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S U M M A RY ■ Many states have recently made
K e y findings
major changes to their K–12 student testing programs.
The media have reported growing dissatisfaction with
• Most teachers expressed moderate or major concerns
the amount of testing happening in schools and the use
about test difficulty, low student performance on
of tests for high-stakes decisionmaking about schools,
the tests, and test score accuracy for special needs
students.
principals, and teachers.1 However, there is little systematically gathered information on the perspectives of U.S.
• Teachers with students taking Partnership for Assesseducators who have firsthand knowledge about testing
ment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC)
and its effects on teaching and learning. In this report, we
tests were more likely to be concerned about testing
share U.S. principals’ and teachers’ main concerns about
issues than teachers with students taking other state
tests.
testing, drawing upon new survey tools for understanding
educators’ perspectives on the implementation of major
• Teachers at low-income schools were more likely to be
education policies: RAND’s American Teacher Panel
concerned about testing issues than teachers in other
(ATP) and American School Leader Panel (ASLP). The
schools.
ATP and ASLP take the pulse of the nation’s educators
on key issues of educational policy and practice through
periodic surveys of a representative sample of teachers and
principals across the United States.2 This report focuses
on educator perspectives about state testing programs; upcoming reports will also address teacher
capacity and the supports provided to teachers to implement standards and assessments.
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BAC KG ROU N D

R ESU LTS

The federal Race to the Top (RTT) program and Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) waivers spurred 43
states plus the District of Columbia to adopt Common Core
State Standards, and many of those states joined one or both
of the multistate consortia awarded federal funds to develop
assessments aligned to the new standards: the Partnership for
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and
the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (Smarter Balanced).3 The full-scale versions of PARCC and Smarter Balanced
tests were administered to all students within participating states
for the first time in 2014–2015:4 students in nine states and
the District of Columbia took PARCC tests, while students in
17 states took Smarter Balanced tests.5 A number of states that
had adopted new standards have opted to develop their own
standards-aligned assessments instead, including some states that
had originally been members of the PARCC or Smarter Balanced
consortia and later decided not to administer the tests.
States’ decisions to pull out of the multistate testing
consortia—as well as testing concerns in states both within and
outside the testing consortia—are partly driven by political
pressures, including concerns about new standards and assessments constituting federal overreach and a “national curriculum.”6 However, educators and families have also expressed
concerns about the high stakes that states are attaching to the
new assessments, particularly given that student performance
may decline on new tests relative to performance on existing
ones.7 Concerns have also arisen over the length of the new
assessments and the technical glitches that have accompanied
the computerized administration of those assessments.8 Negative reactions to PARCC have been especially strong, and a
particularly high number of states have dropped out of the
PARCC consortium over the past year.9
In this report, we describe teacher and school leader concerns about the implementation of state assessments aligned
to the new standards. These educators are on the front lines of
state test administration and have a firsthand perspective on
new tests and their potential impact. Our findings are drawn
from the ATP and ASLP surveys fielded in February 2015,
before the full administration of most state-mandated exams.10
The information we share about U.S. educators’ concerns will
serve as a baseline for tracking changes in attitudes over time.
ATP and ASLP data and methods for sampling and weighting
are described in more detail at the end of this report.

In our analysis, we focus on “the main state-mandated test”
for mathematics and “the main state-mandated test for English
language arts” (ELA) that teachers and principals reported their
students taking. Beyond those with students taking PARCC
and Smarter Balanced, we report on those with students taking
“other” tests (see Figure 1), which would include those that
were recently developed or revised to align with a state’s new
standards. Our analysis excludes teachers and principals who
reported their students took “no test”; almost all indicated their
students were not in a tested grade or grades.

