the negative impact from test pressure (Holme et al., 2010; Steele, 1999). Additionally, educators 
and administrators may be inclined to use “fear-appeals,” or language that attempts to motivate by 
warning students of the consequences of not passing or doing well on tests, which subsequently in-
creases student stress and lowers their performance (Putwain & Remedios, 2014; Putwain & Symes, 
2011). An email published in the New York Times, sent from a charter school educator, exposed the 
intensity of the pressure, warning students of the risks of not following the “plan of attack” for high 
achievement on the state assessment. The email message stated: “Any scholar who is not using the 
plan of attack will go to effort academy, have their parent called, and will miss electives. This is seri-
ous business, and there has to be misery felt for the kids who are not doing what is expected of them” 
(Taylor, 2015, para. 5, emphasis added). This email demonstrates the ways that both the schooling 
system and students are surveilled and punished as a result of high-stakes assessment. And that this 
email came from an educator at Success Academy in Harlem, a school where 98% of attendees are 
identified as students of color, further demonstrates the disproportionate impact of testing surveil-
lance for that same student group (Au, 2016; Public School Review, n.d.). In Texas, State Senator 
Jose Menendez highlighted last year that the tests are doing “unnecessary harm” to our state’s stu-
dents and communities (April 13, 2019, para. 6).  
 
This harm extends beyond schools. The introduction of standards-based exit exams is correlated 
with an increase in the incarceration rate (Baker & Lang, 2013). A Chicago Public School student 

 
9
 We name the testing industrial complex racist. We do this in solidarity with activists, parents, scholars, and stu-

dents who have pushed to end high-stakes testing for decades. The authors acknowledge that we are members of the 

education system, and have participated in upholding the testing system in our roles as educators. We are not point-

ing fingers and placing blame. In this paper, we are focused on identifying the misguided theories of change that 

underpin testing regimes as mechanisms of equity and challenge ourselves, policy makers, legislators, and others to 

both imagine more humanizing and meaningful assessment practices and make steps in that direction.  



Madrigal & Epstein 

 51 

who “blamed herself” for not passing a high-stakes exam shared her thoughts, revealing the ongoing 
harm of these tests:  
 

Because it does not...test my knowledge, because I’m getting all these honors classes and 
A.P. [Advanced Placement]...it does not say who I am or what is my strength, it just doesn’t 
say anything about me. It’s just a stupid number that they put on your forehead. It’s injus-
tice. It’s a stupid way to...decide whether a student should pass or stay. (Lipman, 2003) 
 

When students are forced out of education system before completing high school, they face more 
obstacles to entering higher education or securing jobs with livable wages (Au, 2016; Fine & Pry-
iomka, 2020). High-stakes testing creates categorical sorting beyond internal school tracking (Oakes, 
2010); student opportunities for future success in college, career, and life is put at risk if they leave 
the education system (at least in part) because of high-stakes testing (Au, 2016; Fine & Pryiomka, 
2020). 
 
What Gets Tested is What Gets Taught 
 
A growing body of literature points to standardized, and especially high-stakes, testing as contrib-
uting to over-alignment of curriculum-to-tests, pedagogical shifts towards test prep, and the exacer-
bation of schooling inequalities (Au, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Holme et al., 2010; Neill, 
2003). In terms of curriculum covered, teachers are forced to prioritize tested subjects like math and 
literacy, putting science and social studies on the back burner and, commonly, skipping arts, music, 
and physical education altogether (Au, 2016; Holme, 2008). One Texas educator shared their experi-
ence with curriculum changes as a result of high-stakes assessment:  
 

As part of U.S. history for my fifth graders, I used to teach about what happened in the 
Americas before Columbus arrived. I spent several weeks teaching about the cultures of Na-
tive America —which included the Aztec, Maya, and Inca civilizations. No longer. It’s not in 
the fifth-grade standards. Now it’s in the fourth grade, but the standards concentrate on the 
Spanish Conquistadors and talk mainly of Cortez, Coronado, and Pizarro. In short, I no 
longer teach a curriculum. I teach test-preparation. (Beam-Conroy, 2001) 
 

Teaching to the test creates a narrow, bromidic curriculum that is rife in schools labeled at-risk —
disproportionately attended by Black and Brown students—and scarcely seen in wealthier, Whiter 
districts (Nichols & Berliner, 2007), resulting in a profoundly different, and higher quality, educa-
tional experience for White students (Au, 2016).  
 
