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Abstract
Over the course of the last thirty years, the usage of standardized testing has evolved rapidly.  Such testing was first used to assess student performance, but was soon applied to evaluating school district performance, and most recently became a tool in judging individual teacher performance.  This evolution towards higher and higher stakes for various parties based on a single test score has led to many intended and unintended consequences in the classrooms across the country.
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	Throughout the history of education there have been attempts to standardize the assessment of both student and teacher performance.  These efforts were largely disorganized and done in isolated settings in both European and American schools (William, 2010).  Over time the effort to more uniformly test both teacher and student performance has intensified.  In America, in the last 30 years, three major initiatives have greatly impacted the stance that the federal government has taken regarding standardized testing.  The current trend was initiated by a report commissioned by former president Ronald Reagan titled, A Nation At Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform.  Reagan’s report has laid the groundwork for the current trends toward increased standardized testing and the linking of student and teacher evaluations to testing results.

Social and Political Context
	According to the article, No Child Left Behind (2004), in 2001 President Bush reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) through the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  NCLB was “designed to drive broad gains in student achievement and to hold states and schools more accountable for student progress” (p. 1).  This was attempted through the use of annual testing aligned with standards and academic progress and proficiency mandates (“No Child,” 2004).  William (2010) asserts that NCLB’s core premise is that the results of standardized testing are directly correlated to the performance of the educational system a student is exposed to, thus the focus on rolling out testing to evaluate school quality (p. 110).
	In recent years, President Obama expanded on Bush’s NCLB Act with his own educational reform called Race to the Top.  In past years, student performance was measured and used to evaluate the effectiveness of individual schools.  Under Race to the Top, the focus of evaluation was narrowed further and now student achievement is directly linked to assessments of teacher quality (Roach, 2014, p. 36).  Student achievement and the resulting assessment of teachers can now be used to determine whether a teacher is rewarded with a cash bonus or has to undergo remedial action such as probation (Landry, 2006, p. 30).  With these recent changes under Race to the Top, standardized testing meets the definition of “high stakes testing” for teachers, which was not the case in previous implementations of testing which were only “high stakes” for schools and in some instances students.  Landry (2006) offers a definition, “a test can be determined as high stakes if the results of the test have apparent or real consequences for students, staff, or schools” (p. 30).  
	This year, 2014-2015, is a watershed in regards to academic standardized testing in the United States (Gewertz, 2014).  According to federal reform, “nearly every state must have assessments in place to reflect the Common Core, or other “college-and career-ready” standards” for the current academic school year (p. 1).  In recent years, the federal government commissioned two main groups, Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, and the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) to design assessments from the ground up, to specifically examine students’ mastery of Common Core State Standards (CCSS) (p. 3).  Together these two groups are known as the Consortia and have been granted over $360 million in federal funds to create such assessments (p. 1).  Many of the projects the Consortia has been commissioned to complete have been outsourced to big testing companies such as McGraw Hill Education and Pearson.  Pearson in particular has made over $63 million from PARCC using federal Race to the Top funds (p. 3).
	As standardized and high stakes testing has steadily increased in recent years, the culture and climate of our country has remained relatively stagnant.  According to Kaiser (2014), there are still large disparities in the funding levels of different school districts, as well as different schools within the same districts.  Community support and resources still vary dramatically depending on the locale, and even with the implementation of CCSS discrepancy remains in curriculums, and achievements between schools and districts.  

