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Testing Wars In The Public Schools: A Forgotten History
Monday, April 22, 2013 | University of Wisconsin Professor William J. Reese, The Washington Post

For the nearly 50 million students enrolled in America’s public schools, tests are everywhere, whether
prepared by classroom teachers or by the ubiquitous testing industry. Central to school accountability,
they assume familiar shapes and forms. Multiple choice. Essay. Aptitude.
Achievement. NAEP, ACT, SAT. To teachers everywhere, the message is clear:
Raise test scores. No excuses. The stakes are very high, as the many cheating
scandals unfolding nationally reveal, including most spectacularly the recent
indictment of 35 educators in Atlanta.
Members of the Boston School Committee fired the first shots in the testing
wars in the summer of 1845. Traditionally, an examination committee
periodically inspected the local English grammar schools, questioned some
pupils orally, then wrote brief, perfunctory reports that were filed and forgotten.
Many Bostonians smugly assumed that their well-funded public schools were the
nation’s best. They, along with many visitors, had long praised the local system,
which included a famous Latin school and the nation’s first public high school,
founded in 1821. Citizens were in for a shock. For the first time, examiners gave
the highest grammar school classes a common written test, conceived by a few political activists who
wanted precise measurements of school achievement. The examiners tested 530 pupils — the cream of
the crop below high school. Most flunked. Critics immediately accused the examiners of injecting politics
into the schools and demeaning both teachers and pupils.
The testing groundwork was laid in 1837, when a lawyer and legislator in Massachusetts named Horace
Mann became secretary of the newly created State Board of Education, part of the Whig Party’s effort to
centralize authority and make schools modern and accountable. After a fact-finding trip abroad, Mann
claimed in 1844 in a nationally publicized report that Prussia’s schools were more child-friendly and
superior to America’s. Boston’s grammar masters, insulted, attacked Mann in print, and he returned the
favor. In December, some Whig reformers, including Mann’s close friend Samuel Gridley Howe, were
elected to the School Committee and soon landed on the examining committee.
Howe masterminded the use of written tests. His committee arrived at Boston’s grammar schools with
preprinted questions, which angered the masters and terrified students. Pupils had one hour to write down
their answers on each subject to questions drawn from assigned textbooks. For further comparison,
Howe’s committee gave the same test in towns outside of Boston. Howe and his colleagues hand-graded
the tests, evaluating 31,159 responses. The average score was 30 percent. The committee wrote a
searching commentary on the outcome and prepared tables ranking the schools by average score. They all
fell short of the standard achieved in Roxbury. At the School Committee meeting in August, when masters
were traditionally reappointed, the three examiners presented their findings. Urban districts across the
nation started giving similar tests. The examiners’ report lambasted the schools. “Some of the answers
are so supremely absurd and ridiculous,” the committee noted, that one might think the pupils were
“attempting to jest with the Committee.” Pupils had memorized material they often did not understand.
Those who could repeat lines from the famous poem “Thanatopsis” could not define the word in the title.
Students could not explain whether Lake Ontario flowed into Lake Erie or the other way around. Anyone
who has ever listened to children who just took a standardized test can imagine their consternation.
The examiners believed that the teacher made the school, a guiding assumption in the emerging ethos of
testing. Tests, they said, would identify the many teachers who emphasized rote instruction, not
understanding. They named the worst ones and called for their removal. Controversies surrounded every
aspect of the exam. Examiners caught one master leaking questions to his pupils. They censured the head
teacher in the segregated Smith School for not seeing potential in African-American children, whose
scores were abysmal. They asked why Boston had fallen behind a suburban rival. They presciently
suggested that tests would one day compare schools across national boundaries.
Anticipating an angry reaction from parents, Mann told Howe to deflect criticism from the examiners by
blaming the masters for low scores. While the School Committee fired a few head teachers, parents
nevertheless accused Howe of deliberately embarrassing the pupils and bounced him out of office in the
next election. Other reformers took Howe’s place, and the testing continued. No one could explain,
however, why some schools did better than others. Statistical analysis was in its infancy, and written
examinations documented unequal results without easy solutions. “Comparison of schools cannot be just,”
the chairman of the examining committee wrote in 1850, “while the subjects of instruction are so
differently situated as to fire-side influence, and subjected to the draw-backs inseparable from place of
birth, of age, of residence, and many other adverse circumstances.”
What can we learn from the advent of what we learned to call “high-stakes testing”? What transpired then
still sounds eerily familiar: cheating scandals, poor performance by minority groups, the narrowing of the
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curriculum, the public shaming of teachers, the appeal of more sophisticated measures of assessment, the
superior scores in other nations, all amounting to a constant drumbeat about school failure.
Raising test scores is still the mantra of every school reformer, whatever their motivations. Yet the same
issues that plagued 19th-century Boston remain. Poor children lag and affluent parents patronize the most
exclusive schools to separate their children from anyone labeled “below average.” The survival instinct
encourages many teachers to teach to the test, relying on the rote methods that the original exams
sought to expose. Howe’s committee members were mesmerized by the charms of numbers, tables and
ranked lists, but also warned that schools performed many important tasks, not easily measured
statistically, like teaching norms of civility and good citizenship. And what the public wants from its
schools has only grown.
We have come a long way since the summer of 1845. Public education, then in its infancy, is now
universal. Testing yields essential, valuable knowledge about school performance, but its exaggerated use
distorts teaching and ignores the broader purpose of education. As Howe’s committee insisted, test results
should not be the full and final judgment on schools and their teachers. There is more to a child’s
education than “positive information, in black and white.”
1.

