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Abstract 

Throughout the history of the United States, the education system has shifted towards a 

structure that relies almost solely on standardized assessments to determine student achievement. 

These scores are then applied to unilaterally judge teacher quality and school effectiveness in a 

way that is entirely unfair to teachers and schools. The current system devalues teachers, causes 

adverse effects on students, and is not a fair assessment of student learning. Differentiation, an 

instructional practice that involves teachers individualizing their instruction to student needs, is 

an effective way to increase student achievement on tests. At first glance, differentiation and 

standardized assessment may seem mutually exclusive, but, in reality, these two concepts can 

and should meaningfully coexist in an educational setting. Teachers are too often uninformed or 

unequipped to balance these approaches. The current education system needs to be reevaluated 

so that less weight is placed upon a single test score. Schools need to consider multiple forms of 

assessment, including formative and summative, and understand the unique qualities of children 

that cannot be evaluated on a standardized assessment.  
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Process Analysis 

Writing this thesis has been both very challenging and very enlightening for me. One of 

the most challenging parts of writing this thesis was beginning the research. Beginning felt 

daunting and overwhelming. I learned that, for me, I often have a hard time beginning large 

projects like this. I struggle to know how to start and often feel overwhelmed by how much work 

is ahead of me. I learned that I do better when I break a large task into smaller, more manageable 

tasks that I can take one at a time. This really helped me know where to begin and to gradually 

make my way through this process, from research to writing.    

Another challenge I ran into was that, as an Elementary Education major, research papers 

are not the typical form of assignment I complete. The focus tends to be more on reflection and 

lesson plans, not on synthesizing information in a research paper. I had not written a research 

paper since my freshman year of college. Trying to remember the process of researching and 

then how to actually write the paper was challenging for me. I had to relearn how to search for 

credible sources, how to collect information from these sources, and how to organize my ideas 

into a coherent outline.  

However, the process of writing this thesis was also incredibly enlightening for me. I 

began this process believing that I had a good understanding of standardized assessments and 

their impact on schools. However, as I really began digging into the research, I realized just how 

wrong that assumption was. I didn’t realize how much more there was for me to learn. Ball State 

is known for having a strong elementary education program, but I was surprised to see how 

much about our education system I was unaware of. Our classes do a great job of covering 

content, but I was surprised at how little educational policy was covered in my courses. In 
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researching for and writing this thesis, I learned about past and current educational policy that 

will directly impact the requirements for my future classroom.  

 This thesis was the culmination of many assignments from various courses. I built upon 

previous reflections, discussions, and assignments that were part of both my Teachers College 

and Honors courses. I was able to apply, synthesize, and greatly expand upon previous 

assignments to create a project that was meaningful to me.  

 After finishing this project, I am walking away with a much better understanding of how 

I, as a teacher, could meaningfully balance differentiation and standardized assessment in my 

future classroom. I now better understand best practices in differentiation and how to use this 

instructional practice as a means to meet the needs of my students in a way that increases their 

achievement. I feel confident in saying that the process of researching and writing this thesis has 

increased my effectiveness as a teacher, as I am now more knowledgeable about current best 

practices and have strategies for how to balance all of the demands on teachers. I am genuinely 

proud of the work I put into this thesis. 
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As stated by Baker (2006), the desired end of the United States education system is to 

“create a learning environment which simulates learning so that students ‘learn to learn’ and are, 

therefore, ready for the academic, social, technological, and the myriad of local and global 

challenges of the 21st century” (p. 116). In order to achieve this, teachers must use a variety of 

instructional strategies in order to give every student an opportunity to learn. Current educational 

best practices support differentiation as a method for teachers to meet the needs of their diverse 

group of students. However, teachers are held accountable to state standards and standardized 

assessments. This paper will discuss the history of standardized assessment in public schools, 

differentiation as an effective instructional practice, and how teachers can juxtapose these two 

ideas that seem contrasting in an elementary classroom.  

