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What does the American public think about standardized
testing? Do Americans test too much? Does the public
believe that tests are a good way to learn about how well
students are doing and to encourage them to do better?
What do students, teachers, and administrators think?

A popular belief among critics
of standardized testing and,
in particular, of high-stakes stan-
dardized testing is that politicians
comprise the moving force behind
the advocacy for more testing. As
the story goes, politicians operate in-
dependently of the public (but, per-
haps, not independently of corporate
interests) and lobby for more testing
as a (wrong-headed and simplistic)
solution to (exaggerated) problems
with the schools.

An interesting manifestation of
the debate nurtured by this belief
has transpired as an occasional
panel, entitled “Educational Assess-
ment: Are the Politicians Winning?”
at the annual joint meetings of the
American Educational Research As-
sociation (AERA) and the National
Council on Measurement in Educa-
tion (NCME).

A school principal, quoted at
length in one evaluation of testing
programs, portrays the belief vividly:

State legislatures ought to get out
of the business of educational as-
sessment. Politicians with agenda,
who do not know about schools,
design grandiose programs and
accountability tags for funding
purposes. But while designed to
help, ultimately they harm. They
offer rigid constraints and direc-
tives. We need to have the legisla-
ture listen to teachers. . . . (West &
Viator, 1992a, p. 39)

Are such testing opponents cor-
rect? Are politicians the primary
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force behind demands for more test-
ing? Are they out of touch with their
constituents, unaware of what the
voters and taxpayers want? If they
listened to teachers, as the princi-
pal above suggests, what would
they hear?

We U.S. citizens live in a republic.
Within some judicial constraints for
the rights of minorities and the like,
we are not unreasonable in expect-
ing that our wishes be represented
in policy. With regard to education
policy, that should mean that we see
our collective will—not that of self-
interested groups, be they politi-
cians or education researchers for
that matter—manifest in the ad-
ministration of the public education
system.

The purpose of this study was to
learn the public’s wishes regarding
student testing. Put another way, 1
wanted to know what the public
demands regarding the amount of
standardized and high-stakes test-
ing. In the interest of learning the
true wishes of the American public,
this article ignores what politicians
want, say, or do. Instead, it focuses
on the opinions of several nonpoliti-
cal groups, including the public as a
whole, parents, students, teachers,
and administrators.

Over the past 25 years, over 50
large-scale polls and surveys have
asked various respondent groups
their preferences regarding the
amount of student testing. It can be

assumed that I am not talking about
classroom testing here but “exter-
nal,” “mandated,” and “systemwide”
testing. For the most part, I am also
talking about “high-stakes” testing;
low-stakes testing just isn’t contro-
versial. One can tell when the test-
ing to which the polls and surveys
refer is high-stakes if the questions
include phrases such as: “tests for
high school graduation” or “raising
the standards of promotion from
grade school to high school and only
letting kids move ahead when they
pass a test showing they have
reached those standards.” In other
words, the stakes are usually fairly
explicit in the questions.

One can probably assume that
public poll and survey respondents
are not always fully informed of the
context, alternatives, or constraints
in testing policy and they probably
aren’t fully familiar with all the
testing options or their relative fea-
sibilities. But, such is true for most
public policies. Because citizens are
not fully informed on issues in no
way reduces their right to deter-
mine policies. Those on the inside
of the education system may some-
times be better informed, but they
may be also more self-interested.

Scope of Research

Quite simply, I tried to find every
U.S. public opinion or general survey
item on student testing in existence.
My search employed two strategies:
First, I conducted a search in the
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Roper Center database which took,
in real computer time, less than a
minute, and, second, over the past
several years, I have made a con-
certed effort to find and collect every
relevant U.S. public opinion or sur-
vey item.

The Roper Center maintains a
large archive of public opinion poll
data, with poll items as old as the
technique itself. A Roper Center
search has the advantage of offering
an unbiased selection process. I
used two sets of search parameters:
“(education or schools) and test” and
“(education or schools) and testing.”
The computer retrieved many sur-
vey items on drug testing, AIDS
testing, and nuclear testing, as well
as the items I was looking for on
student testing.

A Roper Center search has the
disadvantage, however, of a limited
domain. Pretty much any poll con-
ducted by a national news organiza-
tion of a national sample of adults or
voters within the past 5 decades is
included. But, not all polls and sur-
veys fit those parameters. The
Roper Center tends to collect items
on many topics gathered by profes-
sional polling organizations rather
than the occasional poll on educa-
tion topics conducted by education
organizations interested only in
those topics. My yield using the
Roper Center search was about 100
items, from over 50 polls, which are
listed in Appendix Table 1.

My own search collected items
from surveys of parents, students,
teachers, principals, state and local
school administrators, as well as the
general public. My yield using this
strategy was about 100 items, from
about 25 different studies, which
are listed in Appendix Table 2
(polling organizations are described
in Appendix Table 3). The two
search strategies gathered two sets
of survey items with little overlap—
only several of the annual Phi Delta
Kappa-Gallup polls and two Public
Agenda polls overlapped.

I assure the reader that I did not
knowingly and deliberately exclude
any general survey items on the
topic of student testing, and I in-
clude mention of virtually all of
them in this article in some fashion.
What I have excluded are survey
items from evaluations of specific
testing programs. Readers of educa-
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tion research will be very familiar
with those anyway. Most question
only teachers and principals—the
producers rather than the con-
sumers in the education enter-
prise—only in the grade levels most
immediately affected by new exter-
nal testing programs and only
shortly after full implementation of
a new testing program. Those evalu-
ations question teachers and princi-
pals at the point in time at which
they are most likely to be frustrated
by the inevitable change new pro-
grams bring and at which the kinks
in a new program’s implementation
are most likely to be showing them-
selves.? Evaluations of long-stand-
ing, smoothly running, external test-
ing programs such as New York’s
are rare.

For this article, however, I am in-
terested only in general surveys
that elicited opinions of broad, rep-
resentative samples of group popu-
lations. That does not include all
general survey items on the topic of
testing, just general survey items
representing opinions about testing.
Thus, surveys on testing, such as
some by the National Association of
State Testing Directors or some by
the Council of Chief State School Of-
ficers, are excluded because they did
not collect opinions.

Classification and Analysis

Survey items gathered in the Roper
Center search—collected slowly in
the early years, more rapidly in re-
cent years—ranged from 1967-1997.
The surveys were sponsored by
NBC, CBS, ABC, CNN, The Wall
Street Journal, Newsweek, Associ-
ated Press, Times Mirror, The Wash-
ington Post, Life, Phi Delta Kappa,
the Charles F. Kettering Foundation
(CFK, Ltd.), and other organiza-
tions. Surveys were conducted by
the Gallup, Harris, Yankelovich,
Hart, Public Agenda, ICR, and other
polling organizations. Though not
all Phi Delta Kappa-Gallup and
Public Agenda surveys of the gen-
eral public were picked up by the
Roper search, I combine all national
survey items of the general public
from both search efforts in one
analysis. A list and timetable are
contained in Appendix Table 1.
These national survey items of
the general public can be classified

in a variety of ways, of course. I or-
ganize topics roughly from the gen-
eral to the specific, from the more
recent to the more distant past, and
discuss how well the opinions on
the general questions hold up
under a variety of specific proposed
conditions,

Polls are wonderful sources of in-
formation on the public’s opinions
and vital to the proper, responsive
operation of our democratic institu-
tions. Poll questions initiate the in-
formation flow. In doing so, however,
they usually constrain responses.
Respondents are given limited op-
tions from which to select an answer
that may or may not represent com-
pletely the complexities or condi-
tions of their opinions. Sometimes,
pollsters attempt to flush these out
by asking follow-up questions or se-
ries of questions that juxtapose
choices or make complexities and
conditions explicit. Polls conducted
periodically by the same organiza-
tion, such as the annual Phi Delta
Kappa-Gallup poll, can repeat a
question over time worded in ex-
actly the same way and so provide
sufficient data for a “moving aver-
age” opinion, as it were.

Thus, with a probing series of
questions within a single poll, the
questions (and responses) vary
against a fixed group of respondents
at a fixed point in time. With a peri-
odic poll, a question can be fixed
against a similar (though not identi-
cal) group of respondents over vary-
ing points in time. Either way,
variation in item responses can be
analyzed against some fixed base.
Many poll items, however, stand
alone against no fixed base. Two
questions may be about the same
topic but worded differently and
posed at different points in time.
Even with a fixed question asked
periodically, however, maturation—
the changing landscape of the back-
ground setting over fime—looms as
a threat to validity. The condition of
education, and the public perception
of it, changes, so even the same
questions asked at different points
in time are answered against differ-
ent backgrounds.

Take, for example, the current
amount of testing. The base amount
existing at the time of a study can
differ from time to time, just as it
can differ from state to state and
district to district. Polls reveal ag-
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gregate averages. It is certainly pos-
sible that citizens in a state with a
great deal of current testing might
want more, while the citizens in a
state with little testing might want
less, but probably not likely. One
study shows, moreover, that the
base amount of systemwide testing
in the U.S., on average, seems not to
have changed very much over the
past 25 years (Phelps, 1997Db).

In this article, I will group and
compare item responses for similar
questions from different years as if
they were from equivalent back-
grounds. Statistical purists among
the readers may feel such juxtaposi-
tion to be a fraud, but the Bayesians
will understand. 1 have collected
what may be close to all the poll
items on the subject of student test-
ing in the United States for the past
few decades. This information is far
better than no information, and this
information is telling.

With the exceptions of questions
on President Bush’s or President
Clinton’s proposed voluntary na-
tional testing programs, most sur-
veys have asked fairly general
questions about student testing: Is
it a good idea? Should there be more
of it? Should the stakes be higher?
Within these wide parameters, one
can find several dozen pertinent
survey items. When dozens of re-
sponses provided by dozens of sur-
veys over dozens of years all point in
the same direction, as they do on
these more general questions, it be-
comes difficult to believe the public’s
opinions cannot be known due to the
imperfections of polling data.

