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What two standards can teachers and administrators use 
to decide whether a particular way of preparing students 
for a test is appropriate? How do five commonly used 
test-preparation practices stack up to these standards? 
How do educators and school board members view these 
five practices? 

aced with growing pressures to F increase students’ scores on 
achievement tests, some American 
educators have responded by engag- 
ing in test-preparation practices 
ranging from those that may be 
educationally debatable to those that 
are downright dishonest. In recent 
years, a number of instances have 
been reported regarding teachers 
and administrators who deliberately 
coached students with actual copies 
of a supposedly “secure” examina- 
tion (Cannell, 1989). There are even 
reports of educators’ erasing stu- 
dents’ incorrect answers and replac- 
ing them with correct answers. Such 
acts, of course, stem from the in- 
creasing emphasis on student test 
performance as the chief indicator of 
an educational program’s success. 

Origins of High-Stakes Testing 
The preoccupation with student test 
scores as the definitive indicator of 
educational effectiveness was, in the 
main, a phenomenon of the 1980s. 
Although there had been attention 
given to the quality of student test 
performances prior to that decade, it 
was in the 1980s that attentiveness 
to student test performance became 
pervasive. In large measure, the 
focus on pupils’ test scores stemmed 
from increasing incredulity on the 
part of American citizens that the 
nation’s public education system 
was performing properly. Taxpay- 
ers, and their elected representa- 
tives, registered serious doubts that 

educational tax dollars were being 
well spent. Spawned by such doubts, 
the era of educational accountability 
became a reality in the 1980s when 
state after state enacted laws requir- 
ing pupils to take annually adminis- 
tered achievement tests. The results 
of such tests were used not only to 
determine the quality of statewide 
schooling, but also (because of the 
widespread practice of publishing 
such test scores in local newspapers) 
to mirror the effectiveness of individ- 
ual school districts and schools. 

In every sense of the expression, 
these legislatively mandated achieve- 
ment tests were high-stakes tests 
because there were significant con- 
tingencies associated with the test 
results. The contingencies were expe- 
rienced either by the students who 
took the tests or by the educators 
who administered the tests. To stu- 
dents, the tests were significant 
because in many instances test scores 
were linked to high school gradua- 
tion or grade-level promotion. To 
educators, because of the manner 
in which test results were pub- 
licized by the local media, high test 
scores were viewed as indicating 
an effective instructional program 
and, of course, vice versa. Because 
of these contingencies, America’s 
teachers and administrators found 
themselves frequently called on to 
raise test scores. Candid educators 
will recount that the past decade’s 
pressure to boost students’ test 

scores was both persistent and pro- 
found. 

Discussions with American educa- 
tors regarding what sorts of test- 
preparation practices they regard as 
appropriate or inappropriate lead to 
one inescapable conclusion: most 
American educators have not de- 
voted serious thought to  the appro- 
priateness of different test-prepara- 
tion practices. Given the relative 
recency of the prevalence of high- 
stakes testing in American educa- 
tion, it is not surprising that little 
attention has been given to  the 
appropriateness of various test prep- 
aration practices. Yet, because no 
decrease in the pressures on educa- 
tors to promote higher test scores is 
likely, the time has arrived for 
America’s teachers and administra- 
tors to consider seriously what sorts 
of test-preparation practices are, 
indeed, appropriate. 

It is anticipated that instructional 
specialists and measurement ex- 
perts will sharpen the issues associ- 
ated with this increasingly impor- 
tant issue. Yet, thus far, few writers 
have devoted serious attention to 
the topic. Among the exceptions are 
Mehrens and Kaminski (19891, who 
have supplied thought-provoking ob- 
servations on the topic of test prepa- 
ration. 

Tests as Indicators of a 
Student’s Status 
Before addressing topics related to 
test preparation, it is important to 
clarify the function of educational 
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achievement tests. An educational 
achievement test is employed in 
order for us to make a reasonable 
inference about an examinee’s sta- 
tus with respect to a domain of 
knowledge and/or skills it repre- 
sents. Ideally, of course, an achieve- 
ment test will sample the content 
domain representatively so that the 
level of an examinee’s performance 
on the achievement test will serve as 
a reasonably accurate reflection of 
the examinee’s status with respect 
to the content domain. Thus, for 
example, an examinee who answered 
correctly 80 percent of the items in 
an achievement test would be ex- 
pected to have mastered about 80 
percent of the content in the domain 
of knowledge and/or skills that the 
test is measuring. The relationship 
between a student’s test perfor- 
mance and that student’s mastery of 
the content domain represented by 
the achievement test, as will be seen 
later, is a key factor in establishing 
the appropriateness of test-prepara- 
tion practices. 