Testing Traumatizes Teachers Too 
 
In addition to narrowed curricula, teachers shift pedagogical approaches as a response to top-down 
testing pressures. Teachers find their creativity suppressed and their autonomy diminished (Crocco 
& Costigan, 2007). At the classroom level, time that might otherwise be spent on extension of learn-
ing or development of new skills is instead dedicated to test preparation and content standards re-
view (Au, 2011; Neill, 2003; Nelson, 2013). As such, miracles in test score improvement on these 
assessments, while framed as successes, may be attributed to teachers’ focusing on predictably tested 
content rather than overall student learning or mastery of standards (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Jen-
nings & Bearak, 2014; Koretz, 2005; Nichols et al., 2012). Teachers find themselves wrestling with 
the tension between their desire for delivering engaging instruction and their desires for their 



Shooting for the STARR 

 52 

students to do well on the high-pressure tests (Vogler, 2008). Even when teachers reported high cur-
ricular rigor in their classrooms, ethnographic observations in one high poverty district revealed a 
marked increase in test-prep behaviors because of high-stakes assessments (DeBray, 2005). Addi-
tionally, high-stakes tests negatively impact emergent bilingual students who are forced into shel-
tered English classes and tested in a language that they barely know (Bach, 2020). Teachers turn to 
test strategies and tricks to support these learners in meeting graduation requirements; these prac-
tices diminish opportunities for real learning (Bach, 2020) and alienate educators (Palmer & Rangel, 
2011). Pedagogy becomes teacher-centered and the structure of knowledge becomes more frag-
mented (Au, 2007). For example, students train for tests by completing worksheets with discrete 
tasks and chunks of information that they memorize, rather than learning holistically about a phe-
nomenon, concept, or theory (Au, 2007; Nelson, 2013). Overall, teaching quality is lower when top-
down pressures lead to narrowed curricula and test-friendly pedagogy (Blazer & Pollard, 2017; Valli 
et al., 2012), which has the additionally harmful result of driving teachers to leave the teaching pro-
fession (Thibodeaux et al., 2015; Walker, 2014).  
 
 But most importantly, the joy, creativity, and possibility of education are lost as worksheets and 
practice tests proliferate (Longo-Schmid, 2016). One educator, who is the closest learning partner 
with students, astutely observed, “All children are left behind because we are so test-driven in 
schools today that we do not give children the opportunity to explore their minds or to think out-
side the box” (Cole, 2009, p. 6). This is more likely to happen in under-resourced schools, which are 
disproportionately attended by Black and Brown youth (Au, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2007). High-
stakes assessments and their attendant neoliberal policies have foreclosed educational opportunities 
by narrowing curriculum and offering test strategies in place of pedagogy. The testing industrial 
complex cemented a system by which we “value what we measure” (because we can measure it) and 
fail to ask whether we should instead “measure what we value” (Biesta, 2014, p. 46). Continuing to 
uphold this system will further harm students, with particularly harsh impacts on students of color, 
low income students, and emergent bilingual students (Au, 2016; Bach, 2020). Shifting assessment 
practices is a critical step in building anti-racist and just schools (Au, 2016; Fine & Pryiomka, 2020).  
 

The Time for Transformative Change 
 
For nearly two decades, the deficit-based narrative that low test scores signal failing schools justified 
sanctioning the schools most in need of support (Gagnon & Schneider, 2019; Urrieta, 2004). Over 
twenty years of investment in high stakes assessment has not “closed the gaps” or paid off the edu-
cational debt (Ladson-Billings, 2006). High-stakes testing is flawed, harmful, and impedes opportuni-
ties for transformative and liberatory education (Au, 2106; Urrieta, 2004). In this section, we present 
research and examples of alternative, authentic projects of assessment which have proven successful 
around the United States. Authentic assessments are ways of evaluating students’ ability to apply 
knowledge and skills to real world problems that exist outside of the classroom (Wiggins, 1998). It is 
time for a more holistic and locally derived accountability system that builds capacity as it 
measures—one that invests resources into and draws strength from the journey of collective 
knowledge production within the classroom (Urrieta, 2004).  
 
