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Introduction 

 

In the April 29, 2012 edition of the New York Times, Michael Winerip wrote an 

intriguing article entitled “On Report Cards for City Schools, Invisible Line Between ‘A’ and 

‘F’”. The article made reference to the New York City school Progress Report grades of two 

South Bronx schools: P.S. 30 and P.S 179. In comparing these two schools, not only are both 

school similar demographically, with a large Black and Latino student population, they were also 

rated similarly on various reports by the NYC Department of Education. Both schools scored 

“proficient” on their quality reviews, an on-site inspection by a NYCDOE official to examine 

classrooms and evaluate “how well the schools are organized to support student achievement” 

(NYC Department of Education, 2013). Both schools also received an identical grade for the 

“school environment” section of the Progress Reports, which examines attendance records and 

responses from parents, teachers, and students from a yearly school survey.  

 The only reported difference between P.S. 30 and P.S. 179 was the outcome of student 

test scores. At P.S. 30, 41% of students scored a proficient – 3 or 4 – on the state math test 

compared to only 29% at P.S. 179 (Winerip, 2012) P.S. 179 however, did much better when it 

came to the state English test, with 36% scoring proficient compared to 32% (Winerip, 2012). 

When school Progress Reports were made public in Fall 2011, P.S 30 received an A, a sign of 

continued “progress” from last year, in which they also received an A. P.S. 179 however, 

received an F, a change from a C on their 2009-2010 report. Though this could be seen as an 

understandable change, when P.S. 179 received an A from an F on their 2012 Progress Report, 

this change baffles the mind.  

Two questions arise from the change in grades. First, how could a school have gained so 

much progress over a year’s time? As an observer looking from the outside, I can understand if a 
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school shows significant progress or loss from one grade to the next (ex: A to B or D to C). But I 

am baffled when it comes to understanding how a school received an F one year and then an A 

the following year. Not only does this not make sense but it doesn’t sound realistic, especially for 

a short period of time. Maybe looking in depth at the school Progress Report’s point system will 

shed light to the issue.  

According to the Educator Guide to the New York City Progress Report for 

Elementary/Middle/K-8 2010-2011, Progress Report grades are given based on three 

components: Student Progress, Student Performance, and School Environment. Student Progress, 

worth 60 points of the grade, measures the change in student proficiency on both math and 

English state tests from one grade to the next. This section uses growth percentiles, which is a 

comparison between a student’s score on math and English tests with other students in similar 

academic standing at other schools. Student performance, worth 25 points, measures the number 

of students who reached proficiency on both math and English tests. As mentioned earlier, 

school environment, worth 15 points, measures for school attendance, high expectations placed 

on students by administrators and teachers, communication and respect, school safety, and 

responses from completed surveys completed by teachers, parents, and students. Finally, 

elementary, middle, and K-8 schools receive up to 15 addition points for “closing the 

achievement gap”, which means that the school is progressing on helping high need students 

reach proficiency in reading, writing, and mathematics. (Please note that the point values and 

calculation of grades are different for high schools due to the “College and Career Readiness” 

section, which is worth 10 points, and changed point values for other sections.) 

 Perhaps now we are getting somewhere in understanding how a school could receive an 

A from an F or vice versa. Because a large portion of what makes up the letter grade is based on 
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test scores (85 points to be exact), we can expect to see a small or large change on the Progress 

Report grades. However, is it reasonable to use state test scores alone as an inference of student 

learning and knowledge? I argue throughout this paper the issues associated with tests and why 

they are not reliable to make high stakes decisions. I do that by starting off discussing the 

problems associated with Progress Reports.  

 There are three major aspects of the school Progress Reports that are problematic, though 

there are many other issues that will not be discussed in this paper. One of the major points I 

have made thus far is it’s over emphasis on test scores. Almost all of what gets calculated into 

the letter grade is score changes and student performances on state math and English tests. The 

scores, being inflated and untrustworthy, are un-telling of what students’ have learned over time. 

Another aspect of the report that is problematic is the emphasis on only reading and 

mathematics. Nowhere in these reports will you find how student’s performed on important 

subjects such as science, history, the arts, literature, civics, and geography (Ravitch, 2009). 