Two Evaluative Standards 
Two standards can be employed by 
teachers and administrators who 
wish to ascertain the appropriate- 
ness of given test-preparation prac- 
tices. Taken together, the two stan- 
dards provide guidance to educators 
who wish to determine the suitabil- 
ity of particular test-preparation 
activities. 

Professional Ethics: No test-prepa- 
ration practice should violate the 
ethical standards of the education 
profession. This first standard obliges 
educators to avoid any test-prepara- 
tion practice that is unethical. Ethi- 
cal behaviors, of course, are rooted 
not only in fundamental morality, 
but also in the nature of a particular 
profession. For example, physicians 
should be governed not only by 
general ethical principles dealing 
with honesty and respect for anoth- 
er’s property, but also by a set of 
ethical principles that have evolved 
specifically for the medical profes- 
sion. Similarly, educators should not 
engage in test-preparation practices 
that involve violations of general 
ethical canons dealing with theft, 
cheating, lying, and so on. In addi- 
tion, however, educators must take 
seriously the ethical obligations that 
they undertake because they have 

agreed to  serve in loco parentis. 
Educators who serve “in place of the 
parent” take on an ethical responsi- 
bility to serve as models of ethical 
behavior for children. 

In passing, it should be noted that 
when educators engage in test- 
preparation practices that, if brought 
to the public’s attention, would 
discredit the education profession, 
such practices border on the unethi- 
cal because, in the long term, they 
erode requisite public support for 
our schools and hence render the 
education profession less potent. 

Thus, according to the standard of 
professional ethics, educators should 
not engage in test-preparation prac- 
tices that involve such behaviors as 
violating state-imposed security pro- 
cedures regarding the content of 
high-stakes tests. A growing number 
of states have enacted regulations so 
that educators who violate state 
test-security procedures could have 
their credentials revoked. Accord- 
ingly, educators should not engage 
in test-preparation practices that 
are unethical because there are po- 
tential personal repercussions (e.g., 
loss of credential) or professional 
repercussions (e.g., reduced confi- 
dence in public schooling) and, most 
importantly, because unethical test- 
preparation practices are wrong. 

Educational Defensibility: No test- 
preparation practice should increase 
students’test scores without simulta- 
neously increasing student mastery 
of the content domain tested. The 
second standard emphasizes the im- 
portance of engaging in instruc- 
tional practices that are in the 
educational best interests of stu- 
dents. Teachers should not, for exam- 
ple, artificially increase students’ 
scores on a test while neglecting to 
increase students’ mastery of the 
domain of knowledge andlor skills 
that the test is supposed to reflect. 
An appropriate test-preparation 
practice raises not only students’ 
prepreparation-to-postpreparation 
performance on a test but also raises 
students’ mastery of the content 
domain being tested. Conversely, an 
inappropriate test-preparation prac- 
tice raises students’ prepreparation- 
to-postpreparation performance on 
the test, but not students’ mastery 
of the content domain itself. 

The result of such inappropriate 
test-preparation practices is that 

a deceptive picture of students’ 
achievement is created. The test 
results no longer serve as an accu- 
rate indicator of students’ status 
with respect to a content domain. As 
a consequence, students who in. 
reality have not mastered a domain 
of content may fail to receive appro- 
priate instruction regarding such 
content. The students will be instruc- 
tionally shortchanged because inap- 
propriate test-preparation practices 
led to an inflated estimate of their 
content mastery. Such test-prepara- 
tion practices, because they rob 
students of needed instruction, are 
educationally indefensible. 

Five Test-Preparation 
Practices 
We now turn to a consideration of 
five common test-preparation prac- 
tices. These five practices are not 
exhaustive in the sense that there 
are no other conceivable test-prepa- 
ration practices. The five practices 
do, however, capture most of the 
important test-preparation options 
available to teachers. Some of these 
practices involve special instruction 
rather than regular classroom in- 
struction. Special instruction con- 
sists of extra preparation sessions, 
during or outside class, that are 
devoted exclusively to the readying 
of students for tests. In contrast, 
regular classroom instruction, al- 
though its focus may be relevant to 
the content of a test, occurs as part 
of the teacher’s ongoing instruc- 
tional program. The five test-prepa- 
ration practices are given below. 

