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In the United States of America, education is often considered 
the stepping stone for becoming successful in life. From a 
young age, children are enrolled into school in order to acquire 
and practice necessary skills, particularly concerning the social 
and academic aspects of society.  Whether it is learning to 
share, practicing cursive writing, or reading age-appropriate 
books, all of these lessons are taught nationwide to those who 
are the future of America. In time, a postsecondary education 
will claim its spot as being top priority in a student’s life, 
particularly in the later years of completing secondary 
education. Education and wisdom are found in all places, 
whether or not a student realizes it. It is because of this that 
the government plays such a pivotal role in edification, as well 
as being the main modifiers of education. However, the 
current status of the United States’ education system is 
steadily headed downhill, despite a multitude of laws in effect. 
As a result of increased emphasis on higher educational 
standards and testing, and subsequently less of a focus on 
fostering intellect and creativity, the federal government has 
had a significantly negative influence on America’s education 
system. 
  
Since the times of ancient—although not necessarily 
primitive—civilizations, including China, Greece, and Rome, 
government-mandated tests were utilized in order to measure 
both reading and writing abilities. These tests included sections 
to gauge qualitative characteristics, which include creativity; 
such characteristics were judged subjectively by the 
government, as they could not be calculated with a definitive 
score like reading and writing could (Issitt). Despite a similar 
thought process about testing, the Eastern and Western world 
differed in that the government favored essay writing in 
Europe, due to a “tradition stemming from the ancient Greeks’ 
affinity for the Socratic Method” (Fletcher). There is no 
question the American government has been influenced by the 
ancient Greeks, particularly concerning a democratic system of 
government and a stress on citizens having a say. Since the 
country did not develop until significantly later than the period 
of ancient Athens, America’s education system did not 
cultivate until a more recent point in time. A movement began 

New Voices, New Visions 



to take shape as a result of the Industrial Revolution and the 
Progressive Era: people began to believe that children who 
worked in factories and farms should become more 
academically adept. In order to test an immense number of 
new schoolchildren, standardized testing was implemented. By 
the time of World War I, standardized testing became the 
norm, as it was used in both school and in the military 
(Fletcher). A couple of decades thereafter, the SAT was 
introduced and was a commonplace test for college admissions 
by the end of World War II (Fletcher).  Even with a rich, 
historical correlation between standardized testing and the 
United States, it remains to be seen whether the tests are 
indeed as beneficial as originally intended.  
  
Through several studies, with many spanning the course of 
years or decades, it is clear that there are both negative and 
positives aspects of standardized testing. One of the primary 
issues in relation to the tests is their inability “to account for 
cultural, ethnic, or social differences” (Issitt). It is an 
indisputable fact that all individuals come from varying 
backgrounds, and tests taken in school may not claim top 
priority for everyone. Not every child has a home teeming with 
affection and love, which can create a stressful environment at 
home and consequently in school. For an adolescent who must 
pass a state exam, studying and preparing for multiple tests 
can require a great effort and high levels of energy. Regardless, 
one of the chief issues with required testing is that “pupils 
never find out what they got wrong and why they got it wrong” 
since the answers are not available until long after the test is 
finished; as a result, students have to wait several months 
before they know whether their answers were correct or 
incorrect and why (Botstein). This may prevent students from 
growing and learning from their mistakes, which they need to 
do in order to avoid making the same ones in the future. Even 
if a student believed they did not perform as well as they had 
hoped on a test, discovering what they did wrong can be 
extremely beneficial. Furthermore, “even the teachers don’t 
get the results back in time”; this can be detrimental to an 
educator because they are unable to make use of previous 
tests to help future students (Botstein). Despite this, there is a 
possible positive outcome; if the test results are made 
available within a specific time frame—namely, before the end 
of the school year—then mistakes can be analyzed and 
corrected to suit the needs of each individual student. In spite 
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of this, teachers still spend a substantial amount of time 
focusing on preparation for these tests, rather than 
concentrating on how a student develops from the beginning 
of the school year to the end. 
  