Finally, it devalues the impact school environment has on student’s learning. Studies have shown 

that neighborhood and school contexts are very important in one’s learning achievement 

(Rothstein, 2004, Lareau, 2011). Not every child comes in equally prepared or learns the same 

way as Michelle Rhee, former schools chancellor of Washington D.C. believes. For these 

reasons, it is my aim in this paper to urge the next Mayor of the City of New York to abandon 

school Progress Reports. 

 To further my argument to abandon school Progress Reports, I discuss the many issues 

associated with testing and why they are not good on their own to make high stakes judgment 

calls. Using a passage from the New York State English test entitled “The Pineapple and the 

Hare”; I will use this as the basis of discussion for why tests are not good measures of progress 
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on their own. Issues of test reliability and validity, as well as score inflation are discussed in this 

paper. Towards the end of the paper, I make a recommendation for the next Mayor to replace the 

school Progress Reports. I suggest using an accountability tool with transparency and critical 

information including the strengths and weaknesses of the school and their finances. 

 Though I focus mainly on testing, I do not discount the importance of the school 

environment section in the Progress Reports. I strongly believe that the school environment and 

neighborhood context are important factors and has a great impact on student learning. However, 

because testing accounts for 85 points of the letter grades in these reports, I felt it would be best 

to focus on this aspect for the time being. Further research should be conducted on the school 

environment aspect of the Progress Reports. The research will provide more reasons for why this 

joke of an accountability measure needs to be ousted. 

It Just Doesn’t Make Sense! Criticisms of “The Hare and the Pineapple” 

 The story The Hare and the Pineapple by Daniel Pinkwater, a beloved children’s author, 

sparked much criticism by parents, teachers, and students when it appeared on the 8
th

 grade 

standardized English test in 2012. The Hare and the Pineapple, an adaption of Pinkwater’s 

original story in which he called a “fractured fable”, was originally a race between a rabbit and 

an eggplant (Fleisher, 2012). To give you an idea of what the story is about, it starts off with the 

pineapple (who is able to talk) who challenged the hare, a much faster rabbit. All the animals that 

watched this event were unsure of why the pineapple challenged the hare. The animals, mainly 

the moose and the crow, thought that the pineapple had a plan to win the race. As the race started 

and the hare was off from the starting line, the pineapple moved only an inch from the starting 

line. By the time the race finished and the hare crossed the line, the pineapple was still at the 

starting line. At the end of the story, all the animals observing the race attacked the pineapple 
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and ate it. The moral, given to the students, was that “Pineapples don’t have sleeves” (Pinkwater, 

2012). What sounded like a demented story was definitely one that baffled students, some who 

said “this story doesn’t make sense” (Hartocollis, 2012).  

 Not only did the story cause uproar among students, teachers, and parents, but the 

questions that followed were problematic as well. Students found the questions to be confusing 

and difficult (Hartocollis, 2012). This was especially true when eighth graders came across the 

question “Which animal spoke the wisest words?” with four possible answers: a) hare, b) moose, 

c) crow, and d) owl. The owl, being the answer to the question according to Pearson, sparked 

confusion amongst students who didn’t think that the “Pineapple don’t have sleeves” were wise 

words (Hartocollis, 2012). For Pinkwater, “…only two answers for who were the wisest: the 

author or the publisher who made the test” (Fleisher, 2012).  

 Another tough question related to the story was “The animals ate the pineapple most 

likely because they were…” with four possible choices: a) hungry, b) excited, c) annoyed and d) 

amused (NYSED, 2012). Students were stuck between two possible answers for this question: 

annoyed or hungry, which both seemed to work since you eat something because your hungry or 

the animals ate the pineapple because it had deceived them (Hartocolis, 2012). Octavio Solis, a 

13 year old who attended I.S. 136 last year felt the question was weird because no reasoning was 

provided for why the animals ate the pineapple (Hartocolis, 2012). Pinkwater said “they feared 

socialism, or they had made an appointment to see their aunt in Minnesota. The next answer is 

“Are you a fool? Animals can’t talk” (Fleisher, 2012). The logic is simple: if the author found 

the questions of the passage problematic, and the students, teachers and parents found the story 

and questions problematic, then therefore something in the test is problematic. The next few 

sections will examine issues that may arise in a test.  
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Reliability and Error on High Stakes Tests 

 Reliability is an important aspect of a test. Test reliability refers to a measure of 

consistency and dependability of a test score (Madaus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). Reliability 

asks “If a test was given out the first time and a high score was received, would he/she obtain a 

comparable score if taken a second time?” (Koretz, 2009). The concept is fairly simple. If the 

test consistently gives accurate results, then the test is reliable (Fairtest, 2012). If the results of a 

test always vary, then we can suspect that the measure is unreliable. 

