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ABSTRACT This conceptual paper explores a centrally important element in the teaching and learning process, namely,
assessment. The paper argues that assessment is the mainstay of any quality learning process. The discourse specifically focuses
on high-stakes testing as an assessment instrument that has gained wide currency the world over. The authors use a critical
analysis to stimulate an intellectual conversation on the impact of high-stakes testing on student learning. The discourse unfolds
with an exposition of conceptual terms that constitute the building blocks of the discussion and then highlights the major
intended and unintended consequences associated with the use of high-stakes tests. The authors suggest that educational decisions
that affect students learning in profound ways should not be based on the narrow results of high-stakes testing perse as these
may not be representative enough. The use of eclectic assessment strategies that afford students multiple opportunities to
demonstrate their understanding is therefore recommended.
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INTRODUCTION

After being viewed as an industrial problem
for most of the past decades (Ross 1995), the
issue of quality has now become a service issue
as well. Schools and educational institutions
have not been spared by this imperative as teach-
ers and schools are now more than ever expected
to work extra hard so as to continuously im-
prove the quality of their services (Aamodt
1999). Corby and White (1999) add that the
accountability imperative places particular pres-
sure on schools to be more accountable to their
clients by publicly demonstrating high standards
of performance. This, in essence means that
schools have to demonstrate that they are able
to deliver what is required of them. In respond-
ing to this call, schools have to continuously
reflect critically on questions that affect teach-
ing and learning.

The need for quality in educational standards
places student assessment at the core of the
teaching and learning process. This is so be-

cause through assessment of student learning,
teachers and schools are able to evaluate the
extent to which educational goals and standards
of learning have been met (Edutopiq 2012).
Measuring how well students learn is a critical
component of teaching that necessitates the de-
sign of educationally sound testing instruments
administered to students at regular intervals.
Assessment of students is particularly impor-
tant as it affects decisions about grades, place-
ment, advancement, instructional needs, cur-
riculum and funding (Nichols et al. 2005). As-
sessment of student learning is considered by
Engel (2007) as being important for three im-
portant reasons namely improvement, account-
ability and accreditation. He goes on to add that
the results from an assessment can act as an
impetus to faculty and staff to engage in self-
reflection on learning outcomes and service de-
livery. For instance, assessment results may chal-
lenge teachers and educational institutions to
reflect critically on the following crucial ques-
tions:
• Are teachers really teaching what they

purport to be teaching?
• To what extent are students learning what

they are supposed to be learning?
• How can schools explore new ways of

promoting better learning?
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Tests, along with other relevant assessment
methods, have generally become the most ac-
ceptable means of measuring students’ knowl-
edge, skills, abilities and competencies (Ameri-
can Psychological Association 1999). To many
educational practitioners, testing is now widely
viewed as the linchpin to quality teaching and
learning and yet its outcomes on student learn-
ing is rarely interrogated critically.

This study therefore intends to explore the
issue of testing so as to stimulate an educational
conversation on the use of testing as barometer
for measuring educational quality. The discourse
will focus specifically on one type of testing
called high-stakes-test. First, a review of the
concepts of assessment and testing in general
will be given after which a conceptualisation of
high-stakes-testing will ensue. The discourse
will unfold by bringing the major arguments for
and against the use of high-stakes testing in
teaching and learning in the spotlight. In doing
this, the authors will not try to prescribe defini-
tive answers or solutions but to provoke debate
and stimulate further research around the use
of high-stakes-testing.

Objectives of the Study

The major objective of this study is to stimu-
late an intellectual conversation regarding the
utility of high stakes-testing in the teaching and
learning situation. The study intends to specifi-
cally explore the perceived merits and demerits
associated with the use of high stakes testing in
the learning of the students. The study thus acts
as an advocacy for the use of multiple assess-
ment strategies in the teaching and learning
process so as to afford students multiple oppor-
tunities to demonstrate their understanding and
competencies.

DISTINCTION BETWEEN
ASSESSMENT AND TESTING

Assessment and testing are critical processes
in the teaching and learning trajectory because
they enable the teachers to reflect on their own
performances as well as knowing how well their
students are progressing in their learning. In
an educational context, assessment and testing
are used to measure how much of the assigned
materials students are mastering, and the ex-
tent to which the stated goals and objectives have

been met. Hersh (2004) contends that schools
have an educational, professional and ethical
duty to assess the impact of their activities on
student learning. He goes on to argue that this
is one way in which schools can defend them-
selves educationally as learning institutions and
properly defend curricular and pedagogical prac-
tices and changes.

While the two terms assessment and testing
generally denote the process of figuring out how
much students know about a given topic or con-
cept, each term has a slightly different focus. In
order that educational practitioners get the best
from each term, it is important that this paper
attempts to explain what each term entails.

