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TEACHING UNDER HIGH-STAKES TESTING
DILEMMAS AND DECISIONS OF A TEACHER EDUCATOR

Rosemary E. Sutton
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In this article, the author reports on the curricular changes and testing focus that have occurred in
her teaching since PRAXIS II: Principles of Learning and Teaching (PLT) tests were mandated in
Ohio, where she teaches at an urban, open admissions, commuter university. Classroom dilemmas
are analyzed as they relate to changes in assessments, curriculum content, and instructional strate-
gies when teaching educational psychology to preservice teachers. The benefits and costs of the in-
creased importance of educational psychology in the teacher education program and the advantages
and disadvantages of trying to ensure that the students do well on someone else’s examination are
also discussed. The author’s experiences are compared with published reports on teachers’ reactions
to high-stakes testing, and the author considers how the context in which she teaches and her
personal teaching biography influenced her decisions.
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During the 1990s, the use of standardized
achievement tests for high-stakes certification
of beginning teachers increased rapidly. In 1998,
the reauthorization of Title II of the Higher Edu-
cation Act (P.L. 105-244) mandated that institu-
tions report pass rates of teacher education pro-
gram completers on teacher tests. The majority
of states use the PRAXIS I and II series of tests
developed by Educational Testing Service
(2003a).

The increased use of high-stakes tests for
beginning teachers as well as K-12 students is
part of widespread educational reform taking
place in the United States. This reform has
occurred among grand narratives of national
decline in economic competitiveness, safety,
and educational achievement (Cochran-Smith
& Dudley-Marling, 2001). Reversing the
decline, it is claimed, requires an imposition of
new standards for instruction, curriculum,

teacher training, and teacher licensure (Yinger,
1999).

Some research indicates that the standards
imposed through high-stakes testing of K-12
students narrows curriculum to test-driven
content and basic skills (e.g., Haney, 2000;
Smith, 1991). Teachers can become “testing
coaches” (Sacks, 1999) less likely to use innova-
tive instructional practices such as cooperative
learning, whole language, and higher order
thinking activities, and they can become angry
and fearful at the perceived loss of control
(Cimbricz, 2002). However, other research sug-
gests that although the tests may influence what
teachers teach, they do not influence how they
teach (Firestone, Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1998).
In addition, the grade level, subject matter, sta-
tus, experience, and local context all influence
teachers’ reactions to high-stakes state testing
(Cimbricz, 2002).
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Research on the impact of high-stakes tests
for beginning teachers on teacher education fac-
ulty is limited. Cochran-Smith and Dudley-
Marling (2001) found no curricular or program
changes in five institutions they studied when
high-stakes tests for beginning teachers were
introduced in Massachusetts in 1988. However,
resources shifted to discussions about the tests
and what to do about them. In addition, the
high failure rate and the secrecy surrounding
the content of the test contributed to morale
problems of faculty and administrators as well
as the grand narrative of what was wrong about
teaching and teacher education. Ludlow, Shir-
ley, and Rosca (2002) classified institutional
investment in preparation for the teacher tests
in Massachusetts as heavy at besieged institu-
tions with very low pass rates, moderate at
institutions with borderline pass rates, and
minimal at institutions with high pass rates.

This article reports the curricular changes
and testing focus that have occurred in my
teaching at Cleveland State University since
PRAXIS II: Principles of Learning and Teach-
ing (PLT) tests were mandated. Reports of my
experiences are augmented by the notes I rou-
tinely make for class preparation, changes in
my syllabi and assessments over time, stu-
dents’ end-of-semester course evaluations,
and theory and research in motivation. Three
classroom dilemmas faced in teaching educa-
tional psychology to preservice teachers are
analyzed: how much to change assessments,
curriculum content, and instructional strate-
gies. Also discussed are the benefits and costs
of the increased importance of educational
psychology in the teacher educational pro-
gram and the advantages and disadvantages
of trying to ensure that students do well on an
external examination. In the final section, insti-
tutional responses to the implementation of
the PRAXIS II tests are outlined. I begin by
describing the context of these changes: the
high-stakes test, the institution in which I
work, and my own teaching experiences.

CONTEXT

In spring 2003, 16 states and the Department
of Defense Dependents Schools required that

teacher-education candidates pass PRAXIS II:
PLT to obtain a license (Educational Testing Ser-
vice [ETS], 2003a). At that time, the PRAXIS II:
PLT tests consisted of three case studies each fol-
lowed by seven multiple-choice and two con-
structed response questions. Twenty-four addi-
tional multiple-choice questions were included.
The time limit was 2 hours, and there were three
versions of the test: Grades K-6, 5-9, and 7-12
(ETS, 2001). States determined their own mini-
mum passing scores and, in Ohio, the cut scores
were among the highest in the nation: 168 for
both K-6 and 5-9 tests and 165 for 7-12.

