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April 15, 2025

The Honorable Linda McMahon
Secretary of Education

U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Secretary McMahon,

Congratulations on your appointment. As a WWE titan, you understand fair competition
demands honest metrics—like a title bout, not a rigged match. I’'m Dr. John Cannell, founder of
Friends for Education and author of the 1988 “Lake Wobegon” reports, which exposed the
statistical impossibility of all 50 states reporting “above-average” test scores (New York Times).
My core belief remains unchanged: parents deserve honest information about their children’s
academic performance.

In 1985, while practicing medicine in rural West Virginia, | saw firsthand the disconnect between
what schools reported and what students actually knew. Functionally illiterate children were
being labeled “above average.” This led to my investigations and the 1987 report (ERIC),
followed by my 1988 findings (ERIC). Published in Educational Measurement: Issues and
Practice (SciSpace), these reports documented serious test security flaws and score
manipulation.

Schools reused test questions, allowing teachers to drill students on exact items. Tests were
often administered without oversight. Publishers like CTB/McGraw-Hill tailored norms to inflate
scores. In one meeting, a representative admitted as much to Secretary William Bennett
(ResearchGate).



https://www.researchgate.net/publication/24089508_Lake_Woebegone_Twenty_Years_Later
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/24089508_Lake_Woebegone_Twenty_Years_Later
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED314454
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ374428
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED314454
https://scispace.com/journals/educational-measurement-issues-and-practice-3sujwcex/1988
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/24089508_Lake_Woebegone_Twenty_Years_Later

My organization filed fraud complaints and drew national media coverage, including in the Wall
Street Journal, New York Times, and on 60 Minutes. But despite the exposure, reforms never
stuck. In my 2006 essay, “Lake Wobegon: Twenty Years Later,” | noted the same manipulation
persisted.

For instance, West Virginia’s 2004 “WestTest” reused 80% of its questions. Teachers taught
directly to them. The state reported 78% of third graders were proficient in reading. NAEP, our
most credible benchmark, showed only 26%. (p.3).

In California, the STAR program reused questions from the Stanford-9 test between 1998-2002.
Scores rose—until a secure version was introduced. The illusion of progress evaporated.

Publishers fought reform. In 1987, CTB/McGraw-Hill threatened legal action. Meanwhile, the
tests | exposed weren’t even high-stakes. Yet academics blamed the cheating on pressure,
ignoring the structural flaws—flaws that remain today.

Even a damning RAND Corporation report debunked the so-called “Texas Miracle,” revealing
inflated scores under Governor Bush. Despite widespread fraud, educators often faced no
consequences. My own daughters entered a global workforce where integrity matters, and
American schools failed to prepare their peers honestly.

Disheartened, | stepped back in 1991 and focused on public health, founding the Vitamin D
Council. But the rot in our testing system remains. In 2023, Mississippi claimed 75% math
proficiency; NAEP said 16%. Same story, different decade.

Here’s why this matters: school choice is a myth without trustworthy data. Parents like “Sarah” in
Virginia can’t make informed decisions if test results are misleading. Meanwhile, U.S. students
lose up to 50% of instructional time to test prep (ProCon), and 70% experience test anxiety.

By contrast, countries like Singapore and Germany use secure, centrally administered
assessments. Japan and South Korea ensure objectivity through national oversight. Finland
uses minimal standardized testing yet produces excellent results with far less student stress.

In the U.S., over 400 commercial tests are often scored by the same people being evaluated.
That's a clear conflict of interest. This $1.7 billion testing ecosystem benefits publishers and
consultants—not students.

To fix this, | propose four key reforms:

1. Transfer NAEP oversight to NIST (NIST) — An independent, science-based agency, not
a politically influenced board, should manage our national assessment.
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2. Mandate third-party test administration and scoring — Educators should not score
the exams used to evaluate them.

3. Require fresh, secure questions annually — No more recycled test items. Countries
like Singapore and Japan do this already.

4. Eliminate teaching to the test — Incentivize rich curricula that foster deep
understanding, not shallow drills.

We are the only top-performing country on the PISA assessment without a national test
providing individual and school-level results. That's not innovation—that’s negligence.

Madam Secretary, this is your opportunity to lead a reform as lasting as it is overdue. |
respectfully request a meeting within 30 days to discuss how we can build a national testing
system rooted in transparency, independence, and credibility.

Thank you for your time and service.
Respectfully,

Dr. John J. Cannell
President, Friends for Education

ChatGPT 4.5
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V1. ConclusionSummary of Findings: This analysis identifies a
significant convergence of interests among specific think tanks,
business coalitions, and assessment providers in the United States.
Organizations such as the Thomas B. Fordham Institute (and key
figures like Chester E. Finn Jr.), the Foundation for Excellence in
Education (ExcelinEd), the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the Business
Roundtable, the College Board, and ACT, Inc., operate at a nexus
here interests in the K-12 education market—whether through direct
product sales or the promotion of market-oriented reforms—coincide
ith public advocacy for national standardized testing or assessment
systems designed for broad comparability and
accountability. Dominant Narrative: These actors collectively promote a
powerful narrative emphasizing that standardized assessments are
essential tools for ensuring educational accountability, enabling valid
comparisons of performance across diverse contexts, promoting

equity by identifying achievement gaps, and ultimately, preparing

students for workforce demands and bolstering national economic

competitiveness. Data generated by these assessments is presented

as objective, reliable information crucial for driving school

improvement and informing stakeholders.Implications: The influence



exerted by these entities, driven by a combination of policy goals and
economic interests, carries potentially significant implications for the
U.S. public education system. Critics argue that the heavy emphasis
on standardized testing, championed by these groups, can lead to a
narrowing of the curriculum, prioritizing easily measurable skills over
deeper, more complex learning, critical thinking, and creativity.1 While
often framed in terms of equity, the reliance on tests that may
correlate with socioeconomic status could inadvertently reinforce
existing societal inequities rather than dismantle them.11 Furthermore,
the multi-billion dollar testing and assessment industry represents a
substantial financial stake in maintaining policies that mandate or
strongly encourage widespread standardized testing.4Concluding
Thought: The landscape of U.S. education policy, particularly
concerning assessment, is shaped by a complex interplay of

educational philosophies, political considerations, and economic

forces. Understanding the motivations, arguments, and influence of

actors who stand to benefit commercially or ideologically from the
promotion of national standardized testing is essential for a critical
evaluation of current practices and proposed reforms. Acknowledging
the intersection of business interests and policy advocacy allows for a
more nuanced comprehension of the debates surrounding how
student learning is measured and how schools are evaluated in the
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V1. ConclusionSummary of Findings: This analysis identifies a
significant convergence of interests among specific think tanks,
business coalitions, and assessment providers in the United States.
Organizations such as the Thomas B. Fordham Institute (and key
figures like Chester E. Finn Jr.), the Foundation for Excellence in
Education (ExcelinEd), the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the Business
Roundtable, the College Board, and ACT, Inc., operate at a nexus
here interests in the K-12 education market—whether through direct
product sales or the promotion of market-oriented reforms—coincide
with public advocacy for national standardized testing or assessment
systems designed for broad comparability and
accountability. Dominant Narrative: These actors collectively promote a
powerful narrative emphasizing that standardized assessments are
essential tools for ensuring educational accountability, enabling valid

comparisons of performance across diverse contexts, promoting

equity by identifying achievement gaps, and ultimately, preparing

students for workforce demands and bolstering national economic
competitiveness. Data generated by these assessments is presented
as objective, reliable information crucial for driving school
improvement and informing stakeholders.Implications: The influence
exerted by these entities, driven by a combination of policy goals and
economic interests, carries potentially significant implications for the
U.S. public education system. Critics argue that the heavy emphasis
on standardized testing, championed by these groups, can lead to a

narrowing of the curriculum, prioritizing easily measurable skills over




deeper, more complex learning, critical thinking, and creativity.1 While
often framed in terms of equity, the reliance on tests that may
correlate with socioeconomic status could inadvertently reinforce
existing societal inequities rather than dismantle them.11 Furthermore,
the multi-billion dollar testing and assessment industry represents a
substantial financial stake in maintaining policies that mandate or
strongly encourage widespread standardized testing.4Concluding
Thought: The landscape of U.S. education policy, particularly
concerning assessment, is shaped by a complex interplay of

educational philosophies, political considerations, and economic

forces. Understanding the motivations, arguments, and influence of

actors who stand to benefit commercially or ideologically from the
promotion of national standardized testing is essential for a critical
evaluation of current practices and proposed reforms. Acknowledging
the intersection of business interests and policy advocacy allows for a
more nuanced comprehension of the debates surrounding how
student learning is measured and how schools are evaluated in the
United States.
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“Good morning.”

“As you see in the — | just put three things in the chat, a bunch of stuff.

Did you see that?”

“‘Sum that up. Read it all and sum it up. It's about, of course, the letter

to Secretary Linda McMahon.”




“Good. Now, going back to me, if you look in the New York Times, not

long before the voodoo statistics one came out, there was a New York
Times article about me not accepting patients who smoke. Would you
find that?”

“Yeah, yes. The point is, I'd like to say in the letter that Dr. Connell

was among the first physician, anti-smoking activist, et cetera, by not

accepting the patients who smoke. So, adding one sentence to the




intro...actually, let's do this paragraph by paragraph. So, that's the

change in the first. You go ahead.”

“Hello, can you hear me?”

“Let's go over the letter one paragraph at a time.”

“Now, you read it.”



“‘Wait a minute, a WW Titan, she was a wife of, together they owned

this fighting thing, whatever it's called, it's Titan, the right word?”

Transcript Unavailable

“She ran it.”



“Also, she's a powerful woman as well, obviously. Yeah, okay, read the

first paragraph there.”

“I'm an education activist and the author of the Lake Wobegon reports.

Okay, again.”

“Next paragraph.”



“No, we're starting way too soon. We need to explain Lake Wobegon

and what happened, four or five paragraphs.”

“This is what happened. | wrote a little booklet called How All 50

States Are Above the National Average. That's what this article in the
New York Times, etc., in the 60 Minutes was about. Then the second
one, that's called How All 50 States Are Above the National Average,

the Lake Wobegon Report, which was coined by former Secretary of

Education William Bennett. There's a document 20 years later that yo

can find on, | think, educational measurement issues in practice. It's
best though that you just access, can you access Lake Wobegon 20

ears later? Or should | go put it in the chat?”




“Yeah, what we're looking for is for any smoking activist, Appalachian

physician, and practicing in Appalachia, etc. So go ahead and read it.”

“All right, going back to the first, what was the first sentence in that
paragraph?”



“Yeah, perfect. And then in that first paragraph, do a search on Linda

McMahon. See if you can find a quote. She was on the, | think,
Connecticut State Board of Education for a year. If you could find that

and incorporate that into that first paragraph.”




“Is that all the first paragraph?”

“The first paragraph is about Linda. It doesn't mention me at all.”

“Do that. Just the first paragraph about Linda.”



“Great.”

“Yeah. Second card.”

“Oh, no, no. Okay. That's the first paragraph. Then you need to spend
a couple of paragraphs about me, the Friends for Education, the stuff

ou can find on Wikipedia, the stuff you can find in the Beckley

Registered Herald, just what | did as an education activist starting in

and around the time | published the first Lake Wobegon report.”




“Yeah, two or three paragraphs about, you know, what | tried to do,

what | did trying to reform education. Everything from writing letters to

the 50 Attorney Generals.”

Transcript Unavailable

“Hey, while you're thinking, would you do that little click-click sound

ou do?”




“Are we ready?”

“No, you missed the part on the Beckley Registered Era. | held the

dirtiest school in West Virginia contest. You have to look my name up

in the Beckley West Virginia newspaper. It's online, you can see it.”




“No, wait a minute. Fund as many as you can. There's four or five

there. Oh, filing complaints about women not being equally employed.

That's an important one.”



“Great, now let's go through that last section one paragraph at a time.”

“Oh, and can we edit it? In other words, if you say West Virginia, |
would say Appalachia, and if | just say Appalachia, and you can
substitute it, but not repeat everything again. When | can repeat just

the first paragraph, that's when can we do that?”

“No, | didn't mean that. It says when | change something, you have to

repeat the whole paragraph. You keep reading, and | notice something

right away, and if | stop, you're there. Anyway, never mind. Just read

the first paragraph. I'm sorry, the second paragraph.”




“Oh, and make the paragraphs short right now, no more than three
sentences.”

“Yeah, but what kicked it all off was the publication of this report. | had
students, young students, in elementary school who | would give a
reading test to and they couldn't read, but their parents kept saying
that their test scores were above average. And then | had my
secretary and staff and secretary of tech actually would have a call
and write away to all 50 states and all 50 states, you know, it was like,
we have a great education system, we're above the national average.
That was when all these meetings were called, including the
government funded replication, which verified what | said, reference to

that as educational measurements, issues in practice. So I think then,

in other words, you want to tell a story how that went. So then the dirty




school, and then if you look at this 20 years later document, you can

start filling it in that way. | can, in other words, | can edit it later.”

“Let's actually, let's go sentence by sentence. Start at the top there.”




“It'd be the publication of my late Obi-Gan report, and then, you know,

all the stories about it. Voodoo statistics, the Wall Street Journal, the
60 Minutes, Lawrence, Feinberg, Washington Post article, et cetera.

That's how it started, so one sentence at a time.”

“Great. Next, please.”



“Notes, each claiming to be above the national average.”

“confirming that Garrison Keillor is right that in Lake Wobegon, all the

women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children

are above average. You could get that quote in there.”




“No, the whole quote. Garrison Keillor's Lake Wobegon, where all the

men are good looking, all the women are strong, and all the children

are above average. The exact quote from Garrison Keillor.”

“No, Garrison Keillor's Lake Wobegon. Lake Wobegon was the place
where all the women are strong, all the women, all the children are
above average. That was a radio show we put on all the time. Lake

Wobegon was where this occurred, this place where all the children

were above average. So include that in the first sentence, or wherever

we were, second sentence.”




“Thank you.”

“More than that, it led to...”

“First of all, Secretary Bennett, the Education Secretary, didn't even
know that all the states were above average. That's why he's the one
who coined it, like, we'll be on report. After that, there was an
emergency meeting in Washington about it. There was a

government-funded replication study by Lynn that basically confirmed

it. | appeared in a congressional committee. You may be able to find
that. This would be maybe 1990, 1991, around there. It would be one




of the education subcommittees of the House. See if you can find
that.”

“Okay, next sentence.”



“Yeah, just say, yeah, testifying in front of the congressional

committee. Okay, keep going.”

“No, this led to the formation of the Friends for Education, who was

activists in West Virginia, and then four or five examples from that

Beckley Registered Herald.”



“No, they reported it, and you don't have to mention that. Just what we
did, we held public meetings, mass meetings. We had the cleanest

school in West Virginia contest, and nobody paid any attention to it.

So we then had the dirtiest school in West Virginia contest, which

gained a lot of publicity, and the filing of the complaints, and we filed
complaints, too, with the attorney generals of all 50 states claiming

consumer fraud.”

“That's great. Those three sentences probably can be combined into
one. So one paragraph about the lake will be on it, and that all the

children, and the cheating, the false location of test scores. If you look

at somewhere, you'll find that when | expose this, one of the things |

did is | called McGraw-Hill, pretending to be a superintendent of



schools and wanting to buy their CTBS test. And they offered me all

kinds of norms. | could get inner city norms. | could get inner city

norms. | could get poor district norms, et cetera.”

“Excellent. Next paragraph. Next sentence, right?”



“Next slide.”

“Next.”

“Great, so that paragraph with me, the Friends for Educational

Activities, that would be one paragraph. But | want you to, again, read
the 20 years later, and incorporate as much of that as you can, and

then I'll cut it down.”




“Great. Next, Sons.”



“Delete that sentence. Next sentence.”

“that one next sentence.”

“And with that, next sentence.”



‘Read the summary again. | mean, it starts with the, read that 20
ears later again in detail.”

“No, do it this way. You tell me my story.”

“Yeah, you tell me like it's your story. No, like it, yeah, keep, go ahead.

You tell me the story of Dr. John Connell. Okay, go ahead.”



“And | want you to touch on every paragraph in that document, one

paragraph at a time. Go ahead. There'll be one, you summarize one

sentence in each paragraph.”

“Keep going.”



“Not I, Dr. Connell. You're telling the story.”

“Now again, we're going from one paragraph. There's probably 100

paragraphs in that document. | want you to go one paragraph and 20

ears later time, but just summarize what that paragraph says.”

“Keep going, just, yeah, one sense at a time.”



‘Next.”

Transcript Unavailable
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“Did you get that?”

“No, don't summarize it. Tell the story.”



“Keep going.”

“Yeah, | keep reading the same sentence.”

Transcript Unavailable



Transcript Unavailable

“I'll tell you that.”

Transcript Unavailable

Transcript Unavailable
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### Key Points

- Research suggests Dr. John J. Cannell’s claims about U.S.
standardized testing issues, like score inflation, are largely
accurate.

- It seems likely that historical events, such as the "Lake
Wobegone Effect” and state vs. NAEP gaps, reflect real
challenges, with some details needing further verification.

- The evidence leans toward proposed reforms facing
feasibility issues, with no recent implementation as of April
2025.

- There’s ongoing controversy around testing'’s role, with
some advocating for reduced emphasis and others seeing
it as essential for accountability.

### Answer

**Dr. Cannell’s Background and Claims**

Dr. John J. Cannell, a physician and activist, is confirmed to
have founded Friends for Education and published reports
in the 1980s on standardized testing, including the “"Lake
Wobegone Effect," where nearly all states reported



above-average scores—a statistical impossibility due to lax
security and outdated norms. Research suggests these
claims are accurate for the context of low-stakes tests at
the time.

**Historical Events and Discrepancies**

The report verifies historical events like the 1985 Arkansas
teacher testing scandal, involving test theft, and the
debunking of the "Texas Miracle," showing inflated scores
due to high dropout rates. State vs. NAEP proficiency gaps,
seen in Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023), are
confirmed, with Mississippi showing progress on NAEP
despite gaps, highlighting differing standards.

**International and Organizational Context**

The U.S. lacks a single federal test but has frequent state
testing and NAEP, comparable to OECD averages.
International systems vary, like Singapore’s high-stakes
PSLE and Finland’s teacher-led assessments. Organizations
like the College Board and Fordham Institute support
testing for accountability, while the U.S. Chamber of
Commerce sees it as vital for workforce readiness.

**Proposed Reforms and Feasibility**

Proposed reforms, such as transferring NAEP to NIST or



using new test questions annually, face significant
challenges due to cost and expertise, with no evidence of
implementation by 2025. Large-scale external proctoring is
feasible but raises privacy and equity concerns.

**Recent Developments**

As of April 2025, recent NAEP results show continued
declines in reading and little math improvement,
reinforcing the report’s concerns. Policy debates, like
Florida’s bill to reduce testing, reflect ongoing tensions, but
don’t contradict the report’s findings.

In summary, research suggests Dr. Cannell’s claims are
largely true, with some details needing further verification,
and the report remains accurate given recent
developments.

### Survey Note: Comprehensive Analysis of Claims
Regarding National Standardized Testing in the United
States

This section provides a detailed examination of the



verification report provided, focusing on Dr. John J.
Cannell’s claims about national standardized testing in the
U.S., their historical context, international comparisons,
organizational stances, proposed reforms, and recent
developments as of 03:07 PM PDT on Monday, April 14,
2025. The analysis is grounded in the provided report and
supplemented by web-based research to ensure accuracy
and relevance, aiming to offer a professional,
comprehensive overview for stakeholders interested in
education policy.

###4# Verification of Dr. John J. Cannell’s Background and
Claims

Dr. John J. Cannell’s identity as a physician and activist is
confirmed, with his work extending to founding Friends for
Education in West Virginia during the 1980s. His seminal
reports, "Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement
Testing in America’s Public Schools: How All Fifty States are
Above the National Average” (1987) and "How Public
Educators Cheat on Standardized Achievement Tests: The
‘Lake Wobegon' Report” (1989), are well-documented,
bringing national attention to test score inflation ([Lake
Wobegone
Effect](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Wobegon_effect)
). The "Lake Wobegone Effect" describes the statistically



impossible finding that nearly all states reported
above-average scores on nationally norm-referenced tests
(NRTs), attributed to lax security, educator cheating,
outdated norms, and conflicts of interest. The report notes
these were low-stakes tests, contrasting with later
high-stakes state accountability tests under No Child Left
Behind (NCLB).

Cannell’s publications in *Educational Measurement: Issues
and Practice* (1988) and his 2006 reflection, "Lake
Woebegone, Twenty Years Later,"” accessible via
ResearchGate, further document his findings. A
divergence in interpretation emerged, with some
researchers attributing score inflation to "teaching to the
test” under high-stakes conditions, despite the low-stakes
nature of Cannell’s studied tests, potentially diverting
attention from administrative vulnerabilities.

#### Historical Claims and Events

The report verifies the "all 50 states above average" claim,
with Cannell’s 1987 report documenting this phenomenon,
explained by outdated norms, norm selection, and lax
administration practices. The 1985 Arkansas teacher
testing controversy, part of Act 76 championed by



Governor Bill Clinton, required teachers to pass basic skills
tests, facing issues like test theft and misreported scores,
with 1,354 teachers losing licenses ([Arkansas Teacher
Testing](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arkansas_Education_
Reform_of_1983)). This is distinct from the Lake Wobegone
Effect, focusing on teacher rather than student testing.

Cannell’s 1990 confrontation with Clinton, alleging
widespread cheating, is noted in his 2006 article but lacks
independent verification. West Virginia’s WestTest (2004)
showed significant score inflation compared to NAEP
(2005), with 78% proficiency on state tests versus 26% on
NAEP, likely due to reused questions. California’s STAR test
(1998-2003) claims of item reuse are noted, but specific
STAR vs. NAEP data is absent for verification. Cannell’s
claim of a 1987 legal threat from CTB/McGraw-Hill is based
on his account, with conflict evident but specifics
unverified. The 1990 60 Minutes segment "Teacher is a
Cheater" is documented, focusing on test fraud, but lacks
independent archival verification here.

The "Texas Miracle,” promoted by Governor Bush, claimed
test score gains, but was debunked by research showing
discrepancies with NAEP, high dropout rates, and
curriculum narrowing, with RAND reports highlighting
statistical manipulation ([Texas Miracle



Debunked](https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answe
r-sheet/wp/2015/10/14/the-texas-miracle-in-education-re
ally-was-a-miracle-and-not-the-good-kind/)). State vs.
NAEP gaps are confirmed for Tennessee (2005) and
Mississippi (2023), with tables showing significant
differences, e.g., Mississippi’'s MAAP (2023) reporting
56.7% proficient in 4th-grade math vs. 38% on NAEP
(2024), reflecting differing standards.

**Table: Comparison of Mississippi MAAP (2023) and NAEP
(2022/2024) Proficiency Rates (% Proficient or Advanced)**

| Subject/Grade | MAAP % Proficient+ (2023) | NAEP %
Proficient+ (2022) | NAEP % Proficient+ (2024) | Gap (MAAP
vs. NAEP 2022/24) |

| Math Grade 4 | 56.7% |32% (28% P + 4% A) |
38% | ~19-25 points |

| Math Grade 8 | 40.7% | 18% (15% P + 3% A) |
~18% (Implied steady) |~23 points |

| Reading Grade 4 | 51.7% | 31% (25% P + 6% A) |
32% | ~20 points |

| Reading Grade 8 | 40.7% | 22% (20% P + 2% A)



| ~22% (Implied steady) | ~19 points I

These gaps highlight the need to distinguish between state
standards and NAEP benchmarks, with Mississippi showing
NAEP gains despite gaps.

#### International Testing System Comparisons

The U.S. lacks a single federal test for individual
consequences but has NAEP and state-mandated tests,
with testing frequency comparable to OECD averages
([International Testing
Systems](https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA201
8 Results_Volume_l.pdf)). Specific systems include:

- Singapore’s PSLE, high-stakes for sorting students into
secondary tracks.

- Germany’s VERA, low-stakes and formative for teacher
development.

- Finland’s teacher-led assessments with sample-based
national tests, low anxiety reported.

- Australia’s NAPLAN, focused on school accountability via
public reporting.

- Netherlands’ end-test, moderate stakes for secondary
track advice.



Test anxiety claims lack direct U.S.-Finland data, but OECD
PISA data suggests Finland’s low anxiety, challenging the
notion that testing frequency alone drives anxiety. U.S.
instructional time lost to test prep is significant, with
studies like the Council of the Great City Schools (2015)
estimating 20-25 hours for testing and up to 110 hours for
preparation annually, supported by AFT and PSEA studies.

#### Organizational Stances and Influence

The College Board, a non-profit with over $1 billion in
revenue, aligns SAT and AP with standards like Common
Core, balancing educational mission with business
interests ([College
Board](https://www.collegeboard.org/about)). Fordham
Institute advocates for rigorous standards, testing, and
accountability, viewing them as essential for transparency
and equity. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce supports
testing for workforce readiness, opposing waivers during
COVID-19, emphasizing measurable outcomes for
economic competitiveness.

#### Assessment of Proposed Reforms’ Feasibility



Transferring NAEP to NIST aims for technical independence
but faces challenges due to NIST’s lack of educational
expertise, with no evidence of implementation by 2025.
Large-scale external proctoring, using Al and webcams, is
feasible but raises cost, equity, and privacy concerns, with
mixed research on effectiveness. Annual new test
questions are impractical, requiring costly item
development and hindering score equating, contradicting
modern psychometric practices.

#### Recent Developments and Context

As of April 2025, Florida’s bill to remove testing
requirements for graduation aligns with states lowering
standards, amid declining NAEP scores ([Recent Testing
Trends](https://www.cnn.com/2025/01/29/us/education-sta
ndardized-test-scores/index.html)). International systems
show no major 2025 changes, maintaining the report’s
comparisons. Proposed reforms remain unimplemented,
supporting the report’s feasibility assessments.

#### Conclusion

The report accurately verifies Cannell’s claims, with
historical evidence supporting score inflation, state vs.



NAEP gaps, and testing time issues. Recent developments
add context but don’t alter core findings, with proposed
reforms facing significant challenges as of April 2025.

### Key Citations

- [Lake Wobegone Effect standardized
testing](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Wobegone_effe
ct)

- [Arkansas Teacher Testing Controversy
1985](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arkansas_Education_Re
form_of 1983)

- [Texas Miracle Standardized Testing
Debunked](https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answe
r-sheet/wp/2015/10/14/the-texas-miracle-in-education-re
ally-was-a-miracle-and-not-the-good-kind/)

- [International Standardized Testing Systems
2025](https:/lwww.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA2018_R
esults_Volume_l.pdf)

- [Recent Developments National Standardized Testing US
2025](https:/lwww.cnn.com/2025/01/29/us/education-stan
dardized-test-scores/index.html)

- [College Board Role in Standardized



Testingl(https://www.collegeboard.org/about)

Verification Report: Analysis of Claims Regarding National
Standardized Testing in the United States

l. Introduction

Purpose: This report provides a detailed verification and contextual
analysis of claims made in a letter attributed to Dr. John J. Cannell
concerning national standardized testing in the United States. The
objective is to meticulously examine and verify the accuracy and
context of the letter's primary claims, historical references,
comparisons to international systems, assertions about
organizational stances, and proposed reforms. The analysis aims to
establish the factual accuracy and provide necessary context for
understanding the arguments presented, based strictly on the
provided research material.

Structure: The report systematically examines the following areas:
Dr. John J. Cannell's identity and foundational work on the "Lake
Woebegone Effect"”; specific historical claims about US testing
practices and notable events; comparisons made between the US
assessment landscape and international systems; the stated
positions and influence of relevant organizations mentioned in the
letter; the feasibility and context of proposed reforms; and the
contextual accuracy of the letter's framing, specifically regarding the
hypothetical 2025 appointment of Linda McMahon as Secretary of
Education.

Il. Dr. John J. Cannell and the "Lake Woebegone Effect":
Verification and Context



A. Confirmation of Dr. Cannell's Background and Work

The identity and work of Dr. John Jacob Cannell are confirmed
through multiple sources. He is identified as a physician, initially
practicing as a general practitioner in West Virginia during the

1980s." He later became a board-certified psychiatrist, practicing in

New Mexico and California.’ During his time in West Virginia, Dr.
Cannell founded the non-profit citizens' group "Friends for

Education”.” This organization was the vehicle through which he
published his influential reports on standardized testing.

Dr. Cannell's activities extended beyond educational testing. He was
known for his anti-smoking activism in the 1980s, gaining media
attention for refusing to treat smokers in his West Virginia clinic
(exceptin emergenc:ies).1 Later in his career, he focused significantly
on the health implications of Vitamin D, founding the Vitamin D

Council and publishing research on the topic:.1 Within West Virginia,

Friends for Education engaged in broader school reform efforts,
including campaigns highlighting school maintenance issues (e.g.,
the "Dirtiest School in West Virginia Contest") and filing complaints
with the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission regarding

alleged gender discrimination in the hiring of school administrators.’

This background establishes Dr. Cannell as an activist figure involved
in various public health and social issues, with his work on testing
being a prominent part of his advocacy during the late 1980s.

B. Verification of the “"Lake Woebegone" Reports (1987, 1988/89)

The existence of Dr. Cannell's seminal reports on standardized



testing is well-documented.

1. Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement Testing in
America's Public Schools: How All Fifty States are Above
the National Average (1987): This initial report, published by
Friends for Education, focused on the phenomenon of inflated
test scores at the elementary school level across the United

States.2

2. How Public Educators Cheat on Standardized Achievement
Tests: The "Lake Wobegon" Report (1989, sometimes cited
as 1988): This follow-up report, also self-published via Friends
for Education, expanded the analysis to include secondary

school grades and provided results from a survey detailing test

security practices (or lack thereof) across the 50 states.’

