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Introduction and Rationale

As a Social Studies teacher at Nathan Hale School in New Haven, I work with a diverse and intellectually
curious group of seventh and eighth grade students. In the 2023-24 school year, 50.1% of our students
identified as Hispanic, 14.5% as Black, 1.6% as Asian, 4.2% as two or more races, and 29.6% as White. In the
2024-25 school year, our school was designated a Title I school, reflecting the increasing economic challenges
our families face. These demographic and economic facts reflect the structural and cultural realities that
shape how our students experience education. With this in mind, I developed this unit to help eighth grade
students explore and reflect on one of the most powerful forces shaping their academic lives: standardized
testing.

This unit, Challenging the Standard: Testing & the Fight for Educational Justice, invites students into a critical
examination of the history of standardized testing and its ongoing role in public education: how it came to
play such a central role, and how it continues to shape student identity, opportunity, and self-worth. Most
students have internalized narratives based on their test scores; messages that tell them who they are, how
“smart” they are, and what they can or cannot become. This unit is about unpacking those messages and
asking where they come from, who created them, and whether they are fair, just, or accurate.

My goal is for students to think deeply and critically about the systems they are asked to participate in – often
without consent, context, or question – and to activate their agency in asking the important questions that can
drive change in systems that do not serve their interests. Through investigation, reflection, and discussion,
students will come to see that standardized testing did not emerge in a vacuum. They will explore how testing
in the United States was shaped by early 20th -century ideas about intelligence and human value; ideas closely
tied to the eugenics movement. Students will learn that many early testing practices were designed to sort,
exclude, and reinforce existing inequalities, rather than support learners equitably.

One of the most meaningful components of this unit is the opportunity for students to reflect on how
standardized testing has affected them personally and collectively. They will journal about how these
assessments have affected the way they view themselves and their learning. They will explore questions such
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as: What messages do these tests send about who is smart or capable? How do labels like “proficient” or
“basic” shape our identities as learners? What emotional and social impacts do these assessments carry?
What would more equitable ways to measure student achievement and growth look like? Students will discuss
these questions with peers and collaborate to imagine and propose more just systems of assessment.

The unit culminates in an activism project, allowing students to apply what they have learned and take
meaningful action. Whether through writing letters to educational leaders, creating and launching awareness
campaigns, or designing more equitable and inclusive assessment models, students will be encouraged to
advocate for changes that better reflect their abilities and aspirations. I want my students to practice civic
engagement and develop their voices as powerful tools for change within their schools and communities.

This unit is grounded in my belief that students are capable of deep critical thinking when they are given the
tools, context, and permission to question systems that shape their lives – especially systems that do not
serve them. Standardized testing is one such system. Students deserve the opportunity to imagine, and help
build, systems that do. By examining the roots of standardized testing in eugenics and its enduring legacy in
modern education, my students will gain both historical understanding and the confidence to challenge the
status quo and envision something better. In the U.S., where educational inequities have long been shaped by
race, class, and institutional power, this is more than an academic exercise. It is essential, transformative
work.

Historical Background of Standardized Testing & the Fight for Educational
Justice

Standardized testing is a powerful and controversial force in American public education. Although often
regarded as an objective way to measure student achievement, these assessments have a complex and
troubling history intertwined with scientific racism, structural inequality, and the development of public
schooling. To fully understand the role of standardized testing today, educators must examine its historical
context. This essay provides background for the unit Challenging the Standard: Testing & the Fight for
Educational Justice by tracing the development of public education, the institutionalization of standardized
testing, and both historic and contemporary critiques of its impact on students, schools, and society.

The Origins and Evolution of Public Education

Before public school systems were formally established, education in the United States was highly localized,
informal, and unequal. Access depended heavily on race, class, and geography, with instruction provided
through church-supported schools, charity schools, dame schools, and home tutoring.1 Many children,
especially Black, Indigenous, and poor white children, were excluded altogether. Education was neither
compulsory nor universally funded.

Some of the Founding Fathers, including Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, viewed education as vital to
sustaining American democracy. In 1785, John Adams wrote: “The education of a nation, instead of being …
for the instruction of the few, must become the national care and expense, for the information of the many.”2

He advocated for free, public education to cultivate informed citizens capable of protecting their rights and
participating in civic life. Federal land grants in the 1780s further laid the financial groundwork for school
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development in new states, reinforcing the principle that education should serve the public good.3

Horace Mann’s common school movement of the 1830s advanced this vision, promoting universal,
nonsectarian, publicly-funded education to foster literate, moral, and productive citizens. Reformers argued
that education could uplift the poor and unify a diverse population. Yet in practice, access remained limited.
Many advocates excluded non-white children in their visions of universal education, and public schools often
reinforced rather than disrupted existing social hierarchies.4

The expansion of public schools was uneven. In 1830, only 55% of children aged 5 to 14 were enrolled in
school; by 1870, that number rose to 78%. High school attendance remained low, with only 14% of adults
having attended by 1910.5 Despite growing enrollment, access continued to be shaped by race, gender, class,
and ability. Southern states prohibited the education of enslaved people and later enforced segregation
through Jim Crow laws. Immigrant, Latinx, Asian American, and female students faced systemic barriers
nationwide, and children with disabilities were often placed in separate programs or denied meaningful
schooling altogether.6

Despite persistent inequities, public schools became spaces of civic education and community life. They also
emerged as critical battlegrounds in the struggle for equity. Landmark moments like Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) placed public education at the
center of federal efforts to redress inequality and promote opportunity. Still, the decentralized structure of
U.S. education – with overlapping federal, state, and local control – often complicates these efforts.7

Today, public school districts are legally obligated to educate all students “regardless of income, race,
ethnicity, academic level, disability, immigration status, language proficiency, or other characteristics.”8

However, in practice, many students do not receive the education they need.