Most of the content in this test is that tradi-
tionally addressed in educational psychology
courses (Sudzina, 2001). For example, topics
include motivation, cognitive strategies,
instructional methods, child development,
assessment, and evaluation. I had taught educa-
tional psychology to preservice teachers for
more than 20 years so this high-stakes test
raised crucial issues about the content, assess-
ments, and teaching strategies used in the
course.

At Cleveland State University, all undergrad-
uate students must take an educational psy-
chology course, and five or six sections are
offered every semester. Two psychology
courses (Introduction and Child or Adolescent
Psychology) and one education course (Intro-
duction to the Profession) are prerequisites for
this course, but during the period I am writing
about, the prerequisites for this course were not
systematically reinforced because of software
problems in the registration system. Students
are encouraged to take their education courses
in a specific sequence but class schedules
depend on work commitments and on what
courses are open during registration. Thus, stu-
dents in one section of an educational psychol-
ogy class have a wide variety of prior experi-
ences, vary in class standing from sophomore to
postgraduate, seek licensure in a range of areas,
and concurrently take a mixture of classes.

Cleveland State University is an open admis-
sions, commuter, and urban university enroll-
ing more than 14,000 students. Each year, more
students transfer from community colleges or
other universities than enter as freshman and
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about an equal number of students enroll part
time versus full time. Currently, 56% of the stu-
dents are women, 22% are minority, the average
age of undergraduates is 27 years (Cleveland
State University, 2003), and 95% of students live
off campus (USnews.com, 2004).

Recent data indicate that Cleveland State stu-
dents are more economically disadvantaged
than those at other urban universities and so
work more hours, have more family commit-
ments, take longer to graduate, and spend more
time commuting and less time on studies out-
side of class (Indiana University, 2002). Some
students take one or two semesters off during
their teacher education program to earn enough
money to pay debts and save for future tuition.
Even after 20 years of teaching in this institu-
tion, I am in awe of the sacrifices and dedication
of the students. Gaining a teaching license can
be a step into the middle class, a way of retool-
ing skills in an economy that is no longer indus-
trial, an economic solution to single parent-
hood, or the fulfillment of a lifelong dream to
help children. I feel an enormous responsibility
to ensure the sacrifices of the students are worth
it; that is, I do everything I can to help them
learn, develop, and achieve their goals. One of
these goals has now become passing PRAXIS II:
PLT.

Many of the students are not good standard-
ized test takers. College admissions tests are not
required and during 1999-2002 the percentage
of Cleveland State University students retaking
the K-12 PRAXIS II: PLT tests because they
failed the first time was nearly twice as high as
the state average.1 Equity concerns associated
with standardized tests frequently dominate
faculty and student discussions. Recent
national data indicate that students of color fail
the PRAXIS II tests at a higher rate than do
White students. For example, although 83% of
White students exceeded Ohio’s qualifying
scores on the K-6 PLT, only 51% of African
American students, 65% of Hispanic students,
and 64% of Asian American students did
(Sutton, 2003b). These differential pass rates are
likely to further exacerbate the shortage of
teachers of color in local urban school districts

that physically surround the university and
where many of the graduates teach.

The implementation of PRAXIS II: PLT also
raises many concerns about lack of validity evi-
dence. What evidence is there that this test pre-
dicts successful teaching? What are the conse-
quences of widespread implementation of such
tests? Do they lead faculty and students to focus
on the wrong aspects of teaching? I have written
about equity issues in the past (e.g., Sutton,
1991, 1996, 1997; Sutton & Fleming, 1994) and
this influenced how I framed the dilemmas and
made decisions. For example, knowing that
level of inequality often varies by institution
contributed to my belief that teaching does
make a difference.

According to Zancanella (1992), the biogra-
phy of the teachers’ past experiences is an
important force in the ways they respond to
state-mandated tests. I grew up and taught
mathematics in New Zealand more than 25
years ago when passing national high school
curriculum examinations was necessary for
success in high school. I learned to teach under
the demands of a national curriculum and did
not think it an imposition because I then
believed such curricula arose from a consensus
of educators and I had the freedom to decide
how I taught the material. These formative
career experiences mean I am not automatically
opposed to the concept of national curriculum,
but more recent educational experiences have
contributed to serious concerns about how
curriculum decisions are made.