In this analysis, I describe the di-
rection of opinion in survey items by
comparing the published response
frequencies or by calculating the
percentage-point difference between
positive and negative responses
(leaving aside any neutral, equivocal,
or noncommittal responses). I use the
latter measure in the interest of sav-
ing space and the reader’s patience;
frequency distributions for 200 sur-
vey items represent too large a mass
of data for one article. Standard er-
rors for national samples of U.S.
adults are generally about +/~-3%.

National Samples of U.S.
Adults’ Opinions®

Standardized testing improves learn-
ing. Few would argue that stan-
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dardized student tests should be ad-
ministered just for their own sake.
Testing advocates believe that, by
some mechanism or another, stan-
dardized tests improve learning. A
June 1997 Phi Delta Kappa-Gallup
poll revealed that 67% of U.S. adults
believe that “using standardized na-
tional tests to measure the academic
achievement of students. .. would
improve the achievement of the stu-
dents in the local public schools a
great deal [or] quite a lot.” A March
1997 NBC News-Wall Street Jour-
nal poll found that 70% of U.S.
adults thought requiring “students
to pass standardized tests in order
to move on to the next grade level”
would cause a “big improvement” in
the public schools. Another 16%
thought it would produce a “small
improvement.” With 10% feeling
neutral or noncommittal, the poll
produced a +74 percentage-point
difference in favor of high-stakes
standardized tests at most grade
levels.

Similarly, a February 1993 News-
week-National PTA poll found 42%
of U.S. adults in agreement with
the proposition that “requiring na-
tional tests which students must
pass in several different grades . ..
would help to improve the educa-
tional system in your area . .. enor-
mously.” Another 34% thought the
effect would be positive, if not
“enormously” so. In sum, a +62
percentage-point difference fell in
agreement with the idea.

An Agenda magazine poll in May
1991 found that 92% of adults
thought voluntary national tests
would be either very or somewhat
important “for use in college admis-
sions and the job market.” Sixty-
eight percent of adults thought
“voluntary national achievement
tests ... would improve education
in American schools a great deal
[24%)], quite a lot [18%], [or] just
some [26%]” in a contemporary NBC
News-Wall Street Journal poll. A
+42  percentage-point  difference
leaned in favor of the proposition
that a voluntary national test would
“improve the quality of education”
in a May 1991 Gallup poll. A May
1979 Charles F. Kettering Foun-
dation poll discovered that 81% of
U.S. adults thought “standardized
achievement tests” would be “very”
or “somewhat useful.”

Should there be more? Whether
our society should make more use of
standardized tests may be an im-
portant policy question, but it is
rarely asked directly in public sur-
veys. Instead, one must infer the
public’s preference for the extent of
standardized testing through re-
sponses to other questions. For ex-
ample, when adults express support
for the adoption of a national testing
program, one can infer that they
favor an increase in the extent of
standardized testing, given that no
national testing program now exists
(other than the sample-based NAEP
and tests of special populations,
such as Chapter 1 tests, of course).
Likewise, when they express sup-
port for mandating certain other
types of tests in the absence of such
tests or for attaching stakes in the
absence of stakes, one can infer that
the public desires an increase in the
extent or stakes of testing.

Sixteen poll questions dating back
to 1961 have broached the topic of
a national examination system,
though most of them were posed in
the 1990s, contemporaneously to
the specific proposals of Presidents
Bush and Clinton. These questions
have varied in content, some posing
the question in its simplest, most
direct form, others attaching coun-
terpoints or inferring negative con-
sequences. All 16 items garnered
positive  percentage-point differ-
ences, ranging from +2 to +65. The
average was +43 in favor of a na-
tional examination system.

Poll questions specifically focused
on the question of mandates seemed
to be popular in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. An April 1992 Phi
Delta Kappa-Gallup poll revealed a
+51 percentage-point difference in
favor of “requiring the public schools
in their community to use standard-
ized national tests to measure the
academic achievement of students.”
The identical question garnered a
+60 percentage-point difference the
year before and +63 2 years before
that.

As if to underscore precisely what
the public wanted, CBS News juxta-
posed a pair of questions in Septem-
ber 1990. First, U.S. adults were
asked if “harder tests . .. would help
or hurt the education of students.”
That question garnered a +7 per-
centage-point difference between
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“help” and “hurt.” Second, they were
asked if “more tests...would help
or hurt.” This question produced a
+36 percentage-point difference. Not
harder, more.

As if to confuse the issue over
mandating tests, a May 1991 Phi
Delta Kappa-Galtup poll found very
strong support (+74 — +80 percent-
age-point differences in favor) for
requiring public schools to use stan-
dardized tests for various purposes,
such as measuring students’ “abil-
ity to write a clear composition,”
their “problem-solving skills,” their
“knowledge in five core subjects,” or
simply their academic achievement
(+60 percentage point difference in
favor). It also found weaker support
(a +37 percentage-point difference)
for leaving tests optional for the “au-
thorities in each district.”

Voluntary national tests. Ameri-
ca’s two 1990s presidents—Bush
and Clinton—have each supported
proposals for national examination
systems in which states and local
districts could participate if they
wished. The Bush administration
proposed high-stakes testing in sev-
eral core subjects at three grade
levels. The Clinton administration
proposes a much smaller program of
testing, without stakes, and with
only one subject each in just two
grades.

How has the public responded to
these proposals? A CNN-USA Today
poll in October 1997 found 68% in
favor of President Clinton’s proposal
and 28% opposed (a +40 percentage-
point difference). A +37 percentage-
point difference leaned in favor of
the proposition that the program
would “improve the quality of edu-
cation in the local public schools”
(44% for “improve,” 7% for “make it
worse”), though 46% thought it
would “not make much difference.”
A September 1997 NBC News-Wall
Street Journal poll found a +61 per-
centage-point difference in favor of
Clinton’s program. Omne in March
1997 found a +65 percentage-point
difference in favor.

An earlier NBC News-Wall Street
Journal poll in May 1991 asked re-
spondents about President Bush’s
voluntary national tests proposal.
Twenty-four percent thought it
would “improve education in Ameri-
can schools a great deal,” 18% “quite
a bit,” 26% “just some,” and 27%
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“very little” (with 5% “not sure”). An
Agenda magazine poll, conducted
at the same time, found 82% of
adults “strongly support” or “some-
what support” the tests proposal. An
April 1991 Gallup poll found a +42
percentage-point difference in favor
of the tests. A majority of 65% in
that poll thought the tests would
“Improve the quality of education”
“a great deal” or “somewhat.”

Even long before the Clinton and
Bush proposals, pollsters found
strong support for the concept of a
“national testing program:” a +57
percentage-point difference in favor
in an April 1987 Phi Delta Kappa-
Gallup poll and +64 and +58 per-
centage-point differences in favor in
1961 and 1962 Gallup polls. Phi
Delta Kappa-Gallup polls over 5
years (1988, 1986, 1983, 1971, and
1970) asked adults if they favored
“national tests to compare academic
achievement among schools.” The
question produced percentage-point
differences ranging from +49 to +67
points in favor of the proposition.

The proper level of government.
Perhaps the most popular argument
used by opponents of President
Clinton’s Voluntary National Tests
concerns the proper level of govern-
ment for administering (or mandat-
ing) standardized tests. The same
CNN-USA Today poll that found a
+40 percentage-point difference in
favor of the national tests proposal
(68% to 28%) also asked U.S. adults
if they thought it “would give the
federal government too much power
over what is supposed to be a state
and local issue” and, while a slight
plurality (49%) disagreed with the
statement, 47% agreed with the
statement. Thus, at a minimum,
15% of those who favored the presi-
dent’s testing proposal also believed
it would give the federal govern-
ment too much power, “generally
speaking.”

The strong support for President
Clinton’s program existed despite
some belief that “education is pri-
marily a local issue and [the volun-
tary national test] might encourage
a national, one-size-fits-all approach
to education” The public favored
Clinton’s proposal by a +31 percent-
age-point difference in the Septem-
ber 1997 NBC News-Wall Street
Journal poll. A TIME-CNN poll the
same month revealed a +23 percent-

age-point difference in favor of the
national tests proposal even when
respondents were offered the coun-
terpoint that it might be “a bad idea
because it would give the federal
government too much power over
local schools.” The poll with the
smallest percentage-point difference
in favor of the Voluntary National
Tests (+2 points) was an earlier ver-
sion (March 1997) of the NBC-Wall
Street Journal poll with the same
caution regarding “a one-size-fits-
all approach to education” threat.
Thus, the percentage-point differ-
ence in favor of Clinton’s tests in-
creased by 29 points between March
and September of 1997.

Outside the context and contro-
versy of national testing proposals,
a few survey questions have
broached the issue of the proper
level of government for standard-
ized testing. In February 1990, ABC
News asked U.S. aduits which they
preferred: “Testing of students
through one national standardized
test” (picked by 46%) or “testing of
students with tests that are picked
by states or local school boards”
(picked by 52%). A May 1978
Charles F. Kettering Foundation
poll divided the choice between all
three levels of government— “having
tests prepared on a local, state, or
national basis?”—with respondents
picking local (38%), state (25%), and
national (28%).

The explanation for the conjunc-
tion of strong public support for na-
tional testing programs and some
preference for local or local and
state tests may lie in a false premise
of the latter survey items. The pub-
lic need not have to choose between
the levels of government to find the
exclusive provider of testing pro-
grams; more than one level of gov-
ernment can be involved. Indeed, a
June 1997 Phi Delta Kappa-Gallup
poll found that 48% of U.S. adults
thought the “emphasis on achieve-
ment testing in the public school in
this community” was “about the
right amount,” while only 28%
thought there was “not enough em-
phasis” (20% thought too much).
The message seems to be that the
public believes local testing is the
most important but is satisfied with
the extent of it. Though testing pro-
grams administered at higher levels
of government may be somewhat
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less important to them, they are still
important, and there may not be
enough of them.

Stakes. Most of the survey items
mentioned above leave ambiguous
the stakes of the tests the public
wants or does not want. There can
be little doubt, however, of public
opinion regarding high-stakes test-
ing. In polls from 1978 to 1997, the
public has strongly endorsed high
stakes.

