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Public schools in America are struggling with a failing national commitment, impossible
expectations, and inadequate funding. Education was once regarded as the landscape for the
American dream, the wildly optimistic and idealistic view that if only one tries hard enough,
one can do and achieve anything. In America, privilege and wealth would not be a
prerequisite to educational opportunity, and a comprehensive network of public schools and
universities was established to provide pathways out of poverty. So deep was the
commitment to public education that even the legacies of slavery—a massive contradiction
of values in a nation that considered “all men are created equal”—would be resolved through
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education. Hence, the latter half of the 20th century saw court desegregation orders and
bussing designed to dismantle school practices that had re-created a racial caste and class
system across the country.

In today's America, have we maintained the dream that any child need only try hard
enough and he, too, can become the Bill Gates of tomorrow—or even grow into a college-
educated adult with a good job and healthy family? Even if first-grade classrooms in
neighborhood schools were alike in every respect, including availability of skilled and well-
educated teachers, will six-year-old children from poor families be able to thrive and learn in
comparison to well-dressed, well-fed, and healthy middle-class youngsters whose parents
have provided every advantage during the preschool years? Surely it's only fair to
acknowledge that “savage inequalities” (Kozol, 1991) such as these challenge the
assumption that the public school creates an equal playing field.

In their compelling book Stop High-Stakes Testing: An Appeal to America's
Conscience, Johnson, Johnson, Farenga, and Ness discuss these inequities in children's lives.
They build a case of moral outrage focused on events and circumstances leading to public
schools that have now become yet another place for poverty to play out, where children are
allowed to fail just as their parents did. The judgment is harshly fair, and the title of this
review is borrowed from the subtitle of a critique of the medical support system by Herbert
(2005). After more than 200 years of dreaming, perhaps it is time to tell the truth. Dreams
are not the same as actions to address the realities of children's lives.

In 1967, I had just graduated from one of America's great public universities—the
University of Wisconsin—with plans to be a teacher, when I read Jonathan Kozol's (1967)
Death at an Early Age: The Destruction of the Hearts and Minds of Negro Children in the
Boston Public Schools. As a young teacher in a Boston classroom in 1964, Kozol was filled
with 1960s' idealism like many of us, fired by the civil rights and antiwar movements. He
could have settled into being a teacher working within or against the injustices he saw.
Instead, he began a 40-year writing career exposing policies and practices that doomed
children to spending their brightest years in rat-infested, poorly heated, shabby, and
underresourced schools taught by teachers whose own capabilities, spirits, and enthusiasm
had been ground down to death-warmed-over by a system that didn't seem to care.

One reads the first paragraph of this new book by Johnson and his colleagues with a
sense of déjà vu, recalling Kozol's (1967) descriptions but now focused on Louisiana, not
Boston: “Rodent and cockroach infestations in school buildings. Urinals that leak and do not
flush. No hot water. More than 200 health violations cited by the state Office of Public
Health” (p. 1).

What has happened since Kozol's book and this new book on high-stakes testing is
encapsulated in the next sentence ending the above paragraph: “An A awarded to the state by
Education Week (2006) in the Standards and Accountability category” (p. 1). Louisiana
evidenced substandard school facilities for students and ranked lowest of the 50 states for
child health and child poverty; it also scored near the bottom (46th) in reading achievement



of fourth-grade students. But Louisiana was rated A, as first in the nation requiring young
children to pass standardized tests for promotion to the next grade in school (from 2000) and
for holding schools accountable by withholding funds where students do not do well on
these tests (pp. 10–11).

Johnson and his colleagues share compelling data from across the United States
showing test performance elevated to being the major accountability indicator in contexts of
extreme poverty, poor health, and scarce public expenditure on education. One struggles to
comprehend how schools populated with children from some of America's poorest homes
and families could be expected to achieve the same test scores as those serving well and
wealthy children. What is logical about punishing child performance on standardized tests
by taking even more money away from schools that already have so much less than schools
where children start out higher and stay there?

When the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) was passed by the U.S. Congress,
it had bipartisan support as an empirically driven framework that would ensure success for
all children by requiring schools to be accountable for student learning. However,
standardized measures typically focus on particular subjects (e.g., mathematics, reading),
and educators disagree about the goals of schooling. Jonathan Kozol (1991) argued that
enjoyment and engagement in learning should be the desired outcomes for young
children—not passing tests. Noddings (2005) maintained that NCLB is driving the
curriculum toward bankruptcy and away from important areas such as “arts, music, drama,
projects, and critical conversation” (p. 38).

The authors of Stop High-Stakes Testing—experts in literacy, reading, and human
development—believe that schools should be places where children feel safe and are
learning across the curriculum. Children should not be subjected to stress, tension, and
pressure through “senseless and mean-spirited policy” that is “restricting and diminishing
genuine teaching and learning” (p. 162). They argue their case skillfully through a history of
racism in America (Chapter 2), social class exclusion (Chapter 3), declining health care
(Chapter 4), school and community violence (Chapter 5), and funding inequities (Chapter 6).
They reveal how the business lobby of private tutoring firms undermines respect for teachers
while siphoning funding away from public schooling—ironically without any of the same
accountabilities for individual child progress (Chapter 7). Chapter 8 concludes, “High-stakes
testing must be discontinued because children from affluent families have an overwhelming
advantage over children from financially impoverished households” (p. 146). High-stakes
testing tells us only what we already know.

The empirical evidence on the effects of NCLB largely supports the negative picture
portrayed in this book. Hamilton, Stecher, and Klein (2002) reported mixed or even negative
achievement outcomes and unintended negative effects such as gaming: Schools may
deliberately select who takes the tests to ensure positive results. Vasquez Heilig and Darling-
Hammond (2008) examined Texas data and concluded that “governmental agents, instead of
students, became the primary beneficiary of accountability policy, whereas some students



were clearly the losers” (p. 107). Balfanz, Legters, West, and Weber (2007) studied over 200
high schools and found that NCLB mechanisms even failed to sort schools accurately
according to student achievement results. They also showed that low-performing schools
may not improve through accountability frameworks because they lack the resources and
resilience to reform themselves, no matter how much pressure is brought to bear by a policy
such as NCLB.

Johnson and his colleagues argue that high-stakes testing can only “widen the gap”
unless and until “we level the playing field between rich and poor” (p. 146). Rather than
focusing on schools alone, the metaphorical playing field may need to be leveled so that all
children—rich and poor—have equal opportunity to participate in the American dream.

The book ends with three future scenarios. First, the educational system might
continue on its present journey with predictable consequences: funding cuts where children
fail, declining public education opportunities, and increasingly negative outcomes for
children. Second, there could be renewed commitment to altering life chances for poor and
minority children. This, the authors argue, is the right thing to do but requires years of
corrective justice and redistribution of wealth—too slow to turn things around for children
now in public schools.

Hence, the third solution is to discontinue all existing public school accountability
regimes that rely on high-stakes testing, repeal the No Child Left Behind Act, and reaffirm
public education as well as teacher autonomy toward meaningful teaching and learning. Of
course, the authors would prefer a hybrid of their second and third pathways as the best
solution. Our young people deserve access to early childhood education, quality public
schools, health care, and enriched community experiences. Without these, tests that validate
failure can only destroy hearts and minds. To their credit, Johnson, Johnson, Farenga, and
Ness challenge us to do something within our reach toward making things right: Stop high-
stakes testing, and spend the money on teaching and learning.
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