History of Standardized Assessment 

In early American schools, the primary tests given were informal (Baker, 2006). Informal 

assessments are content and performance driven and range from teacher observation to essays to 

teacher-made spelling or math exams (Weaver, n.d). According to Baker (2006), these informal 

tests were an adequate assessment for the population of students that were attending school at the 

time: the wealthy and elite. Baker continues by saying that, in the early 20thcentury, American 

schools began to see an increase in both population and diversity of their students. Two events 

are directly correlated with this change. First, in 1918, school attendance became compulsory for 

all children. Second, in 1938, limits on child labor were established. Because of these changes in 

society, educators began seeking ways to objectively measure the performance of their students 

(Baker, 2006). As classrooms became more “racially, culturally, socioeconomically, and 

intellectually diverse”, teachers began to advocate for the revamping of curriculum and 

assessment. This diversity led to the creation of the formal, standardized assessment (Baker, 



DIFFERENTIATION AND ASSESSMENT 4 

2006). Formal assessments are tests typically created by someone other than the classroom 

teachers that use data to support conclusions, meaning that there is data to support the conclusion 

that a student has mastered content or not (Weaver, n.d.). These formal assessments were easier 

and faster to create and score and helped teachers to identify students falling behind their peers 

(Baker, 2006). The introduction of formal assessments also helped ensure that students in 

different schools were learning similar material, creating a common knowledge base, as well as 

introducing an accountability measure for teachers.  

There was no formal legislation attending to the quality of America’s public schools until 

1965, with the passing of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). In the era post-

Sputnik, when the United States people were experiencing fear that America was continually 

falling behind other nations, ESEA was the “government’s answer to the call for greater attention 

to the quality of America’s schools” (Nichols & Berliner, 2007, p. 3). ESEA led to the 

development and implementation of minimum competency tests which were used to “ensure all 

students left school with at least the ability to read and do basic math” (Nichols & Berliner, 

2007, p. 3). There were no explicit consequences for teachers or schools based upon the 

performance of the students (ESEA, 1965). 

Nichols & Berliner (2007) claim that, even though ESEA was the government’s attempt 

to quiet the concerns of the American public that their country was falling behind, concern 

continued to grow in the years following. Nichols and Berliner proceed to argue that the public 

concern was at least partially driven by international data supporting the idea that US schools 

were not of the same quality as those of other nations. Another reason for the public concern, 

according to Nichols and Berliner was the international economy was growing at the same time 

that the national economy was performing poorly. According to Nichols & Berliner (2007), “a 
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scapegoat for that state of affairs needed to be found” and education was, unfortunately, the 

chosen target (p. 4).  

Thus the 1983 release of A Nation at Risk. This report predicted that if public schools did 

not receive an overhaul and raise expectations for students, America’s economic security would 

continue to decline (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). The report was published in an attempt to spur 

on more rigorous and measurable standards and bring light to some alarming data surrounding 

American education (U.S. National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). For 

example, at the time, 23 million Americans were functionally illiterate and standardized test 

performance actually decreased following the passing of ESEA in 1965 (U.S. National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). As a result of its publication, the following 20 

years “ha[d] seen a broad range of policy documents and initiatives offering ways of solving 

America’s educational problems” (Nichols & Berliner, 2007, p. 4). One of these solutions was 

the shift towards high-stakes testing, which will be examined further in the next section. 

High-Stakes Testing 

High-stakes testing, or testing with harsh consequences based upon scores, in the United 

States is “now more widespread than ever before in our history” (Nichols & Berliner, 2007, p. 6). 

A large reason for this was the public hysteria about schools in the latter half of the 20thcentury. 

For the first time, politicians began advocating for consequences to be attached to student 

achievement tests, effectively creating the high-stakes tests (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Even 

among criticism of high-stakes testing, which will be discussed in future sections, and pushback 

from schools and teachers, the United States has continued to see an increase in high-stakes 

testing, even though, according to Baker (2006), “none of the leading professional education 
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organizations support the use of high-stakes tests” (p. 62). This increase led to the creation of the 

first United States federal legislation regarding high-stakes testing - No Child Left Behind.  

No Child Left Behind 

There was no official legislation requiring high-stakes testing in schools until the 

beginning of the 21stcentury, with the passing of No Child Left Behind (NCLB). In 2001, the 

ESEA was renamed to No Child Left Behind, which was signed into law in January 2002 by 

President George W. Bush (NCLB, 2001). The overarching goal of NCLB was that every 

American student would reach proficiency in reading and math, including students with special 

needs. States were now to hold schools accountable for student achievement, further attaching 

‘high stakes’ to state achievement exams. NCLB greatly increased the number of tests given to 

students. Schools were now required to test their students in both reading and math each year for 

grades three through eight, and in science once during elementary school. To meet NCLB 

standards, almost 60 million standardized tests were administered each year (Bily, 2011).  

