Are Standardized Tests Fair to Exceptional Students?


Standardized tests have been in America’s educational system since the mid-1800’s.  Its use increased drastically after 2002, when the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was passed by President George Bush.  This law mandated that all 50 states test students annually.  NCLB extends the push for standards put forth in 1983 with the “Nation at Risk” educational platform and accompanying policies (Scot, Callahan, & Urquhart, 2009).  The current mandates for state compliance includes the development of accountability systems, performance on high stakes standardized assessments, and meeting annual yearly progress requirements  (Scot, Callahan, & Urquhart, 2009).  High-stakes testing is used to make important decisions such as student promotion or graduation, granting teacher tenure, or sanctioning schools for poor performance  (FairTest National Center for Fair & Open Testing, 2012).

Accountability is a term that comes up in a lot of research about high-stakes testing.  The idea is that by holding all students accountable to proficiency standards, schools are encouraged to improve educational services for all students, including students with disabilities  (Albrecht & Joles, 2003).  Federal statutes require that students with disabilities have access to the general curriculum, are included in statewide and districtwide assessments with their nondisabled peers, and receive approriate accomodations in instruction and assessment (Albrecht & Joles, 2003).  IDEA mandates that special education students be given only assessments that have been validated for the purpose in which the assessment is being used  (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).  But does accountability and accomodations make high-stakes testing fair to students with disabilities?  Due to accountability of NCLB, schools are incouraged to improve the educational services for all students, including students with disabilities  (Albrecht & Joles, 2003).  Currently, most of the states use or have the plans to use state-mandated tests as the sole or significant criteria for promotion and/or graduation from public elementary and secondary schools (Horn, 2003).      


Again I ask, are standardized tests fair for students with disabilities?  According to Musial et al, (2009), to ensure that standardized tests are fair and free from bias, they are routinely field tested before widespread use.  But the population used for these field tests rarely include students with disabilities.  Test-makers have little information about the validity of using standardized tests on students with disabilities  (Musial, Nieminen, Thomas, & Burke, 2009).  Also special education students are, as a group, less likely to receive a high school diploma in states requiring a graduation exam.

So No standardized tests are not fair for students with disabilities.  Based on my research, they are not fair for most minority groups.  These groups include African-Americans, and Hispanic students.  It also includes students from low socieconomic statuses and students from high poverty areas.  For more information on fair testing click on the links below.
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