Most recently, a March 1997 NBC
News-Wall Street Journal poll found
that 70% of respondents thought it
would make a “big improvement to
the public schools” to “require stu-
dents to pass standardized tests in
order to move on to the next grade.”
Another 16% thought it would make
a “small improvement.” Only 4%
thought it would “make things
worse,” producing a +74 percentage-
point difference in favor of annual
high-stakes standardized testing
(8% were neutral, responding that it
would “make no real difference,”
and 2% were “not sure” or equivo-
cal). A February 1997 American
Viewpoint poll also found a +74
percentage-point difference for a
proposal that “schools should ad-
minister standardized tests in all
core subjects that students must
pass before they can graduate.”

Strong support greeted the sug-
gestion of “standardized national
tests for high school graduation” in
Phi Delta Kappa-Gallup polls in
1995, 1988, 1984, 1981, 1980, and
1976. Sixty-five percent to 73% of
respondents favored the idea in
each poll, while 22%-32% opposed it
(Elam, 1995, p. 34; Elam & Rose,
1995, p. 47).

In a 1994 study, Public Agenda
asked U.S. adults to rate sugges-
tions for improving student acade-
mic achievement on a 5-point scale,
where 5 means that the suggestion
would improve academic achieve-
ment a great deal and 1 means
it would not improve academic
achievement. To the suggestions of
“raising the standards of promotion
from grade school to junior high and
only letting kids move ahead when
they pass a test showing they have
reached those standards,” 70% gave
a rating of 4 or 5.

The following year, Public Agenda
asked U.S. adults if certain proposi-
tions for behavior in the public
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schools represented too much pres-
sure, too little pressure, or were
about right. To the proposition “a
high school principal who stresses
academic work and expects teachers
to give homework and tests often,”
the general public’s (71%) response
was “about right” (Johnson, Farkas,
Friedman, Immerwahr, & Bers,
1995, Table 4, p. 40).

The proposition in favor of high-
stakes testing was also large in ear-
lier polls. A Newsweek-National
PTA poll in February 1993 reported
a +62 percentage-point difference in
agreement with the statement: “Re-
quiring national tests which stu-
dents must pass in several different
grades” would “help to improve the
educational system in your area.” A
1984-1985 poll by the National In-
stitute of Education found a +91
percentage-point difference in favor
of “students should be required to
pass a test of reading and math
to be promoted from junior high to
high school” or “to graduate from
high school,” though this item did
not explicitly stipulate that the test
be standardized. Another poll by the
Associated Press and Media Gen-
eral in June 1984 did, however, and
found a +69 percentage-point differ-
ence in agreement with: “All stu-
dents should be required to pass a
standardized test before they can
graduate from high school.” Earlier
polls by ABC News and The Wash-
ington Post in September 1981 and
CBS News in June 1978 found a +67
percentage-point difference in favor
of requiring a “minimum compe-
tency test” and a +66 percentage-
point difference in favor of requiring
passage of a “standard examina-
tion” for high school graduation.

Ten years before Public Agenda’s
efforts, in 1984-1985, the National
Institute of Education conducted a
survey of similar design with follow-
up questions, asking respondents
who expressed support for high-
stakes graduation exit exams if
their support would remain firm if
one of their own children failed the
exams on the first try. Ninety-two
percent said it would. Eighty per-
cent said it would even if their own
child failed to graduate due to fail-
ure to pass the exams,

Bias against women and minori-
ties? The steadfast support for high-
stakes tests holds firm against

suggestions of bhias against women,
the poor, and minorities, too. Very
similar questions posed in June
1991 by Gallup and in January 1978
by The Washington Post each found
81% of respondents opposed to
“preferential treatment in getting
jobs and places in college” for
“women and members of minority
groups” and in favor of “ability, as
determined by test scores,” as “the
main consideration.” In a March
1989 Associated Press poll, a +60
percentage-point difference favored
requiring college athletes to achieve
a certain score on a standardized
test “even if it made many Black/mi-
nority  athletes ineligible.” A
1984-1985 National Institute of Ed-
ucation poll discovered a +50 per-
centage-point difference in favor of
requiring graduation exit exams
even if 20% of low-income students
are denied high school diplomas be-
cause of it.

Essentially, most adults do not
believe that standardized tests are
biased against minorities, though
majorities of Blacks sometimes do,
as shown in at least four polls:
CNN-USA Today, 1997, TIME-
CNN, 1995, 1997; and Council for
Advancement and Support of Edu-
cation, 1986. A 1997 TIME-CNN
poll revealed a +28 percentage-point
difference among Whites in favor of
the assertion that the Scholastic As-
sessment Test (SAT) is unbiased
against minorities and a -25
percentage-point difference among
Blacks against the assertion. A sim-
ilar 1995 poll found a +29 point dif-
ference among Whites and a +14
point difference among Hispanics in
favor of the same assertion. It found
a -27 point difference among Blacks
against the assertion.

Purposes of testing. The public’s
fondness for standardized tests is
not unmindful of their variety. As
shown earlier, high-stakes stan-
dardized tests are popular. The an-
nual Phi Delta Kappa-Gallup poll
has on three occasions—in 1993,
1992, and 1987 —asked U.S. adults
a series of questions eliciting their
preferences for the purpose of stan-
dardized national tests. In 1993 and
1992, the questions were identical.
“To identify areas in which students
need extra help” was the most popu-
lar purpose (91% and 85% in favor).
“To rank the local public schools in
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terms of student achievement” (72%
and 65% in favor) and “to determine
if a student advances to the next
grade level” (70% and 60% in favor)
were other favored purposes. Other
proposed purposes did not receive
majority support from the sample
population: “to determine the level
of funding each local school should
receive” (49% and 36% in favor)
and “to determine how much teach-
ers should be paid” (46% and 38%
in favor).

In other polls: 92% of voters in a
1994 survey by the American Asso-
ciation of School Administrators
said students’ “performance on na-
tional tests were very, somewhat, or
extremely important” measures to
use in judging a school’s perfor-
mance; 82% supported voluntary
national tests “use in college admis-
sions and the job market” in a 1991
Agenda magazine poll; 88% ascribed
“test scores of the student body” as a
“very” or “fairly important” factor
“that might be considered in choos-
ing a public school for a child” in a
1991 Phi Delta Kappa poll; and 53%
favored “encouraging legislatures,
school boards . ..to provide special
financial rewards to schools that
...can increase academic achieve-
ment among minorities as mea-
sured by standardized tests” (with
34% opposed).

A series of questions posed in the
1987 Phi Delta Kappa poll found
percentage-point differences of: +56,
in favor of reporting test results
“on a state-by-state and school-by-
school basis so that comparisons
could be made,” and +60, in favor of
using school-level test score compar-
isons “as an incentive for the local
schools to do a better job.” The
response on the latter item was
the same under the assumption of
the respondents’ local schools’ per-
forming poorly or well on standard-
ized tests.

Under the most benign assump-
tion—that national tests will simply
be used by local schools for diag-
nosis and monitoring—U.S. adults
have supported the notion by per-
centage-point differences ranging
from +47 - +67 in polls from 1971-
1988: Phi Delta Kappa, 1988, 1986,
1983; Charles F. Kettering Founda-
tion (CFK, Ltd.), 1971, 1970.
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No silver bullet. Despite strong,
consistent support for standardized
student testing, with high-stakes,
U.S. adults do not believe it to be a
panacea. A February 1990 ABC
News poll found a -22 percentage-
point difference against the belief
that “standardized test scores re-
flect how well students are learning
in school.” When asked the “best
way to tell how a child is doing in
school,” 58% of respondents in a
May 1990 CBS News poll chose
“teacher evaluations,” 18% chose
“grades,” and only 18% chose “test
scores.” U.S. adults do not regard
standardized tests to be the only
valid measure of student perfor-
mance, or even the best measure. It
is one among several. Its popularity
in no way precludes the others.

A May 1989 Associated Press-
Media General poll produced a -17
percentage-point difference with the
exact same question. A summer
1988 poll by the NAACP found a —29
percentage-point difference when
they asked if “giving standardized
written tests to people before they
are hired accurately determines
their competence to perform a par-
ticular job.” A February 1969 poll by
CFK, Ltd., found a +15 percentage-
point difference in support of consid-
ering “other qualities, aside from
those measured in present tests. ..
for acceptance at a private school.”

Opinions of Groups

In addition to the many polls and
surveys of the U.S. adult population
as a whole in the past quarter cen-
tury, some organizations have con-
ducted surveys of representative
samples of group populations, such
as teachers, administrators, stu-
dents, and parents. Groups inter-
ested in student testing have not
been polled with equal frequency,
however. The “producer” groups of
teachers and principals have been
surveyed more frequently than the
“consumer” groups of parents, stu-
dents, and employers, the groups
that suffer the most if students are
poorly educated.

Indeed, there have been no sur-
veys of employers on the issue.
Some business groups, such as the
National Alliance of Business (1991)
and the DBusiness Roundtable
(1990), however, have endorsed the

use of high-stakes tests and na-
tional testing as officially expressed
policy positions. Two employer sur-
veys—one conducted by the Com-
mittee for Economic Development
and the Harris Education Research
Center in 19914 and one conducted
by the National Alliance of Business
and Scholastic, Inc., in 1995—how-
ever, elicited strong support for
high, clear standards; strong opin-
ions among employers that schools
are not preparing students well for
the workplace, to even a minimum
level of competence; and a very
strong contrast between the opin-
ions of employers on the one hand,
and the opinions of students and
parents on the other hand, about
whether schools are doing a good job
(the employers think not).?

Appendix Table 2 lists the studies
conducted in the United States in
the time period 1967-1997 that
measured the opinions on student
testing of several group populations.
Each study’s respondent groups are
marked. Respondent groups are
arranged in rough order from those
most outside the school system to
those most inside it: civic leaders,
parents, students, teachers, princi-
pals, local district administrators,
and state agency administrators.
Questions posed and notes on
methodology for each of the studies
are included in Appendix Table 2.
The organizations conducting the
surveys and the theme of the sur-
veys are described in Appendix
Table 3.