The motivation behind NCLB was honorable - one where the nation would see more 

equality among students, regardless of their socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, or gender 

(NCLB, 2001). In times when talk of the achievement gap, or a significant gap between two 

different groups of students, was widespread, NCLB was intended to even out previously 

unequitable circumstances. Unfortunately, the system shifted into one that simply punished those 

students, teachers, and schools that were struggling most, instead of offering additional support. 

Penalties for schools that did not make enough progress each year were severe, including 

funding cuts or even the dismissal of teachers and/or administrators. According to Nichols & 

Berliner (2007), NCLB was a “system of threats and incentives tied to test performance” with the 
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goal of energizing teachers and their students to work hard (p. 9). These threats and punishments 

led to many consequences for teachers and schools.  

This new legislation changed the classroom environment for the worst. The National 

Education Association’s President Lily Eskelsen García states that “NCLB has corrupted what it 

means to teach and what it means to learn” (Walker, 2014, para. 8). One reason for this is that 

NCLB relies on extrinsic factors, particularly punishments, to motivate schools and teachers to 

increase their effectiveness. According to Deci & Cascio (1972), negative feedback and threats 

of punishment decrease intrinsic motivation. This means that evaluating teacher quality by their 

students’ scores on standardized tests is leading to   decreasing teacher motivation. Negative 

feedback, such as low test scores, weakens feelings of competence and self-determination (Deci 

& Cascio, 1972). Both of these are crucial to effective teaching. Punishment, or the threat 

thereof, is not effective in motivating teacher performance. If the federal government wished to 

actually increase teacher performance, the most effective way to do this would be to offer 

extrinsic rewards. According to Deci & Cascio (1972), positive feedback and rewards can 

actually increase intrinsic motivation, which would have a positive impact on teacher 

performance and therefore would likely impact student standardized test scores positively.  

Every Student Succeeds 

In 2015, the nation again saw a shift in educational policy when President Obama signed 

into effect the Every Student Succeed Act (ESSA). This is another reauthorization of the ESEA, 

but with a different goal than NCLB. ESSA provides a more flexible framework for state and 

school accountability than previous policies. One major shift from NCLB is that ESSA removes 

adequate yearly progress goals and allows states to establish their own goals for student 

achievement, personalizing the system of accountability (ESSA, 2015). This continues to include 
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those in special education, but, because the goals are set for individual schools or even students, 

as opposed to nation or state-wide, there is more flexibility. Essentially, schools are now 

accountable for each student making progress towards their own, individual goal, as opposed to 

be accountable for all students reaching some arbitrary level of proficiency. As opposed to the 

one-size-fits-all model of NCLB, states under ESSA are now able to decide the educational plans 

for their schools, which offers greater flexibility for accountability.  

            When evaluating schools, states must use four required academic indicators. These 

include reading and math test scores, English-language proficiency test scores, high school 

graduation rates, and a state-chosen academic measure. States then choose a fifth factor that 

measures school quality, including factors like kindergarten readiness, advanced coursework, 

school climate/safety, or absence rates. This is a large shift away from NCLB, which focused 

solely on standardized test scores when evaluating schools.  

Similarly, states under ESSA are now given the freedom to set their own standards, as 

long as they include challenging standards for core subjects (reading, math, and science), and the 

federal government is barred from attempting to influence a state’s decision. The federal 

government is permitted to suggest standards, as they often do with the Common Core 

Standards, but they can no longer force states to adopt those standards.  

Another important shift in ESSA is the removal of federal penalties for struggling 

schools. Where these schools used to lose funding, they are now offered more funding, 

contingent on the fact they make a plan for improvement. This is lessening the stakes that are 

placed upon schools and districts, as there is less of a fear of punishment under ESSA. States are 

required to identify the bottom 5 percent of schools and provide comprehensive support, which is 

defined by each state. For schools that are not in the bottom 5 percent but have subgroups of 
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students who are well below their peers in terms of achievement, targeted support is offered, 

which again is defined by the individual state. States are now providing extra support to 

struggling schools, as opposed to simply removing their funding, in an attempt to incentivize 

them to perform.  