DILEMMAS AND DECISIONS

How Much Should Course Assessments
Mirror PRAXIS II: PLT?

Because the initial pass rates on the PRAXIS II
tests were disappointing, the Dean’s Office in
the College of Education and Human Services
encouraged the faculty to take the tests. Taking
the PRAXIS II: PLT, 5-9, test in January 2000 was
a sobering experience and I concluded, similar
to Sudzina (2001), that many undergraduates
without experience of similar assessments
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would find it difficult to do well. The test is long,
reading the case studies and answering the
multiple-choice and constructed response ques-
tions left little time to spare. I was unsure of the
correct answer on at least five of the multiple-
choice items and I could not determine what
was wanted on all of the constructed response
items. My problems in determining the right
answers not only related to the lack of context in
the multiple-choice items (Darling-Hammond,
2001) but also that I believed the research evi-
dence associated with some questions was
ambiguous so there was no clear right answer.

Taking the test raised important issues about
the assessments in the educational psychology
course. I had required a variety of in-class and
out-of-class writing exercises, based on obser-
vations students made, summarizing and
applying research and theory, analyzing cases,
and exploring teaching dilemmas. Students
were encouraged to revise and resubmit their
written work. In grading the assignments asso-
ciated with case studies and dilemmas, I
focused on supporting arguments rather than
right answers. After taking the PRAXIS II: PLT
test, I was concerned that my tolerance for a
wide variety of answers, which I believed
helped students learn to clarify their thinking,
may inadvertently mislead students into believ-
ing such tolerance existed on PRAXIS II: PLT
when it did not.

I decided to reduce the number of writing
assignments and to add “case study quizzes.”
Students now read cases from Case Studies:
Applying Educational Psychology (Jackson &
Ormrod, 1998) and take quizzes comprising up
to five multiple-choice and two constructed
response items. The items are more detailed
than those in PRAXIS II: PLT but they do help
students learn to read the cases carefully and
apply educational psychology concepts related
to them. In a typical semester, students now
read at least 12 case studies. Very early in the
semester, students discuss the open-ended
questions at the end of the case studies in
groups so that they learn to read the cases care-
fully and base their discussions on the facts in
the case and their relationship to educational

psychology concepts rather than some gut-level
reaction such as, “I think the teacher was great.”
By the 4th week, students in small groups
answer several multiple-choice questions and
open-ended questions on the case study. By
midsemester, students begin to take case study
quizzes at the end of the coverage of each chap-
ter. My use of case study quizzes is consistent
with research in Arizona indicating that state-
mandated tests encouraged elementary school
teachers to use instructional methods and
material that resembled the tests (cited in
Cimbricz, 2002).

Students do get more skilled at reading cases
and answering questions associated with the
cases. The frequent chapter assessments also
encourage students to keep up with their read-
ing and discourage them from missing class
(Thompson, 2002). Most of the case study quiz-
zes are open book and some students report that
the quizzes are learning experiences because
they are able to reread specific passages in the
text in order to answer questions. Students who
have recently taken PRAXIS II: PLT report that
their experience in reading case studies,
answering the questions based on them, and
discussing the answers and test-taking strate-
gies when the quizzes are returned was helpful.
Students also report that reading the case stud-
ies carefully to prepare for the quizzes helps
them think about practice.

However, the addition of the case study quiz-
zes means that students do less writing and the
course is a designated university writing across
the curriculum course. Students do the mini-
mum amount of writing required for such
courses (2,000 words with opportunities to
revise) but no more. The Educational Psychol-
ogy faculty have tried to have the writing across
the curriculum designation moved to another
course but have been unsuccessful. Assess-
ments reflect teaching priorities, and these have
changed with the emphasis on PRAXIS II: PLT.

How much teaching priorities should have
changed is at the heart of the dilemma. I believe
that my choice to increase my emphasis on
PRAXIS II: PLT–type assessments and decrease
the amount of writing when other instructors
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made different choices is related to my experi-
ences of assessment as a cultural genre (Green-
field, 1997). My New Zealand education
involved very few multiple-choice tests and my
first experiences with high-stakes, multiple-
choice tests felt very foreign. I did not know
how to study or specific test-taking strategies,
such as reading the answers before the question,
yet my scores on one such test, the Graduate
Record Examination (GRE), determined
whether I was accepted into a U.S. graduate
program. Tests based on case studies are a par-
ticular genre of assessment that requires specific
strategies and skills, and many students need
practice in this kind of assessment.