This history reveals a persistent contradiction: schools have been imagined as instruments of democracy and
equal opportunity, yet they often uphold systems of social and racial hierarchy. One key mechanism
sustaining these hierarchies has been standardized testing, particularly assessments claiming to measure
intelligence. Far from being neutral, these tests emerged from a broader eugenic effort to classify and control
populations under the guise of science.

The Eugenic Roots of Intelligence Measurement

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, intelligence testing in the United States developed alongside the rise
of the eugenics movement. Historian Erik L. Peterson, defines eugenics as “scientific ideas that some [people]
are inherently healthy, robust, smart, charismatic (the ‘fit’) – and others sickly, weak, mentally impaired, lazy,
alcoholics (the ‘unfit’).”9 Eugenics aimed to improve the human population by promoting reproduction among
the “fit” and discouraging, or even preventing, reproduction of the “unfit,” continuing an “American tradition
of those with power controlling the bodies of others with less power.”10 This ideology appealed to social
reformers, scientists, and policymakers who believed psychological measurement could provide a scientific
basis for identifying, sorting, and controlling individuals according to perceived genetic worth.

In 1904, Alfred Binet and Théodore Simon developed the first widely known intelligence assessment in France
to identify schoolchildren needing support. It was never meant to measure innate ability; Binet explicitly
warned that intelligence was not fixed and that his test measured only a limited range of abilities.11 However,
American psychologist Henry Goddard “convinced his medical colleagues to redefine mental deficiency in
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terms of intelligence” and repurposed the test to reinforce hereditarian views.12 Psychologist Lewis Terman
modified the Binet-Simon into the Stanford-Binet IQ test. Robert Yerkes, president of the American
Psychological Association and chair of the Eugenics Research Association’s Committee on Inheritance of
Mental Traits, collaborated with Terman, Goddard, and others to promote the idea that intelligence was
hereditary and quantifiable. Together, they adapted intelligence tests for mass administration and IQ testing
was soon embraced by school officials, policymakers, and military leaders as a “scientific” method for sorting
and categorizing people.13

Millions of immigrants, soldiers, and students were tested. Results were used to justify racial discrimination,
forced sterilizations, and immigration restrictions. Tests placed disproportionate numbers of Black and
immigrant children in “special education” programs and lower academic tracks, as schools began “organizing
classrooms according to students’ mental – rather than chronological – ages.”14 IQ tests also supported laws
enacted by at least thirty states to permit some level of forced or involuntary sterilization. The Supreme Court
supported these sterilization policies in Buck v. Bell (1927), when Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. infamously
wrote: “It is better for the world, if … society can prevent those who are manifestly unfit from continuing their
kind.”15 IQ tests also informed the 1924 Immigration Act, which restricted Southern and Eastern European
immigration based on perceived intellectual inferiority.16

While explicit eugenic rhetoric has faded, the underlying assumptions persist. Ideas about who is considered
“gifted,” who is deemed “at risk,” and whose intelligence is worth cultivating still shape policies and practices.
Understanding this history exposes intelligence testing as a tool of exclusion masquerading as meritocracy.

The Emergence of Standardized Testing in American Public Schools

Although advocates promoted standardized testing as a means to foster meritocracy, in practice, these
assessments have reinforced social inequalities. Early IQ tests reflected the cultural knowledge and
educational experiences of white, middle-class Americans, rather than innate intelligence. Marginalized groups
predictably scored lower. These results were often misinterpreted as proof of inherent biological inferiority
rather than evidence of systemic barriers to educational and economic opportunity.17

As Emily Merchant explains, “Intelligence testing became a big business after World War I, with universities
and employers adopting intelligence tests as gatekeeping mechanisms for entering the middle class, making
correlation among IQ, educational attainment, and socioeconomic status a self-fulfilling prophecy.”18

Standardized testing expanded beyond IQ tests to large-scale achievement exams promising objective and
efficient measures of student performance. In reality, these tests replicated disparities in access to quality
education, culturally relevant curricula, and economic resources.19

By the late 20th century, standardized testing had become central to school accountability. Consequences
included curricula narrowed to match test content, increased levels of student stress, and high-stakes
decisions based on limited and often irrelevant scores. These effects disproportionally harmed students of
color, multilingual learners, and students with disabilities. As Terry Meier writes, standardized testing, rooted
in white, middle-class norms, is “deeply at variance with the values and strengths of many minority
communities.”20 Marginalized students were often labeled low-achieving and denied access to advanced
coursework, gifted programs, and higher education. Standardized tests privilege specific forms of language,
expression, knowledge, and values while penalizing others.