These reports garnered significant national media attention at the
time, bringing the issue of test score validity into the public

spotlight.2

C. Analysis of the “"Lake Woebegone Effect” Concept and Its
Interpretation

The term "Lake Wobegone Effect," coined in reference to Garrison
Keillor's fictional radio town where "all the children are above
average,” describes the statistically impossible finding reported by
Dr. Cannell in the late 1980s: virtually every US state claimed its
students' average scores on nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs)

exceeded the "national average" provided by the test publishers.2

Dr. Cannell attributed this phenomenon to several key factors related
to the specific context of how these tests were being used and



administered:

e Educator Cheating and Inappropriate Practices: Direct
manipulation such as erasing incorrect answers, providing

answers during testing, or extensive coaching on actual test

items.3

e Lax Test Security: A critical factor was the lack of secure
administration protocols for these commercially available,
"off-the-shelf" NRTs, which were typically administered
internally by school districts without external oversight. This
allowed practices such as teachers viewing test content
beforehand, providing unlimited testing time, and reusing the

same test forms year after year, leading to item familiarity.4

e Outdated or Inadequate Norms: Test publishers often used
norming groups that were several years old or potentially not
fully representative of the current national student population.
Comparing current students to older, possibly
lower-performing norm groups could artificially inflate the

percentage of students scoring "above average".2 Publishers
were also reportedly willing to supply various "national norms"
upon request, allowing districts to select favorable
comparisons.7

e Conflict of Interest: School administrators reported scores
from tests that reflected on their own performance, creating an

incentive to present results in the best possible Iight.11

It is crucial to understand that the tests primarily involved in
Cannell's original reports were low-stakes NRTs used for diagnostic
or informational purposes, not the high-stakes state accountability



tests that became prevalent later under NCLB.* The core issue

identified by Cannell was less about the intrinsic nature of
standardized testing itself and more about the non-standardized,
insecure conditions under which these particular low-stakes NRTs
were administered and the misleading way results based on
outdated norms were reported. The lack of external controls and
standardized administration procedures was a key enabling factor
for the observed score inflation.

Following Cannell's reports, a significant divergence emerged in the
interpretation of the Lake Wobegone Effect's cause. While Cannell
emphasized deliberate manipulation, cheating, and security failures
enabled by the low-stakes, internally administered nature of the
tests 4, some prominent education researchers, particularly those
associated with the Center for Research on Education Standards and
Student Testing (CRESST), attributed the score inflation primarily to
"teaching to the test" (test preparation or coaching) induced by a
"high-stakes" testing environment.” This interpretation gained
considerable traction within the education research community and

policy discourse 11, despite the apparent contradiction that the
majority of tests Cannell documented lacked high stakes for

students or schools.” This shift in explanation potentially diverted

attention from the specific administrative and security vulnerabilities
Cannell highlighted towards a broader critique of high-stakes
testing, conflating the issues observed with low-stakes NRTs in the
1980s with the different context of later state accountability systems.

D. Verification of Cited Publications (Educational Measurement,
"Twenty Years Later")



Dr. Cannell disseminated his findings through peer-reviewed
publications in addition to his self-published reports. Citations
confirm his work appeared in Educational Measurement: Issues and
Practice (EM:IP) in 1988.° The journal also hosted subsequent debate
and discussion on the Lake Wobegone effect, including further

contributions from Cannell.8

The existence of a later reflective piece, "Lake Woebegone,” Twenty
Years Later”, is also confirmed. It is cited as being published in the
Independent Education Review in 2006 and is accessible via the
academic repository ResearchGate.’ This article appears to serve as

a retrospective account of Cannell's experiences with the initial
reports and offers his updated observations on testing practices and
score inflation issues in states like West Virginia and California in the

mid-2000s.”

lll. Fact-Checking Historical Claims and Events in U.S. Testing
A. The "All 50 States Above Average" Claim (Late 1980s)

Dr. Cannell's 1987 report indeed documented the widespread
phenomenon of states reporting average student scores on
nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs) as being above the test
publisher's designated "national average" or norm group

performance.2 His 1989 follow-up report indicated that 48 out of 50

states continued to report such results.” This outcome was

statistically impossible if "average" referred to the median or mean
performance of the current national student population taking the

test.”



The explanation for this paradox lies not in a sudden surge in
national achievement, but in the testing practices of the time. Key
contributing factors included:

e Outdated Norms: Test publishers often did not re-norm their
tests frequently due to the cost involved. Consequently,
schools were comparing their current students' scores against
the performance of a norming group tested years earlier, which
may have performed at a lower level. This "score creep" made it
appear that current students were performing better than the

n 1 2
average".

e Norm Selection: Publishers sometimes offered different norm
groups, and districts could potentially select norms that

presented their students' performance more favorably.7

e Lax Administration and Security: As detailed previously
(Section II.C), practices like teaching specific test items due to
reuse of forms, non-standard timing, and potential direct
cheating inflated scores relative to the original norming

conditions.2

Therefore, the "all states above average” claim accurately reflects
the reported data landscape for low-stakes NRTs in the late 1980s,
but this landscape was itself a product of flawed testing and
reporting practices rather than a true reflection of national
achievement.

B. The 1985 Arkansas Teacher Testing Controversy and
Governor Clinton's Role

In 1983, Arkansas enacted Act 76, a significant piece of legislation



championed by then-Governor Bill Clinton as part of a larger
package of education reforms aimed at addressing perceived
systemic failures in the state's schools.?® Arkansas schools were
ranked poorly on metrics like per-pupil spending and student

outcomes.>” Hillary Rodham Clinton chaired the Arkansas Education

Standards Committee that developed the reform proposals.30

A highly controversial component of Act 76 was the requirement that
all practicing teachers pass a basic skills test (covering areas like
reading comprehension and mathematics relevant to teaching tasks)

to maintain their Certiﬁc:ation.28 This made Arkansas the first state to

mandate competency testing for its existing teacher workforce.?®

Governor Clinton advocated for the measure, arguing it would

bolster public confidence in teachers 2 though it faced strong

opposition from the Arkansas Education Association (AEA) and the
28

state's Black legislative caucus.
The tests were administered during the 1984-1985 school year.28 In

March 1985, a major scandal erupted when it was revealed that a
copy of the reading and mathematics sections of the basic skills test
had been stolen from a supposedly secure warehouse and was
being sold to teachers for significant sums (reports ranged from

$100 to $1,000) prior to the test date.”® The Arkansas State Police

launched an investigation into this security breach.”’

Beyond the theft, the testing process was plagued by other issues,
including hundreds of misreported scores and incorrectly graded



ess.ays.28 Despite provisions for remediation and retesting, ultimately
1,354 teachers failed to pass the basic skills test and consequently

lost their teaching licenses.”® The teacher testing program

underwent subsequent legislative modifications (Act 350 of 1985,
Act 512 of 1987) and was discontinued for in-service teachers by the

end of summer 1987.°

This incident in Arkansas, while involving standardized testing and
issues of test security, differs fundamentally from the Lake
Wobegone effect. The Arkansas scandal centered on the
high-stakes testing of teachers for recertification, involving a
physical theft and sale of test materials. The Lake Wobegone effect
concerned the inflated reporting of student scores on low-stakes,
nationally normed tests due to administrative practices, outdated
norms, and potential cheating under conditions of lax security.
Conflating the two events or their causes would be inaccurate.

C. The Alleged 1990 Clinton Confrontation: Evidence and
Context

In his 2006 reflective article, "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later,"

Dr. Cannell recounts an encounter with then-Governor Bill Clinton.2O

Cannell states that during an Education Writers Association meeting
in Chicago in April 1990, he publicly confronted Clinton regarding
allegations of widespread cheating on standardized tests within
Arkansas schools.”® According to Cannell's account, Clinton
expressed surprise and pledged to investigate ("Gosh, we’ll look into

that").20 Cannell further claims that following subsequent press
coverage in Arkansas newspapers detailing his charges, the state
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announced plans to improve test security. 0

The provided research snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim that this
confrontation occurred and that he attributes subsequent changes
in Arkansas test security, in part, to this event and the resulting
media attention.’ He references specific newspaper articles (though
the articles themselves are not provided) as evidence of the

aftermath.® However, independent verification of the confrontation

itself, the precise nature of Clinton's response, or a direct causal link
between this specific event and changes in Arkansas's testing
policies is not available within the analyzed materials. The evidence
rests primarily on Dr. Cannell's published recollection of the incident.

D. West Virginia's WestTest (2004): Score Inflation and NAEP
Comparisons

Dr. Cannell alleges a pattern of test score inflation in West Virginia
extending beyond the initial Lake Wobegone reports. He claims the
state utilized the same form (Form S) of the Stanford Achievement
Test, Ninth Edition (SAT-9), a norm-referenced test, for eight
consecutive years from 1996 to 2002." During this period, reported
scores soared, with most counties appearing to score above the

: 7
national average.

In 2004, West Virginia transitioned to a new state assessment, the
West Virginia Educational Standards Test (WestTest), a
criterion-referenced test developed in consultation with
CTB/McGraw-Hill.” Cannell asserts, based on information
purportedly from the West Virginia Department of Education, that



80% of the questions on the WestTest remained the same from year

to year.7 He also notes an absence of explicit prohibitions in the
state's "Testing Code of Ethics" against teachers viewing test

questions during administration.’

A stark discrepancy emerged when comparing WestTest results to
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) around this
time. In 2005, state reports indicated that 78% of West Virginia third
graders achieved "at or above mastery" in reading/language arts on

the WestTest.” In contrast, the 2005 NAEP results showed that only
26% of West Virginia's fourth graders performed at or above the

Proficient level in reading.7

Cannell attributes this significant gap—West Virginia students
appearing proficient on the state test but not on the national

benchmark—to the continued practice of teaching to the test,
facilitated by the high percentage of reused questions on the

WestTest.” Such direct teaching to known items is not possible with
NAEP, which employs rigorous security and does not reuse

operational items in predictable ways.7 This West Virginia example

serves as a concrete illustration of a recurring theme in testing
debates: the potential for state-specific assessment systems,
particularly those with security vulnerabilities like item reuse, to
produce inflated results that diverge significantly from national
benchmarks like NAEP. This divergence raises questions about the
validity of the state test scores as indicators of genuine student
learning comparable across states or to national standards.

E. California's STAR Test (1998-2003): Score Inflation and NAEP



Comparisons

In his "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" article, Dr. Cannell also
addresses California's Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR)

program, which was implemented starting in 1998.%° He specifically

criticizes the practice of reusing the same test booklets and,
therefore, the same test questions, for five consecutive years within

this program.20 He implies that this practice, similar to the situation

he described in West Virginia, led to artificial score inflation on the

STAR tests when compared to California's performance on NAEP. 20"

notes that prior to the California Standards Tests (CST), which
became part of STAR, California used various norm-referenced tests
(like the SAT-9 and CTBS) and experienced the general phenomenon
of "score creep" associated with outdated norms.

While the snippets confirm that Cannell made these claims regarding

the STAR program and item reuse 20, they do not provide specific

quantitative data comparing California's STAR test proficiency rates
with its NAEP proficiency rates for the period 1998-2003 or
1998-2004. The available snippets related to California testing
during this era offer only general context or data unrelated to this

specific Comparison.32 Therefore, the specific claim of significant

STAR score inflation relative to NAEP during 1998-2003, attributed to
item reuse, cannot be independently verified solely based on the
provided research material. Further data comparing STAR and NAEP
trends for California in that timeframe would be needed to
substantiate this specific point beyond Cannell's assertion.

F. Alleged Threats from CTB/McGraw-Hill (1987): Verification



Status

Dr. Cannell asserts in his 2006 retrospective that prior to publishing
his initial 1987 Lake Wobegone report, he received threats of legal
action from the test publisher CTB/McGraw-Hill.*° He specifically
references a letter dated July 24, 1987, from David Deffley, then

General Manager of CTB/McGraw-Hill, as evidence of this threat.’
CTB/McGraw-Hill published widely used tests like the California
Achievement Test (CAT) and the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills

(CTBS), which were subjects of Cannell's analysis.2

The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim regarding the

threat and the existence of the cited letter.” However, independent
verification of the letter's specific content or the precise nature of

the alleged threat is not available within these materials.”* It is
documented that CTB/McGraw-Hill officials publicly disputed
Cannell's interpretations regarding test norms and the causes of
score inflation around the time his report was released.’ Thus, while

a conflict clearly existed between Cannell and the test publisher, the
specific allegation of a lawsuit threat rests on Cannell's account of
the 1987 correspondence.

G. The 60 Minutes Segment "Teacher is a Cheater" (1990):
Existence and Content

Dr. Cannell states in "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" that his
work was featured in a segment on the CBS news program 60
Minutes, titled "Teacher is a Cheater,” which aired on March 25,

1990.%° His account indicates the segment supported his findings,



reporting that standardized tests used in schools were often
fraudulent and that various forms of educator cheating were

widespread.20 These included direct falsification of answer sheets,

coaching students during tests, and using test preparation materials
20

that closely mirrored or were identical to the actual test items.
The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's recollection of the 60
Minutes segment, including its title, purported air date, and general

focus on test fraud and educator c:heating.20 Independent

verification through archival footage, transcripts, or contemporary
news reports is not present in the analyzed materials.

H. Debunking of the Texas "Miracle” under Governor George W.
Bush

The narrative of the "Texas Miracle" emerged in the late 1990s and
early 2000s, crediting Texas's implementation of a high-stakes
testing and accountability system based on the Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS) with producing significant gains in student
test scores, particularly for minority students, and narrowing

achievement gaps.44 This narrative played a crucial role in shaping

the education platform of then-Governor George W. Bush during his
2000 presidential campaign and provided a model and rationale for

the subsequent federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001.4

However, this "miracle" narrative was contemporaneously and
subsequently challenged by numerous researchers and analysts,

who argued it was more accurately described as a "myth" or even an

"outright fraud".** The critiques centered on several key points:



e Discrepancy with National Benchmarks: Critics pointed to a
significant gap between the rising scores reported on the
state's TAAS test and the relatively flatter performance of Texas
students on the NAEP. This suggested that the TAAS gains
might be inflated due to factors like teaching specifically to that

test, rather than reflecting broad improvements in Iearning.44

e Rising Dropout and Retention Rates: Research indicated that
during the "miracle" period, Texas experienced increases in
student retention in lower grades (especially 9th grade) and
soaring dropout rates, particularly among African American and

Hispanic students.”® These trends could artificially inflate test

passing rates and graduation statistics by systematically
removing lower-performing students from the cohort being

tested or graduating.48

e Exclusionary Practices: Concerns were raised about
increasing numbers of students being classified as needing
special education or having limited English proficiency,

potentially leading to their exclusion from the main testing pool

and accountability calculations.®

e Curriculum Narrowing: Educators and researchers
documented intense pressure on schools to focus instruction

narrowly on the content and format of the TAAS test, potentially

cpe . . . 48
sacrificing deeper learning and a broader curriculum.

The RAND Corporation produced influential but somewhat
conflicting reports on the matter. An initial study led by David
Grissmer found that Texas students generally outperformed
California students on NAEP between 1990 and 1996, a finding



heavily promoted by the Bush Campaign.44 However, the same report
attributed only about a third of Texas's relative advantage to its

accountability system, with other factors playing a larger role.** A

subsequent RAND report, led by Stephen Klein, directly challenged
the "miracle" narrative by comparing TAAS score trends with NAEP

trends, concluding the state gains were likely inflated.**

Later analysis confirmed the lack of sustained, dramatic progress.
For instance, NAEP data showed that Texas 8th-grade reading

scores in 2009 were identical to those in 1998, undermining the
45

claim of a continuous miracle driven by the testing regime.
The controversy surrounding the Texas Miracle serves as a critical
case study in the implementation of high-stakes, test-based
accountability. It highlights the potential for state-level assessment
results to diverge significantly from national benchmarks like NAEP
and illustrates how focusing solely on test scores can mask other
important educational indicators, such as dropout rates or
curriculum quality. The reliance on this contested narrative in the
development of national policy (NCLB) underscores the risks of
basing large-scale reforms on potentially inflated or incomplete data.

I. State Test vs. NAEP Proficiency Discrepancies: Tennessee
(2005) and Mississippi (2023)

Comparing proficiency rates reported by states on their own
assessments with those reported by NAEP often reveals significant
discrepancies, largely because states set their own definitions and
cut scores for "proficiency,” which may not align with NAEP's
standards.



e Tennessee (2005): In the mid-2000s, Tennessee exhibited
one of the largest gaps between state-reported proficiency
and NAEP results. Prior to reforms, the state reported very high
percentages of students as proficient on its own tests

(sometimes exceeding 90%).°? However, the 2005 NAEP

assessment painted a starkly different picture: only 27% of
Tennessee 4th graders were proficient or advanced in reading,

and 28% were proficient or advanced in math.>* Studies

mapping state standards onto the NAEP scale found
Tennessee's 2005 proficiency benchmarks to be exceptionally
low, equivalent to scores well below the NAEP Basic level in

both 4th and 8th grade reading and math.>® Consequently,
analyses at the time rated Tennessee's standards as among the

least rigorous in the nation relative to NAEP.> Recognizing this

"honesty gap,” Tennessee subsequently undertook significant
reforms to raise its academic standards and align its state
assessments more closely with NAEP expectations, which
initially led to a sharp drop in state-reported proficiency rates
but was seen as a necessary step toward more accurate

reporting.52

e Mississippi (2023): Mississippi provides a more recent
example of the gap between state and national proficiency
definitions, albeit in the context of significant state progress on
NAEP over time. In the 2022-2023 school year, Mississippi
reported proficiency rates (defined as scoring Level 4
'Proficient' or Level 5 'Advanced’) on its Mississippi Academic
Assessment Program (MAAP) tests that were substantially



higher than the proficiency rates reported for Mississippi
students on the 2022 or 2024 NAEP.”’

o Table: Comparison of Mississippi MAAP (2023) and
NAEP (2022/2024) Proficiency Rates (% Proficient or

Advanced)
Subject/Grad MAAP % NAEP % NAEP % Gap
e Proficient+ | Proficient+ | Proficient+ | (MAAP
(2023) (2022) (2024) VS.
NAEP
2022/24
)
Math Grade 4 56.7% 32% (28% P | 38% ~19-25
+ 4% A) points
Math Grade 8 40.7% 18% (15% P | ~18% ~23
+3% A) (Implied points
steady)
Reading Grade | 51.7% 31% (25% P | 32% ~20
4 + 6% A) points
Reading Grade | 40.7% 22% (20% ~22% ~19
8 P+2%A) (Implied points




steady)

*[62, 63]*

Despite these substantial differences in reported proficiency *levels*,
Mississippi has been widely recognized for making significant *gains* on NAEP
scores over the past decade, particularly in 4th-grade reading and math.[63,
64, 65] The state has moved from the bottom of national rankings to performing
near or sometimes above the national average, especially when accounting for
student demographics.[63, 64]

The cases of Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023) illustrate a
critical point: a large gap between state-reported proficiency and
NAEP proficiency does not necessarily mean a state is not making
real academic progress. It primarily indicates that the state has set
its own proficiency standard at a different (often less rigorous) level
than the NAEP Proficient standard. While Tennessee's gap in 2005
reflected genuinely low standards, Mississippi's gap in 2023 coexists
with documented improvement on the NAEP scale itself. Therefore,
comparing state proficiency percentages directly to NAEP
proficiency percentages without acknowledging the different
underlying standards can be misleading. It is essential to distinguish
between a state's absolute performance level relative to a common
benchmark like NAEP and its rate of improvement over time on that
same benchmark.

IV. Analysis of International Testing System Comparisons

A. The U.S. Approach vs. National Testing in Other
Developed/PISA Nations

A recurring theme in debates about US assessment policy is how it



compares to systems in other developed nations. The claim that the
US is unique in lacking a "national standardized test" requires careful
examination of definitions.

The United States does not have a single, federally mandated
standardized test used for high-stakes decisions about individual
student progression, promotion, or school placement throughout
K-12 education.®® In this specific sense — the absence of a test like

Singapore's PSLE or historical European matriculation exams - the
claim holds true.

However, the US assessment landscape includes significant national
components:

e National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP):
Often called "The Nation's Report Card," NAEP is a
long-standing, congressionally mandated program designed to
monitor educational achievement trends at the national and
state levels.’® It administers assessments in various subjects to
representative samples of students (typically grades 4, 8, and

sometimes 12).50 Crucially, NAEP provides aggregate results
and does not report individual student scores for accountability

68 :
purposes. It serves as a national benchmark but not an

individual accountability tool.

e Federally Mandated State Testing: Since the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, and continued under the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), federal law requires states to
administer annual standardized tests in reading and
mathematics to all students in grades 3 through 8, and once in

high school.” States develop or choose their own assessments



aligned to their own state-specific academic standards, leading
to a diverse "patchwork" of tests across the country rather than

a single national exam.’® These state tests are typically used

for accountability purposes, affecting school ratings and
potentially other consequences.

International data from the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) indicates that mandatory standardized testing is
common across OECD countries. According to surveys of school
principals, roughly three-quarters of 15-year-olds in OECD nations

attend schools where such tests are used at least annually.66 The

frequency of standardized testing in the US appears to be
comparable to or even higher than the OECD average, with nearly all
US students experiencing state-mandated tests multiple times

between grades 3 and 12.°° The US has one of the largest
proportions of students tested 1-5 times per year among PISA

par’cicipants.67

Therefore, the assertion that the US lacks national standardized
testing is accurate only if "national test" is narrowly defined as a
single, uniform, federal exam used for individual student
consequences. The US does have a national monitoring assessment
(NAEP) and a system of federally mandated, frequent,
state-administered standardized tests used for accountability. The
frequency of testing in the US appears relatively high compared to
many international peers.

B. Examination of Specific National Systems

Understanding the diversity of international approaches requires



looking at specific examples often cited in comparison to the US:

e 1. Singapore: Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE):
This is a high-stakes national examination administered to all
students at the end of Primary 6 (around age 12).83 lts primary
function is assessment of learning, serving as a critical
mechanism for sorting students into different secondary school
academic streams (e.g., Express, Normal Academic, Normal
Technical, leading towards different post-secondary paths) and
specific secondary schools based on performanc:e.83 The PSLE
thus has significant consequences for individual students'
educational trajectories within Singapore's meritocratic

system.83 It also functions as an accountability measure for

schools.®® Recent reforms (2021) introduced broader

Achievement Levels (ALs) instead of finely differentiated
T-scores to reduce pressure, but the exam remains a
high-stakes gateway, and debates about associated stress

persist.83 Calls to abolish it have been resisted by the

government, which views it as an important cheokpoint.84

e 2. Germany: Vergleichsarbeiten (VERA): These "Comparative
Tests" are standardized assessments administered nationwide
in Grades 3 and 8 (with some voluntary use in Grade 6) across

all German federal states.®® They cover core subjects like

German, Mathematics, and foreign Ianguages.88 The primary

purpose of VERA is diagnostic and formative — assessment for
learning. Results are intended to inform teachers and schools



about student competency levels relative to national standards
and statewide performance, guiding instructional
improvements and school development efforts.’® VERA tests
are explicitly low-stakes for individual students (results are not
graded) and generally have no direct high-stakes
consequences for teachers or schools.®® The focus is on
identifying learning needs and supporting pedagogical

adjustments.88

3. Finland (Basic Education): Finland stands out for its
absence of mandatory, high-stakes national standardized
testing for all students during basic education (grades 1-9)."?
Student assessment is predominantly teacher-led, continuous,

and formative, integrated into daily instruction.” Teachers
utilize diverse methods like observation, portfolios, projects,

and discussions to evaluate holistic development.93

System-level performance is monitored through sample-based
national assessments, conceptually similar to NAEP, where a

representative group of students is tested.’? These results

inform policy and identify areas needing resources or support
("positive discrimination") but are not used for ranking or

sanctioning schools or teachers.” The only high-stakes

national standardized test is the Matriculation Examination,
taken voluntarily at the end of upper secondary school (age

18-19) for university admission.’” The Finnish system relies

heavily on teacher professionalism and trust.”



e 4. Australia: National Assessment Program - Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN): NAPLAN involves annual standardized
tests in literacy and numeracy administered to all students in

Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 across Australia.®” The primary purpose is
system monitoring and school ac:c:ountability.66 Results are
publicly reported on platforms like the "My School" website,
allowing comparisons between schools.”® While there are no
direct NCLB-style sanctions tied to NAPLAN results % the
public reporting makes it high-stakes for schools, influencing
reputation and potentially enroliment.”® Concerns exist
regarding pressure to "teach to the test" and potential negative

impacts on curriculum and pedagogy.98 NAPLAN is generally

low-stakes for individual student progression.98

e 5. Netherlands (Primary Education End-Test): At the end of
primary school (Group 8, age ~12), all Dutch students must take
a mandatory "progression test" (doorstroomtoets), often
historically referred to as the Cito test (Cito being a major

provider).gg Schools select from several government-approved

100 The test's

official purpose is to provide an objective, secondary piece of
information to supplement the primary school teacher's
recommendation about the most suitable secondary education

track (VMBO, HAVO, or VWO) for the student.”” The teacher's

tests covering Dutch language and mathematics.
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advice remains the primary factor in placement decisions. 00

Thus, the test carries moderate stakes for students. The results
are also used by the national Education Inspectorate for

: 102
evaluating school performance. 92 Dutch schools also use

mandatory pupil monitoring systems (LVS) throughout primary

100

school. ”~ Mandatory national exams exist at the end of

secondary education for graduation.102

These examples demonstrate the significant international variation in
how standardized assessments are designed and utilized. Systems
differ greatly in their primary purpose (sorting, diagnosis,
accountability, monitoring), the stakes attached (for students,
teachers, schools), the scope (census vs. sample), and the locus of
control (centralized vs. teacher-driven). Simple comparisons
between countries, particularly regarding the mere presence or
absence of a "national test," risk overlooking these critical contextual
differences. The US system, with its combination of national
monitoring (NAEP) and federally mandated state-level accountability
testing, occupies a distinct position within this diverse international
landscape.

e Table: Comparative Overview of National Assessment
Systems (Selected Countries)
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C. Verification of Claims Regarding Test Anxiety (US vs. Finland)

The letter reportedly compares test anxiety levels between students
in the United States and Finland. Verifying this specific comparison
using the provided materials is challenging.

Research directly comparing test anxiety levels between Swedish



and Finnish third graders, using the Children's Test Anxiety Scale
(CTAS), found no statistically significant difference in overall anxiety

levels between the two national groups.94 Both groups reported

relatively low levels of test anxiety.94 This finding occurred despite
differences in the countries' testing systems and national
performance on international assessments like PISA (where Finland
195 The study did find that girls

reported higher levels of autonomic reactions (a component of test
105

historically outperformed Sweden).

anxiety) than boys in both countries.

Broader OECD analysis based on PISA data suggests that Finland
consistently reports among the lowest levels of student test anxiety

among participating nations.'®" This is noteworthy given that Finland

does employ mandatory (though sample-based) assessments. O’

This finding challenges a simplistic view that the mere presence of
testing directly correlates with higher anxiety. PISA data analysis also
indicates that factors beyond testing frequency, such as positive
teacher-student relationships and parental support and

encouragement, are significantly associated with students' overall

well-being and lower levels of school-related anxiety.108

The provided snippets do not contain direct comparative data on
test anxiety levels specifically between the United States and

Finland.'® While it is known that the US employs frequent
standardized testing ®" and Finland generally reports low student

anxiety 107, the claim that US students experience higher anxiety
than Finnish students specifically due to differences in testing



systems cannot be directly confirmed or refuted with the available
evidence. The complexity suggested by the Finland/Sweden
comparison and the PISA well-being data indicates that test anxiety
is likely influenced by a confluence of factors, including the
perceived stakes of tests, classroom climate, teaching practices, and
cultural attitudes, not just the frequency or existence of standardized
tests themselves.

D. Verification of Claims Regarding Instructional Time Lost to
Test Preparation (US)

Multiple sources corroborate the claim that a significant amount of
instructional time in US schools is dedicated not only to
administering standardized tests but also, and perhaps more
substantially, to preparing students for these assessments.

e A 2015 study by the Council of the Great City Schools (CGCS),
analyzing testing practices in 66 large urban districts, found
that the average student takes approximately 112 mandated
standardized tests from pre-kindergarten through 12th grade.82
The time spent taking these mandated tests averaged around
20-25 hours per school year (roughly 2.3% of instructional time
for an 8th grader, the most heavily tested grade).82 Importantly,

this figure excluded time spent on practice tests, optional tests
(like AP or college entrance exams), tests administered at the
school or classroom level, and time dedicated to test

preparation activities.®

e A 2013 study by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)
examined two mid-size urban districts and estimated that
students in heavily tested grades spent 20 to 50 hours per year



taking tests, but dedicated an additional 60 to over 110 hours

per year specifically to test preparation.111

e A policy brief from the Pennsylvania State Education
Association (PSEA) cited similar figures, estimating 20 to 50

hours annually for test administration and up to 110 hours for

12

test preparation in tested grades. ~ This document noted that

such extensive time commitments went far beyond the actual

duration of the state's required PSSA and Keystone exams. '

The CGCS study highlighted that many required tests often overlap
in content and are concentrated within a few months of the school
year, potentially making the testing burden feel even greater than the

percentage of total instructional time suggests.82 The study also

found no correlation between the amount of time spent on

mandated testing and student performance on NAEP reading and
82

math scores.
The available evidence strongly supports the assertion that
standardized testing consumes substantial instructional time in US
schools. Furthermore, the time dedicated to test preparation
activities appears to significantly exceed the time spent actually
taking the tests, particularly in grades subject to high-stakes

accountability measures.' This suggests that analyses of the

impact of testing on education should consider the cumulative effect
of both administration and preparation time, as the latter may be a

primary driver of concerns about narrowed curriculum and reduced

time for non-tested subjects or deeper learning activities. !



V. Examination of Organizational Stances and Influence

A. College Board

The College Board is a major entity in the US educational
assessment landscape. Formally designated as a non-profit
membership organization 113, it administers key standardized tests
including the SAT, PSAT, and the Advanced Placement (AP)

program.71 Despite its non-profit status, the organization generates
substantial annual revenue, reported to exceed $1 billion in some
years, primarily from test fees, AP exam fees, and related
educational materials and services.'” This financial scale, coupled

with high executive compensation levels reported in some sources

113, has led to criticism and questions about the alignment of its

business practices with its non-profit mission. ™ The College Board
also engages in the sale of student data (reportedly with student
opt-in consent) to colleges and universities for recruitment

purposes, generating further revenue.'” Some reports suggest data

may also be sold to technology companies for advertising.120

A significant development was the redesign of the SAT, announced in
2014 and implemented in 2016."" This redesign occurred shortly
after David Coleman, a leading architect of the Common Core State

Standards (CCSS), became president of the College Board.""” The

redesigned SAT aimed to align more closely with the knowledge and
skills deemed essential for college and career readiness, which

heavily overlapped with the emphases of the ccss.” Key changes
included focusing on evidence-based reading and writing, using



relevant vocabulary in context (moving away from obscure "SAT
words"), covering fewer math topics but in greater depth, analyzing

source texts from various disciplines (including science and history,

and foundational US documents), and making the essay optional.121

College Board officials sometimes described this as aligning with the
"evidence" underlying strong state standards generally, rather than

solely with CCSS.'*

strategic move to ensure the SAT's relevance and competitiveness
against the rival ACT exam, particularly as many states adopted

CCSS or similar standards and began funding statewide
119

However, the alignment was widely seen as a

administration of college entrance exams.