Another problem with the use of case-study
quizzes is there are now few whole-class, open-
ended discussions associated with the case
studies. The use of case studies quizzes is
unlikely to result in some of the reported bene-
fits of case study use, such as framing problems
and reflecting on teachers’ work from multiple
perspectives (Darling-Hammond, 2002). For
example, the multiple-choice items make it dif-
ficult to stress the importance of multiple view-
points in cases, and students’ writing about the
cases is limited to their answers to constructed
response items on the quizzes. Each semester,
some students say they would like more general
discussion about the case studies, but I have not
been able to determine how to fit that into the
course.

I also have changed my end-of-semester
assessment. I added a closed-book final exam,
which mimics the format of PRAXIS II: PLT; that
is, it includes case studies in the same format as
the case study quizzes and some additional
multiple-choice items. Students study for this
exam in traditional ways, rereading and sum-
marizing the designated chapters and studying
their notes to master the content. Before this
final exam was added, students completed an
end-of-semester reflection paper based on the
question, “What two of three main ideas or
themes do you think you will take with you
from this course?” The reflection paper focused
on the integration and synthesis of learning; the
current final examination does not. The concep-

tual model for the College of Education and
Human Services is “Teacher as a Responsive,
Reflective Professional: A Partner in Learning,”
but now the students in my class do less written
reflection. This is an undesirable outcome but
the priorities of the teacher education program
are complex because high pass rates on the
PRAXIS II: PLT scores are crucial to the institu-
tion. To some extent, teaching priorities and
assessments are a zero-sum system—adding
priorities and assessments means reducing
emphasis in other areas.

How Much Should Course Content
Be Influenced by PRAXIS II: PLT?

I was astonished that there was a question on
Maslow’s theory of needs on one PRAXIS II:
PLT test. Maslow’s theory is old, with little cur-
rent empirical support (Ormrod, 2003), and
there is a wealth of more recent relevant theory
and high quality research on motivation.
Although there is evidence that many K-12
teachers narrow the curriculum once high-
stakes tests are introduced (Cimbricz, 2002), I
have broadened the content coverage within
the Educational Psychology course to include
topics such as Maslow.

Since the imposition of PRAXIS II: PLT, I
struggle more with the importance of covering
all the content, even content that does not seem
important for practice. Overwhelmed students
ask which of a plethora of information in the
textbook is central and I find it more difficult to
answer than I used to. Educational Testing Ser-
vice’s test preparation guidelines do not help
prioritize some of the content. For example,
under the topic “Student Development and the
Learning Process” is the subtopic “Examples of
Important Theorists” (ETS, 2003b). What does
important really mean if Maslow was included
on a recent test?

Broadening the content coverage creates the
danger that the curriculum becomes “a mile
wide and an inch deep”—a description often
used to describe the K-12 math and science cur-
riculum in the United States (McKnight &
Schmidt, 1998). Surface knowledge of educa-
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tional psychology principles is unlikely to help
preservice teachers make appropriate class-
room applications. For example, preservice
teachers may conclude that praise is important
for students’ motivation rather than the crucial
nuances that some types of praise are
motivationally facilitating, whereas other types
are debilitating (Dweck, 2000).

Content coverage in educational psychology
is further complicated by the tradition of pre-
senting a variety of theoretical perspectives to
describe key concepts and educational applica-
tions rather than teaching big ideas that are
common across varying perspectives (Ormrod,
1998). Students are expected to grapple with
theoretical distinctions that are crucially impor-
tant for researchers but may not be for begin-
ning teachers. For example, the principle
“learning is enhanced when learners engage in
self-evaluation” is derived from behaviorists’
programmed instruction, the information-
processing concept of comprehension monitor-
ing, and social cognitive theory of self-regulation
(Ormrod, 1998, p. 11). Preservice teachers often
learn about this principle as a small part of three
theoretical approaches each with its own specific
terminology making application to classroom
practice difficult.

Following the PRAXIS II: PLT content guide-
lines too closely creates other problems. For
example, child development is given very little
attention (ETS, 2003b), yet many educational
psychologists believe that understanding child
development is crucial for effective teaching.
Adapting course content too closely to the test
content also means that the test developers con-
trol the curriculum rather than educational
institutions and faculty members.

The content changes that I have made leave
less time to spontaneously “adapt, create and
diverge”—a finding reported by Smith (1991, p.
10) in studies of teachers in Arizona with high-
stakes testing. It also allows less time to focus in
areas where one’s knowledge and passion is
particularly high. Obviously, too much atten-
tion to one’s own passions in a core class can cre-
ate problems for a coherent program, but deter-
mining the appropriate balance, which has
implications for academic freedom and is

always complex in core classes, is exacerbated
under high-stakes testing.

What Are Effective
Teaching Strategies?