ESSA also requires states to get input from parents and families while creating school 

plans. The goal of this is that schools and parents would now work together to help their 

students’ progress, as opposed to schools bearing that burden, without asking for and accepting 

parent help.  

It is important to note that schools must qualify for this flexibility by meeting a variety of 

qualifications set by the state. These include adopting college and career-ready standards, 

implementing some form of teacher and principal evaluation, and having a system of 

accountability focusing on student population groups that are chronically known for a large 

achievement gap. Once districts can prove they meet these criteria, they are offered the greater 

flexibility that ESSA provides, as opposed to NCLB.  

In 2016, the state of Indiana adopted an accountability measure that consisted of giving 

each school a grade A-F (511 IAC 6.2-10). This A-F model shifted away from previous models 

focused solely on test scores. While it still values student performance on standardized 

assessment, this model now rewards schools that help individual students grow. Schools are 

given both a state and a federal grade, due to differences in the factors of the evaluation. 

Although this accountability measure would have fulfilled most of the ESSA 

requirements, the state decided to once again refresh school accountability measures. In 

September of 2017, Indiana submitted its consolidated state plan to the US Department of 

Education, which was accepted in January of 2018 (Indiana Department of Education, 2018). 
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This plan continues the practice of assigning A-F grades to Indiana schools. According to the 

Indiana State Teachers Association President Teresa Meredith, this grading system does not 

reflect growth for urban schools as it should (McCollum & Towhey, 2017). Many school 

superintendents around the state are voicing concerns with Indiana’s ESSA plan, especially 

because both the federal and state governments are attempting to make changes in the education 

system simultaneously (McCollum & Towhey, 2017). 

Consequences of High-Stakes Testing 

For Teachers 

            The pressure of NCLB led to an increase in teach-to-the-test curriculum, due to harsh 

time constraints (Willis, 2009). Schools nationwide were forced to narrow their curriculum to the 

subjects in which students are tested, such as math and literacy (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). 

Schools started seeing cuts in art and music programs, less instructional time devoted to social 

studies (which is not considered a core subject), and dwindling world language departments 

(Walker, 2014). Students are now learning what is on the test and no more. 

The cost of this pressure is the loss of student creativity and innovation in the classroom 

(Willis, 2009). More and more instructional time is now allocated to ensuring that students are 

prepared to take, and pass, their standardized assessments. On account of this shift in how 

classroom time is used, there is less time for teachers to implement more innovative teaching 

practices, including inquiry or discovery learning and project-based assignments. They may no 

longer have time to encourage critical thinking skills or build relationships with students due to 

the fact they have increasing pressure to prepare each of their students to pass standardized 

assessments (Willis, 2009). These best teaching practices, which are considered to be more 

effective in producing long-term student learning, are simply not as effective in producing short-



DIFFERENTIATION AND ASSESSMENT 11 

term results for standardized tests as the more traditional teaching practices. Teachers are then 

forced to choose between what is considered best practice and teaching to the test, which 

decreases the chances of schools losing funding and or teachers losing their jobs. 

The idea of using student test scores to judge a teacher’s worth or quality first arose in 

1887 (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Since then, test scores have been elevated to the primary or 

even the sole indicator of teacher quality. However, it is unfair to believe that test scores are 

directly correlated to teacher quality. Only 7% of teachers say that test scores are a “very 

accurate” measure of a teacher’s performance, whereas 62% say they are “somewhat accurate” 

and 30% say they are “not at all accurate” (Scholastic & The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 

2010). As student scores on tests go up or down year-to-year, one cannot link that to the quality 

of instruction given, without taking into account the other factors impacting test scores (Nichols 

& Berliner, 2007). A large factor not often taken into account is the demographic makeup of 

each class, including the number of special education students, English Language learners, and 

socioeconomic status/family changes (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). “Test scores cannot stand apart 

from these other factors and play only a limited part in judging teachers’ performance” (Nichols 