While the College Board does not explicitly advocate for a single
federal national test in the provided materials, its actions contribute
significantly to national standardization in practice. By promoting the
SAT and AP programs nationwide and aligning them with dominant
standards like CCSS and NAEP frameworks, the College Board

: : : : 71
influences curriculum and instruction across the country. ' It

positions its assessments as vital tools for measuring college
readiness, identifying student potential (e.g., through AP Potential
scores derived from PSAT results), and guiding educational

improvement.71 This demonstrates a complex interplay where the

College Board's stated educational mission (expanding opportunity,
measuring readiness) intersects with significant business
imperatives related to revenue generation, market share, and
strategic alignment with prevailing educational policies and
standards.

B. Thomas B. Fordham Institute



The Thomas B. Fordham Institute is an education policy think tank
known for its research and advocacy, generally aligning with
conservative perspectives on education reform.'® It frequently
publishes evaluations of state academic standards and advocates
for policies such as charter schools, school choice, and strong
accountability measures. > Chester Finn Jr., a prominent voice
associated with Fordham, previously served in the U.S. Department
of Education during the Reagan administration and was involved in

efforts to expand NAEP.©

The Fordham Institute has been generally supportive of the Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) in English Language Arts and
Mathematics, viewing them as potentially more rigorous and specific
than the standards previously in place in many states.®’ Fordham's
own reviews assessed the CCSS ELA and Math standards favorably

based on content and rigor.128 However, this support is not

unqualified; Fordham has expressed significant reservations about
the quality of national efforts related to science and social studies
standards developed around the same time, deeming them inferior

128 This

underscores that Fordham's support is contingent on the perceived
quality and rigor of the standards themselves, rather than simply

to what some states had developed independently.

their c:ommonality.128 It should be noted that some individuals

associated with Fordham events or publications have voiced strong

critiques of CCSS and federal overreach in education.'’

Fordham is a staunch advocate for the use of standardized testing

as a cornerstone of education policy.130 They argue that



standardized tests provide essential, objective measures of student
learning, which are crucial for several reasons:

e Transparency for Parents: Test results offer objective data on
student achievement and progress, helping parents understand
how their child is performing relative to grade-level

expectations, which may counteract the effects of grade

inﬂation.132

e Counteracting Grade Inflation: Objective test data can
provide a necessary counterbalance to subjective teacher
grading practices and documented grade inflation, where GPAs
rise even as performance on external measures like NAEP or

SAT/ACT remains flat or dec:lines.132

e Informing Instruction and Intervention: Test results can help
educators identify learning gaps, pinpoint areas where
students need support, evaluate the effectiveness of
instructional programs, and identify teachers or schools

excelling or struggling.131

e Accountability: Fordham supports robust accountability
systems that use test results to evaluate school performance
and potentially teacher effectiveness.’’ While acknowledging

the need for careful implementation and potential temporary
pauses in consequences during major transitions (like the
CCSS rollout), the principle of accountability based on

measured outcomes is central to their philosophy.81

In essence, the Fordham Institute champions a reform model built on
the pillars of high academic standards (like CCSS ELA/Math),
frequent and objective measurement through standardized testing



aligned to those standards, and meaningful accountability based on
the results. They view this combination as the most effective lever
for driving transparency, equity, and academic improvement in K-12
education.

C. U.S. Chamber of Commerce

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce engages in education policy
primarily through its U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation and its

Center for Education and Workforce.” Its involvement is driven by

the business community's interest in ensuring that the education

system produces graduates equipped with the skills needed for the
134

workforce and to maintain US economic competitiveness.
The Chamber is a consistent and strong advocate for federally
mandated statewide standardized testing and robust, data-driven

. : . 73 -
accountability systems in K-12 education. ~ They view annual
assessments as indispensable tools for several reasons:

e Equity and Transparency: Mandated testing, particularly with
requirements for disaggregating data by student subgroups
(race, income, disability, English learner status), is seen as
crucial for ensuring that all students, especially those
historically underserved, are visible and their academic needs

are addressed.” They credit NCLB-era policies with improving

achievement for these groups by bringing transparency to

7376
performance gaps.

e Measuring Progress and Accountability: Standardized tests
provide comparable data needed to measure student progress
against standards, evaluate school effectiveness, and hold the



: 73
education system accountable for results.

e Workforce Readiness: Test results are viewed as indicators of
whether students are acquiring the foundational academic
skills necessary for future employment and contribution to the

economy.134 Declining scores on benchmarks like NAEP are

framed as a direct threat to the future workforce and national

.p 134
competitiveness. 3

Reflecting these views, the Chamber actively opposed efforts to
waive federally mandated testing during the COVID-19 pandemic and
argued against proposals to substitute local assessments for
statewide tests, citing concerns about comparability and consistent

standards.” They also advocate for more timely reporting of state

assessment results so the data can be used effectively by parents

140

and educators. = The Chamber's education initiatives often focus

on strengthening the connection between K-12 education,

postsecondary pathways, and employer needs, promoting programs
138

like career readiness credentials and skills-based hiring.
Overall, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce approaches education
policy, particularly testing and accountability, primarily through an
economic and workforce development lens. Their advocacy
emphasizes the need for measurable outcomes, transparency, and
alignment between K-12 education and the demands of the labor
market to ensure individual opportunity and national economic
strength.

VI. Assessment of Proposed Reforms' Feasibility and Context



A. Transferring NAEP Oversight to NIST

The proposal to transfer oversight of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) from the U.S. Department of Education
(and its policy-setting body, the National Assessment Governing

Board, NAGB 50) to the National Institute of Standards and
Technology (NIST) represents a significant conceptual shift.

NIST's established role is as the United States' national metrology
institute. Its mission centers on advancing measurement science,
standards, and technology to enhance economic security and

improve quality of life.'* Its expertise lies in areas such as physical

measurements, material science, cybersecurity (e.g., developing the

147

widely used Cybersecurity Framework CSF 2.0 '), advanced

communications, manufacturing processes, quantum science, and

health/bioscience measurements.'“ NIST is known for its technical
rigor, development of objective standards, calibration services, and

.1 146
standard reference materials. " It also manages research grants

and cooperative agreements, possessing established processes for
9

program oversight and financial management.14
The likely rationale behind proposing NIST oversight for NAEP is to
leverage the agency's reputation for scientific objectivity, technical
precision, and independence from the political and policy currents
that can influence the Department of Education. The move would
frame large-scale educational assessment less as an education
policy tool and more as a complex technical measurement challenge,
aiming to enhance NAEP's credibility as a neutral, scientifically
grounded indicator of student achievement, insulated from potential



manipulation or policy agendas.

However, the feasibility of such a transfer faces substantial
challenges. NIST currently possesses no institutional expertise in the
specialized fields crucial for managing NAEP, including educational
measurement theory (psychometrics), large-scale assessment
design, curriculum analysis, cognitive science of learning, test
administration in school settings, statistical sampling for diverse
student populations, and the interpretation and reporting of

educational data for policy audiences.'*® NAEP is a complex,

multifaceted operation involving coordination across states, districts,
and schools, requiring deep understanding of educational

contexts.”” NIST would need to either build this capacity internally

from scratch or acquire it, representing a significant departure from
its core mission and competencies. While NIST manages grants and

projects 149, the operational scale and unique nature of NAEP are

vastly different from its current portfolio. Furthermore, the political
and legislative effort required to remove NAEP from the purview of
the Department of Education and NAGB would likely be
considerable.

In summary, while the proposal aims to enhance NAEP's technical
integrity and perceived independence by placing it within a
scientifically focused standards agency, it overlooks the critical need
for domain-specific expertise in education and psychometrics. The
practical implementation would require a major organizational shift
and capacity-building effort at NIST, making its feasibility
questionable without significant restructuring and investment.

B. Large-Scale External Proctoring



The call for external proctoring arises from long-standing concerns
about test security and cheating, issues brought to the forefront by

Dr. Cannell's work on the Lake Wobegone effect ®and amplified by

the expansion of online and remote testing.151 Online proctoring
technologies aim to replicate the security functions of in-person
proctoring—verifying identity, monitoring behavior, securing test
content—in a remote environment.”> These systems typically
employ webcams, microphones, screen monitoring software,
browser lockdowns, and increasingly, artificial intelligence (Al) to
detect potentially suspicious activities.””' Human proctors may also

be involved, either monitoring live or reviewing recordings flagged by
154
Al.

From a feasibility perspective, online proctoring offers potential
advantages in convenience and flexibility for test-takers (removing
geographic and time constraints) and scalability for administering
tests to large numbers of individuals simultaneously, potentially
reducing costs associated with physical testing centers and

personnel.151 However, the cost-effectiveness depends heavily on
the specific model used. Fully automated Al-driven proctoring is
generally less expensive but offers less immediate intervention
capability than live human proctoring, which is more costly but
considered more secure for high-stakes exams.'>” Large-scale
implementation also necessitates universal student access to reliable
computers, webcams, and stable high-speed internet, raising
significant equity concerns.””' Furthermore, ensuring test security in
asynchronous testing environments might require developing very



large item banks or unique test forms for each student to prevent
151

item exposure.
The most significant challenges, however, lie in the areas of security
effectiveness and privacy. While designed to deter cheating, online
proctoring cannot fully replicate the environmental control of a
physical testing center, and sophisticated methods of cheating may

still be possible.153 Research comparing the effectiveness and score
equivalence of online proctoring versus traditional methods has

yielded mixed results.’”™ Simultaneously, these systems raise

profound privacy concerns due to their inherently invasive nature,
involving constant video and audio recording, monitoring of
computer activity, and potentially the collection of biometric data

(e.g., facial recognition, keystroke analysis).151 Issues of data
security, storage, usage policies, and compliance with privacy

regulations (like GDPR and FERPA) are paramount.152 Concerns

about algorithmic bias, such as facial recognition systems
performing less accurately for individuals with darker skin tones, also

pose significant ethical and equity challenges.153 Technical glitches

and difficulties during remotely proctored exams can further

complicate the process and negatively impact the testing
154

experience.
Therefore, while technologically feasible to implement, large-scale
external or remote proctoring involves navigating a complex set of
trade-offs. The potential benefits of enhanced security, convenience,
and scalability must be weighed against substantial costs, logistical
requirements (especially regarding equitable access to technology),



and critical concerns about student privacy, data security, and
potential biases. It is not a straightforward substitute for traditional
proctoring and requires careful consideration of its ethical and
practical implications.

C. Annual Use of Entirely New Test Questions

The proposal to use entirely new sets of questions on standardized
tests each year is motivated by the desire to maximize test security
and prevent the kind of score inflation observed when test items or
forms are reused over multiple years, allowing teachers and students

to become familiar with specific questions.6 Using fresh items

annually would eliminate the possibility of teaching directly to known
157

test questions.
However, implementing this proposal for large-scale standardized
assessments faces formidable feasibility challenges related to cost
and psychometric practice. Modern assessment programs,
particularly those employing Computerized Adaptive Testing (CAT),

rely on the development and maintenance of extensive, carefully

calibrated "item banks"."’ Creating such banks is a

resource-intensive process:

e Item Development Volume: Far more items must be written
and developed than will appear on any single test form. A

common rule of thumb is to develop at least three times the

number of items needed for one test Iength.158

e Pilot Testing: New items must be pilot tested (field tested) on
large, representative samples of the target population
(potentially hundreds or thousands of examinees) to gather



data on their performance.158

e Psychometric Calibration: Sophisticated statistical models,
typically from Item Response Theory (IRT), are used to analyze
the pilot data and determine the psychometric properties (e.g.,
difficulty, discrimination, guessing parameters) of each item.

This calibration process allows items to be placed on a

158
common measurement scale.

To replace the entire operational item pool for a large-scale test
every year would require repeating this entire costly and
time-consuming development, piloting, and calibration cycle
annually for thousands of items. This would dramatically escalate
assessment costs and place an enormous, likely unsustainable,

burden on schools and students needed for pilot testing.157

Furthermore, completely replacing the item pool each year poses
significant psychometric problems. A key function of item banking
and IRT is to allow for the equating of test scores across different
forms and administrations over time. This enables meaningful
comparisons of student performance and the tracking of trends. By
maintaining a large bank and carefully introducing new, calibrated
items while retiring old ones, measurement scales can be kept
consistent. Discarding all items annually would break this continuity,
making reliable year-to-year score comparisons and trend analysis

extremely difficult, if not impossible.159 Test security in modern

assessment is typically managed through the use of large item banks
(making it unlikely students see the same items) and adaptive
algorithms in CAT (which tailor item selection to individual students),

: 157
rather than wholesale annual item replacement.



In conclusion, while driven by valid security concerns, the proposal
to use entirely new test questions each year for large-scale
assessments appears impractical from both a cost and psychometric
standpoint. It disregards the established principles and advantages
of item banking and IRT used in modern testing, which balance
security with the need for feasibility, cost-efficiency, and longitudinal
score comparability.

VII. Verification of Letter's Framing Context

A. Confirmation of Linda McMahon's 2025 Appointment as
Secretary of Education

The letter's reported framing, addressing Linda McMahon as the U.S.
Secretary of Education in 2025, aligns with the factual timeline of
events as documented in the provided research materials.

Following the 2024 presidential election, President Donald Trump
nominated Linda McMahon to serve as Secretary of Education on
November 19, 2024."? McMahon had previously served in Trump's
first administration as Administrator of the Small Business

Administration (SBA) from 2017 to 2019.%° Her background also

includes co-founding and leading World Wrestling Entertainment
(WWE) with her husband, serving briefly on the Connecticut State
Board of Education (2009-2010), making two unsuccessful runs for
the U.S. Senate from Connecticut, and leading pro-Trump political

action committees and policy institutes.®°

McMahon's nomination proceeded through the Senate confirmation
process. The Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP)

Committee held her confirmation hearing on February 13, 2025.¢?



The committee approved her nomination on February 20, 2025,

along party lines.'®® The full Senate confirmed Linda McMahon as
the 13th U.S. Secretary of Education on March 3, 2025, by a vote of

51-45."°% She was sworn into office the same day.80

Her appointment generated significant controversy. Critics pointed
to her limited direct experience in K-12 education compared to many
predecessors and expressed concern over her alignment with
President Trump's stated intentions to significantly reduce the size
and scope of the federal Department of Education, potentially even

seeking its elimination.'®” During her confirmation process and upon

taking office, McMahon acknowledged the administration's goal of

returning educational oversight to the states, reducing federal
80

bureaucracy, and expanding school choice.
Therefore, the context of addressing a letter to Linda McMahon as
Secretary of Education in early 2025 is factually accurate according
to the timeline established in the provided sources.

VIil. Summary and Conclusion

This report has systematically verified and contextualized the
primary claims likely presented in a letter attributed to Dr. John J.
Cannell regarding national standardized testing in the United States,
based on the provided research materials.

Synthesis of Findings:

1. Dr. Cannell and the Lake Wobegone Effect: Dr. Cannell's
identity as a physician and activist founder of Friends for
Education is confirmed. His 1987 and 1989 "Lake Wobegone™
reports documenting the statistically impossible phenomenon



of nearly all states reporting above-average scores on
low-stakes, nationally normed student tests are verified
historical publications. Cannell primarily attributed this effect to
lax test security, educator cheating, and outdated norms
associated with internally administered commercial NRTs. A
significant point of divergence arose as some education
researchers later attributed the effect mainly to "teaching to
the test" under "high stakes," despite the low-stakes nature of
the tests Cannell studied. His related publications in
Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice and the later
reflection "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" are also
confirmed.

2. Historical Claims:

o The core finding that virtually all states reported
above-average NRT scores in the late 1980s is accurate,
though explained by flawed practices, not actual
achievement.

o The 1985 Arkansas scandal involved the theft and sale of a
teacher competency test (part of Governor Clinton's
reforms), a distinct event from the Lake Wobegone effect
concerning student NRTs.

o Cannell's account of a 1990 confrontation with Governor
Clinton exists in his writings but lacks independent
verification in the provided snippets.

o Significant discrepancies between West Virginia's
WestTest (2005) results and NAEP (2005) reading
proficiency are documented (78% vs. 26%), consistent
with Cannell's claims of score inflation likely linked to
reused test questions.

o Cannell's claims about California's STAR test (1998-2003)



involving reused items are noted, but specific data
comparing STAR vs. NAEP proficiency during that period
is absent in the provided material.

o Cannell's claim of a 1987 legal threat from
CTB/McGraw-Hill relies on his account of a specific letter,
though conflict between Cannell and the publisher is
evident.

o Cannell's account of the 1990 60 Minutes segment
"Teacher is a Cheater" detailing test fraud is documented,
but lacks independent verification here.

o The "Texas Miracle" under Governor George W. Bush was
widely promoted but subsequently debunked by
researchers (including some at RAND) who cited TAAS vs.
NAEP discrepancies, high dropout/retention rates, and
curriculum narrowing as evidence against the narrative.

o Large gaps between state-reported proficiency and NAEP
proficiency are confirmed for Tennessee (2005) and
Mississippi (2023), primarily reflecting differences in
state-set standards versus NAEP standards. This gap can
coexist with actual achievement gains on NAEP, as seen in
Mississippi.

3. International Comparisons:

o The US lacks a single, federal, high-stakes individual
student test but has national monitoring (NAEP) and
frequent, federally mandated state accountability tests.
Testing frequency in the US appears comparable to or
higher than many OECD peers.

o Systems in Singapore (high-stakes sorting), Germany
(low-stakes formative), Finland (sample-based
monitoring/teacher-led), Australia (school accountability



via public reporting), and the Netherlands (secondary
advice) demonstrate significant global diversity in
assessment purpose and stakes.

o Direct data comparing US and Finnish student test anxiety
is lacking in the snippets. Finland generally reports low
anxiety despite some testing, and research suggests
factors beyond test frequency influence anxiety.

o Claims of significant US instructional time lost to test
preparation (often exceeding time spent taking tests) are
supported by multiple studies (CGCS, AFT).

4. Organizational Stances:

o College Board: Operates as a non-profit with large
revenues, aligning its products (SAT redesign) with
prevailing standards (like CCSS) in a way that serves both
educational positioning and business interests (market
share, data sales).

o Fordham Institute: Strongly advocates for rigorous
standards (like CCSS ELA/Math), frequent standardized
testing for objective measurement, and robust
accountability systems as key levers for education reform.

o U.S. Chamber of Commerce: Advocates for mandated
testing and accountability primarily through a workforce
development lens, seeking transparency and measurable
outcomes to ensure K-12 prepares students for economic
competitiveness.

5. Proposed Reforms:

o NAEP to NIST: Conceptually aims for technical
independence but faces major feasibility hurdles due to
NIST's lack of educational/psychometric expertise and the
different operational scale.



o External Proctoring: Technologically feasible but involves
significant trade-offs regarding cost, scalability, equity of
access, security effectiveness, and major student privacy
concerns.

o Annual New Questions: While enhancing security
against item exposure, replacing the entire item pool
annually for large-scale tests is likely psychometrically
unsound (hindering equating/trends) and prohibitively
expensive, contradicting standard item banking practices.

6. Framing Context: The letter's addressing of Linda McMahon
as Secretary of Education in 2025 is factually accurate based
on her confirmed appointment timeline.

Overall Accuracy and Context:

The analysis suggests that many of the core factual claims and
historical references likely contained within Dr. Cannell's letter
possess a basis in verifiable evidence, particularly concerning the
original Lake Wobegone effect, the existence of significant
discrepancies between state test results and NAEP benchmarks (a
persistent issue highlighted by Cannell and corroborated by later
research), the debunking of the Texas Miracle narrative, and the
substantial time dedicated to test preparation in US schools. His
accounts of specific events like the 60 Minutes segment or the
alleged CTB threat rely heavily on his own reporting within the
provided materials.

Crucially, understanding the context is vital. The original Lake
Wobegone effect pertained specifically to low-stakes, internally
administered NRTs with poor security and outdated norms in the
1980s; its causes and implications differ from debates surrounding



later high-stakes state accountability tests under NCLB/ESSA.
Similarly, the Arkansas scandal involved teacher testing, not student
NRTs. International comparisons are highly nuanced; the US lacks a
single federal individual test but engages in frequent state-level
testing and national monitoring, and systems abroad vary immensely
in purpose and stakes.

The letter's likely arguments against certain testing practices find
support in the documented issues of score inflation, state vs. NAEP
gaps, and time lost to test prep. However, the feasibility of the
proposed reforms (NIST oversight, universal external proctoring,
annual item replacement) appears highly questionable based on
practical, financial, and psychometric considerations outlined in the
research. The stances attributed to organizations like College Board,
Fordham, and the US Chamber generally align with their
documented positions, reflecting the ongoing tensions between
market forces, accountability-driven reform, and workforce
preparation goals in US education policy.

Verification Report: Analysis of Claims Regarding National
Standardized Testing in the United States

l. Introduction

Purpose: This report provides a detailed verification and
contextual analysis of claims made in a letter attributed to Dr.



John J. Cannell concerning national standardized testing in the
United States. The objective is to meticulously examine and
verify the accuracy and context of the letter's primary claims,
historical references, comparisons to international systems,
assertions about organizational stances, and proposed reforms.
The analysis aims to establish the factual accuracy and provide
necessary context for understanding the arguments presented,
based strictly on the provided research material.

Structure: The report systematically examines the following
areas: Dr. John J. Cannell's identity and foundational work on
the "Lake Woebegone Effect”; specific historical claims about
US testing practices and notable events; comparisons made
between the US assessment landscape and international
systems; the stated positions and influence of relevant
organizations mentioned in the letter; the feasibility and context
of proposed reforms; and the contextual accuracy of the letter's
framing, specifically regarding the hypothetical 2025
appointment of Linda McMahon as Secretary of Education.

ll. Dr. John J. Cannell and the "Lake Woebegone Effect":
Verification and Context

A. Confirmation of Dr. Cannell's Background and Work

The identity and work of Dr. John Jacob Cannell are confirmed
through multiple sources. He is identified as a physician,
initially practicing as a general practitioner in West Virginia

during the 1980s." He later became a board-certified

psychiatrist, practicing in New Mexico and California.’ During
his time in West Virginia, Dr. Cannell founded the non-profit



citizens' group "Friends for Education™.” This organization was

the vehicle through which he published his influential reports
on standardized testing.

Dr. Cannell's activities extended beyond educational testing. He
was known for his anti-smoking activism in the 1980s, gaining
media attention for refusing to treat smokers in his West

[ L3 . L3 L3 L3 L3 1 . .
Virginia clinic (except in emergencies). Later in his career, he

focused significantly on the health implications of Vitamin D,
founding the Vitamin D Council and publishing research on the

topic.1 Within West Virginia, Friends for Education engaged in

broader school reform efforts, including campaigns highlighting
school maintenance issues (e.g., the "Dirtiest School in West
Virginia Contest") and filing complaints with the Equal
Opportunity Employment Commission regarding alleged gender

discrimination in the hiring of school administrators.’ This

background establishes Dr. Cannell as an activist figure
involved in various public health and social issues, with his work
on testing being a prominent part of his advocacy during the
late 1980s.

B. Verification of the “"Lake Woebegone" Reports (1987, 1988/89)

The existence of Dr. Cannell's seminal reports on standardized
testing is well-documented.

1. Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement Testing in
America's Public Schools: How All Fifty States are Above
the National Average (1987): This initial report, published
by Friends for Education, focused on the phenomenon of



inflated test scores at the elementary school level across

the United States.2

2. How Public Educators Cheat on Standardized Achievement
Tests: The "Lake Wobegon" Report (1989, sometimes cited
as 1988): This follow-up report, also self-published via
Friends for Education, expanded the analysis to include
secondary school grades and provided results from a

survey detailing test security practices (or lack thereof)

across the 50 states.3

These reports garnered significant national media attention at
the time, bringing the issue of test score validity into the public

spotlight.2

C. Analysis of the “"Lake Woebegone Effect” Concept and Its
Interpretation

The term "Lake Wobegone Effect,” coined in reference to
Garrison Keillor's fictional radio town where “all the children are
above average,” describes the statistically impossible finding
reported by Dr. Cannell in the late 1980s: virtually every US
state claimed its students' average scores on nationally
norm-referenced tests (NRTs) exceeded the "national average”

provided by the test publishers.2

Dr. Cannell attributed this phenomenon to several key factors
related to the specific context of how these tests were being
used and administered:

e Educator Cheating and Inappropriate Practices: Direct
manipulation such as erasing incorrect answers, providing



answers during testing, or extensive coaching on actual

test items.3

e Lax Test Security: A critical factor was the lack of secure
administration protocols for these commercially available,
"off-the-shelf" NRTs, which were typically administered
internally by school districts without external oversight.
This allowed practices such as teachers viewing test
content beforehand, providing unlimited testing time, and
reusing the same test forms year after year, leading to item
familiarity.”

e Outdated or Inadequate Norms: Test publishers often used
norming groups that were several years old or potentially
not fully representative of the current national student

population. Comparing current students to older, possibly

lower-performing norm groups could artificially inflate the

percentage of students scoring "above average".2

Publishers were also reportedly willing to supply various

"national norms" upon request, allowing districts to select
. 7

favorable comparisons.

e Conflict of Interest: School administrators reported scores
from tests that reflected on their own performance,
creating an incentive to present results in the best possible

light."

It is crucial to understand that the tests primarily involved in
Cannell's original reports were low-stakes NRTs used for
diagnostic or informational purposes, not the high-stakes state

accountability tests that became prevalent later under NCLB.*



The core issue identified by Cannell was less about the intrinsic
nature of standardized testing itself and more about the
non-standardized, insecure conditions under which these
particular low-stakes NRTs were administered and the
misleading way results based on outdated norms were reported.
The lack of external controls and standardized administration
procedures was a key enabling factor for the observed score
inflation.

Following Cannell's reports, a significant divergence emerged in
the interpretation of the Lake Wobegone Effect’'s cause. While
Cannell emphasized deliberate manipulation, cheating, and
security failures enabled by the low-stakes, internally

administered nature of the tests %, some prominent education
researchers, particularly those associated with the Center for
Research on Education Standards and Student Testing
(CRESST), attributed the score inflation primarily to "teaching
to the test" (test preparation or coaching) induced by a
"high-stakes" testing environment.” This interpretation gained
considerable traction within the education research community

and policy discourse " despite the apparent contradiction that
the majority of tests Cannell documented lacked high stakes for

students or schools.” This shift in explanation potentially

diverted attention from the specific administrative and security
vulnerabilities Cannell highlighted towards a broader critique of
high-stakes testing, conflating the issues observed with
low-stakes NRTs in the 1980s with the different context of later
state accountability systems.



D. Verification of Cited Publications (Educational Measurement,
"Twenty Years Later")

Dr. Cannell disseminated his findings through peer-reviewed
publications in addition to his self-published reports. Citations
confirm his work appeared in Educational Measurement: Issues
and Practice (EM:IP) in 1988.% The journal also hosted
subsequent debate and discussion on the Lake Wobegone

effect, including further contributions from cannell.’?

The existence of a later reflective piece, "Lake Woebegone,”
Twenty Years Later”, is also confirmed. It is cited as being
published in the Independent Education Review in 2006 and is
accessible via the academic repository ResearchGate.” This

article appears to serve as a retrospective account of Cannell's
experiences with the initial reports and offers his updated
observations on testing practices and score inflation issues in

states like West Virginia and California in the mid-2000s.’

lll. Fact-Checking Historical Claims and Events in U.S. Testing
A. The "All 50 States Above Average" Claim (Late 1980s)

Dr. Cannell's 1987 report indeed documented the widespread
phenomenon of states reporting average student scores on
nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs) as being above the test
publisher's designated "national average" or norm group

performance.2 His 1989 follow-up report indicated that 48 out of

50 states continued to report such results.’ This outcome was
statistically impossible if "average” referred to the median or



mean performance of the current national student population
taking the test.

The explanation for this paradox lies not in a sudden surge in
national achievement, but in the testing practices of the time.
Key contributing factors included:

e Outdated Norms: Test publishers often did not re-norm
their tests frequently due to the cost involved.
Consequently, schools were comparing their current
students’ scores against the performance of a norming
group tested years earlier, which may have performed at a

lower level. This "score creep” made it appear that current

students were performing better than the "average“.2

e Norm Selection: Publishers sometimes offered different
norm groups, and districts could potentially select norms
that presented their students' performance more

favorably.7

e Lax Administration and Security: As detailed previously
(Section II.C), practices like teaching specific test items
due to reuse of forms, non-standard timing, and potential
direct cheating inflated scores relative to the original

norming conditions.’

Therefore, the "all states above average” claim accurately
reflects the reported data landscape for low-stakes NRTs in the
late 1980s, but this landscape was itself a product of flawed
testing and reporting practices rather than a true reflection of
national achievement.



B. The 1985 Arkansas Teacher Testing Controversy and
Governor Clinton's Role

In 1983, Arkansas enacted Act 76, a significant piece of
legislation championed by then-Governor Bill Clinton as part of
a larger package of education reforms aimed at addressing
perceived systemic failures in the state's schools.?® Arkansas
schools were ranked poorly on metrics like per-pupil spending

and student outcomes.*° Hillary Rodham Clinton chaired the

Arkansas Education Standards Committee that developed the

reform proposals.30

A highly controversial component of Act 76 was the requirement
that all practicing teachers pass a basic skills test (covering
areas like reading comprehension and mathematics relevant to
teaching tasks) to maintain their certification.?® This made
Arkansas the first state to mandate competency testing for its

existing teacher workforce.”® Governor Clinton advocated for
the measure, arguing it would bolster public confidence in

teachers %%, though it faced strong opposition from the
Arkansas Education Association (AEA) and the state's Black
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legislative caucus.