More than half of all teachers expressed
moderate or major concerns about test
difficulty, low student performance on
tests, and the accuracy of test scores for
students with special learning needs.11
Teachers’ main concerns about testing were similar, regardless of the test their students would take (PARCC, Smarter
Balanced, or another test) and regardless of the subject (mathematics or ELA). However, a higher percentage of teachers with
students taking PARCC expressed concerns about every assessment issue in our survey compared with teachers of students
taking Smarter Balanced or other tests (Figure 2). For example,
Figure 1. Percentage of Principals and Teachers
Reporting PARCC or Smarter Balanced as the Main
State Test Their Students Would Be Taking in 2014–
2015
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Our findings indicate
considerable concern
among teachers and
school leaders about
their state-mandated
assessments.
teachers with students taking the PARCC test for ELA were
more than twice as likely as teachers with students taking other
tests to be concerned about their school’s technological capacity to administer the test, as well as more likely to report that
the work they do to prepare students for the PARCC test will
take time away from other important work. Teachers were less
likely to be concerned about the alignment of the test with state
standards, access to information about the content of tests, and
technological capacity to administer tests, particularly when
their students were taking Smarter Balanced or “other” tests.
As with teachers, principals’ greatest concerns about the
tests included the difficulty of the test and test-score accuracy
for special needs students (Figure 3). Compared with teachers,
high percentages of principals indicated concern about having
access to the content of their state-mandated tests, which may
reflect teachers’ greater access to test content for specific grade
levels and subjects relative to principals.

Teachers at schools with higher
percentages of free/reduced lunch students
reported concerns about the tests at higher
rates than teachers at schools with lower
percentages of FRL students.
Significantly more teachers at high-FRL schools reported
concerns about the difficulty of math and ELA tests, as well as
access to information about the content of those tests, compared to teachers at lower-FRL schools.

Figure 2. Teachers’ Concerns About the Main ELA
and Math Tests Taken by Students
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higher (p < 0.05) than for teachers reporting on other assessments.
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Figure 3. Principals’ Concerns About the Main ELA
and Math Tests Taken by Students
ELA
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IM PLI C ATI O NS FO R STATE AN D
D ISTR I CT PO LI C YM AK E RS
High-stakes tests administered to U.S. students over the past
several decades have provided an unprecedented opportunity
to compare student achievement—and gaps in achievement for
particular ethnic and income subgroups—among schools and
districts. At the same time, high-stakes tests are an ongoing
source of stress and concern for the school leaders and teachers
who must prepare students for the tests, administer them, and
be evaluated based on their results.12 Over the past year, educator concerns and public outcry over testing have become more
intense and politicized with the move toward new college-andcareer-ready academic standards and aligned assessments in
many states.13
Our findings indicate considerable concern among teachers and school leaders about their state-mandated assessments,
many of which were fully administered for the first time
in 2014–2015. The majority of teachers and school leaders
expressed particular concern regarding student performance on
assessments, with concerns about the PARCC assessment being
more prevalent than concerns about other state assessments.
There are a number of factors that might explain higher rates
of concern about PARCC in comparison to Smarter Balanced
and other tests, including differential perceptions of test quality, public outcry and campaigns from political and advocacy
groups critical of tests, and overall attitudes about standardized
testing in particular states.
These educator concerns about student performance on
state assessments underscore a need for states and districts to
communicate clearly and thoughtfully as the test results are

Concerns about the
PARCC assessment were
more prevalent than
concerns about other state
tests.
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reported. Teachers and principals should understand how to
interpret forthcoming test results and share those results with
students and families. States and districts should also clearly
communicate how—if at all—test results will be used to make
teacher- and school-performance decisions.
Indeed, widespread educator concern about student performance reflects uncertainty about the validity and usefulness
of new assessments for making high-stakes decisions. Given
this uncertainty, states and districts may wish to defer making
high-stakes decisions on the basis of state assessment results until
much more is known about the outcomes of tests for a large
population of students. While state assessments have potential to
inform and support teaching and learning, that potential can be
realized only through their thoughtful and informed use in ways
that best support school leaders’ and teachers’ work in schools.
High educator concerns about student test performance
and test difficulty also imply another underlying concern
among teachers: that they are not prepared to help students
meet more rigorous standards addressed by new standardsaligned assessments. Higher expectations for what students
should be able to know and do also increase expectations for
what teachers must know and be able to do. Unsurprisingly,
school leaders and teachers themselves have expressed concerns
that they are unprepared to help students meet new standards.14
Our next two reports will draw on data from the ATP and
ASLP to better understand teachers’ capacity to implement
new standards for mathematics and English language arts and
literacy, the professional development they have received for
standards implementation, and the professional development
they still need.
The RAND American Teacher and School Leader Panels
offer a credible, reliable way to track and monitor educators’
perspectives on major education policies and changes in those
perspectives over time. We might, for example, expect educator concerns and anxiety about testing to be highest when
new assessments are introduced but then decline as educators become more familiar with those assessments. Our goal
through the ATP and ASLP is to measure such educator
perspectives and concerns over time in order to gain a deeper
understanding of the implementation of major education policies.
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