Assessment is conceptualised by Pennsylva-
nia State University, (2004) as the process of
documenting knowledge, skills, attitudes and
beliefs in measurable terms. In an educational
context, assessment can be perceived as the pro-
cess of describing, collecting, recording, scor-
ing and interpreting information about learn-
ing (WestEd 2000). Assessment plays a key role
in building the student’s confidence in his/her
ability to learn as well as in developing lifelong
skills (Pennsylvania State University 2004)
Karter (2012) makes a cogent observation that
unlike tests which are normally done at the end
of a unit, semester or year, assessments can be
done at any time. For instance, teachers can
conduct assessments after a lesson, after teach-
ing a particular skill or at the same time tests
are done.

Eichstad (2002) refers to a test as a ‘thing’
or ‘product’ that measures a particular behaviour
or set of objectives.  He goes on to quote the
American Psychological Association (1999) that
defines a test as “an evaluative device or proce-
dure in which a sample of an examinee’s
behaviour in a specified domain is obtained and
subsequently evaluated using a standardised
process. What comes to the fore from this defi-
nition is that taking a test involves gathering
information in a standard way, under the pre-
text that the information collected is most accu-
rate. In the same vein, Karter (2012) conceives
a test as a single examination or set of ques-
tions to which the student is asked to respond
or give answers. Going by this definition, ad-
ministering a test can therefore be likened to a
snapshot of an individual’s or group’s perfor-
mance at a particular time (Eichstad 2002).
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Wootton (2002) adds that a test usually in-
flicts stressful experiences on the test taker
thereby predisposing many individuals into dis-
liking being tested and start to associate the word
“test” with a somewhat negative connotation.

Another critical difference between a test and
an assessment lies in the formats that they can
take. Karter (2012) observes that a test tend to
follow a narrow format in which questions are
asked and students provide answers. Their form
could range from being multiple choice ques-
tions, essay questions, fill-in items, true and false
and matching items. In contrary, assessments
can have varied formats such as graded assign-
ments, presentations, class projects, or questions
that need answers from students (just like tests).
An assessment can be in the form of a teacher
talking to students about what they know, or a
teacher’s observation of a student working or
talking about a subject (Karter 2012).

Pennsylvania State University (2004) argues
that another major difference between tests and
assessments lies in the results of the two. He
postulates that tests tend to show students’ abil-
ity to memorise facts and figures without much
evidence of clear understanding of those facts
and figures. However, assessments done in and
outside class can actually tap into the student
understanding of the facts and figures or par-
ticular processes.

Eichstadt (2002) regards an assessment as a
more general process of gathering data to evalu-
ate an examinee. Unlike a test which is based
on a snapshot of an individual’s or group’s per-
formance, in assessment information from a
variety of sources such as tests, interviews, class
projects, presentations and other measures is put
together so as to make an informed judgement
about a student. The authors therefore agree with
Wootton’s (2002) conceptualisation of assess-
ment as a systematic method of obtaining infor-
mation from tests and other sources so as to draw
inferences about characteristics of people, ob-
jects or programmes.

From the above it is clear that an assessment
process is much broader than a testing exercise.
It is important to point out that while a single
test is a means towards a broader assessment
process, it cannot, on its own constitute an as-
sessment process while the later can also not be
reduced to a single test.  Thus, teachers can as-
sess using tests as assessment instruments in
conjunction with other assessment measures as

indicated earlier on in order to make overall
intelligible judgments about a student or group
of students.

HIGH STAKES TESTS DEFINED

A test is a high-stakes test if the results have
perceived or real consequences for staff, students
or schools (Togut 2004). These consequences
can be intentional or unintentional.  At the same
time Edutopia (2012) refers to high-stakes test-
ing as a practice in which the outcome on a
standardised test is used as a determining fac-
tor in decisions concerning students (Kelly
2006). Typical examples of consequences for
students may range from being held back in a
grade or not being allowed to graduate until the
test is passed (Brower and Beach, 2005). High-
stakes tests involve rewarding or sanctioning
schools, educators and students on the basis of
test results and they enjoy wide use in the United
States and Europe (Wootton 2002).

In California, students have to pass the Cali-
fornian High School Exit Examination in order
to graduate (Drummond 1996). In Texas, stu-
dents from grades four to eleven take various
forms of the Texas Assessment of Knowledge
and Skills and students must pass the eleventh
test to graduate (Kelly 2006).   Greene (2003)
refers to high stakes tests as standardised tests
that are used to reward or sanction schools for
their academic performance. The same author
goes on to argue that the idea behind such tests
is that rewarding or sanctioning schools for their
performance provides schools with incentives
necessary to improve academic achievement.
Smith (2003) cites standardised tests adminis-
tered under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
programme, high school exit exams, and the use
of test scores to determine whether or not a
school will retain accreditation as common ex-
amples of high-stakes testing used in the United
States.