& Berliner, 2007, p. 16). As stated by Popham (2010), it is only fair to judge teacher quality on 

student scores if there need to be clear testing targets that are understood by the teacher, and the 

tests used are instructionally sensitive, meaning the test can reasonably differentiate between 

students who were well-taught and those that were not. It would be unfair to ask teachers to raise 

student scores without teachers knowing what information is test-eligible (Popham, 2010). If 

these conditions are not met, evaluating teachers on students’ test scores is unwarranted 

(Popham, 2010). Evaluating teachers on student test scores is not inherently unfair, but if this one 

particular factor is thought to be the most important aspect of teacher quality, then there is an 
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immense amount of pressure placed on that factor. This high-stakes pressure becomes perilous 

for teachers, students, and schools.  

More and more, teacher pay is directly impacted by student test scores. According to one 

middle school teacher, “pay tied to teacher performance does not work. It breeds 

competitiveness, jealousy, and negativity in teachers” (Scholastic & The Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, 2010, p. 43). In 2010, Scholastic and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 

released state-specific data on important factors in retaining teachers according to teachers from 

that state. This survey found that, in Indiana, 74% of the 1,059 teachers that participated believed 

that increased salary is absolutely essential or very important in retaining teachers. 

Comparatively, only 20% believed that pay tied to teacher performance is absolutely essential or 

very important in retaining teachers in the same study.  

According to Nichols & Berliner (2007), “it is one thing that teachers are being evaluated 

on the basis of student test scores but yet another to humiliate and devalue them by judging 

performance for which they are at most co-creators.” (p. 151).  They go on to say that physicians 

are not punished when their patients develop type II diabetes from an unhealthy diet nor are 

dentists evaluated on how often their patients brush and floss their teeth (Nichols & Berliner, 

2007). It is unheard of in other professions to evaluate or judge a professional for the 

performance of those they are not solely responsible for. As stated by Nichols & Berliner (2007), 

teachers are now more easily dismissed for reasons outside of their control, because “teachers 

succeed or fail based upon the performance of others.” (p. 149). However, this is common 

practice in education, particularly in primary education.  

Teachers and administrators can be reassigned or even fired due to low student test scores 

and/or growth (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). This pressure, combined with all of the other 
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pressures associated with caring for a classroom full of students with individual needs, 

preferences, and backgrounds, it is no wonder that there is such a high teacher turnover rate in 

the United States. In 2012, it was reported that 8% of teachers leave the profession annually 

(Goldring, Taie, & Riddles, 2014). As teachers are asked to shoulder the burden of ensuring that 

their schools receive necessary funding, teachers face decreased morale and motivation, which 

leads to high turnover rates nationwide.  

For Students 

Standardized assessments are considered high risk for students because there are life-

changing consequences depending on student’s scores (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). These may 

include failure to be promoted to the next grade level, failure to graduate, or placement in 

different ability classrooms (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Low-scoring students may also be 

required to switch schools, receive school-funded tutoring, or attend summer school (Nichols & 

Berliner, 2007). There is an immense amount of pressure placed on students to perform well on 

assessments by teachers and schools. This can have harmful effects on student motivation and 

anxiety levels.  

As discussed above, high-stakes standardized assessments decrease students’ intrinsic 

motivation, which can have detrimental effects on their success in and outside of school. 

According to Nichols & Berliner (2007), the intense preparation for testing reduces students’ 

motivation for learning and their commitment to working to improve their scores. The original 

intention of high-stakes testing was to increase student motivation to achieve, but standardized 

assessments may actually have the reverse effect. These tests harm student motivation to excel 

because there is no reward to go beyond what is “minimally necessary” (Nichols & Berliner, 

2007, p. 10). 
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Beyond harming student motivation to excel in school, high-stakes assessments may 

negatively impact students’ mental health. Compared to tests that are a part of the curriculum 

such as unit exams, spelling tests, and essay exams, research finds that “students perceive high-

stakes testing situations as more stressful and anxiety-provoking” (Segool, Carlson, Goforth, von 

der Embse, & Barterian, 2013, p. 495). This fact is often disregarded by American schools and 

educational policymakers. Even the general public and the media tend to focus more on how 

scores impact teachers and schools, which is definitely a real concern, than the dangerous effects 

on students. Children, especially those still in elementary school, should not have to bear the 

burden or pressure of impacting school funding and staffing decisions. Segool et al. (2013) claim 

that, if teachers, administrators, and policymakers better understood the impact these assessments 

have on students, they may be more effective in helping their students learn to “cope adaptively 

with these different types of tests” (p. 497).  