Parents. Occasionally, Phi Delta
Kappa separates the responses of
parents from its national sample of
adults. In every case, however, the
parent responses have been either
identical in their frequency distribu-
tion to the national adult responses,
mentioned above, or within a few
percentage points,

In a 1994 study, Public Agenda
asked three groups of parents—
Whites, African Americans, and
traditional Christians—to rate sug-
gestions for improving student aca-
demic achievement on a 5-point
scale, where 5 means that the sug-
gestion would improve academic
achievement a great deal and 1
means it would not improve acade-
mic achievement (Johnson et al.,
1994, p. 42). To the suggestion of
raising the standards of promotion
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from grade school to junior high and
only letting kids move ahead when
they pass a test showing they have
reached those standards, about 70%
of all three parent groups gave a
rating of 4 or 5. Even stronger
majorities favored suggestions for
clear, common, curriculum guide-
lines (92% and 91% among African-
American and traditional Christian
parents, 87% among White parents)
and for not allowing kids to gradu-
ate from high school unless they
clearly demonstrated they could
write and speak English well (80%
to 89% across the four groups). Ma-
jorities of African-American parents
(70%) and traditional Christian par-
ents (57%), but only 49% of White
parents, thought the proposition
“academic standards are too low
and kids are not expected to learn
enough” to be a somewhat or very
serious problem (Johnson et al,
1994, p. 41).

The following year, Public Agenda
asked parents and civic leaders if
certain propositions for behavior in
the public schools represented too
much pressure, too little pressure,
or were about right. Parents and
civic leaders (70% and 91%, respec-
tively) thought the proposition “a
high school principal who stresses
academic work and expects teachers
to give homework and tests often”
was “about right” (Johnson et al.,
1995, Table 4, p. 40).

Students. A 1997 Public Agenda
report, Getting By (Johnson, Farkas,
Bers, Friedman, & Duffett), focused
on high school students, sometimes
comparing their answers to adults’
and teachers’ answers to the same
questions from previous surveys.
The high school student sample was
also broken out by ethnic group—
White, African American, and His-
panic—private schools, and even a
group of “hard-core disengaged stu-
dents.” Students were told, “Sup-
pose your school required students
to learn more and tested them be-
fore they were allowed to graduate.”
With this lead-in, certain questions
were posed: “Do you think that most
kids would pay more attention to
their school work and study harder
or not?” Seventy-five percent of stu-
dents—80% of African-American
students, 82% of Hispanic students,
65% hardcore disengaged stu-
dents—replied, “Yes.” “Do you think
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that most kids would actually learn
more or not?” Seventy-three percent
of students—79% of African-Ameri-
can students, 75% of Hispanic stu-
dents, 63% of hard-core disengaged
students—replied, “Yes.” “Do you
think schools should expect inner
city kids to learn as much and
achieve the same standards as kids
from middle-class backgrounds?”
Eighty-four percent of students—
84% of African-American students
and 78% of Hispanic students—
replied, “Yes” (Johnson et al., 1997,
pp. 46-47).

In the words of the Public Agenda
report (Johnson et al,, 1997):

Most teens maintain their sup-
port for enforcing standards even
when the trade-off is emphasized:
Students who dont meet the
standards will fail, even though
they may have tried their best.
The survey presented teens with
this choice: Should a youngster
be promoted only when he has
learned the required material, or
should a youngster who has tried
hard and attended class regularly
be permitted to pass? Six in 10 of
the teens (61%) support enforcing
the standard—passing students
only if they have learned the re-
quired material. (p. 19)

They hunger for structure, disci-
pline, and more rigorous stan-
dards. They complain bitterly
about lax instructors and unen-
forced rules. (p. 35)

Teachers. In four polls, in 1984,
1989, 1996, and 1997, Phi Delta
Kappa (PDK) has posed a broad
array of questions to national sam-
ples of teachers. In the breadth and
structure of the questions, the PDK
teacher polls have been similar to
the national adult polls. In method-
ology, however, the teacher polls
have differed: They were mail sur-
veys with relatively low response
rates (about 18% and 26% in the two
most recent).

The first three PDK teacher polls,
in 1984, 1989, and 1996, asked the
same two questions on testing. The
first was: “In your opinion, should
children be promoted from grade to
grade only if they can pass exami-
nations?” Fairly consistent percent-
age-point differences of -9, -24, and
—24 have opposed the proposal. The
second was: “Should all high school
students in the United States be re-

quired to pass a standard nation-
wide examination in order to get a
high school diploma?” Dramatically
increasing percentage-point differ-
ences of +3, +14, and +38 have ap-
proved of this proposal.

The 1997 PDK teacher poll posed
two different questions. The first
was: “In your opinion, is there too
much emphasis on achievement
testing in the public schools where
you teach, not enough emphasis on
testing, or about the right amount?”
By a percentage-point difference of
+36, teachers leaned toward “too
much.” The second was: “In general,
do you favor or oppose . . . [President
Clinton’s Voluntary National Tests]
proposal?” By a percentage-point
difference of -47, teachers ex-
pressed strong opposition. The lat-
ter contrasted with the general
public’s +20 percentage-point differ-
ence in favor and teachers’ +38 per-
centage-point difference in favor of a
high-stakes nationwide high school
exit examination in the PDK poll
only a year earlier.

In 1995, Public Agenda asked
U.S. teachers if certain propositions
for behavior in the public schools
represented “too much pressure,”
“too little pressure,” or “were about
right.” To the proposition “a high
school principal who stresses acade-
mic work and expects teachers to
give homework and tests often,” the
teachers responded, “About right,”
at the rate of 79%, 8 percentage
points higher than the general pub-
lic or parents (Johnson et al., 1995,
Table 4, p. 41).

In the 1996 study, Public Agenda
asked teachers to rate suggestions
for improving student academic
achievement on a 5-point scale,
where 5 means that the suggestion
would improve academic achieve-
ment a great deal and 1 means
it would not improve academic
achievement (Farkus, Johnson,
Friedman, & Bers, 19986, pp. 40—-41).
To the suggestion “raising the stan-
dards of promotion from grade
school to junior high and only let-
ting kids move ahead when they
pass a test showing they have
reached those standards,” 62% of
teachers gave a rating of 4 or 5.5
This percentage was essentially con-
stant across the three ethnic groups
of Black, Hispanic, and White teach-
ers. Even stronger majorities sup-
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ported suggestions for clear, com-
mon, curriculum guidelines (80% of
Whites, 79% of Hispanics, and 85%
of Black teachers) and not allowing
kids to graduate from high school
unless they had clearly demon-
strated they could write and speak
English well (83% of White, 74% of
Hispanic teachers). A slight major-
ity of teachers (51%)—Black teach-
ers (51%), Hispanic teachers (56%),
and White teachers (52%)—thought
the proposition “academic standards
are too low and kids are not ex-
pected to learn enough” to be a
somewhat or very serious problem.

The Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company has also sponsored peri-
odic surveys of teachers. When
asked in 1984 to respond to a series
of suggestions for improving educa-
tion, 87% of teachers felt somewhat
positive or strongly positive that es-
tablishing “minimum competency
tests for students at predetermined
grade levels” would improve educa-
tion. Only 12% felt somewhat or
strongly negative. The same sug-
gestion in 1995 elicited a weaker
but still overwhelmingly positive re-
sponse of 77%, against a negative
response of 20% (Metropolitan Life,
1995, p. 37).

In April 1994, the American Fed-
eration of Teachers (AFT) conducted
a poll of their national membership.
The poll covered many issues. In-
cluded among the questions were a
few pertaining to standards and
high-stakes assessments. The ques-
tions were posed as arguments, and
teachers were asked if they agreed
or disagreed with them (American
Federation of Teachers, 1994). The
arguments were:

You only get what you ask for, and
we have not asked enough of stu-
dents. If we set high standards
and teach to them, achievement
will go up [82% agreed]. Rigorous
standards will help teachers to re-
sist pressure to lower academic
standards, since parents and prin-
cipals would have a stake in chil-
dren passing the standards-based
assessments [75% agreed]. If stu-
dents knew what was expected
of them and that promotion from
grade to grade depended on it,
they would be more motivated and
would learn more [74% agreed].
(p. 12)

The AFT poll elicited teachers’
concerns about a system of educa-
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tional standards for students, too.
Majorities of respondents were con-
cerned that:

National standards are not appro-
priate in a country as diverse as
ours; parents and the public will
care only about how students per-
form on the tests, not what they
actually learn . . . teaching will be
entirely driven by the tests, and
education will suffer. (p.12)

To reconcile the seemingly contra-
dictory majority opinions on stan-
dards of their membership, the AFT
asked them, “Overall, which do you
agree with more—the arguments for
establishing common standards or
the arguments against establishing
common standards?” Sixty-seven per-
cent of the respondents chose argu-
ments for, and 27% chose argu-
ments against,

The AFT poll also explored the po-
tential impact of several specific
provisions or related policies on
teachers’ attitudes toward the stan-
dards proposal. Respondents were
asked whether each provision made
them more inclined or less inclined
to favor a proposal to adopt rigorous
national standards (American Fed-
eration of Teachers, 1994) The pro-
positions and the responses were as
follows:

Students would be tested periodi-
cally, and those who did not meet
the standards would receive extra
educational assistance, but would
not advance to the next grade
level [69% more inclined, 16% less
inclined]. Colleges and employers
would base admissions and hiring
decisions . . . on students’ success
at meeting the standards [65%
more inclined, 20% less inclined].
Individual schools and school dis-
tricts would be evaluated based
on their success in having stu-
dents meet the standards [36%
more inclined, 46% less inclined].
(p. 11)

Overall, 51% of teachers felt that
academic standards in their schools
(in 1994) were too low, 47% felt they
were not, and just 4% felt that they
were too high. As the response to
the last of the above propositions
demonstrates, however, while teach-
ers were strongly in favor of high-
stakes testing for students, they
were generally opposed to applying
student test results to high-stakes
for schools {American Federation of
Teachers, 1994, p. 22).