The logic behind the use of standardised
achievement tests in the American context is
that they are believed to provide a merit-based
method for comparison among students
(Wootton 2002). Such tests were initially intro-
duced in the American education system to help
eliminate the predominance of individuals who
were rewarded because of their personal con-
nections or their wealth (Kelly 2006).

HIGH STAKES TESTING AND STUDENT LEARNING 245



Results from high stakes tests provide guid-
ance in making educational decisions about in-
struction, placement and promotional opportu-
nities for students (Togut 2004). The critical
issue is that failing a high-stakes test can have
huge impact on students and schools (Eichstadt
2002).

MERITS OF HIGH STAKES TESTS

According to Education Commission of the
States, ECS (2012), using high stakes tests is
one way of determining how public schools are
performing. Thus, policy makers perceive high
stakes tests as a way to raise standards and
achievement and hold students, teachers and
schools accountable for teaching and learning.
The Commission goes on to cite the following
as major benefits of high-stakes testing:
• It assures that standards are taken seriously,

motivates teaching of the standards and
holds schools accountable for student
performance

• Motivates students to learn and increases
emphasis on student achievement

• Provides the same high expectations and
the same basis of evaluation for all students

• Provides information that can inform
policy makers on the quality of education

• Monitors school improvement efforts
• Allows recognition to schools and teachers

of students who perform high and/or
improve performance.

Proponents of high-stakes testing believe that
its main objective is to hold schools, teachers
and students accountable.

A research carried out in Florida showed that
if properly designed, a high-stakes test can act
as an impetus for schools to improve not just
test scores but also real learning. As Togut
(2004) asserts, some critics believe that high
stakes testing will improve curricula as schools,
teachers, and students attempt to meet the stan-
dards imposed by such testing. A study carried
out in Texas by Heubert and Hauser (1999)
showed that teachers believed that tests had
helped them to set clear instructional goals for
their students. As the ECS (2012) puts it, high
stakes tests are a mechanism of ensuring that
standards are taken seriously as schools are held
accountable for student performance. This way,
high stake tests serve as a mechanism with
which to monitor school improvement efforts.

As argued by American Psychological Associa-
tion (1999) when used properly, tests are among
the most sound and objective ways to measure
student performance. The Association goes on
to point out that test results give classroom teach-
ers important information on how well indi-
vidual students are learning and provide feed-
back to the teachers themselves on their teach-
ing methods and curriculum materials. WestEd
(2000) reports on the successful use of high-
stakes test results in Californian schools to de-
termine whether all students are mastering key
content knowledge and attaining the skills nec-
essary for future success in education in educa-
tion and the workforce.

Lauer (1996) argues that schools as part of
communities must meet political demands of
education to be more accountable and publicly
demonstrate high standards. Accountability
means informing parents and the public about
how well a school is educating its students and
about the quality of the social and learning en-
vironment. The essence of accountability entails
providing evidence of student achievement to
accreditation groups, state legislators and other
stakeholders in education. In other words the
onus rests on the schools to provide convincing
evidence of the continuous improvement of stu-
dent learning to all stakeholders. In this way,
high-stakes testing programmes are therefore
taken as an important mechanism for quality
control.

Perceived Demerits of High Stakes Tests

Whilst high-stakes assessment has gained
popular currency in many educational institu-
tions the world over, it is not without its share
of limitations and challenges. While this paper
will not attempt to isolate all the challenges that
are associated with high-stakes testing, it will
examine the consequences of such testing on
students, teachers and the curriculum.

According to ECS (2012), high-stakes test-
ing places too much emphasis on a single test
score which in most cases might not be an ac-
curate representation of a student’s achievement.
The Commission further points out that State-
wide assessments tend to lead to a narrower
curriculum. Critics also raise the concern that
high-stakes tests result in too much time spent
on preparing students to take the tests without
necessarily contributing to the improvement of
instruction (Drummond 1996).
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Fair Test (2011) argues against the use of
high- stakes tests positing that they cause a great
deal of harm to individual students and the edu-
cation system in general. For instance high-
stakes tests have been shown to lead to increased
grade retention and dropping out. Grade reten-
tion can be counter productive in the sense that
students who are retained tend to be affected
emotionally and this may dampen their self-es-
teem and interest in school thereby predispos-
ing them into dropping out of school. Heubert
and Hauser (1999) postulate that a number of
students tend to be affected by test anxiety, a
condition that is likely to lead to low test re-
sults. This way, high-stakes tests can be regarded
as unfair to students as they do not promote
broad and equitable access to educational op-
portunity and advancement to all students
(American Psychological Association 1999).

