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Garrison Keillor, of the NPR show "Prairie Home Companion", once quipped, "I got my sense of inadequacy the way most Americans do, from standardized tests". We are about to enter testing season at High Tech High, as in other schools across the land. As a charter school, we are free of most rules and regulations of the education code of the State of California, except for standardized tests. In and of themselves, there is little that can be said to be educational about these tests. Their benefit, it is argued, is that they provide objective ways to compare students, schools, districts, and even countries.

Debbie Meier, a well-regarded educator and critic of standardized tests, says that there are a set of assumptions that commonly underlie these tests. One assumption is that it is possible and desirable to have a single and comprehensive definition of what constitutes the well-educated adult. Another assumption is that these tests specify the skills and knowledge needed by the economy and society, along with age/grade level norms for each domain. Yet another assumption is that curricular norms for specific ages and grades should be translated into tests that serve as public assessment instruments that provide a system of uniform scores for all public, and if possible private, schools and systems. Finally, there is the assumption that tests, as a manifestation of high standards, accompanied by automatic rewards and punishments, will produce both greater effort and higher learning.

Of course, she argues, there are possible contrary assumptions. One is that it is desirable in a democratic society to acknowledge the many legitimate definitions of what it is to be well educated. Another is that where states feel obliged to set norms - e.g. for granting of access to state universities and granting of state diplomas - these be flexible, allowing schools to have maximum autonomy to demonstrate the ways they have reached such norms. Yet another is that any publicly accessible comparisons should be used to narrow the resource gap between the most and least advantaged. To this end, they should contain information regarding the relative resources that the families of the test-takers bring to the schooling enterprise. Finally, there is the assumption that, even if we desired otherwise, the kinds of learning required of citizens in the modern world cannot be accomplished by standardized and centrally imposed systems of learning.

High Tech High is, almost by definition, contrary to standardized tests. It is a small learning community that strives for personalization instead of standardization, choice instead of uniformity, and creativity and personal discovery. When a society focuses on those things that can be measured, it diminishes the importance of those qualities that it is difficult to measure, such as: integrity, perseverance, inventiveness, etc.

Standardized tests, whatever one's view of them, are here to stay. However, they do matter, because of the first set of assumptions (which are dominant right now), for the public's assessment of an individual student or school. So we walk the fine line of wanting students to take them seriously, yet also realize they are a one-dimensional measure of ability and achievement. Most of all, we are working in many ways to avoid the Garrison Keiller result. Through the advisory, personalized feedback from faculty, and the demonstration of projects, we hope to ensure that students have many ways to assess their work and feel proud of their accomplishments.