The pressure I felt to help my students master
the range of content raised another dilemma:
Could I help prepare students to pass this exam
while not compromising my beliefs about the
importance of constructivist ideas in learning?
This is the same challenge that many K-12 teach-
ers, especially urban teachers, face with state-
wide, mandated, standardized tests. Before
1988, I had included a number of commonly rec-
ommended K-12 practices in teaching the edu-
cational psychology classes because I believed it
was important to model these practices, discuss
how they relate to educational psychology con-
cepts, and describe how they are used in local
schools. After the introduction of PRAXIS II:
PLT, I read more methods books aimed at K-12
teachers and talked to several K-12 master
teachers for more ideas. As a result, I now
include more of Kagan’s (1994) cooperative
learning structures that are useful for mastery
(e.g., trade-a-problem, rotating review) as well
as continue to use the more common tech-
niques (e.g., think-pair-share, jig-saw, num-
bered heads). Although college students will
tolerate a 2-hour class session of “lecture and
discussion,” elementary and middle school
students typically will not, so it is important to
consistently model a greater diversity of
instructional strategies.

My goal is to model how a class can focus, in
part, on mastery and preparing for a test, but
also be enjoyable, motivating, and contain a
wide diversity of teaching and assessment strat-
egies. I make this goal explicit by briefly reflect-
ing on each teaching strategy after its use in
class. Reflection is a component of the teacher
education model and it helps students under-
stand that some of their peers prefer and believe
they learn more from lectures, some from coop-
erative learning structures, and others from
whole-class discussions. Of course, a variety of
preferred learning styles is prevalent in K-12
students as well as preservice teachers.

468 Journal of Teacher Education, Vol. 55, No. 5, November/December 2004



This approach has advantages. Social cogni-
tive theory stresses the importance of modeling
as a form of learning (e.g., Bandura, 1963;
Pintrich & Schunk, 2002), and preservice teach-
ers report that this modeling not only helps
them learn educational psychology content but
also to think about their future teaching. On the
other hand, my focus on students’ mastering
the content and applying it has diminished the
time spent on some forms of higher order think-
ing. The students do less brainstorming and are
less likely to spend time discussing difficult
dilemmas (e.g., teaching students with
nonstandard dialects, or what it means to be a
moral teacher). Current students sometimes
complain about the lack of unstructured, whole-
class discussions on topics that arise from the
readings. The structured nature of the class
means there are fewer teachable moments and
the instructional pace is sometimes too fast. I am
constantly aware that if I do not help prepare
students for PRAXIS II: PLT, some of my stu-
dents, no matter their sophisticated analyses of
dilemmas or how beneficial open-ended
discussions are, will never be able to teach in
Ohio.

The reduced time spent on higher order
thinking (apart from application) is consistent
with research on the impact on high-stakes test-
ing on K-12, but my increased use of coopera-
tive learning structures and other nontradi-
tional mastery techniques is not (Cimbricz,
2002). Teaching under high-stakes testing has
become more complex, not less, in contrast to
Smith’s (1991) predictions for K-12 teachers. I
believe that my decision to experiment with a
greater variety of instructional techniques
stems from my own experiences as an educator
and my framing the dilemma from the perspec-
tive of a classroom teacher. This perspective is
consistent with my background in educational
psychology and teaching rather than policy or
social foundations. I did not focus on PRAXIS II:
PLT as an illustration of the grand narrative of
decline in education, although I do talk about
this with students.

Part of the dilemma in deciding what teach-
ing strategies to use is determining what consti-
tutes effective teaching in this course. How

important are student evaluations, peer evalua-
tions, or a coherent teaching philosophy?
Should effectiveness be measured by students’
knowledge of educational psychology concepts
on various assessments (including PRAXIS II:
PLT), their skills in applying educational psy-
chology concepts in the classroom, or their
appreciation of the value of these concepts?
Empirical research on pedagogical course work
and teacher effectiveness is not fine-grained
enough to determine what kinds of course work
contribute to teacher effectiveness (Allen, 2003)
or the types of teaching strategies within
courses that are most effective.

What Are the Costs of the Increased
Importance of Educational Psychology?

Since the implementation of PRAXIS II: PLT,
students seem to perceive that the educational
psychology class is more important. Although I
always communicated the importance of the
class to students, they typically believed that
the really important courses involved methods,
field experiences, and student teaching. If stu-
dents were taking one of these classes simulta-
neously with the educational psychology
course, work in the educational psychology
class often suffered. Students would say things
such as, “I really like this class but was up to 2
a.m. preparing my lesson plans for my unit.”