For Families 

Scholars and educational policymakers are unable to agree upon what a proficient score 

means in terms of knowledge gained (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). There is no concrete way to 

determine what scores reflect proficiency in a subject, because that level of proficiency is set by 

policymakers (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). There is no way to objectively measure if a particular 

student mastered a concept. If experts cannot concur, it is unreasonable to expect parents to be 

able to decode their students’ scores (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). They are lacking resources and 

education on the significance of the different terminology used to really find meaning in these 

numbers. Therefore, they are quick to be misled by the media and concerned policymakers who 

find test scores to be “indicators of sound instructional practice” (Nichols & Berliner, 2007, p. 

5).  
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For Schools 

            The largest impact that high-stakes testing has on schools is funding. Student test scores 

are one of the indicators, if not the most important, of how much federal funding schools receive, 

especially during the NCLB era. Struggling schools then lose funding, which is key to improving 

school quality. Funding means more resources and higher teacher salaries, which attract more 

qualified and effective teachers. Poor schools typically have fewer materials, less equipment, 

fewer parent volunteers, and an overall lack of parental involvement in the education of their 

students, which are all resources that improve school quality (Baker, 2006). Baker (2006), found 

that technology in these schools “usually lags behind that found in more affluent schools by as 

much as a decade” (p. 93). School buildings are typically older and lacking space for 

collaboration, computer labs, and more (Baker, 2006). There is less funding for the school in 

general, but specifically for extracurricular activities and enrichment programs, such as quality 

art and music programs (Baker, 2006). Field trips, which are considered a high-quality 

instructional practice for improving student learning and knowledge that extends beyond the 

school walls, are nearly non-existent in poor urban or rural schools (Walker, 2014). By pulling 

funding for struggling schools, the government is effectively cutting off the main means for 

improving that school or district. 

Are High-Stakes Tests Fair? 

Fairness in standardized assessment can be measured in a wide variety of ways. First, fair 

tests are clear, objective, valid, and reliable (Baker, 2006). Tests should reflect current theories, 

research, and best practice, meaning that they are not based on outdated information (Baker, 

2006). Directions, skills required, and vocabulary used should all be age appropriate and the test 

should only cover the content that students have had the opportunity to learn (Baker, 2006). 
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Tests should also be unbiased. Test bias comes in many shapes and forms. Essentially, test biases 

are “references in test items to experiences that may be in the repertoire of some students but not 

in the realm of experiences for others” (Baker, 2006, p. 75). These could include analogies to 

sports, farming, airplane trips, or any other experience that all students taking the test may not 

have come into contact with (Baker, 2006). Bias could also be based upon demographic 

information such as gender, race, religion, socioeconomic status, or ability level.   

Differentiation 

According to Brimijoin (2005), differentiation “involves careful analysis of learning 

goals, continual assessment of student needs, and instructional modifications in response to data 

about readiness levels, interests, learning profiles, and affects” (p. 254). A teacher who is 

differentiating is essentially altering their instruction to fit the needs of their students. It is a more 

individualized approach to teaching that requires intentionality on the part of the teacher to get to 

know their students and their individual needs and preferences. 

According to Tomlinson (2014), there are two given conditions in differentiated 

classrooms: content requirements and a variety of learners. First, content requirements tend to 

come in the form of national or state standards. However, this content is not static, as the teacher 

may vary the complexity of assignments and offer different levels of support to different groups 

of students. A teacher who is effectively differentiating varies the content, the process, and the 

product so that each student has an opportunity to learn. Second, differentiating teachers “accept, 

embrace, and plan for the fact that learners bring to school both many commonalities and the 

essential differences that make them individuals” (Tomlinson, 2014, p. 4). They work to 

recognize and accommodate for the uniqueness of their students. Teachers of differentiated 

classrooms work to engage their students through varied approaches, appealing to varied 
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interests, and use different rates of instruction (Tomlinson, 2014). The focus in differentiated 

classrooms tends to be on growth over competition, so the teachers are working to help their 

students grow and learn, not just to meet a standard. 