The tests were administered during the 1984-1985 school year.28

In March 1985, a major scandal erupted when it was revealed
that a copy of the reading and mathematics sections of the
basic skills test had been stolen from a supposedly secure
warehouse and was being sold to teachers for significant sums



(reports ranged from $100 to $1,000) prior to the test date.”
The Arkansas State Police launched an investigation into this

security breach.”’

Beyond the theft, the testing process was plagued by other
issues, including hundreds of misreported scores and

incorrectly graded essays.28 Despite provisions for remediation
and retesting, ultimately 1,354 teachers failed to pass the basic

skills test and consequently lost their teaching licenses.”® The

teacher testing program underwent subsequent legislative
modifications (Act 350 of 1985, Act 512 of 1987) and was
discontinued for in-service teachers by the end of summer

1987.%8

This incident in Arkansas, while involving standardized testing
and issues of test security, differs fundamentally from the Lake
Wobegone effect. The Arkansas scandal centered on the
high-stakes testing of teachers for recertification, involving a
physical theft and sale of test materials. The Lake Wobegone
effect concerned the inflated reporting of student scores on
low-stakes, nationally normed tests due to administrative
practices, outdated norms, and potential cheating under
conditions of lax security. Conflating the two events or their
causes would be inaccurate.

C. The Alleged 1990 Clinton Confrontation: Evidence and
Context

In his 2006 reflective article, "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years
Later,” Dr. Cannell recounts an encounter with then-Governor



Bill Clinton.” Cannell states that during an Education Writers

Association meeting in Chicago in April 1990, he publicly

confronted Clinton regarding allegations of widespread

cheating on standardized tests within Arkansas schools.?°

According to Cannell's account, Clinton expressed surprise and

..).20

pledged to investigate ("Gosh, we’ll look into that Cannell

further claims that following subsequent press coverage in
Arkansas newspapers detailing his charges, the state
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announced plans to improve test security. 0

The provided research snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim that
this confrontation occurred and that he attributes subsequent
changes in Arkansas test security, in part, to this event and the

resulting media attention.® He references specific newspaper
articles (though the articles themselves are not provided) as

evidence of the aftermath.® However, independent verification

of the confrontation itself, the precise nature of Clinton's
response, or a direct causal link between this specific event and
changes in Arkansas's testing policies is not available within the
analyzed materials. The evidence rests primarily on Dr.
Cannell's published recollection of the incident.

D. West Virginia's WestTest (2004): Score Inflation and NAEP
Comparisons

Dr. Cannell alleges a pattern of test score inflation in West
Virginia extending beyond the initial Lake Wobegone reports.
He claims the state utilized the same form (Form S) of the
Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition (SAT-9), a



norm-referenced test, for eight consecutive years from 1996 to

2002.” During this period, reported scores soared, with most
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counties appearing to score above the national average.

In 2004, West Virginia transitioned to a new state assessment,
the West Virginia Educational Standards Test (WestTest), a
criterion-referenced test developed in consultation with
CTB/McGraw-Hill.” Cannell asserts, based on information
purportedly from the West Virginia Department of Education,
that 80% of the questions on the WestTest remained the same
from year to yeaar.7 He also notes an absence of explicit
prohibitions in the state's "Testing Code of Ethics" against

teachers viewing test questions during administration.’

A stark discrepancy emerged when comparing WestTest results
to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
around this time. In 2005, state reports indicated that 78% of
West Virginia third graders achieved "at or above mastery” in
reading/language arts on the WestTest.” In contrast, the 2005
NAEP results showed that only 26% of West Virginia's fourth

graders performed at or above the Proficient level in reading.7

Cannell attributes this significant gap—West Virginia students
appearing proficient on the state test but not on the national
benchmark—to the continued practice of teaching to the test,
facilitated by the high percentage of reused questions on the

WestTest.” Such direct teaching to known items is not possible
with NAEP, which employs rigorous security and does not reuse



operational items in predictable ways.7 This West Virginia

example serves as a concrete illustration of a recurring theme in
testing debates: the potential for state-specific assessment
systems, particularly those with security vulnerabilities like
item reuse, to produce inflated results that diverge significantly
from national benchmarks like NAEP. This divergence raises
questions about the validity of the state test scores as
indicators of genuine student learning comparable across
states or to national standards.

E. California's STAR Test (1998-2003): Score Inflation and NAEP
Comparisons

In his "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" article, Dr. Cannell
also addresses California's Standardized Testing and Reporting

(STAR) program, which was implemented starting in 1998.%% He
specifically criticizes the practice of reusing the same test
booklets and, therefore, the same test questions, for five
consecutive years within this program.20 He implies that this

practice, similar to the situation he described in West Virginia,

led to artificial score inflation on the STAR tests when compared

to California's performance on NAEP.%°" notes that prior to the

California Standards Tests (CST), which became part of STAR,
California used various norm-referenced tests (like the SAT-9
and CTBS) and experienced the general phenomenon of "score
creep" associated with outdated norms.

While the snippets confirm that Cannell made these claims

regarding the STAR program and item reuse 20, they do not



provide specific quantitative data comparing California's STAR
test proficiency rates with its NAEP proficiency rates for the
period 1998-2003 or 1998-2004. The available snippets related
to California testing during this era offer only general context or
data unrelated to this specific comparison.32 Therefore, the

specific claim of significant STAR score inflation relative to
NAEP during 1998-2003, attributed to item reuse, cannot be
independently verified solely based on the provided research
material. Further data comparing STAR and NAEP trends for
California in that timeframe would be needed to substantiate
this specific point beyond Cannell's assertion.

F. Alleged Threats from CTB/McGraw-Hill (1987): Verification
Status

Dr. Cannell asserts in his 2006 retrospective that prior to
publishing his initial 1987 Lake Wobegone report, he received
threats of legal action from the test publisher
CTB/McGraw-Hill.”° He specifically references a letter dated
July 24, 1987, from David Deffley, then General Manager of

CTB/McGraw-Hill, as evidence of this threat.8 CTB/McGraw-Hill

published widely used tests like the California Achievement
Test (CAT) and the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS),

which were subjects of Cannell's analysis.2

The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim regarding the

threat and the existence of the cited Ietter.8 However,

independent verification of the letter's specific content or the
precise nature of the alleged threat is not available within these



materials.?? It is documented that CTB/McGraw-Hill officials
publicly disputed Cannell's interpretations regarding test norms
and the causes of score inflation around the time his report was
released.” Thus, while a conflict clearly existed between

Cannell and the test publisher, the specific allegation of a
lawsuit threat rests on Cannell's account of the 1987
correspondence.

G. The 60 Minutes Segment "Teacher is a Cheater" (1990):
Existence and Content

Dr. Cannell states in "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later” that
his work was featured in a segment on the CBS news program
60 Minutes, titled "Teacher is a Cheater,” which aired on March

25, 1990.%? His account indicates the segment supported his
findings, reporting that standardized tests used in schools were
often fraudulent and that various forms of educator cheating
were widespread.20 These included direct falsification of

answer sheets, coaching students during tests, and using test

preparation materials that closely mirrored or were identical to
20

the actual test items.
The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's recollection of the
60 Minutes segment, including its title, purported air date, and

general focus on test fraud and educator cheating.20

Independent verification through archival footage, transcripts,
or contemporary news reports is not present in the analyzed
materials.



H. Debunking of the Texas "Miracle” under Governor George W.
Bush

The narrative of the "Texas Miracle" emerged in the late 1990s
and early 2000s, crediting Texas's implementation of a
high-stakes testing and accountability system based on the
Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) with producing
significant gains in student test scores, particularly for minority

students, and narrowing achievement gaps.44 This narrative

played a crucial role in shaping the education platform of
then-Governor George W. Bush during his 2000 presidential
campaign and provided a model and rationale for the

subsequent federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001.*

However, this "miracle"” narrative was contemporaneously and
subsequently challenged by numerous researchers and
analysts, who argued it was more accurately described as a

"myth" or even an "outright fraud".** The critiques centered on
several key points:

e Discrepancy with National Benchmarks: Critics pointed to
a significant gap between the rising scores reported on the
state's TAAS test and the relatively flatter performance of
Texas students on the NAEP. This suggested that the TAAS
gains might be inflated due to factors like teaching

specifically to that test, rather than reflecting broad

L3 L3 . 44
improvements in learning.

e Rising Dropout and Retention Rates: Research indicated
that during the "miracle” period, Texas experienced
increases in student retention in lower grades (especially



9th grade) and soaring dropout rates, particularly among

African American and Hispanic students.’® These trends

could artificially inflate test passing rates and graduation
statistics by systematically removing lower-performing

students from the cohort being tested or graduating.48

e Exclusionary Practices: Concerns were raised about
increasing numbers of students being classified as needing
special education or having limited English proficiency,

potentially leading to their exclusion from the main testing

pool and accountability calculations.”®

e Curriculum Narrowing: Educators and researchers
documented intense pressure on schools to focus
instruction narrowly on the content and format of the TAAS

test, potentially sacrificing deeper learning and a broader

curriculum.48

The RAND Corporation produced influential but somewhat
conflicting reports on the matter. An initial study led by David
Grissmer found that Texas students generally outperformed
California students on NAEP between 1990 and 1996, a finding
heavily promoted by the Bush campaign.44 However, the same
report attributed only about a third of Texas's relative
advantage to its accountability system, with other factors
playing a larger role.** A subsequent RAND report, led by
Stephen Klein, directly challenged the "miracle” narrative by
comparing TAAS score trends with NAEP trends, concluding the

state gains were likely inflated.**



Later analysis confirmed the lack of sustained, dramatic
progress. For instance, NAEP data showed that Texas 8th-grade
reading scores in 2009 were identical to those in 1998,
undermining the claim of a continuous miracle driven by the

testing regime.45

The controversy surrounding the Texas Miracle serves as a
critical case study in the implementation of high-stakes,
test-based accountability. It highlights the potential for
state-level assessment results to diverge significantly from
national benchmarks like NAEP and illustrates how focusing
solely on test scores can mask other important educational
indicators, such as dropout rates or curriculum quality. The
reliance on this contested narrative in the development of
national policy (NCLB) underscores the risks of basing
large-scale reforms on potentially inflated or incomplete data.

I. State Test vs. NAEP Proficiency Discrepancies: Tennessee
(2005) and Mississippi (2023)

Comparing proficiency rates reported by states on their own
assessments with those reported by NAEP often reveals
significant discrepancies, largely because states set their own
definitions and cut scores for “proficiency,” which may not align
with NAEP's standards.

e Tennessee (2005): In the mid-2000s, Tennessee exhibited
one of the largest gaps between state-reported
proficiency and NAEP results. Prior to reforms, the state
reported very high percentages of students as proficient

on its own tests (sometimes exceeding 90%).52 However,



the 2005 NAEP assessment painted a starkly different
picture: only 27% of Tennessee 4th graders were proficient
or advanced in reading, and 28% were proficient or

advanced in math.”” Studies mapping state standards onto

the NAEP scale found Tennessee's 2005 proficiency
benchmarks to be exceptionally low, equivalent to scores
well below the NAEP Basic level in both 4th and 8th grade

reading and math.>® Consequently, analyses at the time
rated Tennessee's standards as among the least rigorous

in the nation relative to NAEP.*’ Recognizing this "honesty

gap,” Tennessee subsequently undertook significant
reforms to raise its academic standards and align its state
assessments more closely with NAEP expectations, which
initially led to a sharp drop in state-reported proficiency
rates but was seen as a necessary step toward more
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accurate reporting.

Mississippi (2023): Mississippi provides a more recent
example of the gap between state and national proficiency
definitions, albeit in the context of significant state
progress on NAEP over time. In the 2022-2023 school year,
Mississippi reported proficiency rates (defined as scoring
Level 4 'Proficient’ or Level 5 '‘Advanced’) on its Mississippi
Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) tests that were
substantially higher than the proficiency rates reported for

Mississippi students on the 2022 or 2024 NAEP.?’



o Table: Comparison of Mississippi MAAP (2023) and
NAEP (2022/2024) Proficiency Rates (% Proficient or

Advanced)
Subject/Grad MAAP % NAEP % NAEP % Gap
e Proficient+ | Proficient+ | Proficient+ | (MAAP
(2023) (2022) (2024) VS.
NAEP
2022/24
)
Math Grade 4 56.7% 32% (28% 38% ~19-25
P+4%A) points
Math Grade 8 40.7% 18% (15% ~18% ~23
P+3%A) (Implied points
steady)
Reading 51.7% 31% (25% 32% ~20
Grade 4 P+6%A) points
Reading 40.7% 22% (20% ~22% ~19
Grade 8 P+2%A) (Implied points
steady)
*[62, 63]*

Despite these substantial differences in reported proficiency *levels?,




Mississippi has been widely recognized for making significant *gains* on
NAEP scores over the past decade, particularly in 4th-grade reading and
math.[63, 64, 65] The state has moved from the bottom of national
rankings to performing near or sometimes above the national average,
especially when accounting for student demographics.[63, 64]

The cases of Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023) illustrate
a critical point: a large gap between state-reported proficiency
and NAEP proficiency does not necessarily mean a state is not
making real academic progress. It primarily indicates that the
state has set its own proficiency standard at a different (often
less rigorous) level than the NAEP Proficient standard. While
Tennessee's gap in 2005 reflected genuinely low standards,
Mississippi's gap in 2023 coexists with documented
improvement on the NAEP scale itself. Therefore, comparing
state proficiency percentages directly to NAEP proficiency
percentages without acknowledging the different underlying
standards can be misleading. It is essential to distinguish
between a state's absolute performance level relative to a
common benchmark like NAEP and its rate of improvement over
time on that same benchmark.

IV. Analysis of International Testing System Comparisons

A. The U.S. Approach vs. National Testing in Other
Developed/PISA Nations

A recurring theme in debates about US assessment policy is
how it compares to systems in other developed nations. The
claim that the US is unique in lacking a "national standardized
test"” requires careful examination of definitions.



The United States does not have a single, federally mandated
standardized test used for high-stakes decisions about
individual student progression, promotion, or school placement

throughout K-12 education.®® In this specific sense - the

absence of a test like Singapore's PSLE or historical European
matriculation exams - the claim holds true.

However, the US assessment landscape includes significant
national components:

e National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP):
Often called "The Nation's Report Card,” NAEP is a
long-standing, congressionally mandated program
designed to monitor educational achievement trends at

the national and state levels.® It administers assessments
in various subjects to representative samples of students

(typically grades 4, 8, and sometimes 12).50 Crucially,

NAEP provides aggregate results and does not report
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individual student scores for accountability purposes. " It

serves as a national benchmark but not an individual
accountability tool.

e Federally Mandated State Testing: Since the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, and continued under the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), federal law requires states
to administer annual standardized tests in reading and
mathematics to all students in grades 3 through 8, and

once in high school.” States develop or choose their own

assessments aligned to their own state-specific academic
standards, leading to a diverse "patchwork" of tests across



the country rather than a single national exam.’® These

state tests are typically used for accountability purposes,
affecting school ratings and potentially other
consequences.

International data from the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) indicates that mandatory
standardized testing is common across OECD countries.
According to surveys of school principals, roughly
three-quarters of 15-year-olds in OECD nations attend schools

where such tests are used at least annually.66 The frequency of

standardized testing in the US appears to be comparable to or
even higher than the OECD average, with nearly all US students
experiencing state-mandated tests multiple times between

grades 3 and 12.°° The US has one of the largest proportions of
7

students tested 1-5 times per year among PISA participants.6
Therefore, the assertion that the US lacks national standardized
testing is accurate only if "national test" is narrowly defined as
a single, uniform, federal exam used for individual student
consequences. The US does have a national monitoring
assessment (NAEP) and a system of federally mandated,
frequent, state-administered standardized tests used for
accountability. The frequency of testing in the US appears
relatively high compared to many international peers.

B. Examination of Specific National Systems

Understanding the diversity of international approaches
requires looking at specific examples often cited in comparison



to the US:

e 1. Singapore: Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE):
This is a high-stakes national examination administered to

all students at the end of Primary 6 (around age 12).%% Its

primary function is assessment of learning, serving as a
critical mechanism for sorting students into different
secondary school academic streams (e.g., Express, Normal
Academic, Normal Technical, leading towards different
post-secondary paths) and specific secondary schools

based on performance.83 The PSLE thus has significant

consequences for individual students’ educational

83

trajectories within Singapore's meritocratic system. " It
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also functions as an accountability measure for schools.

Recent reforms (2021) introduced broader Achievement
Levels (ALs) instead of finely differentiated T-scores to
reduce pressure, but the exam remains a high-stakes

gateway, and debates about associated stress persist.83
Calls to abolish it have been resisted by the government,

which views it as an important checkpoint.84

e 2. Germany: Vergleichsarbeiten (VERA): These
"Comparative Tests" are standardized assessments
administered nationwide in Grades 3 and 8 (with some
voluntary use in Grade 6) across all German federal

states.®® They cover core subjects like German,

Mathematics, and foreign Ianguages.88 The primary



purpose of VERA is diagnostic and formative - assessment
for learning. Results are intended to inform teachers and
schools about student competency levels relative to
national standards and statewide performance, guiding
instructional improvements and school development
efforts.”® VERA tests are explicitly low-stakes for individual
students (results are not graded) and generally have no
direct high-stakes consequences for teachers or

schools.? The focus is on identifying learning needs and

supporting pedagogical adjustments.88

3. Finland (Basic Education): Finland stands out for its
absence of mandatory, high-stakes national standardized
testing for all students during basic education (grades
1-9).72 Student assessment is predominantly teacher-led,
continuous, and formative, integrated into daily

instruction.”” Teachers utilize diverse methods like
observation, portfolios, projects, and discussions to

evaluate holistic development.93 System-level
performance is monitored through sample-based national
assessments, conceptually similar to NAEP, where a
representative group of students is tested.’” These results
inform policy and identify areas needing resources or
support (“positive discrimination") but are not used for
ranking or sanctioning schools or teachers.”® The only

high-stakes national standardized test is the Matriculation
Examination, taken voluntarily at the end of upper



secondary school (age 18-19) for university admission.””
The Finnish system relies heavily on teacher
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professionalism and trust.

4. Australia: National Assessment Program - Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN): NAPLAN involves annual
standardized tests in literacy and numeracy administered

to all students in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 across Australia.69 The
primary purpose is system monitoring and school

accountanbility.66 Results are publicly reported on
platforms like the "My School" website, allowing

comparisons between schools.’® While there are no direct
NCLB-style sanctions tied to NAPLAN results  the public
reporting makes it high-stakes for schools, influencing

reputation and potentially enrollment.”® Concerns exist
regarding pressure to "teach to the test” and potential
negative impacts on curriculum and pedagogy.98 NAPLAN
is generally low-stakes for individual student
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progression.

5. Netherlands (Primary Education End-Test): At the end of
primary school (Group 8, age ~12), all Dutch students must
take a mandatory "progression test" (doorstroomtoets),
often historically referred to as the Cito test (Cito being a
major provider).99 Schools select from several
government-approved tests covering Dutch language and
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mathematics. ~ The test's official purpose is to provide an

objective, secondary piece of information to supplement
the primary school teacher's recommendation about the
most suitable secondary education track (VMBO, HAVO, or

VWO) for the student.”’ The teacher's advice remains the

primary factor in placement decisions.'® Thus, the test

carries moderate stakes for students. The results are also
used by the national Education Inspectorate for evaluating

102
school performance. 92 Dutch schools also use mandatory

pupil monitoring systems (LVS) throughout primary
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school. "~ Mandatory national exams exist at the end of

secondary education for graduation.m2

These examples demonstrate the significant international
variation in how standardized assessments are designed and
utilized. Systems differ greatly in their primary purpose
(sorting, diagnosis, accountability, monitoring), the stakes
attached (for students, teachers, schools), the scope (census
vs. sample), and the locus of control (centralized vs.
teacher-driven). Simple comparisons between countries,
particularly regarding the mere presence or absence of a
"national test,” risk overlooking these critical contextual
differences. The US system, with its combination of national
monitoring (NAEP) and federally mandated state-level
accountability testing, occupies a distinct position within this
diverse international landscape.
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C. Verification of Claims Regarding Test Anxiety (US vs. Finland)

The letter reportedly compares test anxiety levels between
students in the United States and Finland. Verifying this specific
comparison using the provided materials is challenging.

Research directly comparing test anxiety levels between
Swedish and Finnish third graders, using the Children's Test
Anxiety Scale (CTAS), found no statistically significant
difference in overall anxiety levels between the two national

groups.94 Both groups reported relatively low levels of test

anxiety.94 This finding occurred despite differences in the
countries' testing systems and national performance on
international assessments like PISA (where Finland historically
outperformed Sweden).'”° The study did find that girls reported

higher levels of autonomic reactions (a component of test

anxiety) than boys in both countries.'%°

Broader OECD analysis based on PISA data suggests that
Finland consistently reports among the lowest levels of student
test anxiety among participating nations.'?’ This is noteworthy
given that Finland does employ mandatory (though

sample-based) assessments.'®’ This finding challenges a

simplistic view that the mere presence of testing directly
correlates with higher anxiety. PISA data analysis also indicates



that factors beyond testing frequency, such as positive
teacher-student relationships and parental support and

encouragement, are significantly associated with students'
8

overall well-being and lower levels of school-related anxiety.10
The provided snippets do not contain direct comparative data

on test anxiety levels specifically between the United States

105

and Finland. =~ While it is known that the US employs frequent

standardized testing ¢ and Finland generally reports low

107

student anxiety ', the claim that US students experience

higher anxiety than Finnish students specifically due to
differences in testing systems cannot be directly confirmed or
refuted with the available evidence. The complexity suggested
by the Finland/Sweden comparison and the PISA well-being
data indicates that test anxiety is likely influenced by a
confluence of factors, including the perceived stakes of tests,
classroom climate, teaching practices, and cultural attitudes,
not just the frequency or existence of standardized tests
themselves.

D. Verification of Claims Regarding Instructional Time Lost to
Test Preparation (US)

Multiple sources corroborate the claim that a significant
amount of instructional time in US schools is dedicated not only
to administering standardized tests but also, and perhaps more
substantially, to preparing students for these assessments.

e A 2015 study by the Council of the Great City Schools
(CGCS), analyzing testing practices in 66 large urban



districts, found that the average student takes
approximately 112 mandated standardized tests from

pre-kindergarten through 12th grade.82 The time spent

taking these mandated tests averaged around 20-25 hours
per school year (roughly 2.3% of instructional time for an

8th grader, the most heavily tested grade).82 Importantly,

this figure excluded time spent on practice tests, optional
tests (like AP or college entrance exams), tests

administered at the school or classroom level, and time

dedicated to test preparation activities.®?

e A 2013 study by the American Federation of Teachers
(AFT) examined two mid-size urban districts and estimated
that students in heavily tested grades spent 20 to 50 hours

per year taking tests, but dedicated an additional 60 to

over 110 hours per year specifically to test preparation.111

e A policy brief from the Pennsylvania State Education
Association (PSEA) cited similar figures, estimating 20 to
50 hours annually for test administration and up to 110

12 This

document noted that such extensive time commitments

went far beyond the actual duration of the state's required
112

hours for test preparation in tested grades.

PSSA and Keystone exams.

The CGCS study highlighted that many required tests often
overlap in content and are concentrated within a few months of
the school year, potentially making the testing burden feel even
greater than the percentage of total instructional time

suggests.82 The study also found no correlation between the



amount of time spent on mandated testing and student

performance on NAEP reading and math scores.”?

The available evidence strongly supports the assertion that
standardized testing consumes substantial instructional time in
US schools. Furthermore, the time dedicated to test preparation
activities appears to significantly exceed the time spent
actually taking the tests, particularly in grades subject to
high-stakes accountability measures.' " This suggests that

analyses of the impact of testing on education should consider
the cumulative effect of both administration and preparation
time, as the latter may be a primary driver of concerns about

narrowed curriculum and reduced time for non-tested subjects

° ° LK) 111
or deeper learning activities.

V. Examination of Organizational Stances and Influence

A. College Board

The College Board is a major entity in the US educational
assessment landscape. Formally designated as a non-profit

membership organization "3 it administers key standardized
tests including the SAT, PSAT, and the Advanced Placement
(AP) program.-’1 Despite its non-profit status, the organization

generates substantial annual revenue, reported to exceed $1
billion in some years, primarily from test fees, AP exam fees,

° ° . 113 . ° °
and related educational materials and services. ~ This financial
scale, coupled with high executive compensation levels

° 113 e, 0 o °
reported in some sources , has led to criticism and questions



about the alignment of its business practices with its non-profit

mission." > The College Board also engages in the sale of

student data (reportedly with student opt-in consent) to
colleges and universities for recruitment purposes, generating

further revenue.""” Some reports suggest data may also be sold

to technology companies for advertising.120

A significant development was the redesign of the SAT,

announced in 2014 and implemented in 2016."" This redesign

occurred shortly after David Coleman, a leading architect of the
Common Core State Standards (CCSS), became president of the

College Board.""” The redesigned SAT aimed to align more

closely with the knowledge and skills deemed essential for
college and career readiness, which heavily overlapped with

the emphases of the ccss.” Key changes included focusing on

evidence-based reading and writing, using relevant vocabulary
in context (moving away from obscure "SAT words"), covering
fewer math topics but in greater depth, analyzing source texts

from various disciplines (including science and history, and

foundational US documents), and making the essay optional.121

College Board officials sometimes described this as aligning

with the "evidence" underlying strong state standards

122

generally, rather than solely with CCSS. ““ However, the

alignment was widely seen as a strategic move to ensure the
SAT's relevance and competitiveness against the rival ACT
exam, particularly as many states adopted CCSS or similar
standards and began funding statewide administration of



college entrance exams.'"’
While the College Board does not explicitly advocate for a
single federal national test in the provided materials, its actions
contribute significantly to national standardization in practice.
By promoting the SAT and AP programs nationwide and aligning
them with dominant standards like CCSS and NAEP frameworks,
the College Board influences curriculum and instruction across

the country.71 It positions its assessments as vital tools for

measuring college readiness, identifying student potential (e.g.,
through AP Potential scores derived from PSAT results), and

guiding educational improvement.71 This demonstrates a

complex interplay where the College Board's stated educational
mission (expanding opportunity, measuring readiness)
intersects with significant business imperatives related to
revenue generation, market share, and strategic alignment with
prevailing educational policies and standards.

B. Thomas B. Fordham Institute

The Thomas B. Fordham Institute is an education policy think

tank known for its research and advocacy, generally aligning
123
It

frequently publishes evaluations of state academic standards
and advocates for policies such as charter schools, school

with conservative perspectives on education reform.

choice, and strong accountability measures.'>> Chester Finn Jr.,

a prominent voice associated with Fordham, previously served
in the U.S. Department of Education during the Reagan

administration and was involved in efforts to expand NAEP."®



The Fordham Institute has been generally supportive of the
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English Language Arts
and Mathematics, viewing them as potentially more rigorous
and specific than the standards previously in place in many

states.81 Fordham's own reviews assessed the CCSS ELA and

Math standards favorably based on content and rigor.128

However, this support is not unqualified; Fordham has
expressed significant reservations about the quality of national
efforts related to science and social studies standards

developed around the same time, deeming them inferior to what

128

some states had developed independently. “~ This underscores

that Fordham's support is contingent on the perceived quality
and rigor of the standards themselves, rather than simply their

commonality.128 It should be noted that some individuals

associated with Fordham events or publications have voiced

strong critiques of CCSS and federal overreach in education.'”

Fordham is a staunch advocate for the use of standardized

testing as a cornerstone of education policy.130 They argue that

standardized tests provide essential, objective measures of
student learning, which are crucial for several reasons:

e Transparency for Parents: Test results offer objective data
on student achievement and progress, helping parents
understand how their child is performing relative to

grade-level expectations, which may counteract the

effects of grade inflation.'®?

e Counteracting Grade Inflation: Objective test data can



provide a necessary counterbalance to subjective teacher
grading practices and documented grade inflation, where
GPAs rise even as performance on external measures like

NAEP or SAT/ACT remains flat or declines.'>?

e Informing Instruction and Intervention: Test results can
help educators identify learning gaps, pinpoint areas
where students need support, evaluate the effectiveness

of instructional programs, and identify teachers or schools

excelling or struggling.131

e Accountability: Fordham supports robust accountability
systems that use test results to evaluate school

performance and potentially teacher effectiveness.®’ While

acknowledging the need for careful implementation and
potential temporary pauses in consequences during major
transitions (like the CCSS rollout), the principle of
accountability based on measured outcomes is central to

their philosophy.81

In essence, the Fordham Institute champions a reform model
built on the pillars of high academic standards (like CCSS
ELA/Math), frequent and objective measurement through
standardized testing aligned to those standards, and
meaningful accountability based on the results. They view this
combination as the most effective lever for driving
transparency, equity, and academic improvement in K-12
education.

C. U.S. Chamber of Commerce



The U.S. Chamber of Commerce engages in education policy
primarily through its U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation

and its Center for Education and Workforce.73 Its involvement is

driven by the business community's interest in ensuring that
the education system produces graduates equipped with the

skills needed for the workforce and to maintain US economic
134

competitiveness.
The Chamber is a consistent and strong advocate for federally
mandated statewide standardized testing and robust,

data-driven accountability systems in K-12 education.” They

view annual assessments as indispensable tools for several
reasons:

e Equity and Transparency: Mandated testing, particularly
with requirements for disaggregating data by student
subgroups (race, income, disability, English learner
status), is seen as crucial for ensuring that all students,
especially those historically underserved, are visible and

their academic needs are addressed.” They credit

NCLB-era policies with improving achievement for these

groups by bringing transparency to performance gaps.7376

e Measuring Progress and Accountability: Standardized tests
provide comparable data needed to measure student
progress against standards, evaluate school effectiveness,

and hold the education system accountable for results.”

e Workforce Readiness: Test results are viewed as indicators
of whether students are acquiring the foundational
academic skills necessary for future employment and
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contribution to the economy. 3 Declining scores on

benchmarks like NAEP are framed as a direct threat to the

° L 1 4
future workforce and national competitiveness. 3

Reflecting these views, the Chamber actively opposed efforts
to waive federally mandated testing during the COVID-19
pandemic and argued against proposals to substitute local
assessments for statewide tests, citing concerns about

comparability and consistent standards.”® They also advocate
for more timely reporting of state assessment results so the
149 The

Chamber's education initiatives often focus on strengthening
the connection between K-12 education, postsecondary

pathways, and employer needs, promoting programs like career
138

data can be used effectively by parents and educators.

readiness credentials and skills-based hiring.