Now that passing PRAXIS II: PLT is a prereq-
uisite for licensure, students take the class more
seriously and some believe that because educa-
tional psychology content is on a mandated
standardized test it must be important. I did not
have the foresight to collect data on students’
motivation in educational psychology before
PRAXIS II: PLT was mandated, so I do not have
“hard” data to document this belief, but mod-
ern expectancy-value motivation theory
predicts that motivation depends on both
expectancy-related and task-value beliefs (e.g.,
Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). An increase in the
importance of the task may increase task-value
beliefs and motivation and performance.
According to this model, task-value beliefs
include four components: utility value, attain-
ment value, intrinsic value, and cost (Eccles &
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Wigfield, 2002). The utility value of educational
psychology, or how well the task relates to cur-
rent or future goals, has obviously increased
with the introduction of PRAXIS II: PLT.
Although doing well in the educational psy-
chology course is not the same as doing well on
PRAXIS II: PLT, students believe they are
related. It may be that the attainment value, or
personal importance placed on doing well on
the task, also has increased for some students.
Tasks that allow individuals to demonstrate
competence in a domain that is related to salient
aspects of one’s self schema (e.g., being a
teacher) are related to attainment value, and
educational psychology may have become
more salient in the self-schema of becoming a
teacher. It is less likely that intrinsic value or
enjoyment in educational psychology classes
has increased, unless the instructors have
become more skilled in fostering intrinsic
motivation.

Relative cost includes performance anxiety,
fear of failure, or increased effort, and this may
have increased for some students. Maintaining
the right balance of helping students under-
stand the format of PRAXIS II: PLT but not
increasing their debilitating anxiety is difficult.
Extreme cases of test anxiety in my classes do
appear to have increased, although this may
reflect the recent increased severity of college
students’ psychological problems (Benton,
Robertson, Tseng, Newton, & Benton, 2003) or
the unreliability of anecdotal evidence. Stu-
dents are aware that failure on the PRAXIS II
tests is possible and they develop strategies to
help ensure success before student teaching.
Increasingly, students plan to take PRAXIS II:
PLT immediately after they have taken the edu-
cational psychology course so there is time to
retake the test if necessary. They say it “only”
costs about $100 so it is worth the risk. Students
increasingly talk about investing time studying
for PRAXIS II: PLT (e.g., over a semester break),
and this additional effort is gratifying for those
of us who believe that understanding educa-
tional psychology principles is important for
effective teaching. However, whereas educa-
tional psychology content has become privi-
leged, social foundations content has not; it

does not appear on any PRAXIS II tests required
in Ohio, so students do not spend extra time
seeking to understand that content. What con-
sequences might this have at the programmatic
level for a teacher education program in an
urban university?

The increased sense of importance of educa-
tional psychology also is evident in administra-
tive decisions made at the department and col-
lege levels. Part-time instructors and beginning
doctoral students are less likely to teach educa-
tional psychology than 5 years ago, and replac-
ing educational psychology tenure track faculty
who leave with tenure track faculty has become
automatic. However, the College of Education
and Human Services has limited resources and
so has to rely on part-time instructors and doc-
toral students, and their use outside of educa-
tional psychology is another indication that the
PRAXIS II: PLT test has increased the impor-
tance of educational psychology at the expense
of other courses.

What Are the Consequences of Helping
Students Do Well on Someone Else’s Exam?

Jenks (1998) argues that one advantage of
national exams is that students and teachers are
on the same side: Both are trying to ensure that
the student does as well as possible on someone
else’s exam. This is in contrast to a class in which
norm-referenced grading occurs and students
perceive the teacher as controlling the valued,
but limited, resource of high grades. Can a
national, external, curriculum-based examina-
tion such as PRAXIS II: PLT allow instructors to
focus more on mastery goals than performance
goals as the grades in the classroom are less
important?

The distinction between mastery goals (also
called learning or task goals) and performance
goals (also called ego and ability goals) is central
to motivational goal theory (Dweck, 2000;
Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). When mastery goals
are dominant, the reasons for learning focus on
understanding, mastering the content, solving
problems, and self-improvement. When perfor-
mance goals are dominant, the reasons for
learning focus on demonstrating superiority to
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others, striving to be the best in the group, seek-
ing public recognition for high performance,
and avoiding looking dumb (Dweck, 2000;
Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). According to goal the-
ory, a focus on mastery goals should increase
student  persistence  and  intrinsic  motivation,
encourage effective learning strategies, and
reduce self-handicapping strategies (e.g.,
Dweck, 2000; Midgley, Arunkumar, & Urdan,
1996). In college classrooms, mastery goals are
positively associated with student engagement
and an evaluation approach that is based on
competence rather than norms but negatively
associated with harsh evaluation and a focus on
evaluation rather than learning (Church, Elliott,
& Gable, 2001).