Reynolds and Trehan (2000) observe that
high-stakes tests are usually administered in the
form of an exam, the results of which may be
used to influence decisions relating to retention,
tracking and graduation. Hersh (2004) raises the
concern that basing decisions on the results of a
single test, that does not include other relevant
and valid information will not likely give a true
reflection of a student’s performance.

Greene (2003) makes a cogent observation
that high-stakes testing often leads to the nar-
rowing of curriculum and instruction as teach-
ers will restrict teaching to test specifications.
In other words teaching will revolve on that
which can be tested with paper-and-pencil tests
and anything that is not testable will either be
ignored or eliminated from the curriculum irre-
spective of how important it may be. Further, as
succinctly argued by Engel (2007), high-stakes
tests restrict learning to memorisation of facts,
simple solutions and vacuous thinking. In this
way, high stakes tests have been blamed for re-
ducing   pedagogy to test coaching without ad-
equately equipping students with skills vital for
further learning (Smith 2003). The same au-
thor adds that in an environment where teach-
ing is driven by tests, the role of teachers is re-
duced to that of test coaches thereby narrowing
the opportunities that students should be exposed
to. This has the ultimate effect that instead of
teaching skills that are generally useful in life,
teachers may concentrate on teaching the par-
ticular skills that relate to a particular test. This
may lead to students scoring high in the test but
without real mastery of the subject matter. This

therefore raises serious concerns about the va-
lidity and credibility of high stake tests.

Hersh (2004) adds that the tendency to re-
duce teaching to what can be easily measured
through testing can lead to inappropriate coach-
ing and even cheating on the part of teachers,
schools and students. This way, high stake tests
tend to distort information about the general
level at which students are performing (Greene
2003). He further postulates that what is truly
worth learning is not necessarily measurable
through marks or test scores. Greene (2003)
argues that high-stakes tests are distorting since
the results may not necessarily accurately re-
flect student achievement and proficiency. Thus,
the idea of teaching to the test conflicts with the
notion of deep learning where students should
be engaged in sustained, deep, meaningful and
high quality learning activities which will help
them acquire skills for lifelong learning(FairTest
2011). Smith (2003) succinctly points out that
there is no evidence that standardised high-
stakes tests are able to measure critical think-
ing, problem solving, creativity and other more
abstract aspects of intelligence. As WestEd
(2000) notes, the nature of most high-stakes tests
makes it difficult for them to address important
curriculum goals that require generative think-
ing, sustained effort and effective collaboration.
Such problem-solving skills demand teamwork
and can easily be assessed through portfolios,
oral presentations and projects.

Fair Test (2011) points out that good and cre-
ative teachers are often disgusted by an envi-
ronment that reduces all teaching to test prepa-
ration. This often leads to demotivation with the
ultimate effect that many teachers may leave the
school or profession (Fair Test 2011). It is there-
fore apt to argue that high-stakes tests tend to
have punitive effects on students and teachers.
Since high stakes tests rarely encourage active
and meaningful student engagement, they tend
to drive students and teachers away from real
learning.

CONCLUSION

Measuring how well students learn is an ideal
that schools the world over have to uphold in
terms of their professional, moral and account-
ability mandate. This among other things im-
plies that schools need to design and implement
valid and appropriate assessment strategies to
measure and improve student performance.
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Measuring and reporting on the performance
of students and schools has become imperative
particularly in this global epoch where schools
are being pressurized to demonstrate that they
are able to deliver on their obligations. Tests,
when used properly, are generally regarded an
effective, sound and objective way of measur-
ing the performance of students and schools.

While the use of tests to evaluate performance
has gained popular currency, the world over, this
paper has argued that we should not lose focus
of the unintended and potentially negative con-
sequences of such testing on individual students,
schools and educational systems. High-stakes
tests, by their very nature, are particularly sus-
ceptible to such unintended and negative con-
sequences on students given the high stakes
decisions that are made on the basis of high-
stakes scores obtained by students. There is
therefore need that critical outcomes that affect
students’ continued education, promotion,
graduation or retention be informed by the re-
sults of a broad and eclectic assessment strat-
egy that include tests, assignments, practical
observations and oral presentations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Arising from the findings of this study, it is
recommended that high-stakes tests should al-
ways be used in combination with a variety of
assessment instruments so that their negative
effect on student learning is counterbalanced.
The use of a variety of assessment methods is
critical as it affords students multiple opportu-
nities to demonstrate their understanding and
competencies in a friendly and conducive envi-
ronment.

Schools should gradually shift from their
cherished and traditional way of using tests as
assessment instruments and pay more attention
to continuous assessment through non-threat-
ening formative learning tasks.

Educational practitioners and schools should
adopt a paradigm shift with regard to tests and
their utility in the teaching and learning pro-
cess. Instead of merely using test results to grade
students, such results can be used to enhance
current instructional practices.
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