In Texas and across the nation, students are subjected to a “fundamental misalignment between the 
nation’s aspirations for its students and the assessments used to measure whether they are achieving 
those goals” (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010, p. 2). There exists a compelling interest for 
school districts in Texas, alongside their rapidly growing and increasingly passionate anti-testing con-
stituency, to research new tools that can simultaneously foster and gauge student learning. Texas 
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should invest in assessments that are student-led and teacher guided and that provide immediate, 
meaningful feedback far superior to that offered by end-of-year summative, standardized testing 
(Bland & Gareis, 2018; Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010; Guisbond, 2014). Fortunately, suffi-
cient research and real-life models exist to guide our state in this direction (e.g. Bland & Gareis, 
2018; Fine & Pryiomka, 2020; Fontana, 1995).  
 
What Makes an Assessment Authentic? 
 
Authentic assessments demand higher order thinking and measure students’ knowledge and skills at 
deeper levels than traditional assessments (Koh et al., 2011). For an assessment to be considered au-
thentic, it must have value beyond the actual score or grade, indicating that the assessment task itself 
is meaningful to the learner (Frey et al., 2012). Authentic assessments are attentive to both the product 
and the process of student engagement with the assignment. In this way, authentic assessments are as-
sessments for learning, not assessments of learning (Bland & Gareis, 2018). Authentic assessment in-
volves the tailoring of assessment to students’ needs and involves evaluations by teachers, within a 
school or as part of a state- or district-wide assessment team, through collectively composed rubrics 
(Archbald, 1991). Appendix A contains a chart that provides more clarity on the ways that authentic 
assessments, also called alternative or performance assessments (Bland & Gareis, 2018), differ from 
traditional assessments. 
 
Authentic assessments can take many forms, including constructed-response simulations (see Ap-
pendix B), performance assessments, portfolios, essays, debates, and projects. What defines them is 
not their specific form or content, but the powerful way they link instruction with assessment and 
meet individual students’ needs (Bland & Gareis, 2018; Darling-Hammond & Snyder, 2000). Class-
rooms with authentic assessment are student-centered. Educators emphasize cooperative work; fo-
cus more on writing, problem solving, and real-world, hands-on activities; and deemphasize rote 
learning and teaching (Koretz et al., 1996). Appendix B includes a sample authentic assessment 
which asks students to respond to a real-life scenario analyzing and synthesizing select materials to 
draw conclusions and present recommendations. The sample assessment in Appendix B demon-
strates many features of authentic assessment. 

• It is in-depth, grounded in the real-world, and makes expectations visible to students, allow-

ing them to design and evaluate their own work. 

• Demands students employ critical thinking to solve a problem of an interdisciplinary nature.  

• Students must access and synthesize prior knowledge rather than relying on the most recent 

lesson to construct their response.  

• Students are afforded multiple opportunities and avenues to provide an evidence-based re-

sponse. 

• Students are measured by what they present, not what is easy to grade. Authentic assess-

ments like this one allow educators to construct nuanced assessments of students’ reading, 

writing, thinking, and multi-modal communication skills which can then immediately inform 

the direction of future instruction. 

Here in Texas, the Texas Performance Standards Project has developed a number of project-based 
assessments already aligned to the TEKS (Texas Performance Standards Project, n.d.).  
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Authentic assessments are lauded by both researchers and practitioners for their ability to work col-
laboratively with students to identify engaging topics and design meaningful learning (e.g. Bland & 
Gareis, 2018; Cook et al., 2020; Fine & Pryiomka, 2020; Koh et al., 2011; New York Performance 
Schools Consortium, 2018). According to researchers (e.g. Bland & Gareis, 2018; Fine & Pryiomka, 
2020), authentic assessments “propel the education system in a direction that corresponds with how 
individuals actually learn” (Stanford School Redesign Network, 2008, n.p., emphasis added). And, 
teachers and students confirm that authentic assessment systems align with how individuals want to 
learn (Cook et al., 2020; Gisi, 2020). Schools that redesign around project- and portfolio-based learn-
ing build strong ties with their communities, and feel, in the words of one Manor New Tech High 
School student, “like family” (Lynch et al., 2013, p. 35). They invite artists and performers into their 
schools and support their students in exploring careers and projects outside the classrooms. Time 
commitments shift; Fridays sometimes include presentations by university scholars, a lab-based epi-
demiologist, or a local artist. While students engage with career professionals, teachers can collabo-
rate on curriculum or work on assessment-design. Learning crosses borders.  
 