Currently, teachers nationwide are pressured to teach only the information covered on 

standardized assessments. This pressure thwarts best teaching practices such as differentiation 

(Brimijoin, 2005). The essence of standardization is that all children are alike - they have the 

same experiences and they learn information in the same way and at the same time (Baker, 

2006). In reality, children are unique. They do not fit within this one-size-fits-all mold. They 

learn in different ways, at different times, and apply knowledge in very different ways (Baker, 

2006). Today’s students vary in developmental level, background, and learning styles (Brimijoin, 

2005). Whereas standardization assumes uniformity, differentiation recognizes unique qualities 

of each student and allows teachers a framework for finding the best, or optimal, method of 

teaching the individual student (Baker, 2006). Differentiation enables teachers to adapt their 

instruction so that each student has the opportunity to learn and grow.  

Often, differentiation and standardized assessment are viewed as two ends of a spectrum, 

as polar opposites. However, as Brimijoin (2005) states, “as counterintuitive as it may seem, it is 

possible for teachers skilled in differentiation to improve student achievement and, at least to 

some degree, make differentiation and high-stakes testing compatible” (p. 260). Differentiation 

and standardized assessment can work alongside each other, it just requires the teacher to 

effectively individualize their teaching in a way that supports that student performing well on 

assessments.  Differentiation, when done correctly, can be a means to increasing student 

achievement.  

Other Forms of Assessment 
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Standardized assessment is a form of summative assessment, meaning it occurs after 

learning. It is an assessment of what students have learned that occurs after the student has 

already learned (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). They are “static snapshots of knowledge” (Nichols 

& Berliner, 2007). In American education, a large amount of weight is placed upon these 

summative assessments to give us information about student knowledge.  

However, this form of assessment should not be used in isolation. According to 

Scholastic & The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (2010), 92% of teachers say that ongoing 

assessment is either very important or absolutely essential when looking at student performance. 

Only 27% believe the same of standardized tests (Scholastic & The Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, 2010).  

Ongoing classroom assessment is often labeled formative, meaning that it happens as 

students are forming knowledge. Nichols & Berliner (2007), define formative assessment as 

“assessment used to improve teaching and learning” (p. 184). Because formative assessments are 

embedded within the curriculum, they are a more natural and authentic to the learning process 

(Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Formative assessments are meant to inform instruction. First, 

teachers learn how to tailor their instruction to each particular student so that the student has the 

greatest opportunity for learning (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). With formative assessment, 

teachers learn how much scaffolding the particular student needs to be successful, including the 

width of their zone of proximal development (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Knestrick (2012) 

defines the zone of proximal development (ZPD) as “the difference between what a child can do 

independently and what he or she is capable of doing with targeted assistance” (para. 1). This 

means that instruction within a child’s ZPD is just challenging enough to help the child develop 

new skills (Knestrick, 2012). Instruction within a child’s ZPD is most effective for student 
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learning because it “represents the next logical step in their ongoing skill development” 

(Knestrick, 2012, para. 2). Scaffolding, or teaching that is within a student’s ZPD, is a large 

component of successful differentiation. Formative assessment is a means for teachers to better 

see a particular student’s ZPD, which enables effective differentiation (Knestrick, 2012). If a 

teacher’s only guide to seeing what content a particular student has or has not mastered is 

standardized assessment scores, that teacher will have a difficult time providing effective 

scaffolding to their students. These teachers would be unable to track student growth and their 

ever-changing ZPD, both of which are supported by the use of formative assessments to guide 

instruction. 

According to Baker (2006), best practice states that using multiple modes of assessment, 

including formal, informal, summative, and formative, simultaneously is the most effective way 

to assess student learning. Baker continues to say that enriched classrooms use assessment as a 

“tool of learning that comes in multiple forms” (p. 54). Some examples of the many forms of 

assessment that may be used are teacher observations, student self-reflection, and authentic 

assessments such as journals or projects. Baker supports teachers giving a considerable amount 

of informal testing before a student should be required to take a formal test. However, the federal 

government is not taking into account formative assessments or teacher observations when 

determining the effectiveness of teachers and schools. They are solely focused on the test scores, 

which are the final product of months of instruction, growth, and learning. These snapshots are 

not a fair assessment of student learning and should not be used in isolation to determine student 

or teacher capabilities. 
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Conclusion 

This paper has outlined the history of standardized assessments in elementary classrooms, 

the current educational trends, and how teachers can balance two seemingly contrasting ideas: 

standardized tests and differentiation. These two ideas can meaningfully coexist, but some 

changes need to be made in teacher education programs, in schools, and in educational policy. 

