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STANDARDIZED TESTS AND SCHOOL QUALITY: MEASURING 
TEMPERATURE WITH A TABLESPOON 

 

W. James Popham* 

 

With the arrival of spring, annual school evaluations are just around the 
corner. Thus, state and local school officials will soon be focusing on 
determining the quality of their schools—chiefly relying on students’ 
standardized test scores. Yet, although the evaluation of schools is 
obviously important, doing so by employing the wrong tests is every bit as 
muddleheaded as measuring temperature with a tablespoon. 

Evaluating anything, whether it’s the performance of an automobile or the 
quality of a school—when leaning on test-produced evidence—is 
defensible only if the test being used is suitable for the particular purpose at 
hand. Accordingly, any standardized tests employed to evaluate schools 
must be accompanied by evidence indicating that the tests chosen are 
appropriate for this measurement mission. To most people’s surprise, the 
standardized tests routinely used these days to evaluate our nation’s 
schools rarely provide such evidence. 

It is not widely known that today’s standardized tests were initially spawned 
in 1917 during World War I when the U.S. Army faced a desperate need to 
identify officers who could lead our troops into battle. A small group of 
eminent psychologists was assembled at Vineland Training School in New 
Jersey where they constructed the Army Alpha, a group-administered 
intelligence test. The measurement mission of the Alpha was to identify the 
most intellectually able recruits who could then be assigned to officer-
training programs.  

The Alpha was a slam-bang success, and was administered to almost two 
million recruits during World War I. It was deliberately constructed to 
maximize comparisons among test-takers so that the resulting spread in 
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scores would permit recruits with the very best scores to be identified as 
prospective officers.   

After the war’s end, numerous nationally standardized tests began to be 
developed, but these new exams were intended to measure achievement, 
for example, students’ knowledge and skills in reading or math. When 
constructing these new tests, test developers deliberately mimicked the 
test-construction tactics employed with the highly successful Alpha—
including the generation of ample score-spread.  

Today’s standardized achievement tests assiduously follow the Alpha’s 
quest for a wide spread in students’ scores. The problem with including 
many items contributing to score-spread, however, is that such items often 
measure what students bring to school rather than how well they’re taught 
once they arrive. 

For example, answering certain items correctly depends heavily on a 
student’s genetically inherited “smarts.” Such intelligence-influenced items 
are almost certain to spread out students’ scores. This is because the 
variable of inherited intelligence is nicely spread out among children. Yet, 
do a school’s high standardized test scores signify an effective school or, 
instead, a school fortunate enough to serve a flock of genetically lucky 
students? 

Similarly, some standardized test items are more apt to be answered 
correctly if based on content that’s likely to be encountered if a student’s 
family is affluent. Affluent families tend to provide a wider range of 
experiences for children than can be provided by less affluent families. 
Thus, students from affluent students are more likely to come up with 
correct answers than are their less affluent classmates. But do high test 
scores reflect a school’s stellar instruction or, instead, its students’ 
socioeconomic status? 

We see, then, that most of today’s standardized achievement tests have 
been built to render accurate comparisons among students—but this 
preoccupation with comparisons can make those tests seriously flawed 
when evaluating the instructional quality of schools or teachers. 
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The 2014 Standards for Education and Psychological Testing, the most 
widely accepted guide for judging the quality of educational tests, asserts 
unequivocally that when there is no solid evidence to support the accuracy 
of a test’s interpretations for the specific purpose of the test’s use, then the 
test is de facto inappropriate for its intended function. 

If students’ test scores are currently employed to evaluate your local 
schools, check out the quality of evidence supporting this crucial evaluative 
function. Odds are that you’ll be disappointed. 

 

*W. James Popham, UCLA Emeritus Professor, is the author of more than 30 books, 
most of them assessment-related. His latest, Assessment Literacy for Educators in a 
Hurry, was published by ASCD in 2018. 
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