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eHOW TO IMPROVE OUR SCHOOLS IN THE POST-COVID ERA

Testing
EDUCATION’S INDISPENSABLE GPS

CHESTER E. FINN, JR.

Recommendations

1. ✏1 Administer spring 2021 state assessments to as many students

as possible, with whatever adaptations or modifications may be

required. Don’t seek waivers. If spring testing proves impossible,

seek approval to shift assessment to summer or opening of school

in fall, with results back as soon as possible. (There may be

diagnostic value in testing in both spring and fall, particularly if

many students attend summer school in 2021.)

2. Consider how best to extract actionable information from this

year’s assessments, which may be significantly different from

analyses done in prior years.1

3. Use the results for monitoring, diagnosing, and strategizing for

achievement, remediation, and school improvement, but don’t use

pandemic-year results for “high-stakes” accountability. So long

as data are used for diagnosis and remediation, the temptation

to cheat will be minimal; hence, at-home testing is an issue of

feasibility, not test security. Federal recovery funds directed at

schools may help with feasibility this year as well as with long-

term technology improvements.

4. Return as soon as possible—spring 2022—to regular assessment

cycles (per the Every Student Succeeds Act [ESSA]), with

achievement, growth, and gaps calculated, school report cards

issued, and schools held accountable for performance.

5. Seize this extraordinary moment to improve testing technology

and methods, both remote and adaptive. Launch an overdue

transition to adaptive testing, which becomes more important

as gaps widen and variability increases. Remote testing becomes

more possible based on pandemic experience plus additional

technology.

✏1 We need a national conversation 
about the “why” of testing students 
annually, because we as educators 
need to come to a collective 
understanding of their importance. 
This could be led by our country’s 
new secretary of education, and 
we’re seeing many governors and 
state commissioners lead these 
conversations in many states. Most 
states may accept NAEP results as 
valid, for example, but the results 
are from samples of students and 
provide general information. So 
NAEP doesn’t serve all the functions 
that good assessments should. 
The results don’t give teachers and 
parents an objective report of an 
individual student’s achievement; 
and they don’t measure the 
academic growth that a student 
makes from year to year, which is 
important to parents and families, 
and equally important to schools and 
educators who seek to identify where 
changes may be needed. Actionable 
information is critical for schools, 
districts, and policy makers, as is 
annual summative information about 
performance—both should be at the 
center of this national conversation.

—Angelika Schroeder, chair,  
Colorado State Board of Education
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6. Develop creative ways to engage educators and parents in renewed

commitment to learning, assessment, and accountability, and

openness to new ways of doing this, and build political support

for ensuring that it’s done. The crucial alliance includes business

and civil rights leaders, too. But none of this happens without

forceful leadership from the top: the governor, senior legislators, the

state “chief,” and others who wield power and influence and have

ready access to the bully pulpit.

The Challenges We Face

✏2 Along with everything else in the lives of Americans, the COVID-19 

pandemic has grievously interrupted both ESSA-mandated state 

assessments and states’ own testing regimes (including end-of course 

[EOC] exams, reading guarantees, high school exit exams, etc.) 

That’s a result of spring 2020 school shutdowns and most schools’ 

inability to gain accurate data on achievement of students who aren’t 

physically present in their classrooms. This has damaged results-

based school accountability throughout the system. More urgently, 

it creates a huge information vacuum for teachers, school leaders, 

and policy makers regarding pupil achievement, achievement gaps, 

COVID-19 losses, and schools’ success (or not) in mounting virtual 

education. All of this is occurring even as we know from multiple 

sources that many students are falling further behind, gaps are 

widening, and most schools and districts have faltered both at 

getting them back into school and at effectively delivering distance 

learning.

Some schools have done better in pivoting to remote instruction.2 A 

few districts, states, charter networks, and private organizations have 

worked valiantly to fill the data void with online testing regimes.3 

Yet the data vacuum is extensive, particularly in the dearth of 

objective third-party data on student learning, growth, and gaps. 

Excellent efforts to fill that vacuum during the pandemic, such as 

NWEA’s MAP testing program, have yielded valuable information to 

some schools and districts but have had limited reach (and their data 

don’t match those from state assessments).

At this writing, spring 2021 assessments are complicated. On 

February 22, the Biden administration advised state leaders that 

ESSA-mandated assessments should be administered and that the 

Education Department would not be issuing a “blanket waiver” such 

as former secretary of education Betsy DeVos did in spring 2020. The 

✏2 Annual testing is clearly one of 
the most immediate and important 
policies for states to continue. It 
is one of the best ways to truly 
understand the impact of the 
pandemic on individual students, 
schools, districts, the state.