Critics like Meier have long questioned the validity and purpose of standardized testing, arguing that they fail
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to reflect the diverse ways students learn and demonstrate understanding.21 Cindy Long documents
educators’ growing resistance to high-stakes testing policies that harm students in under-resourced schools.22

Although testing tools have changed, the legacy of eugenics, with its focus on ranking and sorting, still shapes
definitions of intelligence and achievement.

Even Edward Thorndike, a pioneer of educational psychology, admitted in 1918 that “there is no known unit of
intelligence,” and therefore, measuring it is “inordinately tricky.”23 In 1923, psychologist Edwin G. Boring
unironically declared intelligence is “what intelligence tests test.”24 Despite there being no universally
accepted definition of intelligence nor a clear method to measure it, standardized achievement tests continue
to be treated as definitive indicators of student ability and remain central to educational policy and decision-
making.

Although modern assessments are often framed as tools to promote equity and accountability, they still
operate within framework rooted in early 20th -century eugenic thinking. Understanding this history
contradicts the idea that standardized testing is a neutral or fair measure of potential. Instead, it reveals how
these systems uphold dominant cultural norms and justify unequal outcomes, reaffirming the belief that merit
is both measurable and inherently unequal.

High-Stakes Testing in the 21st Century

High-stakes testing continues to shape 21st -century educational policy, driving decisions about curriculum,
teacher evaluation, school funding, and closures. Operating under the pretense of accountability, these tests
assess school and student “performance” with profound consequences for those falling below arbitrary
benchmarks. Despite evidence that “standardized tests are inaccurate, inequitable, and often ineffective at
gauging what students actually know,” they continue to be treated as objective indicators of merit.25

Terry Meier describes the tragedy of defining excellence through such narrow means as a standardized test
just as educational psychology embraces broader and more complex understandings of intelligence.26 Though
modern assessments no longer claim biological inferiority, they replicate racial, economic, and linguistic
hierarchies.

Initiatives like the Massachusetts Consortium for Innovative Education Assessment (MCIEA), a partnership of
eight public school districts, counter this trend by building more comprehensive accountability systems. MCIEA
co-founder Jack Schneider notes that test data mainly “correlates to race, income, and family educational
achievement,” revealing more about advantage than achievement. 27 Yet schools still adjust curricula based
on this data, often cutting enrichment programs in favor of test prep.28 The result is a narrowed curriculum
that undermines equity and engagement. Additional consequences include denied student promotion,
penalized teachers, and closed schools.29

Policies like No Child Left Behind (2001) and Race to the Top (2009) embedded testing into federal
accountability measures. Though intended to close achievement gaps, they often deepened inequities by
holding marginalized communities accountable for systemic conditions without addressing root causes.
Meaningful change must come from grassroots movements that challenge standardized testing and reimagine
assessments grounded in skill development and growth.
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Resistance and Critique

A 2018 panel during Black Lives Matter in Schools week at the Institute for Collaborative Education in New
York City, titled A Standardized Test is a Poor Substitute for Justice exemplifies the grassroots advocacy
reshaping the national conversation around assessment. Organized by parents, the event featured educators
and a student reflecting on the injustices of standardized testing and the validity of alternative assessments.
Educator Kristin Taylor shared how federal mandates reshaped her curriculum and expectations for student
proficiency. She expressed frustration that high-stakes standardized testing contradicts her school’s motto:
“We meet the child where they are.”30

The student panelist, Chris Lopez, spoke about his inability to afford expensive SAT test-preparation programs
that helped prepare his more economically-advantaged peers. He reflected on how his SAT scores diminished
his confidence in the college application process and his relief that there are test-optional colleges.31 Another
way to challenge the detrimental standardized tests is for parents to opt their children out of them. Zipporiah
Mills, a retired principal, emphasized the power of parental action in opposing such harmful practices: “By not
standing up against something, you’re supporting it.”32

In 2012, Wayne Au and Melissa Bollow Tempel edited a collection of essays titled Pencils Down: Rethinking
High-Stakes Testing and Accountability in Public Schools. In their introduction, they criticized the intensified
role of high-stakes testing under No Child Left Behind: despite rhetoric supporting multiple measures to assess
learning and teaching, “high-stakes test scores are being used to quantify, rank, and judge everything in
public schools.”33 The essays in Pencils Down “deconstruct the damage” caused by standardized tests,
“highlight their inaccuracy as tools of measurement, and offer visionary forms of assessment that are more
authentic, democratic, fair, and accurate.”34

Educators nationwide are implementing alternative assessments that prioritize growth, reflection, and
authentic demonstrations of knowledge and skills in context and over time. These models include portfolios,
performance-based assessments, exhibitions, and collaborative projects. These alternatives aim to foster
learning and re-center assessment around equity, engagement, and deeper understanding. National
organizations like FairTest support this shift by working to end the misuse of standardized tests and promote
fair, educationally sound evaluations systems.