New York Performance Standards Consortium Success 
 
Developed over twenty years ago and currently thriving in 38 New York public schools, the New 
York Performance Standards Consortium (NYPSC) has achieved remarkable results with all learn-
ers, but particularly with vulnerabilized students. Liberated from oppressive state and federal testing, 
assessments of learning in NYPSC schools measure student fluency in skills like problem-solving, 
communication, research, expository writing, and public speaking (Cook et al., 2020; Fine & Pry-
iomka, 2020; New York Performance Standards Consortium, 2018). Educators and students in 
NYPSC schools employ “practitioner-developed, student-focused, and externally reviewed projects, 
papers, performances, experiments, and experiences called performance-based assessment tasks 
(PBATs)” to evaluate student learning (Fine & Pryiomka, 2020, p. v). PBATs acknowledge a differ-
ent purpose to schools and a different theory of equity (Cook et al., 2020). Rather than standards 
and accountability—everyone taking the same test—as the measure of equity (Lipman, 2003), 
NYSPC schools focus on equity in terms of access, success, and holistic learning (Fine & Pryiomka, 
2020).  
 
NYPSC students have achieved at levels far above their peers who attend traditional schools based 
on high quality metrics (Fine & Pryiomka, 2020):  

• 77 % of NYPSC students who began high school in the fall of 2010 graduated in four years 

versus 68 % for all New York City students. 

• In 2015, 71 % of English learners at consortium schools graduated on time, versus 37 % of 

English learners citywide.  

• 2018 data (New York Performance Standards Consortium, 2018) shows that: 

o Latinx students and students with disabilities are twice as likely to graduate if they 

attend a NYPSC school. 

o 5.3% of NYPSC students drop-out compared to 11.3% statewide. 

o Male graduates of Consortium schools identified as members of minoritized popula-

tions enroll in college at twice the rate of similar students nationwide. 

o Graduation rates for English learner students was nearly 30% higher at consortium 

schools compared to non-consortium schools.  
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A major reason for the success of the NYPSC is its ability to build “internal accountability at the 
school level in the service of teaching deeply, rigorously, and fairly” (Knecht, 2007, p. 63). Authentic 
assessment is oriented towards the learner, and the school and community become accountable to 
the student rather than accountable to external stakeholders and external measures as is the case 
with high-stakes assessment systems. Educators and students are challenged to be their best and to 
work together to achieve collectively defined goals on which the students are then assessed.  
 
NYPSC students aren’t just graduating and matriculating to college at higher rates, they are also do-
ing better in college and persisting beyond the first year at higher levels than non-consortium stu-
dents. Research released this summer found that NYPSC students achieved higher first-semester 
college GPAs, earned more initial credits, and were more likely to persist in college after the first 
year than peers from NYC schools, despite those students having higher SAT scores. Black males 
who attended NYPSC schools had particularly improved higher education outcomes compared to 
Black males who did not attend consortium schools (Fine & Pryiomka, 2020). Overall, these find-
ings suggest: 

• The performance-based assessment tasks (PBATs) that students complete in NYPSC 

schools enhance academic progress for students. 

• Performance-based assessments may be better indicators of postsecondary success than 

standardized test scores. 

• Authentic assessments are powerful tools to interrupt the persistent inequity maintained by 

standardized testing. 

For the past 20 years, high-stakes accountability systems have offered quantitative extrapolations of 
student experience (Au, 2016; Bach, 2020; Conn, 2019; Darling-Hammond, 2007). One student’s 
qualitative reflection after graduating from a NYPSC school reveals the power of authentic assess-
ments through shifts in pedagogy and practice. Emphasizing this point she stated, “Being educated 
at a consortium school had a profound effect on my life. Every student is entitled to an educational 
community as enriching and inspiring as mine” (NYPSC, 2018).  
 
Additional Authentic Assessment Projects 
 
Kentucky is another state with a history of using research-based, authentic assessments including 
project- and portfolio-based evaluations (Fontana, 1995). In Danville, Kentucky, 98% of teachers at 
Bate Middle school voted for reorganizing and introducing project-based learning (PBL) and setting 
expectations that included “social and emotional skills, ethics, technological literacy, and career read-
iness” that resulted in the school being designated an “exemplar school” by the Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills (Kamenetz, 2014, n.p.).  
 