Overall, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce approaches education
policy, particularly testing and accountability, primarily through
an economic and workforce development lens. Their advocacy
emphasizes the need for measurable outcomes, transparency,
and alignment between K-12 education and the demands of the
labor market to ensure individual opportunity and national
economic strength.

VI. Assessment of Proposed Reforms' Feasibility and Context

A. Transferring NAEP Oversight to NIST

The proposal to transfer oversight of the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) from the U.S. Department of



Education (and its policy-setting body, the National Assessment

Governing Board, NAGB °%) to the National Institute of

Standards and Technology (NIST) represents a significant
conceptual shift.

NIST's established role is as the United States' national
metrology institute. Its mission centers on advancing
measurement science, standards, and technology to enhance
economic security and improve quality of life."*® Its expertise
lies in areas such as physical measurements, material science,
cybersecurity (e.g., developing the widely used Cybersecurity
Framework CSF 2.0 %’
manufacturing processes, quantum science, and

), advanced communications,

health/bioscience measurements.'*® NIST is known for its
technical rigor, development of objective standards, calibration
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services, and standard reference materials. " It also manages

research grants and cooperative agreements, possessing

established processes for program oversight and financial
9

management.14
The likely rationale behind proposing NIST oversight for NAEP is
to leverage the agency's reputation for scientific objectivity,
technical precision, and independence from the political and
policy currents that can influence the Department of Education.
The move would frame large-scale educational assessment less
as an education policy tool and more as a complex technical
measurement challenge, aiming to enhance NAEP's credibility
as a neutral, scientifically grounded indicator of student
achievement, insulated from potential manipulation or policy



agendas.

However, the feasibility of such a transfer faces substantial
challenges. NIST currently possesses no institutional expertise
in the specialized fields crucial for managing NAEP, including
educational measurement theory (psychometrics), large-scale
assessment design, curriculum analysis, cognitive science of
learning, test administration in school settings, statistical
sampling for diverse student populations, and the
interpretation and reporting of educational data for policy

audiences.'*® NAEP is a complex, multifaceted operation
involving coordination across states, districts, and schools,

requiring deep understanding of educational contexts.’® NIST

would need to either build this capacity internally from scratch
or acquire it, representing a significant departure from its core
mission and competencies. While NIST manages grants and

projects 149, the operational scale and unique nature of NAEP

are vastly different from its current portfolio. Furthermore, the
political and legislative effort required to remove NAEP from the
purview of the Department of Education and NAGB would likely
be considerable.

In summary, while the proposal aims to enhance NAEP's
technical integrity and perceived independence by placing it
within a scientifically focused standards agency, it overlooks
the critical need for domain-specific expertise in education and
psychometrics. The practical implementation would require a
major organizational shift and capacity-building effort at NIST,
making its feasibility questionable without significant
restructuring and investment.



B. Large-Scale External Proctoring

The call for external proctoring arises from long-standing
concerns about test security and cheating, issues brought to
the forefront by Dr. Cannell's work on the Lake Wobegone effect

® and amplified by the expansion of online and remote

testing.151 Online proctoring technologies aim to replicate the

security functions of in-person proctoring—verifying identity,

monitoring behavior, securing test content—in a remote

153

environment. ~~ These systems typically employ webcams,

microphones, screen monitoring software, browser lockdowns,
and increasingly, artificial intelligence (Al) to detect potentially

[ [ [ L3 . 1 1 M
suspicious activities. > Human proctors may also be involved,

either monitoring live or reviewing recordings flagged by Al

From a feasibility perspective, online proctoring offers potential
advantages in convenience and flexibility for test-takers
(removing geographic and time constraints) and scalability for
administering tests to large numbers of individuals
simultaneously, potentially reducing costs associated with

physical testing centers and personnel.151 However, the

cost-effectiveness depends heavily on the specific model used.
Fully automated Al-driven proctoring is generally less
expensive but offers less immediate intervention capability than
live human proctoring, which is more costly but considered

. 155
more secure for high-stakes exams. ™~ Large-scale

implementation also necessitates universal student access to
reliable computers, webcams, and stable high-speed internet,
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raising significant equity concerns. *! Furthermore, ensuring

test security in asynchronous testing environments might

require developing very large item banks or unique test forms
151

for each student to prevent item exposure.
The most significant challenges, however, lie in the areas of
security effectiveness and privacy. While designed to deter
cheating, online proctoring cannot fully replicate the

environmental control of a physical testing center, and

sophisticated methods of cheating may still be possible.153

Research comparing the effectiveness and score equivalence of

online proctoring versus traditional methods has yielded mixed

153

results. =~ Simultaneously, these systems raise profound

privacy concerns due to their inherently invasive nature,
involving constant video and audio recording, monitoring of
computer activity, and potentially the collection of biometric

data (e.g., facial recognition, keystroke analysis).151 Issues of

data security, storage, usage policies, and compliance with

privacy regulations (like GDPR and FERPA) are paramount.152

Concerns about algorithmic bias, such as facial recognition
systems performing less accurately for individuals with darker
skin tones, also pose significant ethical and equity

challenges.153 Technical glitches and difficulties during

remotely proctored exams can further complicate the process

and negatively impact the testing experience.154

Therefore, while technologically feasible to implement,
large-scale external or remote proctoring involves navigating a



complex set of trade-offs. The potential benefits of enhanced
security, convenience, and scalability must be weighed against
substantial costs, logistical requirements (especially regarding
equitable access to technology), and critical concerns about
student privacy, data security, and potential biases. It is not a
straightforward substitute for traditional proctoring and
requires careful consideration of its ethical and practical
implications.

C. Annual Use of Entirely New Test Questions

The proposal to use entirely new sets of questions on
standardized tests each year is motivated by the desire to
maximize test security and prevent the kind of score inflation
observed when test items or forms are reused over multiple
years, allowing teachers and students to become familiar with

specific questions.6 Using fresh items annually would eliminate
the possibility of teaching directly to known test questions.157
However, implementing this proposal for large-scale
standardized assessments faces formidable feasibility
challenges related to cost and psychometric practice. Modern
assessment programs, particularly those employing
Computerized Adaptive Testing (CAT), rely on the development

and maintenance of extensive, carefully calibrated "item

n 157 . ° ° °
banks”. ™ Creating such banks is a resource-intensive process:

e Item Development Volume: Far more items must be written
and developed than will appear on any single test form. A
common rule of thumb is to develop at least three times



the number of items needed for one test Iength.158

Pilot Testing: New items must be pilot tested (field tested)
on large, representative samples of the target population

(potentially hundreds or thousands of examinees) to

gather data on their performance.158

Psychometric Calibration: Sophisticated statistical models,
typically from Item Response Theory (IRT), are used to
analyze the pilot data and determine the psychometric
properties (e.g., difficulty, discrimination, guessing

parameters) of each item. This calibration process allows

L3 1
items to be placed on a common measurement scale. °8

To replace the entire operational item pool for a large-scale test
every year would require repeating this entire costly and
time-consuming development, piloting, and calibration cycle
annually for thousands of items. This would dramatically
escalate assessment costs and place an enormous, likely
unsustainable, burden on schools and students needed for pilot

testing.157

Furthermore, completely replacing the item pool each year
poses significant psychometric problems. A key function of
item banking and IRT is to allow for the equating of test scores
across different forms and administrations over time. This
enables meaningful comparisons of student performance and
the tracking of trends. By maintaining a large bank and
carefully introducing new, calibrated items while retiring old
ones, measurement scales can be kept consistent. Discarding
all items annually would break this continuity, making reliable



year-to-year score comparisons and trend analysis extremely

difficult, if not impossible.159 Test security in modern

assessment is typically managed through the use of large item
banks (making it unlikely students see the same items) and
adaptive algorithms in CAT (which tailor item selection to

individual students), rather than wholesale annual item
7

replacement.15
In conclusion, while driven by valid security concerns, the
proposal to use entirely new test questions each year for
large-scale assessments appears impractical from both a cost
and psychometric standpoint. It disregards the established
principles and advantages of item banking and IRT used in
modern testing, which balance security with the need for
feasibility, cost-efficiency, and longitudinal score
comparability.

VII. Verification of Letter's Framing Context

A. Confirmation of Linda McMahon's 2025 Appointment as
Secretary of Education

The letter's reported framing, addressing Linda McMahon as the
U.S. Secretary of Education in 2025, aligns with the factual
timeline of events as documented in the provided research
materials.

Following the 2024 presidential election, President Donald
Trump nominated Linda McMahon to serve as Secretary of

Education on November 19, 2024."°> McMahon had previously
served in Trump's first administration as Administrator of the



Small Business Administration (SBA) from 2017 to 2019.80 Her

background also includes co-founding and leading World
Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) with her husband, serving
briefly on the Connecticut State Board of Education
(2009-2010), making two unsuccessful runs for the U.S. Senate

from Connecticut, and leading pro-Trump political action
80

committees and policy institutes.
McMahon's nomination proceeded through the Senate
confirmation process. The Senate Health, Education, Labor, and
Pensions (HELP) Committee held her confirmation hearing on

February 13, 2025."°> The committee approved her nomination

on February 20, 2025, along party lines.'®® The full Senate
confirmed Linda McMahon as the 13th U.S. Secretary of

Education on March 3, 2025, by a vote of 51-45."°% She was

sworn into office the same day.80

Her appointment generated significant controversy. Critics
pointed to her limited direct experience in K-12 education
compared to many predecessors and expressed concern over
her alignment with President Trump's stated intentions to
significantly reduce the size and scope of the federal
Department of Education, potentially even seeking its

elimination.'®® During her confirmation process and upon taking

office, McMahon acknowledged the administration's goal of

returning educational oversight to the states, reducing federal

bureaucracy, and expanding school choice.®°



Therefore, the context of addressing a letter to Linda McMahon
as Secretary of Education in early 2025 is factually accurate
according to the timeline established in the provided sources.

VIIl. Summary and Conclusion

This report has systematically verified and contextualized the
primary claims likely presented in a letter attributed to Dr. John
J. Cannell regarding national standardized testing in the United
States, based on the provided research materials.

Synthesis of Findings:

1. Dr. Cannell and the Lake Wobegone Effect: Dr. Cannell's
identity as a physician and activist founder of Friends for
Education is confirmed. His 1987 and 1989 "Lake
Wobegone" reports documenting the statistically
impossible phenomenon of nearly all states reporting
above-average scores on low-stakes, nationally normed
student tests are verified historical publications. Cannell
primarily attributed this effect to lax test security,
educator cheating, and outdated norms associated with
internally administered commercial NRTs. A significant
point of divergence arose as some education researchers
later attributed the effect mainly to "teaching to the test"
under "high stakes,” despite the low-stakes nature of the
tests Cannell studied. His related publications in
Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice and the
later reflection "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" are
also confirmed.

2. Historical Claims:

o The core finding that virtually all states reported



above-average NRT scores in the late 1980s is
accurate, though explained by flawed practices, not
actual achievement.

The 1985 Arkansas scandal involved the theft and sale
of a teacher competency test (part of Governor
Clinton's reforms), a distinct event from the Lake
Wobegone effect concerning student NRTs.

Cannell's account of a 1990 confrontation with
Governor Clinton exists in his writings but lacks
independent verification in the provided snippets.
Significant discrepancies between West Virginia's
WestTest (2005) results and NAEP (2005) reading
proficiency are documented (78% vs. 26%), consistent
with Cannell's claims of score inflation likely linked to
reused test questions.

Cannell's claims about California's STAR test
(1998-2003) involving reused items are noted, but
specific data comparing STAR vs. NAEP proficiency
during that period is absent in the provided material.
Cannell's claim of a 1987 legal threat from
CTB/McGraw-Hill relies on his account of a specific
letter, though conflict between Cannell and the
publisher is evident.

Cannell's account of the 1990 60 Minutes segment
"Teacher is a Cheater" detailing test fraud is
documented, but lacks independent verification here.
The "Texas Miracle” under Governor George W. Bush
was widely promoted but subsequently debunked by
researchers (including some at RAND) who cited TAAS
vs. NAEP discrepancies, high dropout/retention rates,



and curriculum narrowing as evidence against the
narrative.

o Large gaps between state-reported proficiency and
NAEP proficiency are confirmed for Tennessee (2005)
and Mississippi (2023), primarily reflecting
differences in state-set standards versus NAEP
standards. This gap can coexist with actual
achievement gains on NAEP, as seen in Mississippi.

3. International Comparisons:

o The US lacks a single, federal, high-stakes individual
student test but has national monitoring (NAEP) and
frequent, federally mandated state accountability
tests. Testing frequency in the US appears
comparable to or higher than many OECD peers.

o Systems in Singapore (high-stakes sorting), Germany
(low-stakes formative), Finland (sample-based
monitoring/teacher-led), Australia (school
accountability via public reporting), and the
Netherlands (secondary advice) demonstrate
significant global diversity in assessment purpose
and stakes.

o Direct data comparing US and Finnish student test
anxiety is lacking in the snippets. Finland generally
reports low anxiety despite some testing, and
research suggests factors beyond test frequency
influence anxiety.

o Claims of significant US instructional time lost to test
preparation (often exceeding time spent taking tests)
are supported by multiple studies (CGCS, AFT).

4. Organizational Stances:



o College Board: Operates as a non-profit with large
revenues, aligning its products (SAT redesign) with
prevailing standards (like CCSS) in a way that serves
both educational positioning and business interests
(market share, data sales).

o Fordham Institute: Strongly advocates for rigorous
standards (like CCSS ELA/Math), frequent
standardized testing for objective measurement, and
robust accountability systems as key levers for
education reform.

o U.S. Chamber of Commerce: Advocates for mandated
testing and accountability primarily through a
workforce development lens, seeking transparency
and measurable outcomes to ensure K-12 prepares
students for economic competitiveness.

5. Proposed Reforms:

o NAEP to NIST: Conceptually aims for technical
independence but faces major feasibility hurdles due
to NIST's lack of educational/psychometric expertise
and the different operational scale.

o External Proctoring: Technologically feasible but
involves significant trade-offs regarding cost,
scalability, equity of access, security effectiveness,
and major student privacy concerns.

o Annual New Questions: While enhancing security
against item exposure, replacing the entire item pool
annually for large-scale tests is likely
psychometrically unsound (hindering
equating/trends) and prohibitively expensive,
contradicting standard item banking practices.



6. Framing Context: The letter's addressing of Linda
McMahon as Secretary of Education in 2025 is factually
accurate based on her confirmed appointment timeline.

Overall Accuracy and Context:

The analysis suggests that many of the core factual claims and
historical references likely contained within Dr. Cannell's letter
possess a basis in verifiable evidence, particularly concerning
the original Lake Wobegone effect, the existence of significant
discrepancies between state test results and NAEP benchmarks
(a persistent issue highlighted by Cannell and corroborated by
later research), the debunking of the Texas Miracle narrative,
and the substantial time dedicated to test preparation in US
schools. His accounts of specific events like the 60 Minutes
segment or the alleged CTB threat rely heavily on his own
reporting within the provided materials.

Crucially, understanding the context is vital. The original Lake
Wobegone effect pertained specifically to low-stakes, internally
administered NRTs with poor security and outdated norms in
the 1980s; its causes and implications differ from debates
surrounding later high-stakes state accountability tests under
NCLB/ESSA. Similarly, the Arkansas scandal involved teacher
testing, not student NRTs. International comparisons are highly
nuanced; the US lacks a single federal individual test but
engages in frequent state-level testing and national monitoring,
and systems abroad vary immensely in purpose and stakes.

The letter's likely arguments against certain testing practices
find support in the documented issues of score inflation, state



vs. NAEP gaps, and time lost to test prep. However, the
feasibility of the proposed reforms (NIST oversight, universal
external proctoring, annual item replacement) appears highly
questionable based on practical, financial, and psychometric
considerations outlined in the research. The stances attributed
to organizations like College Board, Fordham, and the US
Chamber generally align with their documented positions,
reflecting the ongoing tensions between market forces,
accountability-driven reform, and workforce preparation goals
in US education policy.

Verification Report: Analysis of Claims Regarding National
Standardized Testing in the United States

l. Introduction

Purpose: This report provides a detailed verification and contextual
analysis of claims made in a letter attributed to Dr. John J. Cannell
concerning national standardized testing in the United States. The
objective is to meticulously examine and verify the accuracy and
context of the letter's primary claims, historical references,
comparisons to international systems, assertions about
organizational stances, and proposed reforms. The analysis aims to
establish the factual accuracy and provide necessary context for
understanding the arguments presented, based strictly on the
provided research material.

Structure: The report systematically examines the following areas:



Dr. John J. Cannell's identity and foundational work on the "Lake
Woebegone Effect"”; specific historical claims about US testing
practices and notable events; comparisons made between the US
assessment landscape and international systems; the stated
positions and influence of relevant organizations mentioned in the
letter; the feasibility and context of proposed reforms; and the
contextual accuracy of the letter's framing, specifically regarding the
hypothetical 2025 appointment of Linda McMahon as Secretary of
Education.

Il. Dr. John J. Cannell and the "Lake Woebegone Effect":
Verification and Context

A. Confirmation of Dr. Cannell's Background and Work

The identity and work of Dr. John Jacob Cannell are confirmed
through multiple sources. He is identified as a physician, initially
practicing as a general practitioner in West Virginia during the
1980s." He later became a board-certified psychiatrist, practicing in
New Mexico and California.’ During his time in West Virginia, Dr.
Cannell founded the non-profit citizens' group "Friends for
Education"." This organization was the vehicle through which he
published his influential reports on standardized testing.

Dr. Cannell's activities extended beyond educational testing. He was
known for his anti-smoking activism in the 1980s, gaining media
attention for refusing to treat smokers in his West Virginia clinic
(except in emergencies).’ Later in his career, he focused significantly
on the health implications of Vitamin D, founding the Vitamin D
Council and publishing research on the topic.” Within West Virginia,
Friends for Education engaged in broader school reform efforts,
including campaigns highlighting school maintenance issues (e.g.,



the "Dirtiest School in West Virginia Contest") and filing complaints
with the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission regarding
alleged gender discrimination in the hiring of school administrators.’
This background establishes Dr. Cannell as an activist figure involved
in various public health and social issues, with his work on testing
being a prominent part of his advocacy during the late 1980s.

B. Verification of the "Lake Woebegone" Reports (1987, 1988/89)

The existence of Dr. Cannell's seminal reports on standardized
testing is well-documented.

1. Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement Testing in
America's Public Schools: How All Fifty States are Above the
National Average (1987): This initial report, published by
Friends for Education, focused on the phenomenon of inflated
test scores at the elementary school level across the United
States.’

2. How Public Educators Cheat on Standardized Achievement
Tests: The "Lake Wobegon" Report (1989, sometimes cited
as 1988): This follow-up report, also self-published via Friends
for Education, expanded the analysis to include secondary
school grades and provided results from a survey detailing test
security practices (or lack thereof) across the 50 states.’

These reports garnered significant national media attention at the
time, bringing the issue of test score validity into the public
spotlight.?

C. Analysis of the "Lake Woebegone Effect” Concept and Its
Interpretation

The term "Lake Wobegone Effect," coined in reference to Garrison



Keillor's fictional radio town where "all the children are above
average," describes the statistically impossible finding reported by
Dr. Cannell in the late 1980s: virtually every US state claimed its
students' average scores on nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs)
exceeded the "national average" provided by the test publishers.

Dr. Cannell attributed this phenomenon to several key factors related
to the specific context of how these tests were being used and
administered:

» Educator Cheating and Inappropriate Practices: Direct
manipulation such as erasing incorrect answers, providing
answers during testing, or extensive coaching on actual test
items.?

o Lax Test Security: A critical factor was the lack of secure
administration protocols for these commercially available,
"off-the-shelf" NRTs, which were typically administered
internally by school districts without external oversight. This
allowed practices such as teachers viewing test content
beforehand, providing unlimited testing time, and reusing the
same test forms year after year, leading to item familiarity.*

« Outdated or Inadequate Norms: Test publishers often used
norming groups that were several years old or potentially not
fully representative of the current national student population.
Comparing current students to older, possibly lower-performing
norm groups could artificially inflate the percentage of students
scoring "above average".? Publishers were also reportedly willing
to supply various "national norms" upon request, allowing
districts to select favorable comparisons.’

o Conflict of Interest: School administrators reported scores
from tests that reflected on their own performance, creating an



incentive to present results in the best possible light.”

It is crucial to understand that the tests primarily involved in
Cannell's original reports were low-stakes NRTs used for diagnostic
or informational purposes, not the high-stakes state accountability
tests that became prevalent later under NCLB.* The core issue
identified by Cannell was less about the intrinsic nature of
standardized testing itself and more about the non-standardized,
insecure conditions under which these particular low-stakes NRTs
were administered and the misleading way results based on
outdated norms were reported. The lack of external controls and
standardized administration procedures was a key enabling factor
for the observed score inflation.

Following Cannell's reports, a significant divergence emerged in the
interpretation of the Lake Wobegone Effect's cause. While Cannell
emphasized deliberate manipulation, cheating, and security failures
enabled by the low-stakes, internally administered nature of the
tests 4, some prominent education researchers, particularly those
associated with the Center for Research on Education Standards and
Student Testing (CRESST), attributed the score inflation primarily to
"teaching to the test" (test preparation or coaching) induced by a
"high-stakes" testing environment.* This interpretation gained
considerable traction within the education research community and
policy discourse ", despite the apparent contradiction that the
majority of tests Cannell documented lacked high stakes for
students or schools.* This shift in explanation potentially diverted
attention from the specific administrative and security vulnerabilities
Cannell highlighted towards a broader critique of high-stakes
testing, conflating the issues observed with low-stakes NRTs in the
1980s with the different context of later state accountability systems.



D. Verification of Cited Publications (Educational Measurement,
"Twenty Years Later")

Dr. Cannell disseminated his findings through peer-reviewed
publications in addition to his self-published reports. Citations
confirm his work appeared in Educational Measurement: Issues and
Practice (EM:IP) in 1988.2 The journal also hosted subsequent debate
and discussion on the Lake Wobegone effect, including further
contributions from Cannell.

The existence of a later reflective piece, "Lake Woebegone,” Twenty
Years Later”, is also confirmed. It is cited as being published in the
Independent Education Review in 2006 and is accessible via the
academic repository ResearchGate.” This article appears to serve as
a retrospective account of Cannell's experiences with the initial
reports and offers his updated observations on testing practices and
score inflation issues in states like West Virginia and California in the
mid-2000s.’

lll. Fact-Checking Historical Claims and Events in U.S. Testing
A. The "All 50 States Above Average" Claim (Late 1980s)

Dr. Cannell's 1987 report indeed documented the widespread
phenomenon of states reporting average student scores on
nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs) as being above the test
publisher's designated "national average" or norm group
performance.? His 1989 follow-up report indicated that 48 out of 50
states continued to report such results.® This outcome was
statistically impossible if "average" referred to the median or mean
performance of the current national student population taking the
test.



The explanation for this paradox lies not in a sudden surge in
national achievement, but in the testing practices of the time. Key
contributing factors included:

o Outdated Norms: Test publishers often did not re-norm their
tests frequently due to the cost involved. Consequently, schools
were comparing their current students' scores against the
performance of a norming group tested years earlier, which may
have performed at a lower level. This "score creep” made it
appear that current students were performing better than the
‘average".?

» Norm Selection: Publishers sometimes offered different norm
groups, and districts could potentially select norms that
presented their students' performance more favorably.’

o Lax Administration and Security: As detailed previously
(Section 11.C), practices like teaching specific test items due to
reuse of forms, non-standard timing, and potential direct
cheating inflated scores relative to the original norming
conditions.’

Therefore, the "all states above average” claim accurately reflects
the reported data landscape for low-stakes NRTs in the late 1980s,
but this landscape was itself a product of flawed testing and
reporting practices rather than a true reflection of national
achievement.

B. The 1985 Arkansas Teacher Testing Controversy and
Governor Clinton's Role

In 1983, Arkansas enacted Act 76, a significant piece of legislation
championed by then-Governor Bill Clinton as part of a larger
package of education reforms aimed at addressing perceived



systemic failures in the state's schools.”® Arkansas schools were
ranked poorly on metrics like per-pupil spending and student
outcomes.® Hillary Rodham Clinton chaired the Arkansas Education
Standards Committee that developed the reform proposals.®

A highly controversial component of Act 76 was the requirement that
all practicing teachers pass a basic skills test (covering areas like
reading comprehension and mathematics relevant to teaching tasks)
to maintain their certification.” This made Arkansas the first state to
mandate competency testing for its existing teacher workforce.?
Governor Clinton advocated for the measure, arguing it would
bolster public confidence in teachers %, though it faced strong
opposition from the Arkansas Education Association (AEA) and the
state's Black legislative caucus.?

The tests were administered during the 1984-1985 school year.” In
March 1985, a major scandal erupted when it was revealed that a
copy of the reading and mathematics sections of the basic skills test
had been stolen from a supposedly secure warehouse and was
being sold to teachers for significant sums (reports ranged from
$100 to $1,000) prior to the test date.® The Arkansas State Police
launched an investigation into this security breach.”

Beyond the theft, the testing process was plagued by other issues,
including hundreds of misreported scores and incorrectly graded
essays.” Despite provisions for remediation and retesting, ultimately
1,354 teachers failed to pass the basic skills test and consequently
lost their teaching licenses. The teacher testing program underwent
subsequent legislative modifications (Act 350 of 1985, Act 512 of
1987) and was discontinued for in-service teachers by the end of
summer 1987.%



This incident in Arkansas, while involving standardized testing and
issues of test security, differs fundamentally from the Lake
Wobegone effect. The Arkansas scandal centered on the
high-stakes testing of teachers for recertification, involving a
physical theft and sale of test materials. The Lake Wobegone effect
concerned the inflated reporting of student scores on low-stakes,
nationally normed tests due to administrative practices, outdated
norms, and potential cheating under conditions of lax security.
Conflating the two events or their causes would be inaccurate.

C. The Alleged 1990 Clinton Confrontation: Evidence and
Context

In his 2006 reflective article, "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later,"
Dr. Cannell recounts an encounter with then-Governor Bill Clinton.
Cannell states that during an Education Writers Association meeting
in Chicago in April 1990, he publicly confronted Clinton regarding
allegations of widespread cheating on standardized tests within
Arkansas schools.*® According to Cannell's account, Clinton
expressed surprise and pledged to investigate ("Gosh, we’ll look into
that").?> Cannell further claims that following subsequent press
coverage in Arkansas newspapers detailing his charges, the state
announced plans to improve test security.”

The provided research snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim that this
confrontation occurred and that he attributes subsequent changes
in Arkansas test security, in part, to this event and the resulting
media attention.® He references specific newspaper articles (though
the articles themselves are not provided) as evidence of the
aftermath.® However, independent verification of the confrontation
itself, the precise nature of Clinton's response, or a direct causal link



between this specific event and changes in Arkansas's testing
policies is not available within the analyzed materials. The evidence
rests primarily on Dr. Cannell's published recollection of the incident.

D. West Virginia's WestTest (2004): Score Inflation and NAEP
Comparisons

Dr. Cannell alleges a pattern of test score inflation in West Virginia
extending beyond the initial Lake Wobegone reports. He claims the
state utilized the same form (Form S) of the Stanford Achievement
Test, Ninth Edition (SAT-9), a norm-referenced test, for eight
consecutive years from 1996 to 2002.” During this period, reported
scores soared, with most counties appearing to score above the
national average.’

In 2004, West Virginia transitioned to a new state assessment, the
West Virginia Educational Standards Test (WestTest), a
criterion-referenced test developed in consultation with
CTB/McGraw-Hill.” Cannell asserts, based on information purportedly
from the West Virginia Department of Education, that 80% of the
guestions on the WestTest remained the same from year to year.” He
also notes an absence of explicit prohibitions in the state's "Testing
Code of Ethics" against teachers viewing test questions during
administration.’

A stark discrepancy emerged when comparing WestTest results to
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) around this
time. In 2005, state reports indicated that 78% of West Virginia third
graders achieved "at or above mastery"” in reading/language arts on
the WestTest.” In contrast, the 2005 NAEP results showed that only
26% of West Virginia's fourth graders performed at or above the



Proficient level in reading.’

Cannell attributes this significant gap—West Virginia students
appearing proficient on the state test but not on the national
benchmark—to the continued practice of teaching to the test,
facilitated by the high percentage of reused questions on the
WestTest.” Such direct teaching to known items is not possible with
NAEP, which employs rigorous security and does not reuse
operational items in predictable ways.” This West Virginia example
serves as a concrete illustration of a recurring theme in testing
debates: the potential for state-specific assessment systems,
particularly those with security vulnerabilities like item reuse, to
produce inflated results that diverge significantly from national
benchmarks like NAEP. This divergence raises questions about the
validity of the state test scores as indicators of genuine student
learning comparable across states or to national standards.

E. California's STAR Test (1998-2003): Score Inflation and NAEP
Comparisons

In his "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" article, Dr. Cannell also
addresses California's Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR)
program, which was implemented starting in 1998.° He specifically
criticizes the practice of reusing the same test booklets and,
therefore, the same test questions, for five consecutive years within
this program.” He implies that this practice, similar to the situation
he described in West Virginia, led to artificial score inflation on the
STAR tests when compared to California's performance on NAEP.?"
notes that prior to the California Standards Tests (CST), which
became part of STAR, California used various norm-referenced tests
(like the SAT-9 and CTBS) and experienced the general phenomenon



of "score creep" associated with outdated norms.

While the snippets confirm that Cannell made these claims regarding
the STAR program and item reuse %, they do not provide specific
quantitative data comparing California's STAR test proficiency rates
with its NAEP proficiency rates for the period 1998-2003 or
1998-2004. The available snippets related to California testing
during this era offer only general context or data unrelated to this
specific comparison.® Therefore, the specific claim of significant
STAR score inflation relative to NAEP during 1998-2003, attributed to
item reuse, cannot be independently verified solely based on the
provided research material. Further data comparing STAR and NAEP
trends for California in that timeframe would be needed to
substantiate this specific point beyond Cannell's assertion.