Reimagining Assessment for Equity and Justice

As communities confront the harms of high-stakes testing, they also envision new assessment measures
rooted in growth, context, and student voice. MCIEA educators Alissa Holland and Dan Cote describe how
performance-based assessment shifts the focus of learning. Holland explains, “Students can show much more
of their knowledge over time, in a form they choose, rather than on one day, on one test question, where only
one answer is right.” Cote adds that the process “acknowledges that learning happens in different stages,
where we can give feedback and build skills during assessment.”35

At the Institute for Collaborative Education in New York City, Jehan Senai Worthy’s students develop real-world
skills through performance-based assessment tasks. Her students become historians by conducting research,
constructing arguments grounded in evidence, and presenting their knowledge in writing and through panel
presentations.36 Chris Lopez credits his experience with such research projects and panel presentations as the
reason he excelled in his college interviews and earned a full-ride scholarship to his chosen college.37
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These performance-based approaches reflect the vision of assessment advanced by educators and scholars in
Pencils Down. The book’s final section, “Beyond High-Stakes Standardized Testing,” advocates for authentic
forms of evaluation. Effective methods of assessment exist, though they are “messier, more intensive, more
democratic, and less punitive.”38 These methods prioritize meaningful growth and understanding over ranking
and affirm the knowledge and dignity that students bring into the classroom.

In his 1963 “A Talk to Teachers,” James Baldwin reminded educators that “the purpose of education…is to
create in a person the ability to look at the world for himself.”39 Reimagining assessment is part of that
purpose. When students help shape how their learning is evaluated, assessment becomes a practice of
liberation. By confronting the past and designing new models for the future, educators and students can
create systems that honor learning in all its complexity.

Essential Questions

What is “eugenics”? 
How has eugenics shaped American society and public policy?
What are the origins of intelligence testing? 
How were these assessments influenced by eugenics and ideas about “natural” intelligence?
How did standardized testing become central to public education in the United States? 
In what ways do standardized tests reflect or obscure student learning and potential? 
How do standardized test scores affect how students see themselves? How others see them?
Who benefits from the current systems of standardized testing?
Who is harmed by the current systems of standardized testing?
How have standardized tests historically reflected and reinforced systems of power, including racism,
classism, and ableism?
How do our current systems of assessment continue or challenge the legacy of eugenics?
What does a “fair” or “equitable” assessment look like?
How can students use their voices and experiences to advocate for more just educational practices and
policies?
How can students participate in creating more equitable approaches to education and assessment?

Learning Objectives

Students will analyze the development of standardized testing in the United States and its connections
to the eugenics movement, including how early intelligence testing was used to justify social hierarchies
based on race, class, language, and perceived ability.
Students will identify and explain how eugenic ideologies influenced public education policies,
particularly in the design and application of intelligence and aptitude tests during the 20th

Students will evaluate the claims of objectivity and fairness often associated with standardized testing
by investigating who designs these assessments, what they measure, and how they impact different
student populations.
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Students will reflect on how their own identities, self-perceptions, and educational experiences have
been shaped by standardized testing, using journals and discussions to explore their relationships with
assessment labels.
Students will examine standardized testing as a mechanism of social control and gatekeeping,
understanding how test scores influence access to resources, programs, and opportunities.
Students will explore and propose alternative, more equitable approaches to assessment that support
diverse ways of learning and demonstrate student growth more authentically.
Students will apply their learning by participating in an activism project that addresses educational
inequity, demonstrating their ability to advocate for policy or practice changes in their schools or
communities.

Classroom Activities: Lessons & Culminating Project

Lesson One: What Makes Someone Smart? Games, Skills, & Systems

Lesson Rationale: This lesson gently introduces the idea that systems define success differently, and not
all systems are fair or accurate. It primes students to begin questioning how intelligence has been defined
historically (especially in relation to eugenics and testing) and sets a personal, experiential foundation for the
deeper critical work that follows.

Lesson Objectives: By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:

Engage with games that require different combinations of memory, strategy, and chance.
Reflect on how different games reward different types of thinking, behavior, and luck.
Discuss how systems (in this case games) define and reward “intelligence,” “skill,” and “success.”
Begin questioning the fairness and objectivity of labels such as “proficient” or “gifted.”

Materials Needed:

Memory-Based Games: These games test short-term and long-term memory, pattern recognition, and
attention to detail.

Memory/Concentration: Flip and match pairs from a face-down set of cards.
SET: Visual pattern recognition game involving shapes, colors, and numbers.
Simon: Classic sequence memory game involving lights and sounds.

Strategy-Based Games: These reward planning, foresight, and logical thinking.
Connect Four: Classic alignment strategy game.
Blokus: Spatial reasoning and competitive blocking game.
Checkers/Chess: Strategic movement and foresight.
Mastermind: Deductive reasoning game; one player creates a code, the other tries to break it.
Tic-Tac-Toe: Simple and classic strategy under pressure game.

Chance-Based Games: These highlight the role of randomness and unpredictability; ideal for disrupting
assumptions about “skill = success.”

Chutes & Ladders: Pure chance; often frustrates students.
Left Center Right: Dice-based game relying purely on rolls.
UNO: Combines basic strategy with heavy randomness (who draws what).
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Candyland: Luck-based game with few choices.
Dice 100: Students roll two dice, choosing to bank or risk each roll to reach 100. Teaches risk
management and math fluency.

Hybrid Games: Games that blend chance, memory, and/or strategy.
Guess Who?: Combines deductive reasoning with some randomization based on who goes first
and what questions are asked.
Battleship: Combines strategic positioning and guesswork.
Yahtzee: Combines luck of dice rolls with strategic decision-making.
Qwirkle: Offers multiple ways to earn points; blends spatial reasoning with an element of
unpredictability as tiles are drawn at random.
Uno Flip (or classic Uno with house rules): Layered strategy with randomness.