Texas already has examples of PBL or portfolio-based work integrated with authentic assessments. 
Twenty-eight Texas secondary campuses are members of the New Tech Network, an education col-
lective providing a model for innovation that combines PBL and technology. During its 86th legisla-
tive session, Texas lawmakers passed HB3, which provided an additional per pupil allotment of $50 
for schools collaborating with the New Tech Network. These campuses buzz with energy, charged 
by engaged students being challenged across disciplines alongside teachers who are relishing in the 
curiosity of their emerging leaders. “Teachers are happier... Every day you realize why you wanted to 
be a teacher. It’s exciting again” explains UT Austin Professor Jennifer Adair, who has helped a 
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number of campuses develop authentic learning and assessments in these schools (Gisi, 2020). With 
House Bill 1867 and the work already underway, Texas is well positioned to develop the architecture 
for a system of next-generation assessment.  
 

House Bill 1867 
 
In this section, we outline the parameters of House Bill 1867 (HB 1867), as well as provide our rec-
ommendation for an amendment to the original version which draws on the transformative power 
of authentic assessment.  
 
HB 1867 would establish a Texas Commission of Assessment and Accountability, tasked with un-
covering issues with the current testing regime and making recommendations for a high-quality 
statewide system of assessment. The nineteen-person commission would be comprised of members 
appointed by the Governor (four), Lieutenant Governor (seven), and the Speaker of the House 
(seven), as well as one member of the State Board of Education. Commission members would be 
demographically representative of the state of Texas and would include at least one teacher, parent, 
member of the business community, member of the civic community, superintendent, school trus-
tee, and district staff. In addition, three members of the legislative chamber would serve on the com-
mission. The commission is tasked with recommending a system of accountability and assessment 
that is valid, fair, timely, informative, fiscally responsible, curriculum-aligned, and just. A report 
would be provided to the governor and legislature no later than December 31, 2022. HB 1867 cre-
ates an opportunity to make plans for the next generation of assessment tools which would be more 
precise and better reflect student growth and teacher productivity.  
 
Piloting Authentic Assessments in Texas 
 
Following the research on authentic assessments, we recommend an amendment to HB 1867 that 
would establish a pilot program for select high schools in a number of public school districts to de-
vise assessment alternatives to high-stakes, standardized testing. Guided by a local task force or 
“learning community” at the school district level, pilot schools will be empowered to study, create, 
and pilot research-based, TEKS aligned, curricularly-embedded assessments that serve as the launch-
ing point for the state’s move away from flawed, one-size-fits-all, criterion-based, high-stakes exams.  
 
Points of Consideration and Recommendations for Implementation 
 
The ten pilot districts will begin the process leading to a successful implementation of the Commis-
sion’s forthcoming recommendations. Pilot districts should meet the criteria (listed below) and de-
velop a timeline for district status updates and outcomes to be delivered to both the state legislature 
and state education agency. Student learning and growth data should be obtained at various points 
throughout the school year. The Commission approves the school district’s deliverables and time-
lines.  
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Pilot Cohort 
 
For next-generation authentic assessments to be comprehensive, precise, reflective of student 
growth, and respectful of community resources and values they must be entrusted to local task 
forces. A number of districts in Texas have a demonstrated track record and commitment to devel-
oping authentic, comprehensive accountability measures that make them ideally suited to participate 
in HB 1867’s pilot program. For example, districts like Humble ISD and Austin ISD, who joined the 
TEA-sponsored Local Accountability Systems program, as well as Frisco ISD and Northside ISD, 
are all long-time members of the legislatively endorsed Community-Based Accountability System 
and all fit the criteria for district and school inclusion in this pilot study.  
 
Participating districts and high schools must reflect the geographic and demographic diversity of the 
state and include representation from rural, urban, and suburban school districts. Additionally, some 
pilot schools should have more bilingual students and more students with special needs. Geographic 
and demographic diversity—together with parent and community involvement—helps ensure stu-
dent learning is recognized in multiple and varied forms that reflect the diversity of the state and of 
complexity of student dreams. Moreover, for authentic assessment to be grounded in the local reali-
ties, resources, and opportunity structures of communities, parent and community representation 
and participation are critical. Below are two possible frameworks for thinking about district partici-
pation that would best inform statewide scaling:  

1. Select pilot districts around the state with variation in their location (e.g., rural, urban, subur-

ban) and demographic representation (e.g., student and educator racial identification and so-

cioeconomic status) to strengthen the likelihood that successful pilot models will be replica-

ble and sustainable statewide.  

