There's more to grading teachers than test scores

Published: Wednesday, November 24, 2010, 2:00 PM 

By Barbara Keshishian, Star-Ledger Guest Columnist 
On education reform, New Jersey residents get it. Too bad our governor does not. A recent Rutgers-Eagleton poll asked New Jersey voters if teacher pay should depend on student test scores. They rejected it overwhelmingly, with 63% opposed and only 32% supporting it. Yet the governor wants at least 50 percent of a teacher’s evaluation to be based on test scores.

Most people instinctively understand that test scores are too unreliable a measure to make high stakes decisions about students or their teachers, and they tell us too little about what really happens in the classroom. In Albert Einstein’s words, “Not everything that counts can be counted and not everything that can be counted counts.” 
Unfortunately for New Jersey’s students, many of Gov. Christie’s so-called “school reform” initiatives disregard Einstein’s insight – and the wisdom of professional educators. The governor is promoting an agenda that would turn public education into little more than a numbers game driven by drilling and testing rather than teaching and learning.

Over the last decade the role of testing expanded greatly with the introduction of the federal “No Child Left Behind” act, which punished schools for low test scores and created a frenzy among administrators to drive up test scores no matter the impact on real education. It is a trend noted and lamented by parents, who have seen creative education give way all too often to rote test preparation.

Now Gov. Christie wants to accelerate this negative trend in New Jersey. He wants to give test scores at least 50 percent of the weight in teacher evaluations, and then tie everything from compensation to continued employment to that score-driven evaluation. That would make every other measure of quality education secondary to the results of standardized tests. It is a bad idea.

Education researchers are sounding the alarm. A recent study by the Economic Policy Institute notes that “There is a consensus of scholarly opinion that student test scores, even of the value-added variety, are not sufficiently accurate to be used as the major indicator of teacher quality. They cannot control for the differences in student characteristics between classrooms, they can’t control for differences in other school characteristics, and they rarely reflect a sufficiently large sample size for reliability.”

In other words, even if we can measure a student’s test scores, those scores tell us very little about the effectiveness of that student’s teacher.

As a teacher with nearly three decades of classroom experience, I know the limitations of testing. Standardized tests are affected by many factors completely independent of teacher effectiveness or student learning. Some very intelligent students are poor test takers by nature. Outside factors like sleep, nutrition, and personal or family stress can also severely impact a child’s success on a test. Some schools struggle with the problem of students who simply do not show up to be tested at all.

Even worse, talents like problem solving, creativity and positive social interaction cannot be measured by a multiple choice test. Making a standardized test score the primary measurement of a child’s ability not only shortchanges the child, it demeans the educational process.

Just as it is wrong to assume that a test score tells us all we need to know about a student’s learning, it is equally wrong to believe it alone can tell us about the effectiveness of the teacher. 

The effects of a great teacher are not always immediately obvious. Nearly every veteran teacher has a story about a student who seemed to struggle or be indifferent in class but who came back years later to thank that teacher for lessons that stuck, even if their effect wasn’t obvious at the time.

Schools are not factories and children are not manufactured products. Education is not as simple as plugging in information and getting students to memorize rote answers. We need policies that recognize the challenges inherent in educating a diverse student population and reward creativity and success in accomplishing that goal. 

Accounting for teacher quality is an important component of maintaining high quality public schools. Accordingly, we need to have a serious conversation about what works in the current evaluation system and what could be done more effectively. Replacing teaching and learning with more drilling and testing will not do the job.
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