Student journals or notebooks
Whiteboard or chart paper
Observation sheet
Exit tickets

Warm-Up (10 minutes): Personal Reflection Prompt

Have questions posted for student references. Let students complete a journal response to the following
questions:

What does it mean to be ‘smart’?
How do you know if someone is smart?
Who decides what counts as intelligence?”

After students have had a chance to write a response, have them share with a partner or in a small
group.
Invite pairs/groups to share out with the whole class.
Capture their ideas on the board/chart paper.

Game Rotation (40 minutes): Play & Observe

Set up game stations that represent Memory-based games, Strategy-based games, Chance-based
games, and Hybrid games.
Distribute an observation sheet for each student to take notes on in each station. Encourage them to
notice for each game they play:

What kind of thinking or behavior is rewarded?
What makes someone “good” at this game?
How much of success depends on luck/chance?
How much of success depends on strategy?

Group students into pairs or trios and have them rotate through at least 2 stations, spending 10-20
minutes at each. It may be optimal to limit time at each station to have students rotate through more
stations, regardless of whether games are completed or not at the end of the allotted time.

Class Discussion (10 minutes): Debrief & Connect

Gather students and lead a discussion using these guiding questions:
Which games did you enjoy most? Which were frustrating?
Did any games feel “unfair”? Why?
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Did winning (or losing) feel like a result of skill, chance, or both?
Do the systems we use to define success (in school and in other aspects of their lives) feel more
like skill or chance?

Bridge the conversation toward the unit: “Standardized testing is one tool schools use to measure
success. After playing games today, what questions do you have about how intelligence and ability are
defined and measured?”

Exit Ticket (5-10 minutes):

Distribute an exit ticket for students to complete answering the following prompts:
Which game did you feel best at today? What helped you succeed at that game?
Which game felt the most unfair or random? Why?
What is one thing today’s games taught you about how success can be measured – or
mismeasured?

Lesson Two: Personal Reflections on Standardized Testing

Lesson Rationale: This lesson builds directly on the opening games-based activity by inviting students to
reflect on their own experiences with standardized testing. After exploring how chance, memory, and strategy
affect outcomes in games, students will now shift their focus to real-world systems that shape their academic
identities.

Journaling and peer discussion give students the space to examine how testing has influenced their self-
perception and sense of capability. These reflections help them recognize that assessments are not just
academic tools; they carry emotional and social weight. By surfacing personal stories, this lesson creates
empathy, curiosity, and critical awareness, which are essential for understanding the historical and systemic
issues explored later in the unit.

Starting with students’ lived experiences ensures relevance and builds investment. It affirms that their voices
matter and will set the tone for deeper inquiry and activism.

Lesson Objectives: By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:

Reflect on their personal experiences with standardized testing.
Identify and articulate how standardized testing has shaped their academic identity and feelings about
school.
Engage in respectful, open-ended discussion with peers about shared and differing experiences.
Begin to question the assumptions and impacts of standardized assessment practices.

Materials Needed:

Student journals or notebooks
Whiteboard or chart paper
Discussion prompt slide or handout

Warm-Up (10-15 minutes): Discussion

Initiate a discussion with students about their experience from the last class:
“Yesterday, we played games that tested different combinations of memory, skill, and chance.
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Think about the games you played yesterday.”
Students can have their journals, observation sheets, and exit tickets in front of them for
reference.
Ask students to share out responses to the following questions:

Which games did you feel confident in? Why?
Which games made you feel frustrated? Why?
Did any games make you feel “lucky” or “unlucky”? Which ones? How so?
Did any games feel “fair” or “unfair”? Which ones? How so?
Did any game outcomes surprise you?
What skills did each game reward? Which skills didn’t matter as much?

Segue the discussion to standardized testing. Use the discussion to underscore that games are
designed to work a certain way, as are assessments. And those designs impact how students feel;
whether they succeed, or struggle – sometimes regardless of effort or intelligence.

“Today, we’re going to reflect on a system we all participate in – standardized testing – and ask
some of the same questions:

Are these tests fair?
What do they measure?
How do the outcomes make us feel about ourselves?”

Have questions posted for student references. Let students complete a journal response to the following
questions:

What thoughts or emotions do you associate with standardized testing?
Allow 2-3 students to share out if they’re comfortable.

Mini-Lesson/Framing (5-10 minutes):

Briefly remind students what standardized testing is (students in New Haven start official SBAT testing
in third grade, but are also subjected to quarterly district-level subject-specific testing in mathematics
and reading, as well as in science in middle school).
Reinforce that this reflection is not about assigning blame to teachers or schools, but about exploring
how systems affect learners. You may say:

“Today, we’re going to reflect on your experiences. These reflections will help us understand how
testing affects students – not in theory, but in real life. Your experiences are valid and important data.”

Journaling (15-20 minutes):

Have questions posted for student references Ask students to respond in writing to three or more of the
following prompts in their journals:

What is your first memory of taking a standardized test?
How do you feel when you take standardized tests?
What do you think your test scores say about you?
How have test scores affected the way you see yourself as a student?
Who decides what “proficient” means, and do you agree with those standards?
Have you ever felt that a test didn’t reflect what you know or can do? Why?
What would a better assessment look like for you?