For example, John wants to know how many pounds he weighs using a scale he bought at 

a department store. When he stood on the scale for the first time, he weighed 125lbs. He was 

unsure of the initial weight he read from the scale and decided to conduct the test a second time. 

The reading of his second weight was also 125 lbs. Not believing what he was seeing, he decided 

to go on and off the scale about 50 times. He wrote down his weight each time on a piece of 

scrap paper. After completing his 50 readings, he looked at the results and found that his weights 

ranged from 124.5 to 126.4. Even though the readings were not exact every time, we could 

assume that the scale was reliable because it gave John readings that were consistent to his initial 

reading of 125lbs.  

 On the other hand, if John weighed 125lbs initially and received readings that were ten 

pounds more or less each time, it would be reasonable to say that the scale was highly unreliable. 

Let’s use John as an example again. If John got an initial reading of 125lbs and got a reading of 

135lbs the second time, we can speculate that something was either wrong with the scale or with 

John. If he conducted the weight readings and received several different readings, we can assume 

that the tests are inconsistent, therefore unreliable. Like a cheap scale, standardized test work the 

same way; they can be reliable or unreliable and prone to error. There are two types of errors: 
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measurement error and human error. Measurement error occurs when factors outside an 

individual’s control affects his/her score (Madeus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). Factors such as 

illness, motivation, outside noise, and distractions are examples of measurement error, which all 

can have a negative effect on student performance. The second type of error is human error, in 

which people make mistakes like creating faulty test items or fail to calibrate machines, which 

also has an effect on student test scores (Madeus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009).  

For example, let’s say hypothetically, that The Hare and the Pineapple (2012) story was 

a perfectly good passage and no one argued against it. Terrance, one of Mr. Goodwell’s top 

students, was reading the passage when all of a sudden he became dizzy and shaky. The lighting 

of the classroom was bothering him and the room was somewhat colder than usual. As he was 

trying to bounce back and shake his cobwebs off, he had a headache, making it harder for him to 

concentrate. Terrence tried to answer all the questions to the best of his ability. After it was all 

said and done, he felt good about the test and was glad that it was over. After a few months, he 

received his scores. He began to cry. It happened that he didn’t do as well as he thought, 

receiving 54% on the test. Though he is a top performer in Mr. Goodwell’s class, he was unable 

to demonstrate his skills and knowledge on the test. It is because of the test, not because of his 

academic performance that left him back in the 8
th

 grade.  

 What we can gather from this section is very simple: tests are not always reliable. 

Standardized tests should not be used on their own to make high stakes decision such as whether 

to promote a student to the next grade or close a school (Madaus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009; 

Ravitch, 2010; Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003). Just as people may get sick at any time, get into 

an accident on the train, go to school with family problems, or forget their reading glasses, these 

events all have an effect on our day to day lives. These events influence how we learn, as well as 
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how we perform on standardized test. Rather than using just tests to make high stakes decisions, 

assessments such as homework, class tests and quizzes, and projects should be factored into how 

schools are performing and whether or not students are truly learning (Koretz, 2009; Ravitch in 

Daves, 1984).  

Validity in High Stakes Testing 

 The term validity is used in education testing as a way of describing a specific inference 

or conclusion based on a test score (Koretz, 2009). Validity, in itself, does not describe a test 

(Madeus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). Rather, validity describes whether the test is measuring 

what it is intended to measure (Madeus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). For example, the use of test 

scores from a state English test to make an inference about how students are meeting state 

standards would be more valid than using the scores to predict how well students have prepared 

for a driver’s license (Madeus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). Using just test scores however to 

make life changing decisions about a school, administrator, teacher, or student is invalid. 

 According to Madeus, Russell & Higgins (2009), evaluating test validity requires 

multiple studies and requires the inspection of four aspects: test content, cognitive skills and 

abilities, relationship between other variables, and consequences of test use, are examined when 

discussing validity. Test content refers to the passages and questions on a test that are age and 

grade appropriate. Questions that ask third graders what the sum of two numbers are (ex. 18 + 

12; 12+ 34) is grade appropriate. If third graders were asked to solve for x in a quadratic 

equation, then that would be a problem. Quadratic equations requires advanced knowledge in 

algebra, something third graders are unlikely to learn at such an early age.  