In 1980, the AFT conducted a
similar national survey of its mem-
bers, with the help of UCLAs Cen-
ter for the Study of Evaluation
(Ward, 1982). Results found that,

despite the position that a number
of national education groups have
taken, teachers are generally
quite supportive of standardized
tests. They understand the need
for standards. They want informa-
tion about their students. They
are certainly critical of many as-
pects of testing, but would prefer
to see the tests improved rather
than see them eliminated....If
tests are eliminated, the decision-
making process will only become
more subjective, not less so.
(Ward, 1982, p. 51)

On the subject of minimum
competency tests, the preeminent
testing mandate of that era, the
teachers were asked:

What is your general attitude to-
ward minimal competency tests?
Forty-one percent were favorable
toward the idea of minimal com-
petency testing. Thirty-eight per-
cent were neutral. Only 21
percent indicated a nonfavorable
response or attitude. . ..[More-
over,] we found very little attitu-
dinal difference between those
who had had direct experience
with minimal competency testing
and those who had not. Generally,
the proportions of favorable
and nonfavorable attitudes were
roughly the same for each of the
two groups. (Ward, 1982, p. 50}

In a 1990 study by researchers at
Boston College, math and science
teachers were asked to render
their opinions regarding the effect
of mandated testing on their pro-
grams. The study authors recorded
the comments made by the respon-
dents, classified them as positive or
negative, counted them, and then
calculated the percentages positive
and negative. Quite in contrast to
the Carnegie Foundation, MetLife,
and AFT surveys, which found that
teachers strongly endorsed using
mandated, high-stakes tests, the
Boston College study seemed to find
just the opposite. Eighty-three per-
cent of math teachers and 67% of
science teachers cited negative ef-
fects, while only 47% of math teach-
ers and 28% of science teachers
cited positive effects (West & Viator,
1992b, Table 3, pp. 9-10).
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The contrary conclusions may
have a lot to do with the rather con-
voluted design of the Boston College
study. First, respondents were cho-
sen very selectively. They were all in
urban, “high-minority” public school
districts, and high school teachers
in the sample were limited to those
with classes of “average and below
average” students (West & Viator,
1992a, p. 2).

Second, the specific interview
question that elicited opinions on
the effects of mandated tests was,
in the opinion of this author, biased
toward negative answers. The ques-
tion was: “Do you have any particu-
lar concerns or opinions about any
of these standardized tests?” Con-
cerns does not equal criticisms in
meaning but, in this context, the
words are pretty close (West &
Viator, 19924, p. 6).

Third, the Boston College re-
searchers classified as “negative” re-
sponses that others might classify
as neutral or positive. For example,
if a teacher said that her students
“didn’t test well,” it was interpreted
by the researchers as a “major
source of invalidity” and a “nega-
tive” comment, even though stu-
dents can test poorly for dozens of
reasons, including not studying or
not paying attention in class (West
& Viator, 1992a, pp. 39-40). The
Boston College researchers pretty
much classified any effect a man-
dated test had on altering a
teacher’s instructional program
as negative. Any high-stakes man-
dated test is going to alter a
teacher’s instructional program; one
could argue that is what it is sup-
posed to do.

Up to 1990, the Carnegie Founda-
tion conducted periodic teacher sur-
veys; in them were a few questions
about testing. For example, the 1990
Carnegie Foundation Survey asked
teachers if they supported or opposed
national standards for the public
schools. Sixty-three percent sup-
ported them; 37% opposed them
(Carnegie Foundation, 1990, p. 295),
Then, they were asked if they sup-
ported or opposed a “national cur-
riculum of core studies” (Carnegie
Foundation, 1990, p. 296). Fifty-
seven percent did; 43% did not. Fi-
nally, U.S. teachers were asked if
they supported or opposed “national
standards for agsessing student per-
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formance.” Fifty-four percent sup-
ported them; 46% opposed them
(Carnegie Foundation, 1990, p. 297).

In a 1982 study conducted by
UCLAs Center for the Study of
Evaluation (CSE) in the early 1980s,
U.S. teachers of math and English
in Grades 4, 6, and 10 were posed
a series of statements and asked
if they strongly agreed, agreed,
disagreed, or strongly disagreed
(Burry, Catterall, Choppin, & Dorr-
Bremme, 1982, pp. 42-45). To the
statement “Testing motivates my
students to study harder,” 73% of el-
ementary school teachers agreed (or
strongly agreed), 80% of high school
English teachers agreed, and 93% of
high school math teachers agreed.
To the statement “Tests of minimum
competency should be required of all
students for promotion at certain
grade levels or for high school grad-
uation,” the respective percentages
were 81, 86, and 90. To the state-
ment “The pressure that testing ex-
erts on the schools has a generally
beneficial effect,” the respective per-
centages were 48, 60, and 72—low
in elementary school and high in
high school.

The teacher responses suggested
that minimum competency tests:
should be required for grade level
promotion and high school gradua-
tion, had content similar to their
own instructional programs, made
students study harder, and forced
them to concentrate on basic skills
instruction. Although a majority of
high school teachers considered the
pressure exerted by competency
tests a good thing, half of elementary
school teachers did not. Teachers
also felt very strongly (by 71%, 61%,
and 61%) that they should not be
held accountable for students’ scores
on minimum competency tests.

Principals. The headline of the
March 1992 press release by the Na-
tional Association of Elementary
School Principals (NAESP) summa-
rizes their 1992 membership survey:
“Standardized Tests Useful—But
Don’t Need More, Say Principals”
(Million, 1992, pp. 1-2). The 800 re-
spondents were asked the rather
leading question would they get rid
of standardized tests? Fifteen per-
cent said they would, and 47% said
they might. A majority of respon-
dents (64%) asserted that a national
test would not improve learning.

Similarly, a 1995 NAESP survey pro-
posed “Using national standards to
assess student achievement will im-
prove American education.” Only
30% of the respondents agreed,
while 64% disagreed (Million, 1995,
p. 2).

In 1997, another NAESP survey
showed strong principals’ support
for standards, an acknowledgment
of the public popularity of national
tests, but a consistently unfavorable
attitude toward the tests (Million,
1997, pp. 2, 4). Seventy percent of
the respondents agreed or strongly
agreed that the “public schools
should adopt and follow rigorous
national standards in reading and
math,” while 27% disagreed or
strongly disagreed. Fifty-eight per-
cent agreed that “voluntary national
tests ... will be welcome in my dis-
trict and state,” while 32% disagreed.
Still, only 34% agreed that “national
tests in reading and math will boost
student achievement in these sub-
jects,” while 53 % disagreed.

The fairly negative attitude to-
ward more standardized testing
or national testing among elemen-
tary school principals in the 1990s
may represent a change from the
past. A 1981 ABC News-Washington
Post poll found 66% of public high
school principals in favor of mini-
mum competency testing, and only
29% opposed.

District and state administrators.
In a nationwide survey of local dis-
trict administrators and state testing
directors in 1991, the U.S. General
Accounting Office addressed the
topic of the net benefits (total bene-
fits minus total costs) of systemwide
testing (U.S. General Accounting
Office, 1993, pp. 51-52). Respon-
dents from both groups strongly be-
lieved that the net benefits of their
testing programs were positive. Sev-
enty-five percent of state respon-
dents felt that way (and revealed a
+70 percentage-point difference in
favor), and local respondents de-
clared a +25 percentage-point differ-
ence in favor. (Those local district
respondents who were testing direc-
tors were almost twice as likely as
local district superintendents to see
their testing program’s net benefits
as positive, although even superin-
tendents leaned strongly in that di-
rection.) State respondents believed
strongly, by a +47 percentage-point
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difference, that net benefits would
increase if their testing programs
were somewhat larger (i.e., admin-
istered more tests); local respon-
dents felt the same way by only a +5
percentage-point difference.

Summary of Study Results

This article has reviewed and sum-
marized the test-related sections of
about 70 polls and surveys. Count-
ing all respondent groups sepa-
rately, the text above related the
results for over 100 separate survey
items. The majorities in favor of
more testing, more high-stakes test-
ing, or higher stakes in testing have
been large, often very large, and
fairly consistent over the years and
across polls and surveys and even
across respondent groups (with the
exception of some producer groups:
principals, local administrators, and,
occasionally, teachers).

For example, seven polls and 14
items in the PDK poll series found
respondents in favor, by percentage-
point differences ranging from +31 —
+62, of the standardized national
curriculum and goals that students
must meet for high sc! »ol gradua-
tion. The number of respondents in
favor was typically twice the number
opposed. In some cases, they were
three times more numerous. The
proposal for higher standards with
high-stakes tests attached garnered
roughly +80 percentage points;
thus, those in favor outnumbered
those opposed by factors of 7, 8, 9, or
as much of a factor as 20.

The percentage-point differences
in the Public Agenda and AFT
polls in favor of more testing and

higher stakes were typically in the
+40 — +50 range. The MetLife sur-
veys showed a +60 - +70 percent-
age-point difference for minimum
competency tests.

Though there have been many
polls or survey items on testing over
the past 30 years, they have gener-
ally not been complex or varied. For
the most part, they posed variants
on a fairly simple question: Would
more testing and/or higher stakes
improve learning? Table 1 summa-
rizes the attitudes toward the cur-
rent amount of student testing of
the various respondent groups. If a
respondent group was polled more
than once, its sentiment was judged
to be that portrayed in the majority
of the studies.

The only respondent group for
whom there could be much doubt as
to its majority sentiment would be
teachers. An abundance of evidence
from the Public Agenda, Phi Delta
Kappa, the American Federation of
Teachers, the Carnegie Foundation,
and Metropolitan Life surveys sug-
gests that teachers generally favor
more standardized student testing
and higher stakes. Three survey
items remain, however, that contra-
dict the general trend: two, included
in the most recent PDK poll, and one,
in the Boston College/NSF study,
elicited numerous complaints from
teachers about mandated testing in
their six high-minority central city
districts. The Boston College/NSF
study, however, was conducted in a
manner that seemed to bias re-
sponses and sample selection.