Let students know their writing will not be graded for grammar or correctness and will not be shared
without their permission.
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Pair or Small Group Discussion (15-20 minutes):

Invite students to discuss their reflections in small groups (3-4 students). Post these discussion norms:
Speak from your own experience.
Listen actively without interrupting.
Respect different perspectives.
Share only what you’re comfortable sharing.

Suggested guiding questions for group discussion after individual sharing:
Did anyone’s experience surprise you?
What do you think makes testing feel so high-stakes?
How do you think testing could be made more fair or meaningful?

Create a shared board or chart where students can anonymously add key takeaways or feelings (e.g.,
“Stress,” “Frustrated,” “Motivated,” “Confused by labels”).

Debrief (5 minutes):

Debrief with the whole class:
What did you notice about your classmates’ experiences?
What questions do you have about testing systems now?
How might we use these reflections to think about change?

Inform students that this reflection work will shape their activism project later in the unit.

Exit Ticket Reflection (5-10 minutes)

Have students take a few quiet minutes to respond to the questions below. Reaffirm that there are no
right or wrong answers and that their honest reflections will help guide their learning and conversations
moving forward.

What is one insight or realization you had today about standardized testing?Write 2-3 sentences.
How have standardized tests made you feel about your intelligence or your abilities in school?
Check all that apply and add details if you’d like.

☐ Confident ☐ Anxious ☐ Confused
☐ Discouraged ☐ Motivated ☐ Frustrated

☐ Proud ☐ Indifferent ☐ Other: _______

Optional: Explain your answer.

What questions do you still have about where standardized tests come from or why we use them? List
one or two questions you’re curious to explore.

Lesson Three: A History of Standardized Testing

Lesson Rationale: This lesson introduces students to the historical roots of standardized testing in the U.S.,
emphasizing how tests were shaped by, and have reinforced, systems of inequality. By connecting their
personal reflections to broader historical patterns, students will begin to see that their experiences are not
isolated but part of a larger story. This historical lens deepens their critical awareness and prepares them to
imagine, explore, and advocate for more just systems of assessment.

Lesson Objectives: By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:
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Understand the historical emergence of standardized testing in U.S. public schools.
Identify how testing has been used to rank, sort, and exclude students.
Recognize connections between personal experiences and systemic patterns.
Reflect on how historical context complicates the idea that tests are “objective” or “fair”.

Materials Needed:

Teacher-led version of a slideshow created from the “Historical Background of Standardized Testing &
the Fight for Educational Justice” essay (with speaker notes)
Student-facing version of the slideshow (for note-taking)
Student journals or notebooks
Pens/pencils
Projector or smartboard

Warm-Up (10-15 minutes):

Have questions posted for student references. Let students complete a journal response to the following
prompt: “Last class, you reflected on your experiences with testing. Today, you’ll begin to explore the
history of where these tests came from. Before we jump in, spend 5 minutes writing a response to these
questions:

Why do you think schools started using standardized tests in the first place?
Who might benefit from test scores? How so?
Who might be hurt by them? How so?”

After students have had a chance to write a response, have them share with a partner or in a small
group.
Invite pairs/groups to share out with the whole class.
Capture their ideas on the board.

Main Activity – Teacher-Led Slideshow and Discussion (35-40 minutes):

Present the teacher-led version of the slideshow based on the background essay using speaker notes.
Pause at key slides for student discussion and responses. Use think-pair-share opportunities for
students to engage more completely with the material.
Students should follow along using a printed or digital note-taking guide with built-in questions.
Suggested questions to include:

What role did IQ tests play in early American schools?
How did cultural bias affect the design and outcomes of these tests?
What patterns do you notice in who benefits from testing and who is harmed?
How does this history connect to your own experience?

Make space for emotional responses to the examples of injustice; acknowledge discomfort, invite
curiosity.

Reflection & Wrap-Up (10-15 minutes):

Have students return to their journals and respond to the following prompts:
After learning more about the history of standardized testing, how do you feel about your own
test experiences?
Has anything shifted in your thinking?
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What do you want to know more about?
Optional Share-Out: Students can share a sentence or phrase from their journal aloud in a circle,
popcorn style, or post anonymous responses to a class Padlet or chart paper titled:

“What surprised me / What I wonder now.”

Lesson 4: Rethinking Assessment – Performance-Based Alternatives to Standardized Testing

Lesson Rationale: This lesson builds on students’ growing awareness of how intelligence has been historically
defined and assessed through inequitable systems. Having explored their personal experiences with
standardized testing and the troubling history behind it, students now pivot to consider meaningful
alternatives.

Through a station format, students will explore different models of performance-based assessment that
prioritize critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and self-reflection, and align more closely with the diverse
strengths that students bring to the classroom. By examining these alternatives, students begin to imagine
what equitable assessment could look like in their own learning environments.

Lesson Objectives: By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:

Identify key characteristics of various performance-based assessments (portfolios, exhibitions, inquiry-
based research, peer/self-review).
Compare performance-based models to standardized testing in terms of purpose, fairness, and
effectiveness.
Reflect on and articulate their own beliefs about how student learning should be measured.
Collaboratively envision equitable assessment practices that honor diverse ways of knowing.

