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One important reason for studying and publicizing
student response to tests is to understand the degree to
which they are not being duped by the ideology of the
testing. It is a way to appreciate how smart students really
are.
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We should not be surprised to find in 2016 students who are very
shrewd and understanding about the testing situation. They are not
unconscious of the “habitus”: of students pressured into unhealthy
peer competition through a “data wall”; of “I’m writing to fit into a
certain mold that will pass that test”; of “once you’ve learned it, you
can forget all about it after the test.”

First administered in 1977, the New Jersey College Basic Skills Placement
Test was not exactly a vanguard in the history of testing designed to put students
into college writing courses. The California State University English Equivalency
Examination, for example, started up in 1973. But the NJCBSPT may be the first
statewide mandated examination of English proficiency whose examinees, the highschool students required to take it, afterward were asked their opinion of the testing
process. In 1978 John Drakulich, a doctoral candidate at Rutgers University, sent out
questionnaires to over 400 students inquiring if they thought the NJCBSPT and their
placement had been fair. He was surprised to find a contradiction especially
widespread among urban minority students. They tended to believe that the test was
fair but that their placement was not.
Drakulich may or may not have been the first member of the English
profession to systematically inquire into opinion of students about standardized
testing of students, but judging from the paucity of research published in subsequent
years, he certainly has remained one of the few. So the other surprise is why, as
Drakulich put it, “the opinion students have of such testing is rarely sought.” All the
more surprising since the little research that has been conducted almost always
comes up with unexpected findings. The way test-takers construct tests is a treasure
trove for researchers. So why have so few of them explored it?
Consider the three studies in this issue of crosspol. Many writing scholars have
long taken the anti-establishment view that standardized tests measure test-taking
skills rather than writing proficiency, yet the experts will be surprised to discover that
students, as reported in “An Accurate Representation of What?”, are well aware of
this deception. English teachers who tell their students to spend every minute they
can taking the test may be shocked to hear from students in “Writing Habitus of the
First Standards-based Curriculum Cohort” that it is socially embarrassing to finish
last. And “Teaching Tenth Grade English: Student and Teacher Perceptions of
Standardized Testing” documents that students actually agree with test critics who
lament the hardship on teachers spending so much valuable class time teaching to
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the test. These three studies are full of such discoveries. They argue that there is an
abundance of surprises in store for future studies.
One of those surprises might be that the insights of students are not all that
new, as the result of public school experiences during the reign of NCLB. In his
article, “Writing To and Beyond the Test: The Writing Habitus of the First
Standards-Based Curriculum Cohort,” Powell reports on students who “are the first set
of students to undergo twelve years of standards-based education” (with the required sequence
of accountability, high-stakes standardized tests), as a result of the NCLB “reform.”
Powell’s interviewees (and students represented in the other two articles in this issue)
report attitudes “surprisingly” similar to what we learned in 2001 and 2002, before
NCLB, when we collected voluntary responses from 854 students in first semester,
first-year writing courses at Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi. We asked:
• What was the TAAS experience like for you as a student in English classes?
• Describe your activities and feelings as you prepared for these exams, took
them, and learned of the results.
• Overall, was it a good educational experience for you?
• If you didn’t do TAAS, you can write about any standardized test
preparation and testing that you have experienced in school--SAT, AP, etc.
<http://comppile.org/TAAS/>
Most of the students who responded were members of the first cohort of students
affected by the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills, a criterion-referenced testing
regime implemented in 1990. Until 1993, “[t]he TAAS reading, writing, and
mathematics tests were administered in the fall to students in grades 3, 5, 7, 9, and
11” (TEA digest). Beginning in spring of 1993, requirements changed to “require
tests in grades 4, 8, and 10 in writing.” In addition, “[p]assing the exit level tests in
reading, writing, and mathematics at grade 10 was a requirement for
graduation” (TEA digest), a first-time high-stakes requirement for Texas students.
These first TAAS students spent at least 10 of their 12 years of schooling either
taking a standardized test or preparing to take a standardized test, and both
experiences included curricular and pedagogical changes meant to ensure that
students would pass the tests. In effect, these students were a “pilot” cohort,
predecessors of the students we read about in the three studies in this issue.
In 2001, we sampled 280 of the first responses, rating the attitudes they
expressed (positive / negative). We found 63% were completely negative; 15% largely
negative, with a few positive comments; 14% largely positive, with a few negative
comments; and 8% completely positive. Though we did not follow up with further
systematic studies of the responses in the years following 2002, a recent review of
the responses confirms anecdotally, at least, that those percentages from our first
sampling would remain consistent for the full 854 <http://comppile.org/TAAS/
index.html>. Readers who wish to browse this archive of student responses will find
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student views remarkably similar to those reported in the three studies included in
this issue of crosspol.
We should not be surprised to find in 2016 students who are very shrewd
and understanding about the testing situation. They are not unconscious of the
“habitus”: of students pressured into unhealthy peer competition through a “data
wall”; of “I’m writing to fit into a certain mold that will pass that test”; of “once
you’ve learned it, you can forget all about it after the test.” In fact, this generation of
students is actually active in advocating for change, as participants in the "opt-out"
movements taking root in a number of states. Parents and students are organizing to
resist what has seemed to many to be the inevitable dismantling of public education
in favor of private "charter" schools and the change of purpose from authentic
learning to test-taking. Anyone following national news headlines about education
policy, or Fairtest <http://www.fairtest.org/>, or Rethinking Schools <http://
www.rethinkingschools.org/> or Diana Ravitch’s blog <http://dianeravitch.net/>
will find numerous examples of how students, parents, and educators are expressing
their dissatisfaction and acting in organized and overtly political ways. The attitudes
we found in our 2001/02 responses can be seen as precursors for these current acts
of resistance and calls for change that we see in various parts of the country.
One important reason for studying and publicizing student response to tests
is to understand the degree to which they are not being duped by the ideology of the
testing. It is a way to appreciate how smart students really are. Perhaps more
important, these kinds of studies can help us recognize, appreciate, and nurture a
robust alternative to the ideology of testing (which implies an ideology of
“learning”). Consider the contrast between Robert’s views of the purpose of school
(learning) and Lauren’s. Robert sees the testing regime as legitimate and valid because
it is testing what he thinks he is supposed to be learning. He sees these tests as “good
indicators of a student’s abilities because they are so basic in their framework. Simple
prompts and specific guidelines for the essays not only to be a test of writing, but at
the same time, of organization, time management, and ability to follow
instructions” (“An Accurate Representation”). Lauren, on the other hand, reminds us
of the importance of challenging the current approaches to education accountability,
standardization, and high stakes testing, because “ It is incompatible and irrelevant
for the twenty-first century learning experience and environment” (“An Accurate
Representation”). Optimistic educators (aren’t we all?) will hear in Lauren’s view the
challenge we would all want to face, the opportunity to develop meaningful curricula,
learning experiences, and environments that invite students to engage learning
willingly and purposefully.
Perhaps that is why this kind of investigation is done so little and devalued so
much.
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