The two PDK items from 1997 are
a different story: in 1997, public
school teachers were asked if they
thought there was “too much em-

phasis on achievement testing in
the public schools where [they]
teach.” By a +36 percentage-point
difference, they thought that there
was too much (41% were neutral,
saying it was “about the right
amount”). Teachers were also asked
their opinions in 1997 on Presi-
dent Clinton’s Voluntary National
Tests; they opposed them by a -47
percentage-point difference.

Unlike the PDK polls of the public
administered by the Gallup organi-
zation, however, the PDK teacher
polls were mail surveys, with very
low response rates—17.8% in 1997
and 25.5% in 1996—the lowest re-
sponse rates among the group stud-
ies included here that published
response rates. Mail surveys do not
always achieve such low response
rates: The Carnegie Foundation mail
survey got a 54% response rate from
teachers, the Metropolitan Life mail
surveys got about a 35% response
rate from teachers, and the General
Accounting Office mail survey got a
74% response rate from school dis-
tricts. A response rate below 20%
begs the question if the small pro-
portion who responded are different
in some pertinent ways from those
who did not respond (like, do they
have an ax to grind?).”

Nonetheless, this PDK item about
the degree of emphasis on achieve-
ment testing in one’s own local
schools seems important because,
when posed to a national sample of
adults, it had the lowest percentage-
point difference in favor of more test-
ing (+8) among the dozens of survey
items in national adult polls. It
would appear that much as the pub-
lic grades local public schools highly,
while it grades national public

Table 1

Summary of Attitudes Toward Current Amount of Student Testing, by Respondent Groups

Groups that think education
would improve if there were
less testing

Groups that think the current
amount of testing is fine

Groups that think education
would improve if there
were more testing

Teachers?

Local administrators
Principals
Teachers?

General public
Civic leaders

State Administrators
Parents

Students

Teachers?
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schools poorly the public is less
prone to feel that local schools should
test more than it is to feel that the
public schools nationwide should
test more.

As for the PDK teacher poll oppo-
sition to the Voluntary National
Tests, it stands in stark contrast to
the +38 percentage-point difference
in favor of “all high school students
in the United States...[being]...
required to pass a standard nation-
wide examination in order to get a
high school diploma,” a question in
the PDK teachers’ poll just 2 years
earlier. Could it be that teachers are
more willing to support national
tests if there is a high-stakes, high
school exit examination?

Table 2 summarizes by respon-
dent group the attitudes toward the
current level of stakes in student
testing. The list of entries is shorter
than that in Table 1 because not all
the studies mentioned here inquired
about the stakes of testing.

Tables 3 and 4 repeat the organi-
zation of Tables 1 and 2 but incorpo-
rate polls and surveys, rather than
respondent groups, as the units of
analysis. The tables suggest over-
whelming support in the U.S. for
more testing and more high-stakes
testing. The general public and the
most important respondent groups
have stood in favor of more testing.
All consumer groups—the public,
parents, students, and, probably,
employers—have stood in favor of
more testing almost unreservedly.
In most cases, the support is very
strong, as the size of the percentage-
point differences in favor of more
testing illustrates.

Producer groups—teachers and
administrators—have been less san-

guine about testing. Majorities of
teachers have generally been in
favor of more standardized testing
and higher stakes, but they have
also been more selective about the
application of both than the general
public and more worried about the
potential drawbacks. The evidence
for principals’ and local district ad-
ministrators’ opinions also betrays
attitudes toward standardized test-
ing more neutral and less enthusi-
astic than the general public’s.

Tests and Student Stress

Another belief of some critics of
high-stakes testing is that stress is
a bad thing for students. Because
high-stakes tests cause stress, which
of course they do, they, too, are bad
(see, e.g., Kellaghan, Madaus, &
Raczek, 1996; Shepard, 1991). This
belief runs contrary to the philoso-
phy that there are many stressful
events in life and parents do their
children no favors if they don’t pre-
pare them.

The studies examined for this
article show little evidence that stu-
dents or teachers feel unduly
stressed by tests. The Horatio Alger
Association’s 1996 Mood of Ameri-
can Youth survey found that not lik-
ing exams—any type of exam—was
ranked sixth (at 25%) behind “boring
material” (at 77%), “not interested in
subject,” and “class moves too slow”
(p. 23) among student complaints
about school. Only 19.7% of students
cited their courses for moving “too
fast,” while 28.5% said they moved
“too slow.” Only 16.3% said “too
much challenge,” whereas 19.9%
said “not enough challenge” (Horatio
Alger Association, 1996, p. 23).

In the 1991 Indiana Youth Poll,
“tests, exams” (but not necessarily
standardized tests) popped up as a
candidate for “most disliked aspects
of going to school,” but by only 5.9%
of high school students and 6.5%
of youth leaders (Erickson, 1991,
p. 10). Eleven other candidates re-
ceived more votes. In general, the
poll revealed little evidence of
stress. Indeed, “stress, pressure for
grades” came in just above tests
and exams at 9.3% and 7.7%, below
“boring, uninteresting classes” and
“boring routines” (Erickson, 1991,
p. 10). When the school students de-
scribed a typical day in school in
negative terms, they were 6 fimes
more likely to mention boring or
related terms, such as monotonous,
tedious, or tiring, than they were
to mention stress-related terms
(Erickson, 1991, p. 21). When school
students explained why students
dropped out of school, either dis-
interest in school or non-academic-
related problems (such as preg-
nancy or family problems) were
more than four times more likely to
be the cause than failure on the aca-
demic record (Erickson, 1991, p. 33).
About a quarter of students who
claimed to be receiving a good
education cited “challenging, high
standards” as the reason, 11% of
students who claimed to be receiv-
ing a bad education cited “low de-
mands, repetition” (“good” or “poor”
teachers accounted for the major-
ity of the responses) as the reason
(Erickson, 1991, p. 42).

In 1995, Public Agenda asked
about a variety of pressures that
U.S. teenagers face,

such ag pressure from peers, pres-
sure at home because of troubled

Table 2

Summary of Attitudes Toward Current Level of Stakes in Student Testing,

by Respondent Groups

Groups that think education
would improve if there were
lower stakes in testing

Groups that think the current level
of stakes in testing is fine

Groups that think education
would improve if there were
higher (student) stakes in testing

Principals

General public
Civic leaders
Parents
Students
Teachers
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Table 3

Summary of Attitudes Toward Current Amount of Student Testing, by Survey

Studies claiming that respondents
think education would improve
if there were less testing

Studies claiming that respondents
think the current amount of
testing is fine

Studies claiming that respondents
think education would improve
if there were more testing

PDK teachers ‘97
Boston College/NSF ‘92

NAESP ‘92, ‘95, ‘97
U.S. GAO (district) ‘91

PDK/Gallup ‘70, ‘71, ‘76, ‘80,
‘81, ‘83, ‘84, ‘86, ‘88, ‘89, 90,
‘91, ‘92, ‘94, ‘95, ‘97

PDK teachers ‘84, ‘89, ‘96

Public Agenda ‘94, ‘95, ‘96, ‘97

Test Use Project ‘82

Carnegie ‘90

MetlLife/Harris ‘84, ‘88, ‘95

AFT ‘80, '94

U.S. GAO (state) ‘91

families, or from crime and drugs
in the neighborhood, and acade-
mic pressures...[came]...out
dead last. No more than 10% of
any group—the general public,
parents, teachers, or leaders—
thinks American youngsters are
under too much academic pres-
sure today. (Johnson et al., 1995,
p. 27)

There seems to be far more evi-
dence that U.S. students feel
more bored and unchallenged than
stressed or overtested.

Discussion

Politicians are supposed to repre-
sent the public interest; that’s their
job. In the case of standardized stu-
dent testing, the public generally
favors more of it, with higher
stakes. 1 find the public-is-duped-

into-wanting-more-testing-by-self-
interested-politicians-and-journal-
ists argument a bit stretched. For
one thing, adults are not ignorant
of what goes on in the schools, and
they are not ignorant about tests.
Virtually all adults possess a store-
house of memories about tests in
school, whether they are from 20
years in school or less than 12.
They have all, each of them, taken
many tests.

Everyone knows that tests are
not perfect measurement devices.
Sometimes students are sick, pre-
occupied, unmotivated, or overly
anxious at test time. Sometimes
teachers overemphasize certain
parts of lessons and underempha-
size other parts or write confusing
or misleading questions. There are a
number of problems with tests, even
with standardized tests that are de-

veloped by experts who understand
well how to develop fair tests. These
problems are not unknown to the
general public.

The general public, parents, stu-
dents, and often teachers want more
testing, and they want more high-
stakes testing. Perhaps they do be-
cause they are not looking at
testing’s problems out of context,
in isolation from consideration of
the real alternatives to testing, as
testing’s critics often are. They
are considering testing against
the alternatives, and they think
that some testing, more testing, is
better.