1. Previous-form preparation pro- 
vides special instruction and prac- 
tice based directly on students’ use 
of a previous form of the actual test. 
For example, if the currently pub- 
lished form of a nationally standard- 
ized achievement test is being used 
on a statewide basis, the teacher 
gives students guided or indepen- 
dent practice with earlier, no longer 
published, versions of the same test. 

2. Current-form preparation pro- 
vides special instruction and prac- 
tice based directly on students’ use 
of the form of the test currently 
being employed. For example, the 
teacher gives students guided or 
independent practice with actual 
items copied from a currently used 
state-developed high school gradua- 
tion test. 
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3. Generalized test-takingprepara- 
tion provides special instruction that 
covers test-taking skills for dealing 
with a variety of achievement test 
formats. For example, the teacher 
shows students how to make calcu- 
lated guesses for certain types of 
items or how to allocate test-taking 
time judiciously. 

4. Same-format preparation pro- 
vides regular classroom instruction 
dealing directly with the content 
covered on the test, but employs 
only practice items that embody the 
same format as items actually used 
on the test. For example, if the 
achievement test includes addition 
problems formatted only in vertical 
columns, the teacher provides prac- 
tice with problems formatted solely 
in that manner. 

5 .  Varied-format preparation pro- 
vides regular classroom instruction 
dealing directly with the content 
covered on the test, but employs 
practice items that represent a vari- 
ety of test item formats. For exam- 
ple, if the achievement test uses 
subtraction problems formatted only 
in vertical columns, the teacher 
provides practice with problems pre- 
sented in vertical columns, horizon- 
tal rows, and story form. 

Applying the Standards 
When these five test-preparation 
practices are scrutinized according 
to the standards of professional 
ethics and educational defensibility, 
only two turn out to be appropriate. 

1. Previous-form preparation vio- 
lates the educational defensibility 
standard because students’ test 
scores are apt to be boosted via such 
special preparation sessions without 
concomitant rises in mastery of the 
content domain being tested. In 
addition, because in the public’s 
view this kind of test-preparation 
practice may be seen as an improper 
instance of coaching students merely 
for test score gains, it may be viewed 
by some as unethical. Previous-form 
preparation, therefore, is inappropri- 
ate. (This same judgment would 
apply to the use of commercial 
test-preparation materials based 
chiefly on newly created “paralle1” 
forms of a currently used test.) 

2. Current-form preparation 
clearly loses out on both standards. 
Not only is it educationally indefensi- 
ble, but such preparation consti- 

tutes an outright example of cheat- 
ing. Current forms of the test must 
be stolen or surreptitiously copied in 
order to  be used in such potentially 
improper score-boosting special ses- 
sions. Educators who are caught 
readying their students via current- 
form preparation should, in fact, be 
caught. 

3. Generalized test-takingprepara- 
tion turns out to be an appropriate 
form of test preparation because 
such special instruction on how to 
take tests is, characteristically, 
rather brief and hence not seriously 
deviating from a student’s ongoing 
education. More importantly, be- 
cause such test-taking preparation 
readies students to cope with a 
number of different sorts of tests, 
students will be less apt to be 
intimidated by a previously unen- 
countered type of test item. In a very 
real sense, therefore, generalized 
test-taking preparation sessions al- 
low students’ test performances to 
be more accurately reflective of their 
true state of knowledge and/or skill. 
Such preparation, if not excessively 
lengthy, is clearly appropriate. 
4. Same-format preparation, al- 

though it may be ethical, is not 
educationally defensible. If students 
in their regular classroom instruc- 
tion are only allowed to deal with the 
explicit item format used on a test, 
then those students will be far less 
likely to generalize what they have 
learned. Test scores may rise, but 
content mastery is less likely to rise 
concomitantly. Although many ad- 
ministrators may, because of power- 
ful pressures to boost scores, en- 
dorse such test-preparation practices, 
they should be resisted because they 
are educationally unsound. 

5. Varied-format preparation, in 
contrast, satisfies both of our evalua- 
tive standards. Students during their 
regular classroom instruction are 
given practice not only with content 
as it is conceptualized on the test, 
but also with content conceptualized 
in other ways. Rises in test scores 
will, in general, be accompanied by 
rises in mastery of the content 
domain being tested because stu- 
dents’ generalized mastery of the 
content is being fostered. 

In my view, then, of the five 
test-preparation variants, only var- 
ied-format preparation and general- 

ized test-taking preparation satisfy 
both evaluative standards. 