When teachers were asked what they believed would increase student achievement, 39% 

identified increased involvement, 27% identified improving teaching methods, 7% standardized 

testing, 5% more effective teachers, and 4% increased funding (Scholastic & The Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2010).  

One place where significant improvements need to occur is in teacher education 

programs across the nation, which would lead to improved teaching methods. According to Boyd 

(2009), certain features of teacher preparation programs can make a difference in future student 

outcomes. Too often, these programs focus primarily on content and classroom management, and 

tend not to offer as much instruction on differentiation and scaffolding. Pre-service teachers are 

frequently uninformed about the realities of the pressure of standardized testing and how they 

can effectively utilize differentiation as a means to increase test scores. These teaching programs 

need to equip preservice teachers to make full use of both formative and summative assessments 

to see which areas students could use more support in. Without seeing first where students begin, 

it is all the more challenging to provide appropriate support and set realistic learning goals for 

each student. 

Greater support for teachers should not simply occur in teacher education programs or for 

new teachers. In order to increase student achievement, teachers need to feel supported by their 

students' parents, and their administration. Firstly, parents should be actively invested in the 
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child’s education. Because parent involvement is a key factor in that child’s achievement, it is 

important that the parent(s) and teacher work together, leading to the greatest opportunity for 

student achievement and success in school. There are many ways parents can be involved in their 

child’s education. First, they can volunteer in the classroom and/or school or help with after-

school clubs. Secondly, parents should also be sure to communicate often with the classroom 

teacher about any concerns. In addition to the need for parental support, teachers also need to 

feel supported by their administration. Instead of punishing teachers, school administration 

should strive to encourage and help teachers improve as needed. An involved and supportive 

administration leads to a healthy work environment for teachers.  

Furthermore, teachers feel better supported by schools that provide appropriate resources. 

Resources can include, but are not limited to, high-quality curriculum, classroom aides, special 

education programs and pull-outs, data coaches, technology, and money set aside for teaching 

materials. When these resources are minimal, teachers bear the weight of creating engaging 

lessons without needed resources. When teachers have access to the proper support resources, 

their students’ education is directly positively affected.  Another way teachers may feel 

supported would be giving more time for collaboration and preparation of lessons. Too often, 

these happen before or after school, meaning that teachers are working well beyond their 

contracted time to ensure they have meaningful lessons and activities for the next day. Rather 

than using their outside time, time should be built into the day to ensure that teachers are 

receiving ample time to prepare. Finally, teachers feel supported when they are paid a livable 

income. This is currently a hot-button issue nationwide, as teachers are beginning to advocate for 

greater respect. And part of increasing respect for teachers, is to increase their pay.  
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In educational policy, great strides have been made in the past decade when it comes to 

standardized testing.  While the United States is slowly starting to decrease the amount of 

pressure placed upon high-stakes testing scores, there is certainly room for improvements.  On a 

national level, the government needs to recognize the dangers of putting so much pressure on one 

or two test scores for both students and teachers. With a broader perspective, the focus can be 

shifted from proficiency to tracking student growth.  While they may not be the ideal, for the 

time being, high-stakes testing will be what the federal government uses to determine quality of 

education. At a state level, however, there have been improvements in these tests. In 2017, 

Indiana moved away from ISTEP in favor of ILEARN, an improved form of standardized 

assessment. ILEARN is computer-adaptive, meaning that as student answers questions correctly, 

the questions increase in difficulty, and when they answer incorrectly, the questions grow less 

difficult. This is a good first step towards an issue that impacts both students and teachers alike 

nationwide.  

The education system in the United States has many areas for improvement. As the 

nation begins to pursue these changes, future generations of learners are empowered to make 

positive changes in their own lives and in the country.  
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