In one of his essays, Herbert J. Walberg, who has taught for 
over thirty-five years, claims that standardized testing is overall 
“objective, fair, efficient, and comprehensive.” Walberg 
continues: “A 50 item standardized test can be given in an hour 
or so and sample students’ knowledge, understanding, and 
skills far more comprehensively than an essay.” Unlike a 
formal, multiple-choice exam, an essay is able to demonstrate 
skills that simply cannot be exhibited by coloring in a circle. 
Essays show writing skills and an ability to interpret text on a 
higher level of thinking, or a certain degree of imagination if 
there is no text to read into. Standardized tests can result in 
“teachers [emphasizing] memorization rather than reasoning” 
since their jobs may be at risk if their students do not perform 
well; these tests also create an “enormous pressure” to 
succeed (Chira). This is known as teaching to the test, in which 
a teacher only educates his or her students on what will be on 
a certain exam instead of encouraging learning as a fun and 
applicable experience. According to Susan Chira, “teachers 
relied heavily on classroom tests supplied by textbook 
companies, which also emphasized memorization,” further 
indicating the negative effects mandatory testing has on the 
minds of students who learn to become proficient in 
memorization but not in critical thinking.  
  
In 2009, more government-delegated standards were created. 
The Common Core State Standards Initiative (CCSSI) was 
“intended to ensure that all parts of the country were learning 
from the same supposedly high standards” (Chaffee). As of 
2013, it is in place in forty-five states, four U.S. territories, and 
D.C., making it a nearly nationwide standard. The Common 
Core makes it easier to compare how well or poorly students 
are performing academically because of its range across the 
entire country. It has yet to be one hundred percent 
implemented in every school, because it was introduced only a 
few years ago, but by the 2014/2015 school year all teachers 
and students should be following it closely. The transition will 
most likely be difficult, as both those teaching and those 
learning are not used to every lesson needing to follow a select 
standard taken directly from the Common Core. The Common 
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Core’s standards begin in pre-kindergarten and continue up to 
the twelfth grade, specifically outlining what needs to be 
taught to respective grade levels. For example, first graders 
must be able to “describe characters, settings, and major 
events in a story, using key details” and high school students 
enrolled in algebra must be able to “create equations that 
describe numbers or relationships” (Kendall). As shown in the 
examples, one of the prime negative aspects of the Common 
Core is that there are no set standards outside the realms of 
English and mathematics. Science, social studies, and various 
technical subjects are excluded in the majority of states, but in 
the future these may be included alongside the other subjects.
  
Both standardized testing and the Common Core are similarly 
problematic in that “the main reason for poor student 
performance is being ignored”—that is, issues outside of the 
school, such as poverty and problems in the home, are being 
ignored as the main reasons for “poor student performance” 
(Brady). Unlike mandated tests, however, the Common Core’s 
job is to outline what to teach students without taking into 
consideration that not every student learns the exact same 
way. Often, teachers must consider diversity when crafting and 
teaching lessons—that is, whether students are visual learners, 
auditory learners, kinesthetic learners, or otherwise. The 
Common Core may be the foundation for what education 
should be, but it also sets students up for “tests that can’t 
evaluate complex thought, can’t avoid cultural bias, can’t 
measure non-verbal learning, [and] can’t predict anything of 
consequence” (Brady). Additionally, it is nearly impossible to 
“create a single set of regulations capable of identifying, hiring, 
and mobilizing” the millions of American teachers (Evers, 
Izumi, and Riley 300). Just as all students are different, 
teachers are equally as diverse in their styles of educating, 
even down to varying philosophies of what education means to 
them and how they apply it to lessons. Teachers are as 
negatively affected by the massive amount of standards—the 
count currently stands at 1,061 in total—as the students whom 
they are teaching. 
 
On the other hand, the Common Core does validate its worth, 
as it has been shown to positively influence school districts 
that were before unable to collaborate with nearby districts 
due to differentiating standards (Kendall). Thanks to the 
implementation of the Common Core, teachers are able to 

New Voices, New Visions 



easily collaborate on lesson plans because of the need to fulfill 
the same standards across all grade levels and for two subjects. 
The CCSS will not be changing anytime soon, and thus will 
remain consistent for years to come, allowing for educators to 
slowly adjust to it. However, it can be argued that the 
standards were sprung upon teachers far too quickly for them 
to adapt in a timely manner, which can attribute to their 
relative ineffectiveness. Despite over a thousand standards in 
place, the Common Core ultimately fails when it comes to 
instigating and encouraging critical thinking skills. For example, 
a group of teachers used a direct lesson plan from the 
Common Core and found that the exemplar encouraged “cold 
reading” (Chaffee). Cold reading “mimics the conditions of a 
standardized test” by asking students to read a passage and 
answer multiple choice questions based on that passage 
(Chaffee). This does not teach a student how to analytically 
read a passage, but only teaches how to answer questions by 
flipping the page back and forth. In addition to standardized 
testing, the Common Core is another reason as to how the 
government’s authorized standards have not allowed room for 
intellectual growth in students, both children and young adults. 
 