In an effort to discern how teach- 
ers, administrators, and school board 
members are apt to regard the 
appropriateness of various test- 
preparation practices, a brief survey 
was gven to groups of workshop 
participants at the beginning of 
three workshops in late 1989 and 
early 1990. The first session was 
held in southern Ohio in November, 
1989, and was attended by teachers 
and administrators from Ohio, Indi- 
ana, and Kentucky. The last two 
sessions were held in Los Angeles in 
January and February of 1990 and 
were attended by teachers, adminis- 
trators, and school board members 
from southern California. It was 
hoped that participants would hold 
different views at the close of the 
workshops in which the topic of 
test-preparation practices was con- 
sidered. Their views at the begin- 
ning of the workshops, however, 
were apt to be representative of the 
way that such individuals view the 
appropriateness of the practices as 
described. 

All participants were given de- 
scriptions of five test-preparation 
practices identical to those supplied 
earlier in this analysis. These individ- 
uals were asked to supply anony- 
mous judgments regarding whether 
each practice was appropriate or 
inappropriate based on brief descrip- 
tions of the two standards described 
earlier, that is, professional ethics 
and educational defensibility. In all, 
172 respondents judged the appropri- 
ateness of the five test-preparation 
practices. Results, identified by 
group, are supplied in Table 1. 

In considering Table 1, we see 
that most respondents concurred 
with our previous analysis that gen- 
eralized test-taking preparation and 
varied-format preparation are appro- 
priate. With respect to the other 
three preparation procedures, how- 
ever, there is far from universal 
agreement. In particular, one is 
struck by the large percentages of 
respondents (from 6 to 36 percent) 
who consider it appropriate to give 
special instruction to students “with 
actual items copied from a currently 
used” test. Moreover, decisive major- 
ities of all respondent groups believe 
that same-format preparation is ap- 
propriate even though we have con- 
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Table 1 
Views of the Appropriateness of Different Test-Preoaration Practices 

Percent considering appropriate 
Test-preparation Midwest Midwest California California board California California 

practice teachers" administrator? superintendents' members" teachers' DrinciDals' 

Previous- Form 34 47 
Current-Form 14 17 
Gen. test-taking 95 96 
Same-Format 52 72 
Varied-Format 90 91 

60 
17 
96 
83 
96 

68 57 25 
21 36 6 
97 100 100 
66 64 69 
92 100 94 

cluded such preparation often in- 
structionally shortchanges students. 

It is always possible, of course, 
that the educators and board mem- 
bers who judged the appropriateness 
of the five test-preparation practices 
may regard today's uses of high- 
stakes tests as sufficiently noneduca- 
tive so that any sort of test pre- 
paration should be considered 
appropriate. Putting it another way, 
not every educator would choose the 
two evaluative standards recom- 
mended here or, for that matter, 
apply them in the same way. 

practices should be applauded and 
what sorts should be expunged. 

Note 
This article was initially presented at 

the Forum for Dialogue between Educa- 
tional Policymakers and Educational 
Researchers, sponsored by the UCLA 
Graduate School of Education and the 
California School Boards Association, 
University of California, Los Angeles, 
January 27, 1990. It was presented in 
expanded form at the Educator Awards 

Confronting the Issue 
American educators are apt to find 
that their own test-preparation prac- 
tices may not coincide perfectly with 
one of the five practices described. 
However, it is likely that the major 
dimensions of test-preparation prac- 
tices are adequately represented by 
the preparation approaches consid- 
ered here. More important than the 
five preparation practices, of course, 
are the two evaluative standards. 
Teachers and administrators must 
review with care their own prepara- 
tion activities linked to  high-stakes 
tests. The two evaluative standards 
provided here-professional ethics 
and educational defensibility-may 
prove useful in such reviews. Educa- 
tors who seriously scrutinize their 
test-preparation activities are apt to 
discover that some of those activities 
are definitely inappropriate. 

Given the scant attention that 
this issue has received, local and 
state boards of education could pro- 
vide helpful guidance to  educators 
by developing policy positions regard- 
ing what sorts of test-preparation 

Conference, sponsored by the Founda- 
tions of the Milken Family, Los Angeles, 
May 5,1990. 
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State-Wide Assessment 
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An assessment system that makes 
it possible to hold districts account- 
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enable state departments of educa- 
tion to shift their emphasis from 
enforcing compliance with state rules 
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tionally accountable: maintaining a 
thorough and efficient system of 
public education. 
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