In appropriate paragraph form, compare and contrast the pros and cons synonymous with
standardized testing. Do you believe Howe and Mann ever intended standardized assessments to
monopolize student evaluations? Identify a series of ongoing assessments you believe would
serve in lieu of traditional testing. Thoroughly explain your reasoning and provide specific
artifacts and evidence not limited solely to passage above to support your response. Create and
illustrate Venn Diagrams to effectively explore relationships and patterns and to make arguments
about relationships between sets. (LA.910.3.2.2; LA.910.1.6.2; MA.912.D.7.2; MA.912.A.10.1)

2.

Howe was naturally concerned pupils had memorized material they often did not understand.
Those who could repeat lines from the poem "Thanatopis" could not define the word in the title.
William Cullen Bryant's "Thanatopis" it often interpreted as a peaceful vision of death as a natural
phase in returning to nature: "Earth, that nourished thee, shall claim Thy growth, to be resolved
to earth again.” Emotionally inspired by this poetic masterpiece, you elect to pay homage to the
late author. Upon entry of Bryant Park in midtown Manhattan, you observe a “seated figure with
intrgral plinth on a pedestal under an archiform canopy, with a large urn and a balustrade at
either side” (City of New York Parks and Recreation). You want to approximate the height of the
monument. In absence of appropriate judgment, a rope is strategically affixed to the pinnacle of
Bryant’s head and fully extended in a diagonal fashion approximately 10 feet. An additional rope
is attached to a stake at the base of the statue, which extends 8 feet forming vertex with the
diagonal. Using the Pythagorean Theorem, find the height of the monument of the right triangle
and determine if a Pythagorean Triple exists. Identify the formulas as well as specifically what
information one may derive from obtaining the following measurements via the following
trigonometric ratios when applied to the sculpture: tangent, sine, and cosine. Explain your
reasoning and determine whether the solution(s) is reasonable in the context of the original
situation. (MA.912.G.5.1; MA.912.G.5.4; MA.912.T.2.1)

3.

During the aforementioned Atlanta Public Schools Testing Scandal, a senior administrator
discreetly confessed fault to allegations of cheating to a trusted colleague. After one minute
elapses, temptation assumes control and his confidant discreetly shares this highly confidential
information with another. Every minute thereafter, every employee familiar with the confession
enlightens another not limited to but to include the one who initially disseminated it. In a room of
30 people, the expression 30/1 + 29 x 2 -t predicts the approximate number of people who will
have heard the verdict after t minutes. About how many people will have heard the verdict after
2 minutes, 5 minutes, and 10 minutes? (MA.912.A.10.1; MA.912.A.10.3; MA.912.A.3.5; MA.912.A.4.1)

4.

Identify and thoroughly support your reasoning regarding which of the following that best
describes the author’s attitude toward the subject matter discussed: flippant disregard, mild
frustration, passive resignation or an informed citizen. Explain the primary purpose of this
passage and identify any indicators, which suggest the author may possess a bias against
standardized tests. Provide an inference that students, parents, teachers, community members,
and politicians may derive from this passage. (RI.9-10.1 – 10.6)

5.

Using contextual clues only, determine the most complete and accurate definitions of following
italicized terms: presciently, perfunctory, ubiquitous, lambasted, affluent, abysmal, patronize,
exclusive, mesmerized, and distorts as obtained from the passage above. Additionally, use each
word in a complete sentence to demonstrate further comprehension. (LA.910.1.6.3; LA.910.1.6.1)

6.

SARASOTA MILITARY ACADEMY WORD-OF-THE-WEEK Create a concluding paragraph
aligned with the passage above using the following italicized word: Circumvent (sur kum vent) v.
To surround; enclose; bypass. (LA.910.1.6.1; LA.910.1.6.5)
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