Perhaps the aspect of the American education system that has 
been both profoundly negative and controversial is the No 
Child Left Behind Act, brought into law by former President 
George W. Bush in 2002. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was a 
part of Bush’s educational policy, proposed first in 2001, 
following his win in the 2000 election (Jost). Since its inception, 
NCLB has been an issue that the federal government has 
struggled with on how to effectively reform or fix. After 
becoming president in 2008, Barack Obama criticized the act, 
and said that it “[narrowed] the focus of educational efforts to 
subjects tested under [NCLB]” and “bypassed the potential to 
improve art and music education” (Aronson). The goals of No 
Child Left Behind are to close the achievement gap in American 
students and have them “meet clear-cut proficiency goals 
within specific timeframes”; in other words, the goal is to have 
all students meet one hundred percent proficiency ratings in 
math and ELA (Aronson). Such incredibly high ratings are most 
likely not possible, as there will always be students who are 
simply not good at taking tests and/or experience mild to 
severe test anxiety. It is unreasonable to expect all students 
who differ in academic level to earn perfect scores on all 
exams. 
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For those schools that fail to meet the unreasonably high 
proficiency ratings, the government declares them to be “in 
need of improvement” schools, which greatly increases the 
chances of them being shut down by either the state or the 
nation (Aronson). If there is a high amount of “in need of 
improvement” schools in a state, the state is able to apply for a 
waiver that will exempt them from meeting 2014/2015 school 
year target goals. In 2012, Obama began to allow this waiver 
system to come into effect, and nearly a quarter of the states 
have applied for a waiver since then (Aronson). Some states 
were denied the waiver because they performed better than 
other states, yet still were nowhere near the goals set by NCLB. 
Despite the high standards set for schools and the state 
overall, there has been little progress. It has been revealed by 
the United States Department of Education that both 
mathematics and reading scores have been slowly and steadily 
improving before and after NCLB was enacted (Jost). The effect 
of No Child Left Behind has been minimal at best, and certainly 
has not increased scores as dramatically as Bush and his 
administration may have hoped for. Another problem involving 
the law is the amount of responsibility teachers are held 
accountable for if their students do not meet the standards set 
up for them. This puts stress and weight on their shoulders, as 
well as a sense of fear that their jobs are on the line if student 
exam scores are not satisfactory or do not demonstrate 
progress. No Child Left Behind is considered voluntary, but 
when schools are not funded if they do not comply with the 
act, it may not be entirely voluntary—especially if schools wish 
to succeed. 
  
Despite several, perhaps well-intentioned, attempts to reform 
the United States’ education system, the government has 
ultimately taken one step forward and three steps back. The 
positive aspects of standardized testing, the Common Core 
Standards, and the No Child Left Behind Act are overwhelmed 
and disregarded by the negative aspects. There is an 
overemphasis on academic success in America, which begins in 
kindergarten and continues throughout secondary and later, 
postsecondary education. In several states, including New 
York, examinations taken at the end of the year determine 
whether a student will graduate. These tests can stop a fourth 
or fifth grader from progressing into middle school, likewise 
with eight graders into high school. Towards the later years of 
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secondary school, SAT and AP exams come into play. Teachers 
are affected, as well. Due to the extensive amount of content 
in the Common Core, lesson plans from previous school years 
may have to be scrapped and redone in order to match a new 
set of standards. Overall, education has become less about 
developing academically, socially, and intellectually, and more 
about passing state exams and setting unrealistic expectations 
on the students of today. Perhaps the government should 
focus more on repairing the problems it has already produced 
and less on passing as many standards and testing as they 
possibly can.  
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