Bishop (1998, 1999) argues that grading on
the curve gives students a personal interest in
persuading each other not to study. A serious
student makes it more difficult for others to get
good grades. In contrast, when learning is
assessed by an outside standard, students no
longer have a personal interest in getting teach-
ers off track or persuading each other to refrain
from studying. I had not graded on the curve for
18 years, but the recent addition of PRAXIS II:
PLT does seem to have shifted students’ percep-
tions. When I first assigned the case study quiz-
zes, I thought that I had added too many forms
of assessment, but when I asked students on the
course evaluation if there were too many case
studies, they said, “no,” even though in the last
8 weeks of class there were seven case study
quizzes, a paper, and a final exam. Marsh (2001)
has made the distinction between good (useful)
and bad workload and it seemed from informal
comments and course evaluations that the
students evaluated the workload as good.

When I ask students late in the semester if
they can determine my goals by what has gone
on in class so far, they always include “helping
us do well on the PRAXIS II exam.” This contrib-
utes to positive relationships in the classroom,
especially with the weaker students or students
who have a poor history with standardized
tests. I tell the students what I learned by taking
PRAXIS II: PLT, inform them of the university
resources to help them prepare for the test, and
encourage students who have taken the

PRAXIS II: PLT to describe their experiences.
Students interpret these behaviors, as well as
the mini–case study quizzes (see above), as my
caring about them. Research has documented
the importance of teachers’ caring at K-12
(Ladson-Billings, 1994; Wentzel, 1996) and col-
lege levels (Buskist & Saville, 2001). Teacher car-
ing may help student attendance, motivation,
achievement, and the classroom atmosphere.
Recent students in my classes seem less likely to
be angry when things do not go their way or
they get a bad grade on a quiz.

However, there are some potential dangers in
identifying too closely with students’ immedi-
ate concerns. My ultimate goal is to help to
develop effective K-12 teachers, and focusing
too much on subgoals such as passing PRAXIS
II: PLT can distort priorities. The life stories of
many of the students are compelling, and it is
difficult to decide how flexible to be in dead-
lines or assignments. How much do I focus on
helping the preservice teachers who are strug-
gling because of the complexity and difficulty of
their lives rather than insisting that they meet
the standards needed for beginning teachers
who teach K-12 students? The addition of
PRAXIS II: PLT has made this balance harder to
maintain.

Identifying too closely with students also can
make it difficult to identify with some aspects of
the profession and to be open-minded when
reading some of the research literature because
it can seem distant, irrelevant, or idealistic. It is
easy to react the way K-12 urban teachers often
do in relation to research, that is, they (the
authors) know little about the “real world” of an
urban, commuter, open admissions university
such as Cleveland State University.

INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSE

The implementation of PRAXIS II (PLT and
content tests) tests raised important issues for
the institution. Because the initial pass rates of
the students on the PRAXIS II were disappoint-
ing, the College of Education and Human Ser-
vices paid for many of the faculty in the Educa-
tion and Arts and Science Colleges to take the
PRAXIS II tests as well as for an on-campus
Educational Testing Service workshop. The col-
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lege continues to pay the test fee for any faculty
members who wish to take the test. An associate
dean spent days developing a test preparation
workshop for students, writing a test prepara-
tion booklet, and reporting regularly on trends
in the PRAXIS II tests. Faculty spent hours
examining and discussing the PRAXIS II data
and modifying their courses to align their cur-
ricula. A similar investment of time and
resources was documented by Cochran-Smith
and Dudley-Marling (2001) in their study of
teacher testing in Massachusetts, and it resem-
bles the heavy investment of activities of
institutions described by Ludlow et al. (2002) as
besieged.

The implementation of PRAXIS II: PLT has
increased collaboration among those teaching
education psychology. A common textbook is
chosen by consensus each year and instructors
meet regularly to share resources, discuss
dilemmas, and share instructional strategies.
Increased collaboration among K-12 teachers
because of state-mandated testing has been
reported by Grant (2000).