Materials:

Station reading handouts and examples
Graphic organizer (for note-taking while cycling through the stations)
Clipboards
Chart paper or whiteboard for class brainstorm
Reflection journals

Warm-Up (10 minutes):

Have questions posted for student references. Let students complete a journal response to the following
prompt: “Think back to the last three lessons: We’ve explored how intelligence can be defined and
measured in many ways, as well as how tests don’t always reflect our strengths or learning.

What do you think a good assessment should do or show?
What would make you feel proud of your learning?”

After students have had a chance to write a response, have them share with a partner or in a small
group.
Invite pairs/groups to share out with the whole class.
Capture their ideas on the board/chart paper.

Station Review of Performance-Based Assessments (35-40 minutes): Students will rotate through six stations;
five will each focus on a different model of performance-based assessment. At each of these stations, students
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will explore how the model works, its purpose, and how it supports student learning through a short
description and examples. Students will answer questions and take notes to compare across models. A sixth
station will ask students to reflect on aspects of performance-based.

Hand out graphic organizers for note-taking and assign students to their first station. Students will have
only 5 minutes at each station before being asked to complete their notes and move along to the next
station.

Station 1 – Portfolios: A collection of a student’s work over time that shows growth, reflection, and
learning. Students will explore sample portfolio excerpts, and reflection quotes from students.
They will respond to these guiding questions:

What kinds of work are included in a portfolio?
How does a portfolio show what a student knows or can do?
How might this feel different than taking a test?

Station 2 – Inquiry Projects: Research-based projects where students pose a question and explore
answers through investigation. Students will explore sample inquiry prompts, mini case studies,
student product images. They will respond to these guiding questions:

How is this assessment driven by student questions?
How does inquiry encourage deep thinking?
How might students demonstrate learning in creative ways?

Station 3 – Public Exhibitions: Students publicly present and explain their work to an audience.
Students will explore photos from exhibition nights, reflection quotes, and teacher descriptions.
They will respond to these guiding questions:

How might knowing you’ll present to others affect your work?
What skills (besides content) are being assessed?
How could exhibitions connect to real-world audiences?

Station 4 – Peer & Self Review: Students reflect on their own work and give feedback to others.
Students will explore peer feedback forms, student reflections, samples of rubrics. They will
respond to these guiding questions:

Why is it valuable to reflect on your own learning?
What might you learn from reviewing someone else’s work?
How could this make assessment more fair?

Station 5 – Service or Action-Based Projects: Projects where students apply learning to address
real-world problems. Students will explore student project samples, videos, case summaries. They
will respond to these guiding questions:

How does this kind of project support civic engagement?
How might students feel more ownership over their learning?
What kinds of skills are practiced?

Station 6 – Assessment Aspects: Student Voice, Equity, Real-World Relevance, Reflection,
Collaboration. Students will review brief definitions/examples for each aspect. They will reflect on
the following:

Which aspect do you think matters most for making assessment fair and meaningful? Why?
In your opinion, which PBA model showed this aspect most clearly? (Students should not
answer this until they have rotated through ALL the PBA model stations.)
How could a performance-based assessment include all of these aspects?
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Whole-Class Reflection & Visioning (10–15 minutes):

Lead a debrief discussion about the various PBA models using prompts such as:
How do the models you explored measure learning differently than a traditional test?
Which model or models seem most meaningful or exciting to you? Why?
What challenges or obstacles might come up when using these kinds of assessments?
If you could redesign how students are assessed at school, what would you include?

Lead a debrief discussion about the aspects of PBA using prompts such as:
How do the aspects you explored support student learning, motivation, or equity?
Why are those aspects important in a performance-based assessment?
How would you want to see these aspects implemented in your own assessments?

Consider using a co-created class chart titled: “What We Want Assessments to Look Like” with
input gathered on sticky notes or orally and recorded on the board.

Journal Reflection (5–10 minutes):

Have questions posted for student references. Students can write quietly or pair-share their ideas
before turning in their responses to the prompt:

“What’s one new idea about assessment you learned today?
What kind of assessment would help you show what you know and can do? How so?”

Culminating Project Guide: Educational Justice Activism

Project Overview: This project empowers students to use their voices and creativity to advocate for
educational justice. Students will apply their learning by participating in an activism project that addresses
educational inequity, demonstrating their ability to advocate for policy or practice changes in their schools or
communities. Whether through writing letters to educational leaders, creating awareness campaigns, or
proposing alternative assessment models, students will take meaningful action on an issue that matters to
them.

Project Objectives: By the end of this project, students will:

Investigate a current or historical aspect of standardized testing, assessment practices, or the impact of
eugenics.
Analyze the impact on individuals and communities and make recommendations for improvements.
Develop a civic-minded product that communicates your learning and proposes ideas for a more just
future.

Project Steps: Scaffolded Timeline

Day 1 – Launch & Planning: Introduction of the project. Students should select a topic related to the
unit, form groups (if they choose to work with their peers), and brainstorm essential questions
surrounding their topic. Here are some possible topics/questions to explore. Students may also propose
their own topic for approval:

Eugenics in educational policies. How is the legacy of the eugenics movement still showing up?
The origins of IQ testing and its current usage in education. How does the history inform the
future?
Standardized testing and tracking (e.g., special education, gifted and talented programs). Is there
a better way?
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The disparities in standardized testing outcomes for minority groups. How can balance be
achieved?
Opt-out movements and parent/student resistance to standardized testing. What is the effect of
opting out?
The evolution of standardized testing in education. Where do we go from here?
Test-optional college admissions. How has not using standardized tests changed the process – for
students and for institutions?
Assessment alternatives to standardized testing. What would equitable and just alternate
assessments look like in practice?