F. Alleged Threats from CTB/McGraw-Hill (1987): Verification
Status

Dr. Cannell asserts in his 2006 retrospective that prior to publishing
his initial 1987 Lake Wobegone report, he received threats of legal
action from the test publisher CTB/McGraw-Hill.** He specifically
references a letter dated July 24, 1987, from David Deffley, then
General Manager of CTB/McGraw-Hill, as evidence of this threat.®
CTB/McGraw-Hill published widely used tests like the California
Achievement Test (CAT) and the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills
(CTBS), which were subjects of Cannell's analysis.’

The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim regarding the
threat and the existence of the cited letter.? However, independent
verification of the letter's specific content or the precise nature of
the alleged threat is not available within these materials.” It is



documented that CTB/McGraw-Hill officials publicly disputed
Cannell's interpretations regarding test norms and the causes of
score inflation around the time his report was released.? Thus, while
a conflict clearly existed between Cannell and the test publisher, the
specific allegation of a lawsuit threat rests on Cannell's account of
the 1987 correspondence.

G. The 60 Minutes Segment "Teacher is a Cheater" (1990):
Existence and Content

Dr. Cannell states in "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" that his
work was featured in a segment on the CBS news program 60
Minutes, titled "Teacher is a Cheater,” which aired on March 25,
1990.%° His account indicates the segment supported his findings,
reporting that standardized tests used in schools were often
fraudulent and that various forms of educator cheating were
widespread.” These included direct falsification of answer sheets,
coaching students during tests, and using test preparation materials
that closely mirrored or were identical to the actual test items.*

The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's recollection of the 60
Minutes segment, including its title, purported air date, and general
focus on test fraud and educator cheating.” Independent
verification through archival footage, transcripts, or contemporary
news reports is not present in the analyzed materials.

H. Debunking of the Texas "Miracle” under Governor George W.
Bush

The narrative of the "Texas Miracle" emerged in the late 1990s and
early 2000s, crediting Texas's implementation of a high-stakes
testing and accountability system based on the Texas Assessment of



Academic Skills (TAAS) with producing significant gains in student
test scores, particularly for minority students, and narrowing
achievement gaps.* This narrative played a crucial role in shaping
the education platform of then-Governor George W. Bush during his
2000 presidential campaign and provided a model and rationale for
the subsequent federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001.*

However, this "miracle" narrative was contemporaneously and
subsequently challenged by numerous researchers and analysts,
who argued it was more accurately described as a "myth" or even an
"outright fraud".* The critiques centered on several key points:

» Discrepancy with National Benchmarks: Critics pointed to a
significant gap between the rising scores reported on the state's
TAAS test and the relatively flatter performance of Texas
students on the NAEP. This suggested that the TAAS gains might
be inflated due to factors like teaching specifically to that test,
rather than reflecting broad improvements in learning.*

« Rising Dropout and Retention Rates: Research indicated that
during the "miracle" period, Texas experienced increases in
student retention in lower grades (especially 9th grade) and
soaring dropout rates, particularly among African American and
Hispanic students.” These trends could artificially inflate test
passing rates and graduation statistics by systematically
removing lower-performing students from the cohort being
tested or graduating.*

» Exclusionary Practices: Concerns were raised about increasing
numbers of students being classified as needing special
education or having limited English proficiency, potentially
leading to their exclusion from the main testing pool and
accountability calculations.*°



e Curriculum Narrowing: Educators and researchers
documented intense pressure on schools to focus instruction
narrowly on the content and format of the TAAS test, potentially
sacrificing deeper learning and a broader curriculum.*

The RAND Corporation produced influential but somewhat
conflicting reports on the matter. An initial study led by David
Grissmer found that Texas students generally outperformed
California students on NAEP between 1990 and 1996, a finding
heavily promoted by the Bush campaign.* However, the same report
attributed only about a third of Texas's relative advantage to its
accountability system, with other factors playing a larger role.* A
subsequent RAND report, led by Stephen Klein, directly challenged
the "miracle" narrative by comparing TAAS score trends with NAEP
trends, concluding the state gains were likely inflated.*

Later analysis confirmed the lack of sustained, dramatic progress.
For instance, NAEP data showed that Texas 8th-grade reading
scores in 2009 were identical to those in 1998, undermining the
claim of a continuous miracle driven by the testing regime.*

The controversy surrounding the Texas Miracle serves as a critical
case study in the implementation of high-stakes, test-based
accountability. It highlights the potential for state-level assessment
results to diverge significantly from national benchmarks like NAEP
and illustrates how focusing solely on test scores can mask other
important educational indicators, such as dropout rates or
curriculum quality. The reliance on this contested narrative in the
development of national policy (NCLB) underscores the risks of
basing large-scale reforms on potentially inflated or incomplete data.



I. State Test vs. NAEP Proficiency Discrepancies: Tennessee
(2005) and Mississippi (2023)

Comparing proficiency rates reported by states on their own
assessments with those reported by NAEP often reveals significant
discrepancies, largely because states set their own definitions and
cut scores for "proficiency,” which may not align with NAEP's
standards.

e Tennessee (2005): In the mid-2000s, Tennessee exhibited one
of the largest gaps between state-reported proficiency and
NAEP results. Prior to reforms, the state reported very high
percentages of students as proficient on its own tests
(sometimes exceeding 90%).> However, the 2005 NAEP
assessment painted a starkly different picture: only 27% of
Tennessee 4th graders were proficient or advanced in reading,
and 28% were proficient or advanced in math.* Studies mapping
state standards onto the NAEP scale found Tennessee's 2005
proficiency benchmarks to be exceptionally low, equivalent to
scores well below the NAEP Basic level in both 4th and 8th grade
reading and math.* Consequently, analyses at the time rated
Tennessee's standards as among the least rigorous in the nation
relative to NAEP.” Recognizing this "honesty gap,” Tennessee
subsequently undertook significant reforms to raise its academic
standards and align its state assessments more closely with
NAEP expectations, which initially led to a sharp drop in
state-reported proficiency rates but was seen as a necessary
step toward more accurate reporting.*

o Mississippi (2023): Mississippi provides a more recent example
of the gap between state and national proficiency definitions,
albeit in the context of significant state progress on NAEP over



time. In the 2022-2023 school year, Mississippi reported
proficiency rates (defined as scoring Level 4 'Proficient’ or Level
5 'Advanced’) on its Mississippi Academic Assessment Program
(MAAP) tests that were substantially higher than the proficiency
rates reported for Mississippi students on the 2022 or 2024

NAEP.¢

o Table: Comparison of Mississippi MAAP (2023) and
NAEP (2022/2024) Proficiency Rates (% Proficient or

Advanced)
Subject/Gra | MAAP % NAEP % NAEP % Gap (MAAP
de Proficient+ Proficient+ Proficient+ vs. NAEP
(2023) (2022) (2024) 2022/24)

Math Grade | 56.7% 32% (28% P 38% ~19-25
4 +4% A) points
Math Grade 40.7% 18% (15% P ~18% ~23 points
8 +3%A) (Implied

steady)
Reading 51.7% 31% (25% P 32% ~20 points
Grade 4 +6% A)
Reading 40.7% 22% (20% P | ~22% ~19 points
Grade 8 +2% A) (Implied

steady)




*[62, 63]*

Despite these substantial differences in reported proficiency
*levels*, Mississippi has been widely recognized for making
significant *gains* on NAEP scores over the past decade, particularly
in 4th-grade reading and math.[63, 64, 65] The state has moved
from the bottom of national rankings to performing near or
sometimes above the national average, especially when accounting
for student demographics.[63, 64]

The cases of Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023) illustrate a
critical point: a large gap between state-reported proficiency and
NAEP proficiency does not necessarily mean a state is not making
real academic progress. It primarily indicates that the state has set
its own proficiency standard at a different (often less rigorous) level
than the NAEP Proficient standard. While Tennessee's gap in 2005
reflected genuinely low standards, Mississippi's gap in 2023 coexists
with documented improvement on the NAEP scale itself. Therefore,
comparing state proficiency percentages directly to NAEP
proficiency percentages without acknowledging the different
underlying standards can be misleading. It is essential to distinguish
between a state's absolute performance level relative to a common
benchmark like NAEP and its rate of improvement over time on that
same benchmark.

IV. Analysis of International Testing System Comparisons

A. The U.S. Approach vs. National Testing in Other
Developed/PISA Nations



A recurring theme in debates about US assessment policy is how it
compares to systems in other developed nations. The claim that the
US is unique in lacking a "national standardized test" requires careful
examination of definitions.

The United States does not have a single, federally mandated
standardized test used for high-stakes decisions about individual
student progression, promotion, or school placement throughout
K-12 education.* In this specific sense - the absence of a test like
Singapore's PSLE or historical European matriculation exams - the
claim holds true.

However, the US assessment landscape includes significant national
components:

« National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): Often
called "The Nation's Report Card," NAEP is a long-standing,
congressionally mandated program designed to monitor
educational achievement trends at the national and state
levels.*® It administers assessments in various subjects to
representative samples of students (typically grades 4, 8, and
sometimes 12).% Crucially, NAEP provides aggregate results and
does not report individual student scores for accountability
purposes.® It serves as a national benchmark but not an
individual accountability tool.

» Federally Mandated State Testing: Since the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, and continued under the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), federal law requires states to
administer annual standardized tests in reading and
mathematics to all students in grades 3 through 8, and once in
high school.” States develop or choose their own assessments



aligned to their own state-specific academic standards, leading
to a diverse "patchwork" of tests across the country rather than
a single national exam.” These state tests are typically used for

accountability purposes, affecting school ratings and potentially
other consequences.

International data from the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) indicates that mandatory standardized testing is
common across OECD countries. According to surveys of school
principals, roughly three-quarters of 15-year-olds in OECD nations
attend schools where such tests are used at least annually.® The
frequency of standardized testing in the US appears to be
comparable to or even higher than the OECD average, with nearly all
US students experiencing state-mandated tests multiple times
between grades 3 and 12. The US has one of the largest
proportions of students tested 1-5 times per year among PISA
participants.”

Therefore, the assertion that the US lacks national standardized
testing is accurate only if "national test" is narrowly defined as a
single, uniform, federal exam used for individual student
consequences. The US does have a national monitoring assessment
(NAEP) and a system of federally mandated, frequent,
state-administered standardized tests used for accountability. The
frequency of testing in the US appears relatively high compared to
many international peers.

B. Examination of Specific National Systems

Understanding the diversity of international approaches requires
looking at specific examples often cited in comparison to the US:



» 1. Singapore: Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE):
This is a high-stakes national examination administered to all
students at the end of Primary 6 (around age 12).* Its primary
function is assessment of learning, serving as a critical
mechanism for sorting students into different secondary school
academic streams (e.g., Express, Normal Academic, Normal
Technical, leading towards different post-secondary paths) and
specific secondary schools based on performance.®* The PSLE
thus has significant consequences for individual students'
educational trajectories within Singapore's meritocratic system.®
It also functions as an accountability measure for schools.®
Recent reforms (2021) introduced broader Achievement Levels
(ALs) instead of finely differentiated T-scores to reduce
pressure, but the exam remains a high-stakes gateway, and
debates about associated stress persist.® Calls to abolish it have
been resisted by the government, which views it as an important
checkpoint.*

e 2. Germany: Vergleichsarbeiten (VERA): These "Comparative
Tests" are standardized assessments administered nationwide in
Grades 3 and 8 (with some voluntary use in Grade 6) across all
German federal states.® They cover core subjects like German,
Mathematics, and foreign languages.® The primary purpose of
VERA is diagnostic and formative — assessment for learning.
Results are intended to inform teachers and schools about
student competency levels relative to national standards and
statewide performance, guiding instructional improvements and
school development efforts.* VERA tests are explicitly
low-stakes for individual students (results are not graded) and
generally have no direct high-stakes consequences for teachers
or schools.® The focus is on identifying learning needs and



supporting pedagogical adjustments.®

3. Finland (Basic Education): Finland stands out for its
absence of mandatory, high-stakes national standardized
testing for all students during basic education (grades 1-9).”
Student assessment is predominantly teacher-led, continuous,
and formative, integrated into daily instruction.” Teachers utilize
diverse methods like observation, portfolios, projects, and
discussions to evaluate holistic development.” System-level
performance is monitored through sample-based national
assessments, conceptually similar to NAEP, where a
representative group of students is tested.”? These results inform
policy and identify areas needing resources or support (“positive
discrimination") but are not used for ranking or sanctioning
schools or teachers.” The only high-stakes national
standardized test is the Matriculation Examination, taken
voluntarily at the end of upper secondary school (age 18-19) for
university admission.” The Finnish system relies heavily on
teacher professionalism and trust.”

4. Australia: National Assessment Program - Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN): NAPLAN involves annual standardized
tests in literacy and numeracy administered to all students in
Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 across Australia.” The primary purpose is
system monitoring and school accountability.®® Results are
publicly reported on platforms like the "My School" website,
allowing comparisons between schools.”® While there are no
direct NCLB-style sanctions tied to NAPLAN results ¢, the public
reporting makes it high-stakes for schools, influencing
reputation and potentially enroliment.”® Concerns exist regarding
pressure to “teach to the test" and potential negative impacts on
curriculum and pedagogy.” NAPLAN is generally low-stakes for



individual student progression.*

o 5. Netherlands (Primary Education End-Test): At the end of
primary school (Group 8, age ~12), all Dutch students must take
a mandatory "progression test" (doorstroomtoets), often
historically referred to as the Cito test (Cito being a major
provider).” Schools select from several government-approved
tests covering Dutch language and mathematics.'® The test's
official purpose is to provide an objective, secondary piece of
information to supplement the primary school teacher's
recommendation about the most suitable secondary education
track (VMBO, HAVO, or VWO) for the student.” The teacher's
advice remains the primary factor in placement decisions.'®
Thus, the test carries moderate stakes for students. The results
are also used by the national Education Inspectorate for
evaluating school performance.’® Dutch schools also use
mandatory pupil monitoring systems (LVS) throughout primary
school. Mandatory national exams exist at the end of
secondary education for graduation.®

These examples demonstrate the significant international variation in
how standardized assessments are designed and utilized. Systems
differ greatly in their primary purpose (sorting, diagnosis,
accountability, monitoring), the stakes attached (for students,
teachers, schools), the scope (census vs. sample), and the locus of
control (centralized vs. teacher-driven). Simple comparisons
between countries, particularly regarding the mere presence or
absence of a "national test," risk overlooking these critical contextual
differences. The US system, with its combination of national
monitoring (NAEP) and federally mandated state-level accountability
testing, occupies a distinct position within this diverse international



landscape.

o Table: Comparative Overview of National Assessment
Systems (Selected Countries)

Feature | United | Singap | Germa | Finland | Austral | Netherl
States ore ny (Basic ia ands
(PSLE) (VERA) Ed.) (NAPL (Primar
AN) y
End-Te
st)
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C. Verification of Claims Regarding Test Anxiety (US vs. Finland)

The letter reportedly compares test anxiety levels between students
in the United States and Finland. Verifying this specific comparison
using the provided materials is challenging.

Research directly comparing test anxiety levels between Swedish
and Finnish third graders, using the Children's Test Anxiety Scale
(CTAS), found no statistically significant difference in overall anxiety
levels between the two national groups.* Both groups reported




relatively low levels of test anxiety.” This finding occurred despite
differences in the countries' testing systems and national
performance on international assessments like PISA (where Finland
historically outperformed Sweden).® The study did find that girls
reported higher levels of autonomic reactions (a component of test
anxiety) than boys in both countries.™

Broader OECD analysis based on PISA data suggests that Finland
consistently reports among the lowest levels of student test anxiety
among participating nations.””” This is noteworthy given that Finland
does employ mandatory (though sample-based) assessments.”” This
finding challenges a simplistic view that the mere presence of
testing directly correlates with higher anxiety. PISA data analysis also
indicates that factors beyond testing frequency, such as positive
teacher-student relationships and parental support and
encouragement, are significantly associated with students' overall
well-being and lower levels of school-related anxiety.”®

The provided snippets do not contain direct comparative data on
test anxiety levels specifically between the United States and
Finland. While it is known that the US employs frequent
standardized testing ¢ and Finland generally reports low student
anxiety ', the claim that US students experience higher anxiety than
Finnish students specifically due to differences in testing systems
cannot be directly confirmed or refuted with the available evidence.
The complexity suggested by the Finland/Sweden comparison and
the PISA well-being data indicates that test anxiety is likely
influenced by a confluence of factors, including the perceived stakes
of tests, classroom climate, teaching practices, and cultural
attitudes, not just the frequency or existence of standardized tests
themselves.



D. Verification of Claims Regarding Instructional Time Lost to
Test Preparation (US)

Multiple sources corroborate the claim that a significant amount of
instructional time in US schools is dedicated not only to
administering standardized tests but also, and perhaps more
substantially, to preparing students for these assessments.

e A 2015 study by the Council of the Great City Schools (CGCS),
analyzing testing practices in 66 large urban districts, found that
the average student takes approximately 112 mandated
standardized tests from pre-kindergarten through 12th grade.®
The time spent taking these mandated tests averaged around
20-25 hours per school year (roughly 2.3% of instructional time
for an 8th grader, the most heavily tested grade).®> Importantly,
this figure excluded time spent on practice tests, optional tests
(like AP or college entrance exams), tests administered at the
school or classroom level, and time dedicated to test
preparation activities.®

o A 2013 study by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)
examined two mid-size urban districts and estimated that
students in heavily tested grades spent 20 to 50 hours per year
taking tests, but dedicated an additional 60 to over 110 hours
per year specifically to test preparation.'

« A policy brief from the Pennsylvania State Education Association
(PSEA) cited similar figures, estimating 20 to 50 hours annually
for test administration and up to 110 hours for test preparation in
tested grades.™ This document noted that such extensive time
commitments went far beyond the actual duration of the state's
required PSSA and Keystone exams. "



The CGCS study highlighted that many required tests often overlap
in content and are concentrated within a few months of the school
year, potentially making the testing burden feel even greater than the
percentage of total instructional time suggests.® The study also
found no correlation between the amount of time spent on
mandated testing and student performance on NAEP reading and
math scores.®

The available evidence strongly supports the assertion that
standardized testing consumes substantial instructional time in US
schools. Furthermore, the time dedicated to test preparation
activities appears to significantly exceed the time spent actually
taking the tests, particularly in grades subject to high-stakes
accountability measures." This suggests that analyses of the impact
of testing on education should consider the cumulative effect of
both administration and preparation time, as the latter may be a
primary driver of concerns about narrowed curriculum and reduced
time for non-tested subjects or deeper learning activities.'

V. Examination of Organizational Stances and Influence

A. College Board

The College Board is a major entity in the US educational
assessment landscape. Formally designated as a non-profit
membership organization ™, it administers key standardized tests
including the SAT, PSAT, and the Advanced Placement (AP)
program.” Despite its non-profit status, the organization generates
substantial annual revenue, reported to exceed $1 billion in some
years, primarily from test fees, AP exam fees, and related
educational materials and services.™ This financial scale, coupled
with high executive compensation levels reported in some sources ™,



has led to criticism and questions about the alignment of its
business practices with its non-profit mission." The College Board
also engages in the sale of student data (reportedly with student
opt-in consent) to colleges and universities for recruitment
purposes, generating further revenue.™ Some reports suggest data
may also be sold to technology companies for advertising.®

A significant development was the redesign of the SAT, announced in
2014 and implemented in 2016." This redesign occurred shortly after
David Coleman, a leading architect of the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS), became president of the College Board.™ The
redesigned SAT aimed to align more closely with the knowledge and
skills deemed essential for college and career readiness, which
heavily overlapped with the emphases of the CCSS.” Key changes
included focusing on evidence-based reading and writing, using
relevant vocabulary in context (moving away from obscure "SAT
words"), covering fewer math topics but in greater depth, analyzing
source texts from various disciplines (including science and history,
and foundational US documents), and making the essay optional.™
College Board officials sometimes described this as aligning with the
"evidence" underlying strong state standards generally, rather than
solely with CCSS.'? However, the alignment was widely seen as a
strategic move to ensure the SAT's relevance and competitiveness
against the rival ACT exam, particularly as many states adopted
CCSS or similar standards and began funding statewide
administration of college entrance exams.™

While the College Board does not explicitly advocate for a single
federal national test in the provided materials, its actions contribute
significantly to national standardization in practice. By promoting the
SAT and AP programs nationwide and aligning them with dominant



standards like CCSS and NAEP frameworks, the College Board
influences curriculum and instruction across the country.” It
positions its assessments as vital tools for measuring college
readiness, identifying student potential (e.g., through AP Potential
scores derived from PSAT results), and guiding educational
improvement.” This demonstrates a complex interplay where the
College Board's stated educational mission (expanding opportunity,
measuring readiness) intersects with significant business
imperatives related to revenue generation, market share, and
strategic alignment with prevailing educational policies and
standards.

B. Thomas B. Fordham Institute

The Thomas B. Fordham Institute is an education policy think tank
known for its research and advocacy, generally aligning with
conservative perspectives on education reform.” It frequently
publishes evaluations of state academic standards and advocates
for policies such as charter schools, school choice, and strong
accountability measures.”” Chester Finn Jr., a prominent voice
associated with Fordham, previously served in the U.S. Department
of Education during the Reagan administration and was involved in
efforts to expand NAEP.™

The Fordham Institute has been generally supportive of the Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) in English Language Arts and
Mathematics, viewing them as potentially more rigorous and specific
than the standards previously in place in many states.®’ Fordham's
own reviews assessed the CCSS ELA and Math standards favorably
based on content and rigor.® However, this support is not
unqualified; Fordham has expressed significant reservations about



the quality of national efforts related to science and social studies
standards developed around the same time, deeming them inferior
to what some states had developed independently.’” This
underscores that Fordham's support is contingent on the perceived
quality and rigor of the standards themselves, rather than simply
their commonality.” It should be noted that some individuals
associated with Fordham events or publications have voiced strong
critiques of CCSS and federal overreach in education.™

Fordham is a staunch advocate for the use of standardized testing
as a cornerstone of education policy.™ They argue that standardized
tests provide essential, objective measures of student learning,
which are crucial for several reasons:

« Transparency for Parents: Test results offer objective data on
student achievement and progress, helping parents understand
how their child is performing relative to grade-level
expectations, which may counteract the effects of grade
inflation.™

« Counteracting Grade Inflation: Objective test data can provide
a necessary counterbalance to subjective teacher grading
practices and documented grade inflation, where GPAs rise even
as performance on external measures like NAEP or SAT/ACT
remains flat or declines.™

« Informing Instruction and Intervention: Test results can help
educators identify learning gaps, pinpoint areas where students
need support, evaluate the effectiveness of instructional
programs, and identify teachers or schools excelling or
struggling.”

o Accountability: Fordham supports robust accountability
systems that use test results to evaluate school performance



and potentially teacher effectiveness.® While acknowledging the
need for careful implementation and potential temporary pauses
in consequences during major transitions (like the CCSS rollout),
the principle of accountability based on measured outcomes is
central to their philosophy.®

In essence, the Fordham Institute champions a reform model built on
the pillars of high academic standards (like CCSS ELA/Math),
frequent and objective measurement through standardized testing
aligned to those standards, and meaningful accountability based on
the results. They view this combination as the most effective lever
for driving transparency, equity, and academic improvement in K-12
education.

C. U.S. Chamber of Commerce

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce engages in education policy
primarily through its U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation and its
Center for Education and Workforce.” Its involvement is driven by the
business community's interest in ensuring that the education system
produces graduates equipped with the skills needed for the
workforce and to maintain US economic competitiveness.™

The Chamber is a consistent and strong advocate for federally
mandated statewide standardized testing and robust, data-driven
accountability systems in K-12 education.” They view annual
assessments as indispensable tools for several reasons:

» Equity and Transparency: Mandated testing, particularly with
requirements for disaggregating data by student subgroups
(race, income, disability, English learner status), is seen as
crucial for ensuring that all students, especially those historically



underserved, are visible and their academic needs are
addressed.” They credit NCLB-era policies with improving
achievement for these groups by bringing transparency to
performance gaps.””

« Measuring Progress and Accountability: Standardized tests
provide comparable data needed to measure student progress
against standards, evaluate school effectiveness, and hold the
education system accountable for results.”

« Workforce Readiness: Test results are viewed as indicators of
whether students are acquiring the foundational academic skills
necessary for future employment and contribution to the
economy.” Declining scores on benchmarks like NAEP are
framed as a direct threat to the future workforce and national
competitiveness.™

Reflecting these views, the Chamber actively opposed efforts to
waive federally mandated testing during the COVID-19 pandemic and
argued against proposals to substitute local assessments for
statewide tests, citing concerns about comparability and consistent
standards.” They also advocate for more timely reporting of state
assessment results so the data can be used effectively by parents
and educators.® The Chamber's education initiatives often focus on
strengthening the connection between K-12 education,
postsecondary pathways, and employer needs, promoting programs
like career readiness credentials and skills-based hiring.™

Overall, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce approaches education
policy, particularly testing and accountability, primarily through an
economic and workforce development lens. Their advocacy
emphasizes the need for measurable outcomes, transparency, and
alignment between K-12 education and the demands of the labor



market to ensure individual opportunity and national economic
strength.

VI. Assessment of Proposed Reforms' Feasibility and Context

A. Transferring NAEP Oversight to NIST

The proposal to transfer oversight of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) from the U.S. Department of Education
(and its policy-setting body, the National Assessment Governing
Board, NAGB *°) to the National Institute of Standards and
Technology (NIST) represents a significant conceptual shift.

NIST's established role is as the United States' national metrology
institute. Its mission centers on advancing measurement science,
standards, and technology to enhance economic security and
improve quality of life.” Its expertise lies in areas such as physical
measurements, material science, cybersecurity (e.g., developing the
widely used Cybersecurity Framework CSF 2.0 "), advanced
communications, manufacturing processes, quantum science, and
health/bioscience measurements.¢ NIST is known for its technical
rigor, development of objective standards, calibration services, and
standard reference materials.* It also manages research grants and
cooperative agreements, possessing established processes for
program oversight and financial management.™*’

The likely rationale behind proposing NIST oversight for NAEP is to
leverage the agency's reputation for scientific objectivity, technical
precision, and independence from the political and policy currents
that can influence the Department of Education. The move would
frame large-scale educational assessment less as an education
policy tool and more as a complex technical measurement challenge,



aiming to enhance NAEP's credibility as a neutral, scientifically
grounded indicator of student achievement, insulated from potential
manipulation or policy agendas.

However, the feasibility of such a transfer faces substantial
challenges. NIST currently possesses no institutional expertise in the
specialized fields crucial for managing NAEP, including educational
measurement theory (psychometrics), large-scale assessment
design, curriculum analysis, cognitive science of learning, test
administration in school settings, statistical sampling for diverse
student populations, and the interpretation and reporting of
educational data for policy audiences. NAEP is a complex,
multifaceted operation involving coordination across states, districts,
and schools, requiring deep understanding of educational contexts.*®
NIST would need to either build this capacity internally from scratch
or acquire it, representing a significant departure from its core
mission and competencies. While NIST manages grants and projects
“?, the operational scale and unique nature of NAEP are vastly
different from its current portfolio. Furthermore, the political and
legislative effort required to remove NAEP from the purview of the
Department of Education and NAGB would likely be considerable.

In summary, while the proposal aims to enhance NAEP's technical
integrity and perceived independence by placing it within a
scientifically focused standards agency, it overlooks the critical need
for domain-specific expertise in education and psychometrics. The
practical implementation would require a major organizational shift
and capacity-building effort at NIST, making its feasibility
questionable without significant restructuring and investment.

B. Large-Scale External Proctoring



The call for external proctoring arises from long-standing concerns
about test security and cheating, issues brought to the forefront by
Dr. Cannell's work on the Lake Wobegone effect ¢ and amplified by
the expansion of online and remote testing.” Online proctoring
technologies aim to replicate the security functions of in-person
proctoring—verifying identity, monitoring behavior, securing test
content—in a remote environment.” These systems typically employ
webcams, microphones, screen monitoring software, browser
lockdowns, and increasingly, artificial intelligence (Al) to detect
potentially suspicious activities.™ Human proctors may also be
involved, either monitoring live or reviewing recordings flagged by
Al

From a feasibility perspective, online proctoring offers potential
advantages in convenience and flexibility for test-takers (removing
geographic and time constraints) and scalability for administering
tests to large numbers of individuals simultaneously, potentially
reducing costs associated with physical testing centers and
personnel.” However, the cost-effectiveness depends heavily on the
specific model used. Fully automated Al-driven proctoring is
generally less expensive but offers less immediate intervention
capability than live human proctoring, which is more costly but
considered more secure for high-stakes exams.™ Large-scale
implementation also necessitates universal student access to reliable
computers, webcams, and stable high-speed internet, raising
significant equity concerns.™ Furthermore, ensuring test security in
asynchronous testing environments might require developing very
large item banks or unique test forms for each student to prevent
item exposure.™

The most significant challenges, however, lie in the areas of security



effectiveness and privacy. While designed to deter cheating, online
proctoring cannot fully replicate the environmental control of a
physical testing center, and sophisticated methods of cheating may
still be possible.”* Research comparing the effectiveness and score
equivalence of online proctoring versus traditional methods has
yielded mixed results.” Simultaneously, these systems raise
profound privacy concerns due to their inherently invasive nature,
involving constant video and audio recording, monitoring of
computer activity, and potentially the collection of biometric data
(e.g., facial recognition, keystroke analysis).”" Issues of data security,
storage, usage policies, and compliance with privacy regulations (like
GDPR and FERPA) are paramount.”> Concerns about algorithmic
bias, such as facial recognition systems performing less accurately
for individuals with darker skin tones, also pose significant ethical
and equity challenges.™ Technical glitches and difficulties during
remotely proctored exams can further complicate the process and
negatively impact the testing experience.™

Therefore, while technologically feasible to implement, large-scale
external or remote proctoring involves navigating a complex set of
trade-offs. The potential benefits of enhanced security, convenience,
and scalability must be weighed against substantial costs, logistical
requirements (especially regarding equitable access to technology),
and critical concerns about student privacy, data security, and
potential biases. It is not a straightforward substitute for traditional
proctoring and requires careful consideration of its ethical and
practical implications.

C. Annual Use of Entirely New Test Questions

The proposal to use entirely new sets of questions on standardized



tests each year is motivated by the desire to maximize test security
and prevent the kind of score inflation observed when test items or
forms are reused over multiple years, allowing teachers and students
to become familiar with specific questions.® Using fresh items
annually would eliminate the possibility of teaching directly to known
test questions.”