—Patricia Levesque, CEO,  
Foundation for Excellence in Education
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same guidance made clear that the results would not be used this 

year for accountability purposes such as identifying low-performing 

schools for possible intervention or assistance. It also offered states 

“flexibility in the administration of statewide assessments.” Examples 

included shortening the tests, letting students take them remotely, 

and extending the testing window. Nor was the waiver option 

entirely rejected: states still have the option of requesting waivers if 

their circumstances warrant, although not without seeking public 

comment before submitting such a request.

It’s known that some states intend to seek such waivers and that 

leaders in other states are coming under pressure from some 

education groups to do likewise. A quest for “loopholes” is already 

under way in many places, even as some civil rights groups push for 

the assessments to be given as intended.4

This creates a confused and confusing picture, including the 

possibility that some states may end up not testing at all while 

others may so alter their assessments or their testing windows as to 

confound future efforts to compare results with those from 2019 

(and other years), as well as efforts to estimate achievement growth 

(or lack thereof) during the pandemic. Maryland, for example, has 

already moved to fall 2021 assessments—and to shorten its tests.5 

When will those results be available? What past and future results 

can they readily be compared to?

Deepening the confusion, there are reports that a large number of 

parents may “opt out” of having their children tested in spring 2021, 

particularly if their schools have not otherwise been open or they’ve 

chosen to study remotely.6

✏3 Meanwhile, the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) has found it impossible to administer its ESSA-mandated 

2021 tests of reading and math in grades four and eight and has 

deferred them for a year.7 This creates something of a paradox, as the 

federal government delays its own test while (so far) requiring states 

to administer theirs.8

Mounting Urgency

No system can function well without data showing the effectiveness 

of its own functioning. That’s as true of education systems as of 

transportation systems, manufacturing systems, delivery services, 

✏3 Not administering the NAEP this 
year opens the floodgates for every 
state to say, “If this isn’t important to 
you, how can it be important to us?” 
And without this measure or other 
measures, how can interventions 
for students or schools be targeted, 
or done at all, especially when 
considering the American Rescue 
Plan’s emphasis on learning loss? 
These are the billions of dollars being 
used without any information guiding 
their use. We need information on 
student performance posthaste, for 
every school in every state.

—Derrell Bradford,  
executive vice president, 50CAN
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vaccine distributions, and others. Attempting to run a state or 

local school system, a charter school network, even an individual 

school, without reliable information about student achievement, 

achievement gains, and learning gaps is like trying to drive between 

two unfamiliar towns with neither GPS nor road maps. In fact, it’s 

more like attempting to do that at night without streetlamps, road 

signs, or headlights. This has never been truer than when schools 

across the country struggle to reopen after the protracted pandemic-

forced shutdowns, a year and more during which children have 

had radically different education experiences and during which we 

have ample evidence of stalled achievement, severe learning losses, 

widening gaps, and growing inequities, in addition to major threats 

to children’s social, emotional, and physical well-being.

To attempt to reboot students’ education without solid data on where 

they stand, what they have and haven’t learned, how extensive 

are the losses, and for which students, would be to handicap the 

educators (and parents) who are charged with helping them get their 

educational lives back on track. The variance in pupil performance 

within any classroom, grade level, or school has almost surely 

expanded during the shutdown, and it’s important to identify, 

quantify, specify, and deal with that unfortunate development.

Lurking in the background, too, is a strategic and political problem 

for the education system itself: well before the pandemic hit, 

American K–12 education faced an anti-testing movement among 

many teachers and parents as well as an increasing number of 

teacher-aligned political figures. That movement has strengthened 

during the coronavirus-induced testing-and-accountability holiday.9 

If we continue for another year or more without testing, or with 

testing that yields noncomparable results, our public education 

system may come to resemble the person who was thrown from a 

horse and, instead of getting right back on, failed to remount for 

such a long time as to lose the courage and capacity to return to the 

saddle. Some important things we do in education we have learned 

to do as a matter of routine. Break that routine and we may fail to 

muster the will to resume them.

This is doubly worrying because American public education was 

making some gains pre-pandemic, particularly for poor and minority 

students. No, it wasn’t nearly enough. In fact, recent years have seen 

some declines at the low end of the achievement spectrum as well 

as flat scores in high school. Achievement gaps haven’t significantly 
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narrowed even as the pursuit of greater equity has become a more 

compelling national priority. Today, however, COVID-induced losses 

are exacerbating these worrying trends—and the absence of 2020 

assessment data will mask the problem and confound the solution 

unless states act urgently to correct the situation in 2021.