One way to increase pass rates of an exit test
is to raise entrance requirements. Afaculty com-
mittee proposed raising the minimum grade
point average (GPA) to gain acceptance into the
education program from 2.50 to 2.75. After con-
siderable discussion, it was defeated for several
reasons. First, the majority of faculty believed
that the mission of the college and university
was to accept students with varying competen-
cies and to help them improve their skills dur-
ing course work. A clear distinction was made
between entrance and exit competencies. Sec-
ond, analyses indicated that a significant pro-
portion of African American students would be
eliminated with such a proposal, contrary to the
urban mission of the teacher education pro-
gram. Third, there were no data indicating that
raising the entrance GPA by .25 would signifi-
cantly improve candidates’ pass rates on
PRAXIS II: PLT or their teaching effectiveness.

After the decision was made, analyses of the
Cleveland State University PRAXIS II: PLT data
revealed some surprisingly good news: In 2000-
2002, overall pass rates were higher than the
state average and the African American–White

and gender test score gaps were smaller than
the state average (Sutton, 2003a). This was cited
as one indicator of success by the recent
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE) board of examiners accred-
itation report. Maintaining test scores continues
to be a major concern and the first 2003-2004
annual goal of the College of Education and
Human Services is that “students will exceed
91% passage on PRAXIS II and maintain 100%
passage on Praxis III” (Cleveland State Univer-
sity, 2004).

Institutional investment in helping students
pass PRAXIS II: PLT is not unique to Cleveland
State University. In 2003, a consortium of uni-
versities, 2-year colleges, and 4-year colleges in
Northeast Ohio agreed on a common curricu-
lum for a variety of preservice core classes.
PRAXIS II: PLT dominated much of the discus-
sions in the Educational Psychology Group and
the content topics outlined in the ETS test prepa-
ration guidelines (2003b) were used as an orga-
nizer for the common syllabus guidelines
(Northeast Ohio Regional Collaboration, 2003).

CONCLUSION

In this article, I have described my dilemmas
as an experienced teacher educator in an open
admissions, urban university when PRAXIS II:
PLT was mandated. My teaching now requires
more effort and skill than it did before the tests
were required because of the greater complexity
of the day-to-day decisions, the wider range
of teaching activities used, and the increased
complexity of the teaching dilemmas. This is in
contrast to the contention that high-stakes, mul-
tiple-choice testing ultimately deskills teachers
(Smith, 1991). Since the implementation of
PRAXIS II: PLT, I have altered the assessments,
content, and teaching methods in my course;
this is consistent with the conclusion that “state-
mandated [K-12] testing does matter and does
influence what teachers say and do” (Cimbricz,
2002, p. 10). The amount of this influence no
doubt depends on the type of educational insti-
tution. Instructors at institutions where stu-
dents are selected on the basis of their high stan-
dardized test scores are less likely to find the
dilemmas as complex, or to modify assessments
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and teaching strategies as much as those of us
who work in an open admissions context.

Cochran-Smith and Dudley-Marling (2001)
reported that teacher education faculty and
administrators were demoralized with the
advent of the Massachusetts high-stakes
teacher test. This is not my experience, perhaps
because PRAXIS II: PLT was not introduced in a
mean-spirited manner and its content is public.

My reaction also is related to my teaching
biography and approach to teaching. I think
about teaching courses as designing and doing
complex jigsaw puzzles. The context, instructor,
and curriculum influence the shapes of the
pieces and the complexity and picture on the
puzzle. Teaching a course for the first time is like
trying to do a puzzle without knowing what the
complete picture looks like, what pieces are
needed, and how the pieces fit together. With
experience, the picture becomes clearer and the
pieces needed to form the puzzle become identi-
fied. Small modifications of the course require
altering the shapes or replacing a few pieces to
make them fit better—not changing the entire
picture. At some point, putting the same pieces
together to form the same puzzle is no longer
challenging and the course needs breaking
apart, that is, a new jigsaw needs to be designed.
When PRAXIS II: PLT was implemented, I was
ready to design a new jigsaw puzzle, so it was a
timely catalyst to rethink my teaching.

During 2003, the format of the PRAXIS II: PLT
tests was modified. An extra case study has
been added and there are no multiple-choice
items related to the case studies (ETS, 2003b).
This created another question: Should I change
my course assessments and instruction again to
match more closely the new version of PRAXIS
II: PLT? My immediate reaction this time was
frustration. I had just developed a clear picture
and determined where all the pieces of the puz-
zle went when the test format was changed. On
reflection, I realized that even though I had no
control over the changes in the PRAXIS II: PLT
format, less emphasis on multiple-choice items
is preferable and the increased emphasis on
constructed-response questions will allow more
writing in the course while still helping stu-
dents prepare for PRAXIS II: PLT. Some pieces

of the puzzle will have to be modified but the
final picture should be more aesthetically
pleasing.

NOTE
1. Analyses of unpublished raw data obtained from Educa-

tional Testing Service in 2003.
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