However, implementing this proposal for large-scale standardized
assessments faces formidable feasibility challenges related to cost
and psychometric practice. Modern assessment programs,
particularly those employing Computerized Adaptive Testing (CAT),
rely on the development and maintenance of extensive, carefully
calibrated "item banks"."” Creating such banks is a
resource-intensive process:

» Item Development Volume: Far more items must be written and
developed than will appear on any single test form. A common
rule of thumb is to develop at least three times the number of
items needed for one test length.'

« Pilot Testing: New items must be pilot tested (field tested) on
large, representative samples of the target population
(potentially hundreds or thousands of examinees) to gather data
on their performance.™

« Psychometric Calibration: Sophisticated statistical models,
typically from Item Response Theory (IRT), are used to analyze
the pilot data and determine the psychometric properties (e.g.,
difficulty, discrimination, guessing parameters) of each item.
This calibration process allows items to be placed on a common
measurement scale.

To replace the entire operational item pool for a large-scale test



every year would require repeating this entire costly and
time-consuming development, piloting, and calibration cycle
annually for thousands of items. This would dramatically escalate
assessment costs and place an enormous, likely unsustainable,
burden on schools and students needed for pilot testing.™

Furthermore, completely replacing the item pool each year poses
significant psychometric problems. A key function of item banking
and IRT is to allow for the equating of test scores across different
forms and administrations over time. This enables meaningful
comparisons of student performance and the tracking of trends. By
maintaining a large bank and carefully introducing new, calibrated
items while retiring old ones, measurement scales can be kept
consistent. Discarding all items annually would break this continuity,
making reliable year-to-year score comparisons and trend analysis
extremely difficult, if not impossible.” Test security in modern
assessment is typically managed through the use of large item banks
(making it unlikely students see the same items) and adaptive
algorithms in CAT (which tailor item selection to individual students),
rather than wholesale annual item replacement.”

In conclusion, while driven by valid security concerns, the proposal
to use entirely new test questions each year for large-scale
assessments appears impractical from both a cost and psychometric
standpoint. It disregards the established principles and advantages
of item banking and IRT used in modern testing, which balance
security with the need for feasibility, cost-efficiency, and longitudinal
score comparability.

VII. Verification of Letter's Framing Context

A. Confirmation of Linda McMahon's 2025 Appointment as



Secretary of Education

The letter's reported framing, addressing Linda McMahon as the U.S.
Secretary of Education in 2025, aligns with the factual timeline of
events as documented in the provided research materials.

Following the 2024 presidential election, President Donald Trump
nominated Linda McMahon to serve as Secretary of Education on
November 19, 2024.> McMahon had previously served in Trump's
first administration as Administrator of the Small Business
Administration (SBA) from 2017 to 2019.2° Her background also
includes co-founding and leading World Wrestling Entertainment
(WWE) with her husband, serving briefly on the Connecticut State
Board of Education (2009-2010), making two unsuccessful runs for
the U.S. Senate from Connecticut, and leading pro-Trump political
action committees and policy institutes.®

McMahon's nomination proceeded through the Senate confirmation
process. The Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP)
Committee held her confirmation hearing on February 13, 2025."?
The committee approved her nomination on February 20, 2025,
along party lines.® The full Senate confirmed Linda McMahon as the
13th U.S. Secretary of Education on March 3, 2025, by a vote of
51-45.> She was sworn into office the same day.*°

Her appointment generated significant controversy. Critics pointed
to her limited direct experience in K-12 education compared to many
predecessors and expressed concern over her alignment with
President Trump's stated intentions to significantly reduce the size
and scope of the federal Department of Education, potentially even
seeking its elimination.* During her confirmation process and upon



taking office, McMahon acknowledged the administration's goal of
returning educational oversight to the states, reducing federal
bureaucracy, and expanding school choice.®

Therefore, the context of addressing a letter to Linda McMahon as
Secretary of Education in early 2025 is factually accurate according
to the timeline established in the provided sources.

VIIl. Summary and Conclusion

This report has systematically verified and contextualized the
primary claims likely presented in a letter attributed to Dr. John J.
Cannell regarding national standardized testing in the United States,
based on the provided research materials.

Synthesis of Findings:

1. Dr. Cannell and the Lake Wobegone Effect: Dr. Cannell's
identity as a physician and activist founder of Friends for
Education is confirmed. His 1987 and 1989 "Lake Wobegone"
reports documenting the statistically impossible phenomenon of
nearly all states reporting above-average scores on low-stakes,
nationally normed student tests are verified historical
publications. Cannell primarily attributed this effect to lax test
security, educator cheating, and outdated norms associated
with internally administered commercial NRTs. A significant point
of divergence arose as some education researchers later
attributed the effect mainly to "teaching to the test" under "high
stakes," despite the low-stakes nature of the tests Cannell
studied. His related publications in Educational Measurement:
Issues and Practice and the later reflection "Lake Woebegone,
Twenty Years Later" are also confirmed.



2. Historical Claims:

@)

The core finding that virtually all states reported
above-average NRT scores in the late 1980s is accurate,
though explained by flawed practices, not actual
achievement.

The 1985 Arkansas scandal involved the theft and sale of a
teacher competency test (part of Governor Clinton's
reforms), a distinct event from the Lake Wobegone effect
concerning student NRTs.

Cannell's account of a 1990 confrontation with Governor
Clinton exists in his writings but lacks independent
verification in the provided snippets.

Significant discrepancies between West Virginia's WestTest
(2005) results and NAEP (2005) reading proficiency are
documented (78% vs. 26%), consistent with Cannell's claims
of score inflation likely linked to reused test questions.
Cannell's claims about California's STAR test (1998-2003)
involving reused items are noted, but specific data
comparing STAR vs. NAEP proficiency during that period is
absent in the provided material.

Cannell's claim of a 1987 legal threat from CTB/McGraw-Hill
relies on his account of a specific letter, though conflict
between Cannell and the publisher is evident.

Cannell's account of the 1990 60 Minutes segment "Teacher
is a Cheater" detailing test fraud is documented, but lacks
independent verification here.

The "Texas Miracle" under Governor George W. Bush was
widely promoted but subsequently debunked by researchers
(including some at RAND) who cited TAAS vs. NAEP
discrepancies, high dropout/retention rates, and curriculum



narrowing as evidence against the narrative.

o Large gaps between state-reported proficiency and NAEP
proficiency are confirmed for Tennessee (2005) and
Mississippi (2023), primarily reflecting differences in
state-set standards versus NAEP standards. This gap can
coexist with actual achievement gains on NAEP, as seen in
Mississippi.

3. International Comparisons:

o The US lacks a single, federal, high-stakes individual student
test but has national monitoring (NAEP) and frequent,
federally mandated state accountability tests. Testing
frequency in the US appears comparable to or higher than
many OECD peers.

o Systems in Singapore (high-stakes sorting), Germany
(low-stakes formative), Finland (sample-based
monitoring/teacher-led), Australia (school accountability via
public reporting), and the Netherlands (secondary advice)
demonstrate significant global diversity in assessment
purpose and stakes.

o Direct data comparing US and Finnish student test anxiety is
lacking in the snippets. Finland generally reports low anxiety
despite some testing, and research suggests factors beyond
test frequency influence anxiety.

o Claims of significant US instructional time lost to test
preparation (often exceeding time spent taking tests) are
supported by multiple studies (CGCS, AFT).

4. Organizational Stances:

o College Board: Operates as a non-profit with large
revenues, aligning its products (SAT redesign) with prevailing
standards (like CCSS) in a way that serves both educational



positioning and business interests (market share, data
sales).

o Fordham Institute: Strongly advocates for rigorous
standards (like CCSS ELA/Math), frequent standardized
testing for objective measurement, and robust accountability
systems as key levers for education reform.

o U.S. Chamber of Commerce: Advocates for mandated
testing and accountability primarily through a workforce
development lens, seeking transparency and measurable
outcomes to ensure K-12 prepares students for economic
competitiveness.

5. Proposed Reforms:

o NAEP to NIST: Conceptually aims for technical
independence but faces major feasibility hurdles due to
NIST's lack of educational/psychometric expertise and the
different operational scale.

o External Proctoring: Technologically feasible but involves
significant trade-offs regarding cost, scalability, equity of
access, security effectiveness, and major student privacy
concerns.

o Annual New Questions: While enhancing security against
item exposure, replacing the entire item pool annually for
large-scale tests is likely psychometrically unsound
(hindering equating/trends) and prohibitively expensive,
contradicting standard item banking practices.

6. Framing Context: The letter's addressing of Linda McMahon as
Secretary of Education in 2025 is factually accurate based on
her confirmed appointment timeline.

Overall Accuracy and Context:



The analysis suggests that many of the core factual claims and
historical references likely contained within Dr. Cannell's letter
possess a basis in verifiable evidence, particularly concerning the
original Lake Wobegone effect, the existence of significant
discrepancies between state test results and NAEP benchmarks (a
persistent issue highlighted by Cannell and corroborated by later
research), the debunking of the Texas Miracle narrative, and the
substantial time dedicated to test preparation in US schools. His
accounts of specific events like the 60 Minutes segment or the
alleged CTB threat rely heavily on his own reporting within the
provided materials.

Crucially, understanding the context is vital. The original Lake
Wobegone effect pertained specifically to low-stakes, internally
administered NRTs with poor security and outdated norms in the
1980s; its causes and implications differ from debates surrounding
later high-stakes state accountability tests under NCLB/ESSA.
Similarly, the Arkansas scandal involved teacher testing, not student
NRTs. International comparisons are highly nuanced; the US lacks a
single federal individual test but engages in frequent state-level
testing and national monitoring, and systems abroad vary immensely
in purpose and stakes.

The letter's likely arguments against certain testing practices find
support in the documented issues of score inflation, state vs. NAEP
gaps, and time lost to test prep. However, the feasibility of the
proposed reforms (NIST oversight, universal external proctoring,
annual item replacement) appears highly questionable based on
practical, financial, and psychometric considerations outlined in the
research. The stances attributed to organizations like College Board,
Fordham, and the US Chamber generally align with their



documented positions, reflecting the ongoing tensions between
market forces, accountability-driven reform, and workforce
preparation goals in US education policy.
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\Washington,
Dear Secretary McMahon,

Congratulations on your appointment as Secretary of Education. Your leadershi

perspective, honed from your impressive tenure at WWE,

ou exceptionally well to recognize the importance of fair, honest competition—both

in the ring and in our nation's classrooms.

| am Dr. John J. Cannell, founder of Friends for Education, Inc., and author of the

influential 1988 “L ake Woebegone” reports, which famously exposed the absurdity of

This startling revelation was not merely a statistical anomaly but evidence of a

Observing young patients labeled as "above average" on school tests yet unable to

Practice, and the groundbreaking follow-up, "How Public Educators Cheat," in 1988.



manipulated standardized test scores. Test publishers, most notabl

CTB/McGraw-Hill, provided schools with recycled questions, effectively allowing

teachers to teach the test answers instead of the curriculum. Schools administered

tests with lax oversight, enabling widespread cheating, and publishers actively,
tailored norms to create the illusion of progress. My findings were highlighted

by leading media outlets including The Wall Street Journal, CBS's 60

Minutes, and The New York Times, capturing national attention.

Yet, despite this exposure, meaningful reform eluded us. In 1990, | personall

confronted then-Governor Bill Clinton at an education writers’ conference abouf]

inflated test scores in Arkansas. Under the leadership of Hillary Clinton, the Arkansas
Metropolitan Achievement Testing program reported miraculous gains, transforming

the worst to among the best nationwide—only to plummet back once
Governor Clinton left for the presidency. This episode starkl

superficial and transient nature of manipulated educational statistics.

Throughout the following decades, similar patterns persisted. States continued

reporting inflated scores, unsupported by independent benchmarks like the National

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). For instance, in 2005 Tennessee’s

state assessments claimed 88% proficiency, while NAEP exposed the harsh reality

children's true academic abilities. Students have been deprived of meaningful



learning opportunities, instead forced into endless cycles of test preparation that

education over testing rituals.

The United States remains a glaring outlier in global education, notably as the only,
major developed nation without a legitimate, standardized national assessmen
providing transparent, reliable data to parents and policymakers alike. Countries like
Germany, Singapore, Finland, and Japan maintain standardized national
assessments administered by independent agencies, ensuring consistency, fairness,

stem, often managed

provide credible, independent oversight, ensuring NAEP results accurately,

reflect student achievement without political interference or local

Mandate External Test Administration and Scoring: Independent, third-part

entities should design, administer, and score standardized tests. This simple
measure would eliminate inherent conflicts of interest, ensuring genuine

accountability.

Require Annual Updates of Test Questions from Secure Item Banks: To

prevent predictability and cheating, assessments must draw annually from

secure, expansive question banks, a standard practice in education systems
Discourage Narrow Test Preparation: Policies should encourage broade
educational curricula, fostering critical thinking and genuine learning, rathe
than merely teaching to the test.

McMahon, your stated commitment to educational reform aligns perfectly
with these recommendations. In your recent remarks on NAEP, you highlighted the

critical need for reliable, standardized assessments. This alignment of vision

presents a unique and powerful opportunity for meaningful change.



families deserve nothing less than absolute honesty and fairness in their education

system. Let us ensure that American education once again becomes synonymous|

with integrity, excellence, and trust.

Respectfully,

Dr. John J. Cannell
President, Friends for Education, Inc.
iirc1948@agmail.com

725) 266-2158

: (Please insert your curated list of 100 influential stakeholders with

their respective email addresses here.
\Write something...
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	You said: 
	- Research suggests Dr. John J. Cannell’s claims about U.S. standardized testing issues, like score inflation, are largely accurate. 
	- It seems likely that historical events, such as the "Lake Wobegone Effect" and state vs. NAEP gaps, reflect real challenges, with some details needing further verification. 
	- The evidence leans toward proposed reforms facing feasibility issues, with no recent implementation as of April 2025. 
	- There’s ongoing controversy around testing’s role, with some advocating for reduced emphasis and others seeing it as essential for accountability. 
	 
	--- 
	 
	### Answer 
	 
	**Dr. Cannell’s Background and Claims**   
	Dr. John J. Cannell, a physician and activist, is confirmed to have founded Friends for Education and published reports in the 1980s on standardized testing, including the "Lake Wobegone Effect," where nearly all states reported above-average scores—a statistical impossibility due to lax security and outdated norms. Research suggests these claims are accurate for the context of low-stakes tests at the time. 
	 
	**Historical Events and Discrepancies**   
	The report verifies historical events like the 1985 Arkansas teacher testing scandal, involving test theft, and the debunking of the "Texas Miracle," showing inflated scores due to high dropout rates. State vs. NAEP proficiency gaps, seen in Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023), are confirmed, with Mississippi showing progress on NAEP despite gaps, highlighting differing standards. 
	 
	**International and Organizational Context**   
	The U.S. lacks a single federal test but has frequent state testing and NAEP, comparable to OECD averages. International systems vary, like Singapore’s high-stakes PSLE and Finland’s teacher-led assessments. Organizations like the College Board and Fordham Institute support testing for accountability, while the U.S. Chamber of Commerce sees it as vital for workforce readiness. 
	 
	**Proposed Reforms and Feasibility**   
	Proposed reforms, such as transferring NAEP to NIST or using new test questions annually, face significant challenges due to cost and expertise, with no evidence of implementation by 2025. Large-scale external proctoring is feasible but raises privacy and equity concerns. 
	 
	**Recent Developments**   
	As of April 2025, recent NAEP results show continued declines in reading and little math improvement, reinforcing the report’s concerns. Policy debates, like Florida’s bill to reduce testing, reflect ongoing tensions, but don’t contradict the report’s findings. 
	 
	In summary, research suggests Dr. Cannell’s claims are largely true, with some details needing further verification, and the report remains accurate given recent developments. 
	 
	--- 
	 
	### Survey Note: Comprehensive Analysis of Claims Regarding National Standardized Testing in the United States 
	 
	This section provides a detailed examination of the verification report provided, focusing on Dr. John J. Cannell’s claims about national standardized testing in the U.S., their historical context, international comparisons, organizational stances, proposed reforms, and recent developments as of 03:07 PM PDT on Monday, April 14, 2025. The analysis is grounded in the provided report and supplemented by web-based research to ensure accuracy and relevance, aiming to offer a professional, comprehensive overview for stakeholders interested in education policy. 
	 
	#### Verification of Dr. John J. Cannell’s Background and Claims 
	 
	Dr. John J. Cannell’s identity as a physician and activist is confirmed, with his work extending to founding Friends for Education in West Virginia during the 1980s. His seminal reports, "Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement Testing in America’s Public Schools: How All Fifty States are Above the National Average" (1987) and "How Public Educators Cheat on Standardized Achievement Tests: The 'Lake Wobegon' Report" (1989), are well-documented, bringing national attention to test score inflation ([Lake Wobegone Effect](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Wobegon_effect)). The "Lake Wobegone Effect" describes the statistically impossible finding that nearly all states reported above-average scores on nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs), attributed to lax security, educator cheating, outdated norms, and conflicts of interest. The report notes these were low-stakes tests, contrasting with later high-stakes state accountability tests under No Child Left Behind (NCLB). 
	 
	Cannell’s publications in *Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice* (1988) and his 2006 reflection, "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later," accessible via ResearchGate, further document his findings. A divergence in interpretation emerged, with some researchers attributing score inflation to "teaching to the test" under high-stakes conditions, despite the low-stakes nature of Cannell’s studied tests, potentially diverting attention from administrative vulnerabilities. 
	 
	#### Historical Claims and Events 
	 
	The report verifies the "all 50 states above average" claim, with Cannell’s 1987 report documenting this phenomenon, explained by outdated norms, norm selection, and lax administration practices. The 1985 Arkansas teacher testing controversy, part of Act 76 championed by Governor Bill Clinton, required teachers to pass basic skills tests, facing issues like test theft and misreported scores, with 1,354 teachers losing licenses ([Arkansas Teacher Testing](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arkansas_Education_Reform_of_1983)). This is distinct from the Lake Wobegone Effect, focusing on teacher rather than student testing. 
	 
	Cannell’s 1990 confrontation with Clinton, alleging widespread cheating, is noted in his 2006 article but lacks independent verification. West Virginia’s WestTest (2004) showed significant score inflation compared to NAEP (2005), with 78% proficiency on state tests versus 26% on NAEP, likely due to reused questions. California’s STAR test (1998-2003) claims of item reuse are noted, but specific STAR vs. NAEP data is absent for verification. Cannell’s claim of a 1987 legal threat from CTB/McGraw-Hill is based on his account, with conflict evident but specifics unverified. The 1990 60 Minutes segment "Teacher is a Cheater" is documented, focusing on test fraud, but lacks independent archival verification here. 
	 
	The "Texas Miracle," promoted by Governor Bush, claimed test score gains, but was debunked by research showing discrepancies with NAEP, high dropout rates, and curriculum narrowing, with RAND reports highlighting statistical manipulation ([Texas Miracle Debunked](https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2015/10/14/the-texas-miracle-in-education-really-was-a-miracle-and-not-the-good-kind/)). State vs. NAEP gaps are confirmed for Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023), with tables showing significant differences, e.g., Mississippi’s MAAP (2023) reporting 56.7% proficient in 4th-grade math vs. 38% on NAEP (2024), reflecting differing standards. 
	 
	**Table: Comparison of Mississippi MAAP (2023) and NAEP (2022/2024) Proficiency Rates (% Proficient or Advanced)** 
	 
	| Subject/Grade | MAAP % Proficient+ (2023) | NAEP % Proficient+ (2022) | NAEP % Proficient+ (2024) | Gap (MAAP vs. NAEP 2022/24) | 
	|---------------|---------------------------|---------------------------|---------------------------|-----------------------------| 
	| Math Grade 4  | 56.7%                     | 32% (28% P + 4% A)        | 38%                       | ~19-25 points               | 
	| Math Grade 8  | 40.7%                     | 18% (15% P + 3% A)        | ~18% (Implied steady)     | ~23 points                  | 
	| Reading Grade 4 | 51.7%                   | 31% (25% P + 6% A)        | 32%                       | ~20 points                  | 
	| Reading Grade 8 | 40.7%                   | 22% (20% P + 2% A)        | ~22% (Implied steady)     | ~19 points                  | 
	 
	These gaps highlight the need to distinguish between state standards and NAEP benchmarks, with Mississippi showing NAEP gains despite gaps. 
	 
	#### International Testing System Comparisons 
	 
	The U.S. lacks a single federal test for individual consequences but has NAEP and state-mandated tests, with testing frequency comparable to OECD averages ([International Testing Systems](https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA2018_Results_Volume_I.pdf)). Specific systems include: 
	- Singapore’s PSLE, high-stakes for sorting students into secondary tracks. 
	- Germany’s VERA, low-stakes and formative for teacher development. 
	- Finland’s teacher-led assessments with sample-based national tests, low anxiety reported. 
	- Australia’s NAPLAN, focused on school accountability via public reporting. 
	- Netherlands’ end-test, moderate stakes for secondary track advice. 
	 
	Test anxiety claims lack direct U.S.-Finland data, but OECD PISA data suggests Finland’s low anxiety, challenging the notion that testing frequency alone drives anxiety. U.S. instructional time lost to test prep is significant, with studies like the Council of the Great City Schools (2015) estimating 20-25 hours for testing and up to 110 hours for preparation annually, supported by AFT and PSEA studies. 
	 
	#### Organizational Stances and Influence 
	 
	The College Board, a non-profit with over $1 billion in revenue, aligns SAT and AP with standards like Common Core, balancing educational mission with business interests ([College Board](https://www.collegeboard.org/about)). Fordham Institute advocates for rigorous standards, testing, and accountability, viewing them as essential for transparency and equity. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce supports testing for workforce readiness, opposing waivers during COVID-19, emphasizing measurable outcomes for economic competitiveness. 
	 
	#### Assessment of Proposed Reforms’ Feasibility 
	 
	Transferring NAEP to NIST aims for technical independence but faces challenges due to NIST’s lack of educational expertise, with no evidence of implementation by 2025. Large-scale external proctoring, using AI and webcams, is feasible but raises cost, equity, and privacy concerns, with mixed research on effectiveness. Annual new test questions are impractical, requiring costly item development and hindering score equating, contradicting modern psychometric practices. 
	 
	#### Recent Developments and Context 
	 
	As of April 2025, Florida’s bill to remove testing requirements for graduation aligns with states lowering standards, amid declining NAEP scores ([Recent Testing Trends](https://www.cnn.com/2025/01/29/us/education-standardized-test-scores/index.html)). International systems show no major 2025 changes, maintaining the report’s comparisons. Proposed reforms remain unimplemented, supporting the report’s feasibility assessments. 
	 
	#### Conclusion 
	 
	The report accurately verifies Cannell’s claims, with historical evidence supporting score inflation, state vs. NAEP gaps, and testing time issues. Recent developments add context but don’t alter core findings, with proposed reforms facing significant challenges as of April 2025. 
	 
	--- 
	 
	### Key Citations 
	- [Lake Wobegone Effect standardized testing](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Wobegone_effect) 
	- [Arkansas Teacher Testing Controversy 1985](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arkansas_Education_Reform_of_1983) 
	- [Texas Miracle Standardized Testing Debunked](https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2015/10/14/the-texas-miracle-in-education-really-was-a-miracle-and-not-the-good-kind/) 
	- [International Standardized Testing Systems 2025](https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA2018_Results_Volume_I.pdf) 
	- [Recent Developments National Standardized Testing US 2025](https://www.cnn.com/2025/01/29/us/education-standardized-test-scores/index.html) 
	- [College Board Role in Standardized Testing](https://www.collegeboard.org/about) 
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	Verification Report: Analysis of Claims Regarding National Standardized Testing in the United States 
	I. Introduction 

	Purpose: This report provides a detailed verification and contextual analysis of claims made in a letter attributed to Dr. John J. Cannell concerning national standardized testing in the United States. The objective is to meticulously examine and verify the accuracy and context of the letter's primary claims, historical references, comparisons to international systems, assertions about organizational stances, and proposed reforms. The analysis aims to establish the factual accuracy and provide necessary context for understanding the arguments presented, based strictly on the provided research material. 
	Structure: The report systematically examines the following areas: Dr. John J. Cannell's identity and foundational work on the "Lake Woebegone Effect"; specific historical claims about US testing practices and notable events; comparisons made between the US assessment landscape and international systems; the stated positions and influence of relevant organizations mentioned in the letter; the feasibility and context of proposed reforms; and the contextual accuracy of the letter's framing, specifically regarding the hypothetical 2025 appointment of Linda McMahon as Secretary of Education. 
	II. Dr. John J. Cannell and the "Lake Woebegone Effect": Verification and Context 

	A. Confirmation of Dr. Cannell's Background and Work 
	The identity and work of Dr. John Jacob Cannell are confirmed through multiple sources. He is identified as a physician, initially practicing as a general practitioner in West Virginia during the 1980s.1 He later became a board-certified psychiatrist, practicing in New Mexico and California.3 During his time in West Virginia, Dr. Cannell founded the non-profit citizens' group "Friends for Education".1 This organization was the vehicle through which he published his influential reports on standardized testing. 
	Dr. Cannell's activities extended beyond educational testing. He was known for his anti-smoking activism in the 1980s, gaining media attention for refusing to treat smokers in his West Virginia clinic (except in emergencies).1 Later in his career, he focused significantly on the health implications of Vitamin D, founding the Vitamin D Council and publishing research on the topic.1 Within West Virginia, Friends for Education engaged in broader school reform efforts, including campaigns highlighting school maintenance issues (e.g., the "Dirtiest School in West Virginia Contest") and filing complaints with the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission regarding alleged gender discrimination in the hiring of school administrators.1 This background establishes Dr. Cannell as an activist figure involved in various public health and social issues, with his work on testing being a prominent part of his advocacy during the late 1980s. 
	B. Verification of the "Lake Woebegone" Reports (1987, 1988/89) 
	The existence of Dr. Cannell's seminal reports on standardized testing is well-documented. 
	1.​Nationally Normed Elementary Achievement Testing in America's Public Schools: How All Fifty States are Above the National Average (1987): This initial report, published by Friends for Education, focused on the phenomenon of inflated test scores at the elementary school level across the United States.2 
	2.​How Public Educators Cheat on Standardized Achievement Tests: The "Lake Wobegon" Report (1989, sometimes cited as 1988): This follow-up report, also self-published via Friends for Education, expanded the analysis to include secondary school grades and provided results from a survey detailing test security practices (or lack thereof) across the 50 states.3 
	These reports garnered significant national media attention at the time, bringing the issue of test score validity into the public spotlight.2 
	C. Analysis of the "Lake Woebegone Effect" Concept and Its Interpretation 
	The term "Lake Wobegone Effect," coined in reference to Garrison Keillor's fictional radio town where "all the children are above average," describes the statistically impossible finding reported by Dr. Cannell in the late 1980s: virtually every US state claimed its students' average scores on nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs) exceeded the "national average" provided by the test publishers.2 
	Dr. Cannell attributed this phenomenon to several key factors related to the specific context of how these tests were being used and administered: 
	●​Educator Cheating and Inappropriate Practices: Direct manipulation such as erasing incorrect answers, providing answers during testing, or extensive coaching on actual test items.3 
	●​Lax Test Security: A critical factor was the lack of secure administration protocols for these commercially available, "off-the-shelf" NRTs, which were typically administered internally by school districts without external oversight. This allowed practices such as teachers viewing test content beforehand, providing unlimited testing time, and reusing the same test forms year after year, leading to item familiarity.4 
	●​Outdated or Inadequate Norms: Test publishers often used norming groups that were several years old or potentially not fully representative of the current national student population. Comparing current students to older, possibly lower-performing norm groups could artificially inflate the percentage of students scoring "above average".2 Publishers were also reportedly willing to supply various "national norms" upon request, allowing districts to select favorable comparisons.7 
	●​Conflict of Interest: School administrators reported scores from tests that reflected on their own performance, creating an incentive to present results in the best possible light.11 
	It is crucial to understand that the tests primarily involved in Cannell's original reports were low-stakes NRTs used for diagnostic or informational purposes, not the high-stakes state accountability tests that became prevalent later under NCLB.4 The core issue identified by Cannell was less about the intrinsic nature of standardized testing itself and more about the non-standardized, insecure conditions under which these particular low-stakes NRTs were administered and the misleading way results based on outdated norms were reported. The lack of external controls and standardized administration procedures was a key enabling factor for the observed score inflation. 
	Following Cannell's reports, a significant divergence emerged in the interpretation of the Lake Wobegone Effect's cause. While Cannell emphasized deliberate manipulation, cheating, and security failures enabled by the low-stakes, internally administered nature of the tests 4, some prominent education researchers, particularly those associated with the Center for Research on Education Standards and Student Testing (CRESST), attributed the score inflation primarily to "teaching to the test" (test preparation or coaching) induced by a "high-stakes" testing environment.4 This interpretation gained considerable traction within the education research community and policy discourse 11, despite the apparent contradiction that the majority of tests Cannell documented lacked high stakes for students or schools.4 This shift in explanation potentially diverted attention from the specific administrative and security vulnerabilities Cannell highlighted towards a broader critique of high-stakes testing, conflating the issues
	D. Verification of Cited Publications (Educational Measurement, "Twenty Years Later") 
	Dr. Cannell disseminated his findings through peer-reviewed publications in addition to his self-published reports. Citations confirm his work appeared in Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice (EM:IP) in 1988.8 The journal also hosted subsequent debate and discussion on the Lake Wobegone effect, including further contributions from Cannell.8 
	The existence of a later reflective piece, "Lake Woebegone,” Twenty Years Later", is also confirmed. It is cited as being published in the Independent Education Review in 2006 and is accessible via the academic repository ResearchGate.7 This article appears to serve as a retrospective account of Cannell's experiences with the initial reports and offers his updated observations on testing practices and score inflation issues in states like West Virginia and California in the mid-2000s.7 
	III. Fact-Checking Historical Claims and Events in U.S. Testing 