What We Know

✏4 Both experience and research have shown that systematic third-

party assessment of student learning and school performance leads 

to transparency about key elements of pupil achievement and school 

effectiveness.10 Transparency alone yields some reforms and learning 

gains. That yield rises—and equity is advanced—when the data 

are disaggregated in ways that enable the performance of student 

subgroups to be examined and compared. Such analysis reveals gaps 

that may otherwise be masked by aggregate or average performance—

and almost everyone now recognizes that revealing those gaps and 

making school performance truly transparent was perhaps the single 

greatest benefit from the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, one 

that continues under the Every Student Succeeds Act—yet one that 

swiftly vanishes into a data vacuum.

NCLB brought other benefits, too. Research indicates that it led to gains 

for many students, mostly in the early grades, although its potential 

was oversold and other features of it eventually fed into a backlash.

✏5 This is among many examples of assessment data 

and transparency leading to better schools and higher 

achievement, both in the United States and far beyond. As the 

present author and Eric Hanushek recently explained in the 

journal of the National Association of State Boards of Education, 

“International evidence indicates that countries with testing 

programs that allow for external comparisons have students who 

do better on international achievement tests.” Moreover, “Many 

countries develop testing for graduation and student placement into 

higher education or other institutions. . . . ​The use of such exams has 

generally shown beneficial effects across countries. Importantly, the 

value of local school grades rises when there is an external test that 

can be used to calibrate the meaning of those grades.”11

Transparency about school performance also fosters powerful 

education reforms such as school choice while giving feedback 

to families seeking to locate a home and essential information 

✏4 Transparency should be a 
guiding principle in everything our 
school systems do. Throughout the 
pandemic, various local and national 
reports have popped up and been 
published, usually from third-party 
organizations, and those reports 
have helped engage an entirely new 
constituency in the effort to improve 
or change America’s schools. And 
that engagement has spread into the 
suburbs, often a place where families 
thought they were guaranteed to 
get a good education because they 
had the right mortgage in the right 
neighborhood. It turns out that they, 
too, have learned all is not as well as 
they thought it was.

—Derrell Bradford,  
executive vice president, 50CAN

✏5 Right now we have an opportunity 
to ensure that reporting to parents 
is stronger than ever. Score reports 
need to provide resources to parents 
and families on where to go to help 
their child improve. They should be 
provided in multiple modes: paper, 
portal, personalized video, teacher 
communications, etc. This is one way 
that the massive federal stimulus 
dollars could be utilized—to improve 
these tools. Families and next year’s 
teachers should have access to 
these reports as a starting point for 
preparation for the upcoming school 
year. And if districts, schools, and 
families want to respond to students’ 
needs based upon these reports even 
sooner, then federal stimulus funding 
could immediately be utilized to 
provide summer school and tutoring 
microgrants.

—Patricia Levesque, CEO,  
Foundation for Excellence in Education
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to taxpayers. It also provides invaluable data for parents whose 

understanding of their children’s current performance and future 

prospects is otherwise limited to what teachers and school leaders 

want them to know. That’s why assessment data need to be analyzed 

and reported at district and school levels as well as for key subgroups.

There’s encouraging evidence that most schools will be able to make 

accurate estimates of both achievement and growth despite the 

one-year data gap caused in spring 2020. But few schools will be able 

to do that if there’s a second testing hiatus.12 In other words, not 

testing in 2021 in ways that yield data that can be compared with 

assessment results from earlier and later years would cause a major 

setback for education reform, for accountability, for equity, and for 

tens of millions of pupils.

Pitfalls Joined to Opportunities

Most obviously, states and districts should avoid another year 

of missing or noncomparable data. As a team of analysts at 

Bellwether Education Partners explains,

The stakes are incredibly high for students. Estimates of 

learning loss due to the pandemic paint a frightening 

picture for all but the most advantaged students. Those in 

the highest socioeconomic quintile seemed to have adapted 

fairly well to distance learning, but students with average or 

low socioeconomic status are likely to sustain major learning 

losses. . . . ​Using the operational uncertainty of the [current] 

year as an excuse to suspend assessment and accountability 

would cripple our ability to understand the impact of COVID-19 

on student learning and imply that schools should not be held 

responsible for the work they do this year in mitigating and 

overcoming that impact.13

That’s why state leaders should resist the temptation to avoid 

measuring achievement or to alter their assessments in ways that 

make the results noncomparable to those of other years, even as they 

may extract valuable additional information from the performance 

of this year’s test-takers (and those who do not participate in this 

year’s assessment).14

They should, of course, also resist the temptation to make excuses or 

ignore the challenges and changes that the data point to. At the same 
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time, they—and we—must remind ourselves of how many things that 