2. Focus work on a few regional partnerships, while still aiming for demographic diversity 

among selected districts and regions. The strength of this approach is that it allows for pilot-

ing locally developed authentic assessments, with the added benefit of being able to begin 

the collaborative and iterative work of statewide scoring alignment.  

School districts should also be exempted from district-, state-, and federally mandated, standardized 
testing requirements pending approval from the U.S. Department of Education and at the behest of 
the state’s Commissioner of Education. This will provide school districts with the latitude needed to 
explore authentic, alternative forms of assessment without the interference and distraction of stand-
ardized testing.  
 
Timeline 
 
School districts should be given sufficient time to explore the efficacy of authentic assessments. For 
this, the state-level committee should require an initial planning year, followed by four years of im-
plementation, the equivalent of a high school cycle from 9th grade through graduation. We recom-
mend that schools introduce authentic assessments with a 9th grade cohort of students and add a 
grade each year as they build capacity. Upon completion of the plan of study, the statewide commit-
tee should submit a report to the legislature and to the state education agency detailing the school 
district’s findings, results, conclusions, and recommendations.  
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Trusting Teachers 
 
In the wake of the unprecedented shuttering of school buildings due to COVID-19 and the ongoing 
oscillations between in-person, online, and hybrid instructional approaches, the value of teachers 
statewide has been demonstrated time and again, even as lawmakers and critics continue to under-
value and undercompensate them for their labor and love (Bradford, 2021; Hadavi, 2021; Mays, 
2021). Educators have shown their intimate knowledge of what students need, their extraordinary 
skill in designing curriculum that attends to those needs, and their creativity and flexibility even in 
the most unpredictable and dangerous of contexts. Texas teachers deserve our respect and our trust 
as we innovate Texas assessments and accountability.  
 
Texans trust and have faith in their local schools. Over 50% of respondents in a 2019 Raise your 
Hand Texas (2020) poll gave their local schools a grade of A, and nearly 70% gave local teachers an 
A or B. Local people trust local teachers; teachers should be taking the lead on assessment. In the 
same poll, a majority of respondents demanded divestment from high-stakes testing and investment 
in teacher salaries. Even staunch STAAR supporter and TEA Commissioner Mike Morath con-
fessed: “Not to say I wouldn’t spend money on accountability, but investing in educators will give 
you huge capacity long term” (Swartz, 2019). HB 1867 provides an opportunity to build a cutting 
edge, integrated system of authentic assessment, with the added benefit of investing in teachers. 
Teachers are best equipped to inform the development of a system of authentic assessments that 
measure the actual knowledge and skills taught within a TEKS-aligned classroom. Authentic assess-
ments represent an investment in our educators and school leaders, not consultants. School leaders 
and educators are professionals that know students, families, and communities and understand peda-
gogy, curriculum, and learning theory.  
 

Conclusion 
 
HB 1867 provides an exciting opportunity to usher in a research-informed, school-centered, and so-
cially just system of accountability and assessment to Texas. With the pilot-program amendment, it 
also provides an opportunity for immediate investment in students and educators through new 
forms of student assessment that are a departure from the crude and racist measures of multiple-
choice bubble testing. They incorporate local input, promote professional collaboration, and deepen 
student learning—creating more powerful futures. Authentic assessments developed by pilot dis-
tricts will establish communication between students, educators and policy makers and drive contin-
ual and timely improvement of student learning, teacher instruction, and state well-being. At the end 
of the pilot period, we will be on our way to implementation, and ultimately institutionalization, of 
authentic assessment methods and measures embedded within a larger accountability framework 
that is informational rather than punitive. Texas has been a national leader on school accountability 
for decades, and now is the time for Texas to take the lead in redesigning assessment and accounta-
bility.  

 
 
 

__________ 
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Appendix A 
 
Table comparing authentic and traditional assessments 

Note. Adapted from Wiggins, Grant. (1998). Educative assessment: Designing assessments to inform and  
improve student performance (pp. 21-42). Jossey-Bass. 
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Appendix B 
 
Sample Authentic Assessment 

 
Note. Adapted from Darling-Hammond, L. & Adamson, F. (2010). Beyond basic skills: The role of  
performance assessment in achieving 21st century standards of learning (p. 2). Stanford Center for Opportunity 
Policy in Education.  
 