What about “teaching to the test”
and “narrowing the curriculum?” It
would appear that the public has
strong opinions on both practices—
they like them and want them (see
Johnson, 1994, pp. 41-42).8

Table 4

Summary of Attitudes Toward Current Level of Stakes in Student Testing, by Survey

Studies claiming that respondents
think education would improve
with lower stakes in testing

Studies claiming that respondents
think the current level of
stakes in testing is fine

Studies claiming that respondents think
that education would improve if there
were higher (student) stakes in testing

Boston College/NSF ‘92 PDK Gallup ‘76, ‘80, ‘81, ‘84, ‘86, ‘88,
‘89, ‘90, ‘91, ‘92, 94, ‘95, ‘97

PDK teachers ‘84, ‘89, ‘96

Public Agenda ‘94, ‘96, ‘97

Test Use Project ‘82

Carnegie ‘90

MetLife/Harris ‘84, ‘88, ‘95

AFT ‘80, ‘94
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APPENDIX

Table 1

Sources Uncovered in the Roper Center Search: All Samples Are National, U.S. Adults
(or Voters) Listed in Reverse Chronological Order

Sponsoring organization

Polling organization

Title/Subject of poll

Dates

CNN, USA Today

CNN, Yankelovich

NBC, Wall Street Journal

Phi Delta Kappa

NBC News, Wall Street
Journal

Phi Delta Kappa

American Viewpoint

Phi Delta Kappa

National Assoc. of
Music Merchants

TIME, CNN

Public Agenda

Phi Delta Kappa
Newsweek, national PTA
Phi Delta Kappa

Agenda magazine

Newsweek, national PTA
Agenda magazine

Times Mirror News

Phi Delta Kappa

Gallup

Life magazine

Gallup

NBC News, Wall Street
Journal

Phi Delta Kappa

CBS News

ABC News

Phi Delta Kappa

Associated Press, Media
General

Associated Press, Media
General

NAACP Legal Defense
Fund

Phi Delta Kappa

Phi Delta Kappa

Council for Advancement &

Support of Education
Phi Delta Kappa
National Institute of

Education
Associated Press, Media

General
Phi Delta Kappa

Fall 1998

Gallup
Yankelovich
Hart & Teeter
Gallup

Hart & Teeter

Gallup

Gallup
Gallup

Yankelovich
Public Agenda

Gallup

NU Stats

Gallup

Harris Education
Research Center

Chrysler, national PTA

Harris Education
Research Center

Princeton survey
research

Gallup

Gallup

Gallup

Gallup

Hart & Teeter

Gallup
CBS News
ABC News
Gallup

Harris Education
Research Center

Gallup

Gallup

Opinion Research
Corporation

Gallup

Market Opinion
Research

Gallup

Attitudes toward the public schools

Attitudes toward the public schools
National monitor poll

Attitudes toward the public schools
American attitudes toward music

What Americans expect from the public
schools

Attitudes toward the public schools

Third PTA national education survey

Attitudes toward the public schools

School reform: Public perceptions

Does school budgeting add up?

Times Mirror Interest Index

Attitudes toward the public schools

If women ran America

Attitudes toward the public schools

Attitudes toward the public schools

Unfinished agenda on race

Attitudes toward the public schools
Public attitudes toward the public
schools

Attitudes toward the public schools
Academic standards

Public attitudes toward the public
schools

October 1997
September 1997
September 1997
June 1997
March 1997

June 1997
February 1997
May-June 1995
March-April 1994

March 1995
August 1994

May~June 1993
February 1993

April-May 1992
Oct.-Nov. 1991

May-June 1991
May-june 1991

May 1991

May 1991

April 1991
March-April 1992
June 1991

May 1991

May 1991
May-June 1990
February 1990
May-Jjune 1989
May 1989
March 1989
June-Sept. 1988

April 1988
April 1987

December 1986

April 1986
November 1985

June 1984

May 1983
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Table 1 (Continued)

Sponsoring organization Polling organization Title/Subject of poll Dates

ABC News, Washington September 1981
Post

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Public attitudes toward education May 1980
Foundation

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Public attitudes toward education May 1979
Foundation

CBS News June 1978

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Public attitudes toward education April-May 1978
Foundation

Washington Post George Fine Research January 1978

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Public attitudes toward education April 1976
Foundation

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Attitudes toward the public schools April 1971
Foundation

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Public attitudes toward education April 1970
Foundation

Charles F. Kettering Gallup Attitudes toward the public schools February 1969
Foundation

Washington Post Harris Education February 1967

Research Center

Six pre-1967 items All Gallup <1967

retrieved

Note. From the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut, Storres, CT.

Table 2

Surveys Measuring Opinions From Specific Groups on Student Testing: Questions
Posed and Methodology Used, by Survey: 1970-1997

Poll, year, respondent groups Questions posed Methodology
Gallup/PDX, 1970-1988 Nationai tests for high school U.S. adult population—method, sampie size,
Adults, parents graduation or to compare and characteristics vary (see entries below)
schools; national standards
and goals
Gallup/PDK, 1987 Raising standards; using test ~ Personal, in-home interviews with 1,571 adults
Adults, parents scores to compare schools (18 years and older) in randomly selected
U.S. households
Gallup/PDK, 1989-1991 National curriculum; national U.S. adult population—method, sample size,
Adults, parents test and characteristics vary (see entries below)
Gallup/PDK, 1992 National test; purpose of na-  Personal, in-home interviews with 1,306 adults
Adults, parents tional test; school account- (18 years and older) in randomly selected
ability; high-stakes tests U.S. households, stratified by region of the
country and community size
Gallup/PDK, 1993 National test Telephone interviews with 1,306 adults (18 years
Adults, parents and older) in randomly selected households,

stratified by region and community size, with
an oversample of public school parents
Gallup/PDK, 1994 Standards; nationai test; high- Telephone interviews with 1,326 adults (18 years
Adults, parents stakes tests and older) in randomly selected households,
stratified by region and community size, with
an oversample of public school parents
Gallup/PDK, 1995 Standards; national test; high- Telephone interviews with 1,311 adults (18 years
Adults, parents stakes tests and older) in randomly selected households,
stratified by region and community size, with
an oversample of public school parents
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Table 2 (Continued)

Poll, year, respondent groups

Questions posed

Methodology

Gallup/PDK, 1997
Adults, parents

Phi Delta Kappa, 1984, 1989
Teachers

Phi Delta Kappa, 1996
Teachers

Phi Delta Kappa, 1997
teachers

Public Agenda, 1994
Adults, parents

Public Agenda, 1995
Adults, parents, civic leaders,
teachers

Public Agenda, 1996
Teachers

Public Agenda, 1997
Students, teachers

Fall 1998

Voluntary national test pro-
posal; emphasis on testing

Testing; high-stakes testing,
national tests

Standards; high-stakes tests;
national high school exit
examination

Standards; emphasis on test-
ing; voluntary national tests

Level and clarity of standards;
high-stakes tests; character
of tests

Level and enforcement of
standards; frequency of
tests; stress

Level, clarity, and enforce-
ment of standards; criterion-
referenced tests;
high-stakes tests; junior/
senior high exit exams

Level, clarity, and enforce-
ment of standards; charac-
ter of tests; motivation
engendered by enforce-
ment of high standards and
high-stakes tests; correla-
tion between enforcement
of high standards and stu-
dents’ level of effort of
dropping out

Telephone interviews with 1,517 adults (18
years and older) in randomly selected U.S.
households, stratified by region and commu-
nity size, and 1,017 public school parents

N/A

Mail survey of 2,000 public school teachers,
stratified by region and grade level, with 510
responses, a response rate of 25.5%

Mail survey of 4,000 public school teachers,
stratified by region and grade level, with 714
responses, a response rate of 17.8%

Telephone interviews (34 min.): 1,198 adults;
869 in random national sample of house-
holds, plus oversamples that (with augmen-
tation} amounted to 320 White parents, 200
African-American parents, and 204 tradi-
tional Christian parents (> 60% response
rate)

Focus groups (4): Groups of public-school par-
ents who reflected the general demographic
characteristics of their communities in
Philadelphia, Birmingham, Minneapolis, and
Des Moines

Telephone interviews: 1,200 adults; 800 in ran-
dom national sample of households, plus
oversamples of 200 public school parents,
200 public school teachers (239 public
school parents and 37 public schoo! teachers
appeared “naturally” in main sample) (> 60%
response rate)

Mail survey: 1,154 questionnaires returned from
a mailing of 3,650 economic, political, civic,
and educational leaders (response rate = 32%)

Focus groups, Set 1 (6): Adults in groups repre-
sentative of their communities in Ft. Lee (N)),
San Francisco, Bridgeport (CT), Birmingham,
Cincinnati, and Elmsford (NY)

Focus groups, Set 2 (6): Adults in groups repre-
sentative of their communities (half with high
school diploma or less; half with at least a
college degree) in Middletown (NY), Birming-
ham, Cincinnati, Denver, Albuquerque, and
Sacramento

Telephone and personal interviews (29 min.):
1,164 active public school teachers; 800 in
random national sample of teachers, plus
oversamples of African American and His-
panic teachers (> 60% response rate)

Telephone interviews (42 min.): 1,000 public high
school students in random national sample of
households, plus oversamples of African-
American, Hispanic, private-school, and
middle-school students (> 60% response rate).

Focus groups (12): high school students in Birm-
ingham; Seattle; Westchester County (NY)
public- and private-school students; Chicago
inner city, minority and private-school stu-
dents; San Francisco Bay area (4); and
Louisville middle-school students (2)
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Table 2 (Continued)

Poll, year, respondent groups

Questions posed

Methodology

AASA, 1994
Administrators

UCLA CSE, 1982
Students, teachers

Indiana Youth Institute, 1991
Students

Horatio Alger, NASSP, 1996
Students

Carnegie Foundation, 1990
Teachers

Met Life, 1988
Teachers

Met Life, 1984, 1995
Teachers

AFT/UCLA, 1980
Teachers

AFT/Hart, 1994
Teachers

Boston College, 1990
Teachers, principals

NAESP, 1992
Principals

NAESP, 1995
Principals

NAESP, 1997
Principals

20

School evaluation—perfor-
mance on national tests is
important in judging school
performance

Dislike of tests; preferences
among different types of
tests; stress

Effects of tests on students,
teachers, and instruction;
opinions of minimum com-
petency tests

Dislike of tests; stress

Amount of tests; difficulty of
tests; stress

National teacher certification;
national standards & cur-
riculum; national tests

High-stakes tests tied to stan-
dards

Minimum competency tests
for students, teachers

Standardized testing’s role
and usefulness; minimum
competency tests

Establishing standards and
high-stakes tests for students
to meet; preference for per-
formance-based tests;
school evaluation based on
student test performance

Effect of mandated tests on
instructional practices

Concerns about tests

Should we get rid of stan-
dardized tests? Do students
suffer stress or stigma be-
cause of tests?

Using national standards to
assess student achievement
will improve Amer. educa-
tion

Adopt national standards?
Voluntary national tests?
National tests boost student
achievement?