are important to know about schools and student learning cannot be 

gauged by tests alone. That’s always been true, but recent shutdowns 

have underscored it, both on the academic front and on other 

essential dimensions such as children’s social and emotional condition 

and their readiness for citizenship. Because of mounting evidence 

that school shutdowns have done grievous harm on the social and 

emotional learning level and citizenship front, as well as the academic 

front, the challenge ahead is more compelling than ever.15

Beginning prior to the pandemic, many states, districts, scholars, 

and independent organizations have sought broader, deeper, subtler, 

and more sensitive indicators of school effectiveness and student 

success.16 It’s proven hard to find many such indicators that are 

also reliable and not vulnerable to manipulation, but this is an 

important quest, its urgency underscored at the present time.17 The 

post-pandemic K–12 “reboot” may be a golden opportunity to renew 

and redouble the quest for such indicators. To be avoided, however, 

is the downplaying or shunning of existing measures of academic 

achievement and growth such as had already been developed in 

standardized assessments like those paused in 2020. A fundamental 

mission and mandate of K–12 education remains the equipping of 

every child with fundamental skills and knowledge in vital subjects.

Even those indispensable tests can be modernized, however, and 

made more revealing, perhaps also speedier and less intrusive. That 

entails more than just putting them online to make them accessible 

beyond the classroom. Particularly when test results are once again 

used for accountability purposes, issues of test security and integrity 

will need to be resolved.18 Similar technologies—and perhaps the 

application of artificial intelligence—should make it possible to 

evaluate and score them faster and more accurately.

The enormous amount of federal “recovery” funding that’s 

beginning to pour down on states, districts, and schools could 

underwrite much of this transformation. In the near term, it could 

also be used to deliver education resources directly to families.

✏6 Transforming these assessments into adaptive formats also 

holds great promise. It’s not an overnight change—test vendors, for 

example, will need to create many more items and build complicated 

algorithms—but it’s well worth launching. Done properly, it will 

✏6 Moving to more adaptive testing 
is something for which we advocate. 
Some states are ready to go there 
sooner than others. Until those 
tools are ready, we must continue 
to assess and report results—at the 
state, district, school, student, and 
subgroup level. That reporting is at 
the heart of ESSA.

—Patricia Levesque, CEO,  
Foundation for Excellence in Education
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reduce testing time, minimize pupil frustration (caused by questions 

that kids find ridiculously simple or utterly daunting), and yield 

more precise data for teachers and school leaders. Those data will 

prove especially valuable in educating low- and high-achievers, 

youngsters for whom “standardized” tests aimed at the middle of the 

class are clumsy and imprecise instruments.

Conclusion

✏7 We urge state leaders to recommit to achievement, transparency, 

and data-driven education for students (and educators). We urge 

them to insist on spring 2021 (or possibly fall 2021) assessments, lest 

their schools lose essential information about achievement and find 

it impossible to estimate growth.

The key goals are to recover from school closings, narrow 

achievement gaps, advance equity, and modernize the education 

delivery system. Visionary leaders should also seize the moment to 

develop improved and more flexible assessment instruments. Online, 

remote, and adaptive testing will sweep in more students and yield 

better information. Building such assessments into learning systems 

will deliver better information in real time to teachers. Technology 

should enable an integrated suite of formative and summative 

assessments, with other resources made available to supplement what 

teachers can do, both in person and remotely.

Most immediately, we urge state leaders not to discard their GPS. 

That means taking every possible action to assure that spring 2021 

assessments yield solid information for the maximum number of 

students, information that can be compared with previous and 

subsequent years, information that will advise educators about their 

pupils’ immediate needs and that, in the long run, will make it 

possible to resume results-based school accountability. ✏8

NOTES

1 ​ See, for example, the creative recommendations of Harvard 
psychometrician Andrew Ho: “Three Test-Score Metrics that All States Should 
Report in the COVID-19-Affected Spring of 2021,” draft memo, February 26, 
2021, https://www​.dropbox​.com​/s​/fevy2x2a1ql9ld3​/Three%20Test%20Score​
%20Metrics%20States%20Should%20Report%20in%202021%20​-%20Andrew​
%20Ho%20​-%20Draft%20Memo​.docx​?dl​=0; and Andrew Ujifusa, “A Plan for 

✏7 It’s essential that we force 
the annual student assessment 
question right now. We’re already 
two disrupted school years into this 
process; if there is no reckoning 
on this issue it may just fade away. 
We will then be living in a world 
of perpetual federal waivers until 
everyone forgets what it was like 
when we actually had information, 
however imperfect, on how students 
and schools were performing.