Cognitive skills and abilities refer to student’s ability to utilize two or more skills to 

appropriately answer the test questions. For example, if a student was required to add or subtract 
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to answer a math problem, the student would need to utilize two skills: reading and adding or 

subtracting. Since the word problem is more concerned with adding or subtracting and not 

reading, a child who has poor reading skills but knows arithmetic, may or may not get the 

question right.  

The third aspect relationship between other variables asks the question of whether the 

test results from one exam correlates with performance on other exams. An example of this 

would be if a student took a state math test and received a score of 94% but received a 41% on 

the NAEP test. The difference in test scores would show inaccuracies between student 

knowledge and understanding of the material, as well as expose issues with state test, which will 

be discussed in the section: score inflation.  

Finally, the consequence of test use refers to the outcome for schools, teachers, 

administrators, and students who do well or fail on state tests. Such consequences may range 

from salary increases to closing schools. The importance of these aspects is crucial for my 

argument. I will now utilize each of these aspects to examine The Hare and the Pineapple, a 

passage in which Pearson claims is both “valid and reliable” (Twing, 2012). 

  A test is as good as its content. I believe that all aspects of a test such as the question 

types (ex. multiple choice or short answer) and the wording of each question are extremely 

important in determining validity. In examining the test content from The Hare and the 

Pineapple (NYSED, 2012), not only did the passage sound like a bunch of animals gone wild, 

but the questions were ridiculously confusing. As discussed earlier with the questions that asked 

“the animals ate the pineapple most likely because they were…” and “which animal spoke the 

wisest words?”, it is difficult to provide an appropriate answer to these questions given how 

opened ended they are. Perhaps if more context and emphasis was given to these two questions, 
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then maybe the test in itself wouldn’t have been a problem. But because the reality is that test 

content errors do occur, they should not be used by themselves to make life changing decisions. 

 In terms of cognitive skills and abilities and the relationship between other variables and 

test scores, tests do measure multiple forms of knowledge such as reading and mathematics. 

Students should be able to think about questions and work them out. However, if there are pieces 

of missing information in the test, how would you want students to answer them correctly? It 

makes it less possible for students to get the right answer if there’s limited information to work 

off of! For example, Kate Scheuler, a Delta student, said that the story made her nervous and 

kept “second guessing herself because it’s so ridiculous” (Hartocollis, 2012). Despite what 

Andrew J. Rotherham of Time Magazine said in his 2012 article “What Everyone Missed on the 

Pineapple Question” in defense of The Hare of the Pineapple, students did think critically about 

the questions. If they were to answer questions like these on other exams, they would continue to 

think about questions, probably getting stuck on two or three answer choices. I say give students 

passages that make sense with questions that make sense. It is only then will students know how 

to answer test questions. 

 All this has led to a point that I have been arguing for: the use of test scores alone to 

make high stakes decisions is invalid, especially when tests are prone to errors and mistakes. I do 

not want to make it seem like I am against testing because I am all for it when used 

appropriately. However, I do not agree with the use of a single test to predict whether students 

are learning. As I have mentioned before and is important to emphasize this point; using home 

works, projects, class presentations, classwork, low stakes tests, and other assessments together 

creates a much better and accurate portfolio of student gains and performance over a period of 

time. 
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Score Inflation as a BIG Problem 

 During a time of high stakes testing, we can expect the pressure to be on for students, 

teachers, and administrators (Koretz, 2009; Ravitch, 2010; Madeus, Russell, Higgins, 2009; 

Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003; Perlstein, 2007). Perlstein (2007) in her book “Tested: One 

American School Struggles to Make the Grade” captures the pressures and struggles of a 

principal and teachers to help students pass their state tests. In an effort to raise or hold steady 

test scores to obtain a great score on their yearly school report card, principals and teachers have 

risked plenty: their beliefs in teaching, how they teach, and their passion to teach. All these 

qualities are important and unique to great teachers. Unfortunately, at a time when tests are 

looked to as king and teachers, students, parents, and administrators are held hostage, it begs to 

ask the question: are what we see as gains on test scores truly gains in student performance? 

  According to Koretz (2009), schools and states can create an illusion by cheating or lying 

about a measurement. For example, teachers can change the students’ answers after the exams or 

teach to the test, in which teachers teach students what’s only on the test. This way, students are 

more prepared for what to expect on the test and how to answer questions. This will not only 

create an illusion of great gains in test scores, it would also lead to deceptive letter grades on 

school Progress Reports. 