Days 2 & 3 – Research and Reflect: Students will gather additional evidence about their topic, take
notes, and track source. Students will use the following guiding questions to understand their
topic/issue, consider different perspectives, connect to justice, and advocate for change:

What is the history behind this issue?
Who is most affected by this issue today?
How does this issue show up in schools or education policy?
What are the root causes or systems that keep this issue in place?
How is this issue related to fairness, equity, or civil rights?
Who has spoken out or acted against this issue in the past?
What efforts (past or present) have been made to solve or address this problem?
What role does standardized testing or assessment play in this issue (if any)?
Who benefits from things staying the way they are?
Whose voices have been silenced or ignored in this conversation?
What would different people (students, teachers, parents, lawmakers) say about this issue?
What specific changes would make things more fair or just?
What kind of action could make a difference – and who has the power to make that change?
What message do I want to send, and how can I say it clearly and persuasively?
What examples, stories, or statistics support my claims?
Which materials from this unit help strengthen my argument?
What new sources or information do I still need to find?

Day 4 – Design an Advocacy Product: Students will consider what their civic-minded product will be and
who their audience is. The product should explain your topic, share your research, and propose one or
more ideas for change. Students will meet with peers to brainstorm and provide feedback. Here are
some possible products/actions. Students may also propose their own action for approval:

Write a persuasive letter to an educational leader or policymaker
Create a poster, infographic, or slide deck for a school/community campaign
Design a more equitable assessment model with justification
Record a short podcast, Public Service Announcement, or video to raise awareness
Create a hashtag to use in a series of reels or social media posts

Days 5 & 6 – Draft, Revise, and Peer Review: Students will begin the process of creating their advocacy
product. They will engage in self-reflection as well as have an opportunity for peer feedback before
finalizing their product.
Days 7 & 8 – Share Your Voice: Present or share final projects with peers either live, via a recorded
product, or through a gallery-walk. (Ideally, students will have an opportunity to share their final
projects with an authentic audience as well [e.g., administration, local leaders, family]). Students will
complete peer evaluations and answer the following reflection questions in their journals after their peer
presentations:
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What did you learn through your research?
What emotions did you feel while you were researching? Why?
How does your project promote educational equity or justice?
How did you use your voice to advocate for change?
What do you hope your audience takes away?
What role can students play in advocating for and creating change?
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Appendix on Implementing District Standards

The teaching of Social Studies always happens in conjunction with the teaching of English Language Arts,
which is why I am including standards from both disciplines. The Connecticut State Department of Education
published a new “Connecticut Elementary and Secondary Social Studies Standards” in 2024. This unit
addresses both Inquiry and History Standards.

Inquiry Standards:

8.Inq.1.a. Explain how compelling and supporting questions represent key ideas in the study of United
States history.
8.Inq.2.a. Apply disciplinary knowledge and practices to demonstrate an understanding of United States
history content.
8.Inq.3.a. Gather information from multiple sources and evaluate their relevance and intended use (e.g.,
origin, authority, structure, context, corroborative value, credibility).
8.Inq.4.a. Construct arguments using evidence from multiple sources, while acknowledging the
strengths and limitations of the arguments.
8.Inq.4.d. Present arguments and explanations that feature multiple perspectives about local, state, or
national history to reach a target audience using print, oral, and digital technologies.
8.Inq.4.e. Analyze how a specific problem can manifest itself at local, regional, and global levels over
time, identifying its characteristics and causes, and the challenges and opportunities faced by those
trying to address the problem.
8.Inq.4.f. Apply a range of deliberative and democratic procedures to make decisions and take action in
classrooms, schools, and out-of-school civic contexts.

History Standard:

8.His.14.c. Explain multiple causes and effects of racism both during and after Reconstruction.

The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards: Guidance for Enhancing
the Rigor of K-12 Civics, Economics, Geography, and History was published in 2013 by the National Council for
the Social Studies. This unit addresses the following C3 Framework Standards:

D2.Civ.11.6-8. Differentiate among procedures for making decisions in the classroom, school, civil
society, and local, state, and national government in terms of how civic purposes are intended.
D2.Civ.13.6-8. Analyze the purposes, implementation, and consequences of public policies in multiple
settings.

To reference English Language Arts standards for Connecticut, the Connecticut State Department of Education
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redirects to the Common Core State Standards Initiative website. I accessed two different areas of English
Language Arts standards that my students will cover in this unit:

“English Language Arts Standards in History/Social Studies, Grades 6-8,”
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.6. Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author's point of view or purpose.

“English Language Arts Standards in Reading Informational Texts, Grade 8,”
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RI/8/

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.1. Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the
text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.3. Analyze how a text makes connections among and distinctions between
individuals, ideas, or events.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.7. Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of using different mediums
(e.g., print or digital text, video, multimedia) to present a particular topic or idea.
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