—Derrell Bradford,  
executive vice president, 50CAN

✏8 In New Mexico, we embraced the 
opportunities that the bipartisan 
Every Student Succeeds Act afforded. 
There was a reason why bipartisan 
leaders came together and crafted a 
bipartisan bill that provided ample 
freedom for states while providing 
necessary protections for students. 
One of those protections was the 
right for every student and every 
family to know how they were 
doing on a series of assessments, 
including, yes, reading and math. 
Governor Martinez was the nation’s 
first female Hispanic governor—she 
knew from personal experience just 
how important it was to measure and 
report the academic success of every 
student, regardless of background 
or zip code. She was always willing to 
challenge special interest groups that 
wanted to keep students and families 
in the dark—the administration that 
followed her allowed for powerful 
special interests to set the agenda. 
At this point, anyone who doesn’t 
support annual assessments for 
students is likely kowtowing to some 
powerful education special interest 
group—it’s really that simple—just 
like any other sector. But when the 
door is closed and the insidious 
politics aren’t swirling around, just 
about everyone acknowledges just 
how critical advancement tests were, 
are, and continue to be.

—Christopher Ruszkowski,  
former New Mexico secretary  

of education
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Standardized Test Scores During the Pandemic Has Gotten States’ Attention,” 
EducationWeek, March 2, 2021, https://www​.edweek​.org​/teaching​-learning​/a​
-plan​-for​-standardized​-test​-scores​-during​-the​-pandemic​-has​-gotten​-states​
-attention​/2021​/03.

2 ​ Gregg Vanourek, “Schooling Covid-19: Lessons from Leading Charter 
Networks from Their Transition to Remote Learning,” Thomas B. Fordham 
Institute, August 25, 2020, https://fordhaminstitute​.org​/national​/research​
/schooling​-covid​-19​-lessons​-leading​-charter​-networks​-their​-transition​-remote.

3 ​ The NWEA organization, for example, has done its best to make its tests 
available for remote use by districts and states; see https://www​.nwea​
.org​/restart​-resources​. The State of Missouri has shifted its annual grade-
level assessment system online; see Missouri Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education, “Guide to the Missouri Assessment Program,” 
https://dese​.mo​.gov​/college​-career​-readiness​/assessment​/guide​-missouri​
-assessment​-program. Texas has also done an admirable job, both at start-of-
school-year online testing and at summative assessments: Texas Education 
Agency, “COVID-19 Support: Student Assessment,” https://tea​.texas​.gov​
/texas​-schools​/health​-safety​-discipline​/covid​/covid​-19​-support​-student​
-assessment.

4 ​ Matt Barnum, “After Feds Say Tests Still Required, Critics Mobilize and States 
Look for Loopholes,” Chalkbeat, March 3, 2021, https://www​.chalkbeat​.org​
/2021​/3​/3​/22311564​/standardized​-testing​-schools​-states​-covid​-pushback​
-backlash​-critics.

5 ​ Donna St. George, “Maryland Delays State Testing Until Fall and Cuts Back on 
Length of Exams,” Washington Post, March 4, 2021, https://www​.washingtonpost​
.com​/local​/education​/maryland​-standardized​-test​-delay​/2021​/03​/04​/706e662e​
-7d36​-11eb​-a976​-c028a4215c78​_story​.html.

6 ​ Linda Jacobson, “Parents Expected to Opt Children Out of Spring Testing in 
Large Numbers, Especially in Places Where Schools Haven’t Reopened,” The 74, 
March 1, 2021, https://www​.the74million​.org​/article​/parents​-expected​-to​-opt​
-children​-out​-of​-spring​-testing​-in​-large​-numbers​-especially​-in​-places​-where​
-schools​-havent​-reopened.

7 ​ James Woodworth, “Due to COVID Pandemic, NCES to Delay National 
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) Assessment,” National Center 
for Education Statistics, November 25, 2020, https://nces​.ed​.gov​/whatsnew​
/commissioner​/remarks2020​/11​_25​_2020​.asp; National Assessment Governing 
Board, “Governing Board Approves Updated Assessment Schedule to Reflect 
Congressional Waiver Postponing NAEP in 2021 Due to Pandemic,” news 
release, March 5, 2021, https://www​.nagb​.gov​/news​-and​-events​/news​-releases​
/2021​/updated​-assessment​-schedule​-to​-reflect​-congressional​-waiver​.html.

8 ​ There’s a logical explanation: NAEP data are valid and useful only when a 
proper sample of students in grades four and eight participate (at the national 
level, in individual states, and in the approximately thirty large districts that 
participate in the Trial Urban District Assessment program). With many students 
not in school during the NAEP testing window, it’s unlikely that such a sample 
could be tested.
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