Social Justice, Equity, and Access
	The current implementation of standardized testing under No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top act to greatly reduce social justice, equity, and access across schools nation wide.  These effects occur for a multitude of reasons some directly related to the requirements under the laws and others through side effects, which result from both student and teacher reaction to the new high stakes environment.  
	With the implementation of testing alongside the Common Core in recent years testing has become high stakes for teachers.  Teachers have reacted to this new environment in ways that impact equity and access in schools.  According to Roach (2014), many “critics contend that today’s tests fail to measure students’ abilities to analyze and apply knowledge, that they narrow the curriculum, and that they create too many perverse incentives to cheat or teach to the test” (p. 35).  Recently, the public trend has been to blame teachers for not cultivating classrooms rich with higher level thinking, or designing class lessons and assignments conducive to promoting critical thinking skills (Smith & Szymanski, 2013).  Yet in classrooms, we hear “elementary teachers complain that the pressure to produce high-test scores inhibits the work they regard as central to their mission” (Barrier-Ferreira, 2008, p. 139).  Teachers and the public in general should question the impact of high stakes testing on the narrowing of school curriculums with a focus on test performance.  If students’ education is neglected by training them to achieve high scores on standardized tests, this decreases social justice and equity for those students.  The validity of the tests and their high stakes nature should be called into question when such negative impacts are observed.  
	When questioning test validity, it is crucial to first understand what it is that a test was designed to measure.  According to William (2010), many recent high stakes “test scores are often interpreted in ways that differ significantly from those intended by the designers of the test” (p. 107).  With most of the high stakes tests employed by states and government, the goal is to measure or make inferences about a student’s mastery of a specific content area.  With new laws linking student test scores to teacher performance, this use is being discarded, and instead these tests are being used to determine the quality of education that a teacher bestowed upon his or her students during that school year.  
	Another issue that continually crops up in the new test heavy culture is the realization that, “standardized tests are actually practicing the opposite of what research shows is good teaching” (Smith & Szymanski, 2013, p. 17).  A direct result of our society’s overuse of standardized testing has led to too much time being devoted to test prep, drastically impacting the amount of time teachers would traditionally spend using research based methods of teaching in their classrooms.  Landry (2006) found that with the heavy burden of producing high test scores, teachers are being “worn down, and accepting their fate” that the only way to be deemed effective is to simply teach to the test, and lessen, or eliminate more successful teaching methods from their classroom repertoire (p.37).  Those that fail to comply often find themselves deemed ineffective and face severe consequences that could ultimately lead to expulsion or remedial actions.  One way that educators have found to voice their opinion on the matter is to simply “vote with their feet” (p. 37), leaving a once loved profession, in the search of work with lower stress, less paper work, and an environment conducive to respect of professional opinion and expertise, all of which seems to have been lost in the educational field (p. 31).
	Many teachers feel helpless as these fundamental changes are occurring in their profession.  Researchers have interviewed teachers, and have found most feel disenfranchised and helpless to contribute in a meaningful way to impact the current course of federal policy.  Landry (2006) suggests that teachers are not powerless, despite that in an interview “no one mentioned writing a letter to a school official, or joining an advocacy group, or even suggesting that perhaps they could stop this change in the way schools are focusing educational efforts” (p. 37).  
	While the current trend for educators may be to quietly comply with these top down policies, there are many teachers who are taking an active role in helping to shape the educational movement in our country.  Many educators, despite heavy pressure from principals, superintendents, community, and government have chosen to limit their time teaching to the test, opting for more whole child teaching methods instead, despite the potential negative impact to test scores that may ensue.  Others have joined reform or advocacy groups to voice their opinions, and actively seek to make positive changes in the world of educational reform.

Activism and Advocacy
	In my personal experience as a teacher in a special education classroom, the current focus on high stakes standardized testing is having a negative impact on the access and equity of education that my students receive.  Even though my students are only two, three, and four years old, I am seeing inequity in the form of top down policy being inflicted on my students at such a young age.  This is the result of the shortcomings of the standardized testing developed in coordination with the rollout of the common core.  The tests are uniform across grade level and all students in a particular grade are expected to either pass or fail that specific test.  In the case of special education, there is no expectation for the students to be able to pass the same test as other students of the same grade level.  Since the school and teacher performance is linked to a test students likely will not pass, there is an incentive to ignore this set of students and focus on the students that can actually pass the tests.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]	I also have seen a frightening trend, to encourage teachers to only teach to the IEP, ignoring curriculum since the students are not likely to succeed.  Asimov (2002), found that “a large number of disabled students are never taught the material… because such instruction may not have been included in the Individualized Education Plan” for that particular student (p. 3).  From my own experience, I realize that this policy of ignoring curriculum, or watering down material instead of differentiating is a direct result of the belief that my students will not be able to pass future standardized tests, so why bother.  IEP goals, on the other hand, are designed to be reasonably achievable for each particular student, and progress towards these goals is expected.  Because progress is expected, these are the educational goals that special education teachers are encouraged to work on, not curriculum goals.  One way that I have personally combated this trend in expectations of special education students is to advocate loudly and firmly for my students’ rights to a quality education.  I have and will continue to combat the belief that special education students do not need to learn the material because they will not pass a standardized test, and instead will have faith in my students and their abilities.  Another way that I have been able to appease both others with this negative belief in only teaching to the IEP, as well as myself and my need to provide a quality education is to create lessons that teach the curriculum, while including practice towards IEP goals simultaneously.  For instance, in my classroom, many of my students have IEP goals regarding communication and being able to actively engage in a conversation for multiple verbal exchanges.  Because I know this, I try to design lessons that teach the curriculum while at the same time providing ample opportunity to foster communication skills among my students.
	While the majority of my advocacy is local and based at my school, I can also be an advocate at the regional, state, and national levels as well.  One way that I currently work towards encouraging social justice and equity in the broader scale is to stay current on topics, participate in professional developments, and maintain membership with groups such as Teaching Tolerance, a social justice community that provides free classroom materials and professional development opportunities for educators, as well as Kappa Delta Pi, the International Honors Society for Educators.  Landry (2006) suggests other ways to help combat the current trend towards standardized testing by teachers joining a group “centered on best practices in curricular decisions and assessments” (p. 39), writing letters to government officials, and spreading the word by informing others (p. 39).
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