 In an April 17, 2013 New York Post article, Yoav Gonan reported several accusations of 

cheating on standardized test in New York City. According to the article, cheating has doubled to 

221 allegations since 2009 with already 128 allegations reported to the Office of Special 

Investigations of the Department of Education. P.S. 33 is on the list of schools that is currently 

being investigated. The school saw a sharp gain of as much as 50% one year on students who 

passed both English and math tests and by the following year saw a 50% decrease. Bronx 
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Aerospace High School, John F. Kennedy High School, Brooklyn School for Media and Theatre, 

and many other schools are currently being investigated for reports of cheating. 

Teaching to the test, another way to inflate test scores, is also an issue. Koretz (2010) 

argues that gains in test scores doesn’t always equate to student’s academic knowledge. For 

example, in a study he done at a school in 1990, he saw a steady increase in test scores since 

1987 when a new moderate stakes test was given to students. When Koretz et al. (1991) handed 

an audit test to the students (a similar test used in 1986), students did not perform as well. This 

meant that students were only learning what was being taught on the test but not retaining 

valuable information that they had learned from previous tests. 

 Principals and teachers would not have resorted to cheating or teaching to the test if the 

stakes on test weren’t so high. When the pressure is on principals and teachers to get students 

proficient in reading, writing and math, sometimes teachers are compelled to use an unethical 

way of prepping students for the test (Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003). It is not to say that it’s 

right to cheat or teach to the test. However, when so much is on the line: keeping a job in a bad 

economy, keeping the school opened and getting students promoted to the next grade, it’s 

difficult to resist from teaching to only math and English and cheating as an option. These are the 

unintended consequences of high stake testing (Koretz, 2009; Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003; 

Madeus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009). 

Recommendation: Chicago Report Cards as a Template for new Accountability Tool   

 Parents and the public will want an accountability measure in place of school Progress 

Reports to see how their children’s schools are doing. Replacement of these reports could be the 

New York State School Report Card, but it is not highly recommended.  Though the New York 

State School Report Cards include information regarding enrollment, average class size, 
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demographic factors, teacher qualifications, and attendance records for a 3 year period, majority 

of the report is based on student performance on the math and English test (NYSED, 2012). 

Though the Report Card is a much simpler read and provides us with student performance based 

on defined levels, its overemphasis on tests make it similar to that of school Progress Reports. 

I propose in the place of New York City school Progress Reports a report modeled after 

the Illinois School Report Card. Though the Illinois School Report Card contains similar 

information found in the New York State Report Card (ex. student demographics and teacher 

credentials), they contain much more critical information about the school. For example, 

information regarding instructional setting including information about parental contact, student 

and staff ratios, and class size at each grade level are included (ISBE, 2012). Time devoted to 

teaching core subjects including science and social studies, the two subjects left out of the school 

Progress Report, are vital. Information regarding school district finances, which include revenue 

sources and expenditure, are also included in the Illinois School Report Cards. Taking all of 

these aspects together, in addition to testing information for all core subjects (not just math and 

English), this would a much effective and transparent accountability tool to make better  

judgments about a school.  

Conclusion 

What I have argued for in this policy paper is the removal of school Progress Reports on 

the basis of testing. We must stop thinking of tests as perfect instruments for student 

achievement and begin looking at the reality: tests are truly hurting schools and our children, not 

helping them. Like everything else in life, tests are subject to ridicule, errors, and scrutiny. From 

the way test items are worded, to the amount of questions given, down to the minute details 

missing from a passage that allows for understanding and critical thinking; they are all possible 
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flaws of a test. So how reasonable is it to make judgments based on high stakes test and give out 

letter grades like the Department of Health for cleanliness, salmonella and fungus? Not 

reasonable at all.  

When we hold our children at a high standard and hold our teachers and principals 

accountable using the school Progress Reports, we are ripping away to shreds what education is 

truly about. It’s about learning about the world and extending our knowledge beyond math and 

English. It’s about being able to make choices, make mistakes, and gaining the skills necessary 

to prepare us for a new technological 22
nd

 century. With all this said, and with Progress Reports 

gone, we can finally begin to breathe again and give hope to our children; to succeed and be all 

that they can be, finally learning about the world outside of a standardized test.  
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