Long personal interviews with systematic ran-
dom sample of 60 students in Grades 4, 5,
and 6 in two Southern California schools

Telephone survey of 4th, 6th, and 10th grade
teachers in English and math in nationally
representative sample of school districts (91
of 114 districts responded (80% district re-
sponse rate))

50-60 minute interview, with questionnaire and
self-selected small discussion groups in 9
high schools, 8 youth organizations, 4 sum-
mer leadership programs; not random sample

1,000 students ages 13-17 selected from na-
tionally representative sample of households

Mail survey: all U.S. public school teachers in-
cluded in Market Data Retrieval lists constituted
the population of sampling frame—40,000
were sent questionnaires; 21,389 responded,
for a 54% response rate. Sample stratified by
state and level (elementary and secondary),
and respondents selected systematically

N/A

Telephone survey (15 min.): of ~1,000 all U.S.
public school teachers, with a 35% response
rate

Mail survey of nationally representative sample
of AFT members

Telephone survey of 800 AFT union members,
representative of the population of AFT mem-
bers who teach in Grades K-12

Mail survey of mathematics and science teach-
ers, Grades 4-12 (1 hour); 2,075 valid re-
sponses from 4,950 teachers, for a 45%
response rate

Interviews at 6-10 schools (2 elementary; 2
middle/junior high; and 2 high schools repre-
senting average or below average achieve-
ment levels) in 6 high-minority urban districts
with high-stakes tests

Mail survey of members of NAESP; 800 re-
sponses

Mail survey of members of NAESP; 1,139 re-
sponses

Mail survey sent to 3,000 randomly selected
NAESP members (all but 16 in public
schools) with a 45% response rate
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Table 2 (Continued)

Poll, year, respondent groups Questions posed Methodology
U.S. GAO, 1991 Benefits and costs of testing; Mail survey to testing directors and superinten-
Local and state administrators net benefits of decreasing, dents: All state education agencies in states
increasing, or maintaining with testing programs (48) (100%); U.S.
current level of testing sample of local districts (370 returned out of

502 sent (response rate = 74%), plus over-
samples of districts in states with state perfor-
mance tests

Table 2a

Number of Times Each Respondent Group Was Polled,
1970-1997

Respondent group Number

Civic leaders

Parents

Students

Teachers 1
Principals

Local district administrators

State agency administrators

i 2 e i S A

Table 3
Description of Organizations That Surveyed Specific Groups and Their Studies

Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup

Every year since 1969, the Phi Delta Kappa (PDK) has worked with the Gallup organization to elicit a national sample
of American’s opinions on education. The poll consists of about 40 questions, slightly over half of which are new each
year. Questions on testing have been posed in most, but not all, versions of the poll. The PDK questions on testing have
tended to be about national testing issues, such as, not surprisingly, the prospect of a national test itself. Four times since
1984, PDK has also conducted a mail survey of public school teachers with questions on a variety of topics related to
their work, including some on testing.

Public Agenda

Founded over 2 decades ago by the polister and author Daniel Yankelovich and former Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, Pub-
lic Agenda conducts large, in-depth surveys of the U.S. public on major policy issues with the intent of better informing policy-
makers. Funding for Public Agenda’s education studies comes from a who's who of foundations, numbering in the dozens.
Public Agenda conducts polls and focus groups and produces citizen-education materials which it distributes to civic groups,
politicians, and the media. Since 1991, Public Agenda has conducted several large nationwide studies on education, several
regional ones, and several smaller, more focused, topical studies. It has conducted 20 studies on education in only 6 years.

Horatio Alger Foundation

In 1996, the Horatio Alger Association surveyed about 1,000 students nationwide between the ages of 13 and 17 using
the most recent version of the periodic Mood of American Youth studies. The sample was representative of U.S. households.
The association then compared the responses from 1996 to responses to similar questions in similar surveys conducted in
1983 and 1974 by the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP; Horatio Alger Association, 1996).

Indiana Youth Institute
The nonprofit Indiana Youth Institute received funding from its corporate and foundation partners and other nonprofits
to question 1,560 high school students in the 1990 Indiana youth poll. Altogether, students from 224 indiana high schools
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Table 3 (Continued)

participated. Each respondent filled out a short individual questionnaire and then participated in self-selected discussion
groups of from three to six students. Each group appointed a leader/recorder and responded to a series of related open-
ended questions. The method was designed to maximize the probability that responses and, indeed, some discussion top—
ics would be formed by the youths themselves, with a minimum of adult direction or bias (Enckson 1991).

UCLA Center for the Study of Evaluation

UCLA’s Center for the Study of Evaluation (CSE) inaugurated the Test Use Project in the early 1980s in the midst of the’
first wave of statewide minimum competency tests. The project conducted two phases. Phase 1 consisted of a telephone
survey of 4th-, 6th-, and 10th-grade teachers of English and mathematics and their school principals in a nationally repre-
sentative sample conducted between December 1979 and November 1981 of 114 school districts (Burry et al., 1982).
Phase 2 consisted of in-depth interviews with students, teachers, and administrators conducted on site in two Los Angeles
area school districts.

The Carnegie Foundation

Until 1992, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching conducted occasional national surveys of teach-
ers with state-level representative subsamples. That work of the Carnegie Foundation has largely been super-ceded by
other surveys, particularly the U.S. Education Department’s own Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS). But the Carnegie
Foundation surveys, while asking fewer questions about the nitty-gritty details of the teaching life than, perhaps, the SASS,
did pose more questions that solicited teachers’ opinions (Carnegie Foundation, 1990).

The Metropolitan Life/Harris Education Research Center

The spring 1995 Survey of the American Teacher (Metropolitan Life insurance) was the 15th in the series and the 12th
that was conducted by MetLife and the Harris Education Research Center. For the occasion, they conducted a retrospec-
tive survey. They repeated in the 1995 survey many of the questions they had posed to teachers in the 1984 survey in
order to get some idea of trends in teacher attitudes. Some of these questions concerned testing policies.

American Federation of Teachers/Peter Hart Associates

The American Federation of Teachers occasionally polls its members on important and contemporary issues that pertain
to them. In Apri] 1994, they hired the firm Peter D. Hart Research Associates to conduct a telephone poll. This firm spoke
with 800 union members—a representative sample of the national membership—teaching in Grades K-12 (American Fed-
eration of Teachers, 1994).

Boston College/National Science Foundation

Starting in 1989, the National Science Foundation (NSF) funded a study by Boston College’s Center for the Study of
Testing, Evaluation, and Educational Policy (CSTEEP) of the influence of mandated testing on curriculum and instruction in
elementary and secondary mathematics and science. The study had three stands—an analysis of textbooks; a nationwide
teacher survey; and in-depth interviews with teachers and school administrators in six urban, high-minority school dis-
tricts with mandated high-stakes tests and historically low achievement (Madaus, West, Harmon, Lomax, & Viator, 1992).

NAESP

The National Association of Elementary School Principals boasts 27,000 elementary and middle-school members. Each
year, it mails a questionnaire to a sample of its members in time to analyze and announce the results at the organization’s
annual meeting. The surveys released in 1992 (Miilion), 1995 (Miller), and 1997 (Million} included questions on testing of
standards.

The U.S. General Accounting Office

In the summer of 1991, the country was debating the proposition that the United States adopt a national examination for
elementary and secondary school students. To aid its consideration of the proposals, the U.S. Congress instructed its re-
search and evaluation agency, the General Accounting Office (GAO), to measure the current extent and cost of systemwide
testing. The GAQ gathered its data through surveys of state and local district administrators who were testing directors, su-
perintendents, or assistant or associate superintendents in charge of testing. All states with state fests were represented
among the respondents, as were 74% of the over 500 local districts included in the national stratified random sample.
Though the questionnaires focused on issues of the amount of testing and its cost, respondents were also asked their opin-
ions about the current amount of testing in their states or districts (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1993, pp. 51-52).

Notes
I would like to thank the editors and
the anonymous reviewers for their help
and advice and Karol Krotki for his tu-
torial on public opinion polling methods.
“Educational Assessment: Are the
Politicians Winning?” American Educa-
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tional Research Association Annual
Meeting, San Francisco, April 22, 1992;
“Educational Assessment: Are the Politi-
cians Winning 2 Years Later?” Ameri-
can Educational Research Association
Annual Meeting, New Orleans, April 5,
1994.

2A couple refreshing exceptions of
note to this rule are the evaluations
of the reintroduction of high-stakes
exit exams in British Columbia and
Alberta in the late 1980s by John G.
Anderson and Peter Calder (and oth-
ers), most of which surveyed students
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and one of which (in British Columbia)
surveyed parents and employers.

3For references for poll items quoted
in this section, see Appendix Table 1.

4In this survey, 80%-87% of each of
four respondent groups—general public,
recent students, parents, and employ-
ers—thought the country needed com-
mon national standards of performance
that all schools should be expected to
live up to.

5In this survey, 5,000 business man-
agers, 5,000 teachers, and 5,000 school
superintendents were asked, “Do you
think our nation’s public schools do a
good job of preparing students for the
world of work?” Sixty-eight percent of
superintendents, 44% of teachers, and
only 4% of business managers replied,
“Yes.” Ninety-two to ninety-six percent
of all three groups thought that schools
should ‘have clear academic standards
for what students should know and be
able to do.

%In an interesting extension of this
line of questioning in 1997, Public
Agenda asked a national sample of edu-
cation school professors for their reac-
tion to the same proposal. Forty-nine
percent of the education professors sup-
ported it, still probably a plurality (the
percent neutral was not reported in the
Public Agenda report) but considerably
less than the 62% of teachers or the 70%
of the general public (Farkas, Johnson,
& Duffet, 1997, p. 36)

"Phi Delta Kappa also took the un-
usual step of publishing the negative
comments by a focus group of teachers
about achievement testing and Presi-
dent Clinton’s test proposal, implying
that the focus group was a representa-
tive sample parallel to their national
sample when, in truth, the “focus group”
was actually made up of teachers at-
tending a Phi Delta Kappa summer
seminar.

8They think that schools now teach
too much fluff from a curriculum that is
too unfocused. Sixty percent of the gen-
eral public considered it a “serious prob-
lem” that “there is not enough emphasis
on the basics such as reading, writing,
and math.” Eighty-two percent felt the
same about “setting up very clear guide-
lines on what kids should learn and
teachers should teach in every major
subject so the kids and the teachers will
know what to aim for.” Seventy percent
felt the same about “raising the stan-
dards of promotion from grade school to
junior high and only letting kids move
ahead when they pass a test showing
they have reached those standards.”
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