	A. The "All 50 States Above Average" Claim (Late 1980s) 
	Dr. Cannell's 1987 report indeed documented the widespread phenomenon of states reporting average student scores on nationally norm-referenced tests (NRTs) as being above the test publisher's designated "national average" or norm group performance.2 His 1989 follow-up report indicated that 48 out of 50 states continued to report such results.3 This outcome was statistically impossible if "average" referred to the median or mean performance of the current national student population taking the test.6 
	The explanation for this paradox lies not in a sudden surge in national achievement, but in the testing practices of the time. Key contributing factors included: 
	●​Outdated Norms: Test publishers often did not re-norm their tests frequently due to the cost involved. Consequently, schools were comparing their current students' scores against the performance of a norming group tested years earlier, which may have performed at a lower level. This "score creep" made it appear that current students were performing better than the "average".2 
	●​Norm Selection: Publishers sometimes offered different norm groups, and districts could potentially select norms that presented their students' performance more favorably.7 
	●​Lax Administration and Security: As detailed previously (Section II.C), practices like teaching specific test items due to reuse of forms, non-standard timing, and potential direct cheating inflated scores relative to the original norming conditions.2 
	Therefore, the "all states above average" claim accurately reflects the reported data landscape for low-stakes NRTs in the late 1980s, but this landscape was itself a product of flawed testing and reporting practices rather than a true reflection of national achievement. 
	B. The 1985 Arkansas Teacher Testing Controversy and Governor Clinton's Role 
	In 1983, Arkansas enacted Act 76, a significant piece of legislation championed by then-Governor Bill Clinton as part of a larger package of education reforms aimed at addressing perceived systemic failures in the state's schools.28 Arkansas schools were ranked poorly on metrics like per-pupil spending and student outcomes.30 Hillary Rodham Clinton chaired the Arkansas Education Standards Committee that developed the reform proposals.30 
	A highly controversial component of Act 76 was the requirement that all practicing teachers pass a basic skills test (covering areas like reading comprehension and mathematics relevant to teaching tasks) to maintain their certification.28 This made Arkansas the first state to mandate competency testing for its existing teacher workforce.28 Governor Clinton advocated for the measure, arguing it would bolster public confidence in teachers 28, though it faced strong opposition from the Arkansas Education Association (AEA) and the state's Black legislative caucus.28 
	The tests were administered during the 1984-1985 school year.28 In March 1985, a major scandal erupted when it was revealed that a copy of the reading and mathematics sections of the basic skills test had been stolen from a supposedly secure warehouse and was being sold to teachers for significant sums (reports ranged from $100 to $1,000) prior to the test date.28 The Arkansas State Police launched an investigation into this security breach.31 
	Beyond the theft, the testing process was plagued by other issues, including hundreds of misreported scores and incorrectly graded essays.28 Despite provisions for remediation and retesting, ultimately 1,354 teachers failed to pass the basic skills test and consequently lost their teaching licenses.28 The teacher testing program underwent subsequent legislative modifications (Act 350 of 1985, Act 512 of 1987) and was discontinued for in-service teachers by the end of summer 1987.28 
	This incident in Arkansas, while involving standardized testing and issues of test security, differs fundamentally from the Lake Wobegone effect. The Arkansas scandal centered on the high-stakes testing of teachers for recertification, involving a physical theft and sale of test materials. The Lake Wobegone effect concerned the inflated reporting of student scores on low-stakes, nationally normed tests due to administrative practices, outdated norms, and potential cheating under conditions of lax security. Conflating the two events or their causes would be inaccurate. 
	C. The Alleged 1990 Clinton Confrontation: Evidence and Context 
	In his 2006 reflective article, "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later," Dr. Cannell recounts an encounter with then-Governor Bill Clinton.20 Cannell states that during an Education Writers Association meeting in Chicago in April 1990, he publicly confronted Clinton regarding allegations of widespread cheating on standardized tests within Arkansas schools.20 According to Cannell's account, Clinton expressed surprise and pledged to investigate ("Gosh, we’ll look into that").20 Cannell further claims that following subsequent press coverage in Arkansas newspapers detailing his charges, the state announced plans to improve test security.20 
	The provided research snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim that this confrontation occurred and that he attributes subsequent changes in Arkansas test security, in part, to this event and the resulting media attention.8 He references specific newspaper articles (though the articles themselves are not provided) as evidence of the aftermath.8 However, independent verification of the confrontation itself, the precise nature of Clinton's response, or a direct causal link between this specific event and changes in Arkansas's testing policies is not available within the analyzed materials. The evidence rests primarily on Dr. Cannell's published recollection of the incident. 
	D. West Virginia's WestTest (2004): Score Inflation and NAEP Comparisons 
	Dr. Cannell alleges a pattern of test score inflation in West Virginia extending beyond the initial Lake Wobegone reports. He claims the state utilized the same form (Form S) of the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition (SAT-9), a norm-referenced test, for eight consecutive years from 1996 to 2002.7 During this period, reported scores soared, with most counties appearing to score above the national average.7 
	In 2004, West Virginia transitioned to a new state assessment, the West Virginia Educational Standards Test (WestTest), a criterion-referenced test developed in consultation with CTB/McGraw-Hill.7 Cannell asserts, based on information purportedly from the West Virginia Department of Education, that 80% of the questions on the WestTest remained the same from year to year.7 He also notes an absence of explicit prohibitions in the state's "Testing Code of Ethics" against teachers viewing test questions during administration.7 
	A stark discrepancy emerged when comparing WestTest results to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) around this time. In 2005, state reports indicated that 78% of West Virginia third graders achieved "at or above mastery" in reading/language arts on the WestTest.7 In contrast, the 2005 NAEP results showed that only 26% of West Virginia's fourth graders performed at or above the Proficient level in reading.7 
	Cannell attributes this significant gap—West Virginia students appearing proficient on the state test but not on the national benchmark—to the continued practice of teaching to the test, facilitated by the high percentage of reused questions on the WestTest.7 Such direct teaching to known items is not possible with NAEP, which employs rigorous security and does not reuse operational items in predictable ways.7 This West Virginia example serves as a concrete illustration of a recurring theme in testing debates: the potential for state-specific assessment systems, particularly those with security vulnerabilities like item reuse, to produce inflated results that diverge significantly from national benchmarks like NAEP. This divergence raises questions about the validity of the state test scores as indicators of genuine student learning comparable across states or to national standards. 
	E. California's STAR Test (1998-2003): Score Inflation and NAEP Comparisons 
	In his "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" article, Dr. Cannell also addresses California's Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) program, which was implemented starting in 1998.20 He specifically criticizes the practice of reusing the same test booklets and, therefore, the same test questions, for five consecutive years within this program.20 He implies that this practice, similar to the situation he described in West Virginia, led to artificial score inflation on the STAR tests when compared to California's performance on NAEP.2017 notes that prior to the California Standards Tests (CST), which became part of STAR, California used various norm-referenced tests (like the SAT-9 and CTBS) and experienced the general phenomenon of "score creep" associated with outdated norms. 
	While the snippets confirm that Cannell made these claims regarding the STAR program and item reuse 20, they do not provide specific quantitative data comparing California's STAR test proficiency rates with its NAEP proficiency rates for the period 1998-2003 or 1998-2004. The available snippets related to California testing during this era offer only general context or data unrelated to this specific comparison.32 Therefore, the specific claim of significant STAR score inflation relative to NAEP during 1998-2003, attributed to item reuse, cannot be independently verified solely based on the provided research material. Further data comparing STAR and NAEP trends for California in that timeframe would be needed to substantiate this specific point beyond Cannell's assertion. 
	F. Alleged Threats from CTB/McGraw-Hill (1987): Verification Status 
	Dr. Cannell asserts in his 2006 retrospective that prior to publishing his initial 1987 Lake Wobegone report, he received threats of legal action from the test publisher CTB/McGraw-Hill.20 He specifically references a letter dated July 24, 1987, from David Deffley, then General Manager of CTB/McGraw-Hill, as evidence of this threat.8 CTB/McGraw-Hill published widely used tests like the California Achievement Test (CAT) and the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS), which were subjects of Cannell's analysis.2 
	The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's claim regarding the threat and the existence of the cited letter.8 However, independent verification of the letter's specific content or the precise nature of the alleged threat is not available within these materials.24 It is documented that CTB/McGraw-Hill officials publicly disputed Cannell's interpretations regarding test norms and the causes of score inflation around the time his report was released.2 Thus, while a conflict clearly existed between Cannell and the test publisher, the specific allegation of a lawsuit threat rests on Cannell's account of the 1987 correspondence. 
	G. The 60 Minutes Segment "Teacher is a Cheater" (1990): Existence and Content 
	Dr. Cannell states in "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" that his work was featured in a segment on the CBS news program 60 Minutes, titled "Teacher is a Cheater," which aired on March 25, 1990.20 His account indicates the segment supported his findings, reporting that standardized tests used in schools were often fraudulent and that various forms of educator cheating were widespread.20 These included direct falsification of answer sheets, coaching students during tests, and using test preparation materials that closely mirrored or were identical to the actual test items.20 
	The provided snippets confirm Dr. Cannell's recollection of the 60 Minutes segment, including its title, purported air date, and general focus on test fraud and educator cheating.20 Independent verification through archival footage, transcripts, or contemporary news reports is not present in the analyzed materials. 
	H. Debunking of the Texas "Miracle" under Governor George W. Bush 
	The narrative of the "Texas Miracle" emerged in the late 1990s and early 2000s, crediting Texas's implementation of a high-stakes testing and accountability system based on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) with producing significant gains in student test scores, particularly for minority students, and narrowing achievement gaps.44 This narrative played a crucial role in shaping the education platform of then-Governor George W. Bush during his 2000 presidential campaign and provided a model and rationale for the subsequent federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001.44 
	However, this "miracle" narrative was contemporaneously and subsequently challenged by numerous researchers and analysts, who argued it was more accurately described as a "myth" or even an "outright fraud".44 The critiques centered on several key points: 
	●​Discrepancy with National Benchmarks: Critics pointed to a significant gap between the rising scores reported on the state's TAAS test and the relatively flatter performance of Texas students on the NAEP. This suggested that the TAAS gains might be inflated due to factors like teaching specifically to that test, rather than reflecting broad improvements in learning.44 
	●​Rising Dropout and Retention Rates: Research indicated that during the "miracle" period, Texas experienced increases in student retention in lower grades (especially 9th grade) and soaring dropout rates, particularly among African American and Hispanic students.48 These trends could artificially inflate test passing rates and graduation statistics by systematically removing lower-performing students from the cohort being tested or graduating.48 
	●​Exclusionary Practices: Concerns were raised about increasing numbers of students being classified as needing special education or having limited English proficiency, potentially leading to their exclusion from the main testing pool and accountability calculations.50 
	●​Curriculum Narrowing: Educators and researchers documented intense pressure on schools to focus instruction narrowly on the content and format of the TAAS test, potentially sacrificing deeper learning and a broader curriculum.48 
	The RAND Corporation produced influential but somewhat conflicting reports on the matter. An initial study led by David Grissmer found that Texas students generally outperformed California students on NAEP between 1990 and 1996, a finding heavily promoted by the Bush campaign.44 However, the same report attributed only about a third of Texas's relative advantage to its accountability system, with other factors playing a larger role.44 A subsequent RAND report, led by Stephen Klein, directly challenged the "miracle" narrative by comparing TAAS score trends with NAEP trends, concluding the state gains were likely inflated.44 
	Later analysis confirmed the lack of sustained, dramatic progress. For instance, NAEP data showed that Texas 8th-grade reading scores in 2009 were identical to those in 1998, undermining the claim of a continuous miracle driven by the testing regime.45 
	The controversy surrounding the Texas Miracle serves as a critical case study in the implementation of high-stakes, test-based accountability. It highlights the potential for state-level assessment results to diverge significantly from national benchmarks like NAEP and illustrates how focusing solely on test scores can mask other important educational indicators, such as dropout rates or curriculum quality. The reliance on this contested narrative in the development of national policy (NCLB) underscores the risks of basing large-scale reforms on potentially inflated or incomplete data. 
	I. State Test vs. NAEP Proficiency Discrepancies: Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023) 
	Comparing proficiency rates reported by states on their own assessments with those reported by NAEP often reveals significant discrepancies, largely because states set their own definitions and cut scores for "proficiency," which may not align with NAEP's standards. 
	●​Tennessee (2005): In the mid-2000s, Tennessee exhibited one of the largest gaps between state-reported proficiency and NAEP results. Prior to reforms, the state reported very high percentages of students as proficient on its own tests (sometimes exceeding 90%).52 However, the 2005 NAEP assessment painted a starkly different picture: only 27% of Tennessee 4th graders were proficient or advanced in reading, and 28% were proficient or advanced in math.54 Studies mapping state standards onto the NAEP scale found Tennessee's 2005 proficiency benchmarks to be exceptionally low, equivalent to scores well below the NAEP Basic level in both 4th and 8th grade reading and math.56 Consequently, analyses at the time rated Tennessee's standards as among the least rigorous in the nation relative to NAEP.59 Recognizing this "honesty gap," Tennessee subsequently undertook significant reforms to raise its academic standards and align its state assessments more closely with NAEP expectations, which initially led to a sharp
	●​Mississippi (2023): Mississippi provides a more recent example of the gap between state and national proficiency definitions, albeit in the context of significant state progress on NAEP over time. In the 2022-2023 school year, Mississippi reported proficiency rates (defined as scoring Level 4 'Proficient' or Level 5 'Advanced') on its Mississippi Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) tests that were substantially higher than the proficiency rates reported for Mississippi students on the 2022 or 2024 NAEP.61​ 
	○​Table: Comparison of Mississippi MAAP (2023) and NAEP (2022/2024) Proficiency Rates (% Proficient or Advanced) 
	Subject/Grade 
	MAAP % Proficient+ (2023) 
	NAEP % Proficient+ (2022) 
	NAEP % Proficient+ (2024) 
	Gap (MAAP vs. NAEP 2022/24) 
	Math Grade 4 
	56.7% 
	32% (28% P + 4% A) 
	38% 
	~19-25 points 
	Math Grade 8 
	40.7% 
	18% (15% P + 3% A) 
	~18% (Implied steady) 
	~23 points 
	Reading Grade 4 
	51.7% 
	31% (25% P + 6% A) 
	32% 
	~20 points 
	Reading Grade 8 
	40.7% 
	22% (20% P + 2% A) 
	~22% (Implied steady) 
	~19 points 
	   *[62, 63]* 
	 
	Despite these substantial differences in reported proficiency *levels*, Mississippi has been widely recognized for making significant *gains* on NAEP scores over the past decade, particularly in 4th-grade reading and math.[63, 64, 65] The state has moved from the bottom of national rankings to performing near or sometimes above the national average, especially when accounting for student demographics.[63, 64] 
	 
	The cases of Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023) illustrate a critical point: a large gap between state-reported proficiency and NAEP proficiency does not necessarily mean a state is not making real academic progress. It primarily indicates that the state has set its own proficiency standard at a different (often less rigorous) level than the NAEP Proficient standard. While Tennessee's gap in 2005 reflected genuinely low standards, Mississippi's gap in 2023 coexists with documented improvement on the NAEP scale itself. Therefore, comparing state proficiency percentages directly to NAEP proficiency percentages without acknowledging the different underlying standards can be misleading. It is essential to distinguish between a state's absolute performance level relative to a common benchmark like NAEP and its rate of improvement over time on that same benchmark. 
	IV. Analysis of International Testing System Comparisons 

	A. The U.S. Approach vs. National Testing in Other Developed/PISA Nations 
	A recurring theme in debates about US assessment policy is how it compares to systems in other developed nations. The claim that the US is unique in lacking a "national standardized test" requires careful examination of definitions. 
	The United States does not have a single, federally mandated standardized test used for high-stakes decisions about individual student progression, promotion, or school placement throughout K-12 education.66 In this specific sense – the absence of a test like Singapore's PSLE or historical European matriculation exams – the claim holds true. 
	However, the US assessment landscape includes significant national components: 
	●​National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): Often called "The Nation's Report Card," NAEP is a long-standing, congressionally mandated program designed to monitor educational achievement trends at the national and state levels.50 It administers assessments in various subjects to representative samples of students (typically grades 4, 8, and sometimes 12).50 Crucially, NAEP provides aggregate results and does not report individual student scores for accountability purposes.68 It serves as a national benchmark but not an individual accountability tool. 
	●​Federally Mandated State Testing: Since the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, and continued under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), federal law requires states to administer annual standardized tests in reading and mathematics to all students in grades 3 through 8, and once in high school.73 States develop or choose their own assessments aligned to their own state-specific academic standards, leading to a diverse "patchwork" of tests across the country rather than a single national exam.70 These state tests are typically used for accountability purposes, affecting school ratings and potentially other consequences. 
	International data from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) indicates that mandatory standardized testing is common across OECD countries. According to surveys of school principals, roughly three-quarters of 15-year-olds in OECD nations attend schools where such tests are used at least annually.66 The frequency of standardized testing in the US appears to be comparable to or even higher than the OECD average, with nearly all US students experiencing state-mandated tests multiple times between grades 3 and 12.66 The US has one of the largest proportions of students tested 1-5 times per year among PISA participants.67 
	Therefore, the assertion that the US lacks national standardized testing is accurate only if "national test" is narrowly defined as a single, uniform, federal exam used for individual student consequences. The US does have a national monitoring assessment (NAEP) and a system of federally mandated, frequent, state-administered standardized tests used for accountability. The frequency of testing in the US appears relatively high compared to many international peers. 
	B. Examination of Specific National Systems 
	Understanding the diversity of international approaches requires looking at specific examples often cited in comparison to the US: 
	●​1. Singapore: Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE): This is a high-stakes national examination administered to all students at the end of Primary 6 (around age 12).83 Its primary function is assessment of learning, serving as a critical mechanism for sorting students into different secondary school academic streams (e.g., Express, Normal Academic, Normal Technical, leading towards different post-secondary paths) and specific secondary schools based on performance.83 The PSLE thus has significant consequences for individual students' educational trajectories within Singapore's meritocratic system.83 It also functions as an accountability measure for schools.83 Recent reforms (2021) introduced broader Achievement Levels (ALs) instead of finely differentiated T-scores to reduce pressure, but the exam remains a high-stakes gateway, and debates about associated stress persist.83 Calls to abolish it have been resisted by the government, which views it as an important checkpoint.84​ 
	●​2. Germany: Vergleichsarbeiten (VERA): These "Comparative Tests" are standardized assessments administered nationwide in Grades 3 and 8 (with some voluntary use in Grade 6) across all German federal states.88 They cover core subjects like German, Mathematics, and foreign languages.88 The primary purpose of VERA is diagnostic and formative – assessment for learning. Results are intended to inform teachers and schools about student competency levels relative to national standards and statewide performance, guiding instructional improvements and school development efforts.88 VERA tests are explicitly low-stakes for individual students (results are not graded) and generally have no direct high-stakes consequences for teachers or schools.88 The focus is on identifying learning needs and supporting pedagogical adjustments.88​ 
	●​3. Finland (Basic Education): Finland stands out for its absence of mandatory, high-stakes national standardized testing for all students during basic education (grades 1-9).72 Student assessment is predominantly teacher-led, continuous, and formative, integrated into daily instruction.93 Teachers utilize diverse methods like observation, portfolios, projects, and discussions to evaluate holistic development.93 System-level performance is monitored through sample-based national assessments, conceptually similar to NAEP, where a representative group of students is tested.72 These results inform policy and identify areas needing resources or support ("positive discrimination") but are not used for ranking or sanctioning schools or teachers.95 The only high-stakes national standardized test is the Matriculation Examination, taken voluntarily at the end of upper secondary school (age 18-19) for university admission.72 The Finnish system relies heavily on teacher professionalism and trust.72​ 
	●​4. Australia: National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN): NAPLAN involves annual standardized tests in literacy and numeracy administered to all students in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 across Australia.69 The primary purpose is system monitoring and school accountability.66 Results are publicly reported on platforms like the "My School" website, allowing comparisons between schools.98 While there are no direct NCLB-style sanctions tied to NAPLAN results 69, the public reporting makes it high-stakes for schools, influencing reputation and potentially enrollment.98 Concerns exist regarding pressure to "teach to the test" and potential negative impacts on curriculum and pedagogy.98 NAPLAN is generally low-stakes for individual student progression.98​ 
	●​5. Netherlands (Primary Education End-Test): At the end of primary school (Group 8, age ~12), all Dutch students must take a mandatory "progression test" (doorstroomtoets), often historically referred to as the Cito test (Cito being a major provider).99 Schools select from several government-approved tests covering Dutch language and mathematics.100 The test's official purpose is to provide an objective, secondary piece of information to supplement the primary school teacher's recommendation about the most suitable secondary education track (VMBO, HAVO, or VWO) for the student.99 The teacher's advice remains the primary factor in placement decisions.100 Thus, the test carries moderate stakes for students. The results are also used by the national Education Inspectorate for evaluating school performance.102 Dutch schools also use mandatory pupil monitoring systems (LVS) throughout primary school.100 Mandatory national exams exist at the end of secondary education for graduation.102​ 
	These examples demonstrate the significant international variation in how standardized assessments are designed and utilized. Systems differ greatly in their primary purpose (sorting, diagnosis, accountability, monitoring), the stakes attached (for students, teachers, schools), the scope (census vs. sample), and the locus of control (centralized vs. teacher-driven). Simple comparisons between countries, particularly regarding the mere presence or absence of a "national test," risk overlooking these critical contextual differences. The US system, with its combination of national monitoring (NAEP) and federally mandated state-level accountability testing, occupies a distinct position within this diverse international landscape. 
	●​Table: Comparative Overview of National Assessment Systems (Selected Countries) 
	Feature 
	United States 
	Singapore (PSLE) 
	Germany (VERA) 
	Finland (Basic Ed.) 
	Australia (NAPLAN) 
	Netherlands (Primary End-Test) 
	Type 
	State-mandated CRT/NRT + National Sample (NAEP) 
	National Census CRT 
	National Census CRT 
	National Sample + Teacher Assessment 
	National Census CRT 
	National Census CRT (Choice of Provider) 
	Grades Tested (Prim/LSec) 
	3-8 Annually (State); 4, 8 Sample (NAEP) 
	Grade 6 
	Grade 3, 8 
	Sample-based (various) 
	Grades 3, 5, 7, 9 
	Grade 8 (final primary year) 
	Primary Purpose 
	State Accountability (ESSA); National Monitoring (NAEP) 
	Student Sorting/Placement; System Accountability 
	Teacher/School Development; Diagnostic 
	System Monitoring; Teacher/Student Support 
	School Accountability; System Monitoring; Parent Info 
	Secondary Track Advice (supplemental); System Monitoring 
	Stakes (Students) 
	Varies by state; None for NAEP 
	Very High (Secondary Placement) 
	Low (Not graded) 
	Low (Sample/Teacher assessment) 
	Low (No direct consequence) 
	Moderate (Informs placement) 
	Stakes (Schools/Teachers) 
	High (ESSA Accountability) 
	High (Accountability) 
	Low (Development focus) 
	Low (Support focus) 
	High (Public Reporting/Reputation) 
	Moderate (Inspectorate use) 
	Source Snippets 
	50 
	83 
	88 
	72 
	69 
	100 
	C. Verification of Claims Regarding Test Anxiety (US vs. Finland) 
	The letter reportedly compares test anxiety levels between students in the United States and Finland. Verifying this specific comparison using the provided materials is challenging. 
	Research directly comparing test anxiety levels between Swedish and Finnish third graders, using the Children's Test Anxiety Scale (CTAS), found no statistically significant difference in overall anxiety levels between the two national groups.94 Both groups reported relatively low levels of test anxiety.94 This finding occurred despite differences in the countries' testing systems and national performance on international assessments like PISA (where Finland historically outperformed Sweden).105 The study did find that girls reported higher levels of autonomic reactions (a component of test anxiety) than boys in both countries.105 
	Broader OECD analysis based on PISA data suggests that Finland consistently reports among the lowest levels of student test anxiety among participating nations.107 This is noteworthy given that Finland does employ mandatory (though sample-based) assessments.107 This finding challenges a simplistic view that the mere presence of testing directly correlates with higher anxiety. PISA data analysis also indicates that factors beyond testing frequency, such as positive teacher-student relationships and parental support and encouragement, are significantly associated with students' overall well-being and lower levels of school-related anxiety.108 
	The provided snippets do not contain direct comparative data on test anxiety levels specifically between the United States and Finland.105 While it is known that the US employs frequent standardized testing 67 and Finland generally reports low student anxiety 107, the claim that US students experience higher anxiety than Finnish students specifically due to differences in testing systems cannot be directly confirmed or refuted with the available evidence. The complexity suggested by the Finland/Sweden comparison and the PISA well-being data indicates that test anxiety is likely influenced by a confluence of factors, including the perceived stakes of tests, classroom climate, teaching practices, and cultural attitudes, not just the frequency or existence of standardized tests themselves. 
	D. Verification of Claims Regarding Instructional Time Lost to Test Preparation (US) 
	Multiple sources corroborate the claim that a significant amount of instructional time in US schools is dedicated not only to administering standardized tests but also, and perhaps more substantially, to preparing students for these assessments. 
	●​A 2015 study by the Council of the Great City Schools (CGCS), analyzing testing practices in 66 large urban districts, found that the average student takes approximately 112 mandated standardized tests from pre-kindergarten through 12th grade.82 The time spent taking these mandated tests averaged around 20-25 hours per school year (roughly 2.3% of instructional time for an 8th grader, the most heavily tested grade).82 Importantly, this figure excluded time spent on practice tests, optional tests (like AP or college entrance exams), tests administered at the school or classroom level, and time dedicated to test preparation activities.82 
	●​A 2013 study by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) examined two mid-size urban districts and estimated that students in heavily tested grades spent 20 to 50 hours per year taking tests, but dedicated an additional 60 to over 110 hours per year specifically to test preparation.111 
	●​A policy brief from the Pennsylvania State Education Association (PSEA) cited similar figures, estimating 20 to 50 hours annually for test administration and up to 110 hours for test preparation in tested grades.112 This document noted that such extensive time commitments went far beyond the actual duration of the state's required PSSA and Keystone exams.112 
	The CGCS study highlighted that many required tests often overlap in content and are concentrated within a few months of the school year, potentially making the testing burden feel even greater than the percentage of total instructional time suggests.82 The study also found no correlation between the amount of time spent on mandated testing and student performance on NAEP reading and math scores.82 
	The available evidence strongly supports the assertion that standardized testing consumes substantial instructional time in US schools. Furthermore, the time dedicated to test preparation activities appears to significantly exceed the time spent actually taking the tests, particularly in grades subject to high-stakes accountability measures.111 This suggests that analyses of the impact of testing on education should consider the cumulative effect of both administration and preparation time, as the latter may be a primary driver of concerns about narrowed curriculum and reduced time for non-tested subjects or deeper learning activities.111 
	V. Examination of Organizational Stances and Influence 

	A. College Board 
	The College Board is a major entity in the US educational assessment landscape. Formally designated as a non-profit membership organization 113, it administers key standardized tests including the SAT, PSAT, and the Advanced Placement (AP) program.71 Despite its non-profit status, the organization generates substantial annual revenue, reported to exceed $1 billion in some years, primarily from test fees, AP exam fees, and related educational materials and services.113 This financial scale, coupled with high executive compensation levels reported in some sources 113, has led to criticism and questions about the alignment of its business practices with its non-profit mission.113 The College Board also engages in the sale of student data (reportedly with student opt-in consent) to colleges and universities for recruitment purposes, generating further revenue.119 Some reports suggest data may also be sold to technology companies for advertising.120 
	A significant development was the redesign of the SAT, announced in 2014 and implemented in 2016.121 This redesign occurred shortly after David Coleman, a leading architect of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), became president of the College Board.119 The redesigned SAT aimed to align more closely with the knowledge and skills deemed essential for college and career readiness, which heavily overlapped with the emphases of the CCSS.71 Key changes included focusing on evidence-based reading and writing, using relevant vocabulary in context (moving away from obscure "SAT words"), covering fewer math topics but in greater depth, analyzing source texts from various disciplines (including science and history, and foundational US documents), and making the essay optional.121 College Board officials sometimes described this as aligning with the "evidence" underlying strong state standards generally, rather than solely with CCSS.122 However, the alignment was widely seen as a strategic move to ensure the SAT's relevance
	While the College Board does not explicitly advocate for a single federal national test in the provided materials, its actions contribute significantly to national standardization in practice. By promoting the SAT and AP programs nationwide and aligning them with dominant standards like CCSS and NAEP frameworks, the College Board influences curriculum and instruction across the country.71 It positions its assessments as vital tools for measuring college readiness, identifying student potential (e.g., through AP Potential scores derived from PSAT results), and guiding educational improvement.71 This demonstrates a complex interplay where the College Board's stated educational mission (expanding opportunity, measuring readiness) intersects with significant business imperatives related to revenue generation, market share, and strategic alignment with prevailing educational policies and standards. 
	B. Thomas B. Fordham Institute 
	The Thomas B. Fordham Institute is an education policy think tank known for its research and advocacy, generally aligning with conservative perspectives on education reform.123 It frequently publishes evaluations of state academic standards and advocates for policies such as charter schools, school choice, and strong accountability measures.123 Chester Finn Jr., a prominent voice associated with Fordham, previously served in the U.S. Department of Education during the Reagan administration and was involved in efforts to expand NAEP.70 
	The Fordham Institute has been generally supportive of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English Language Arts and Mathematics, viewing them as potentially more rigorous and specific than the standards previously in place in many states.81 Fordham's own reviews assessed the CCSS ELA and Math standards favorably based on content and rigor.128 However, this support is not unqualified; Fordham has expressed significant reservations about the quality of national efforts related to science and social studies standards developed around the same time, deeming them inferior to what some states had developed independently.128 This underscores that Fordham's support is contingent on the perceived quality and rigor of the standards themselves, rather than simply their commonality.128 It should be noted that some individuals associated with Fordham events or publications have voiced strong critiques of CCSS and federal overreach in education.172 
	Fordham is a staunch advocate for the use of standardized testing as a cornerstone of education policy.130 They argue that standardized tests provide essential, objective measures of student learning, which are crucial for several reasons: 
	●​Transparency for Parents: Test results offer objective data on student achievement and progress, helping parents understand how their child is performing relative to grade-level expectations, which may counteract the effects of grade inflation.132 
	●​Counteracting Grade Inflation: Objective test data can provide a necessary counterbalance to subjective teacher grading practices and documented grade inflation, where GPAs rise even as performance on external measures like NAEP or SAT/ACT remains flat or declines.132 
	●​Informing Instruction and Intervention: Test results can help educators identify learning gaps, pinpoint areas where students need support, evaluate the effectiveness of instructional programs, and identify teachers or schools excelling or struggling.131 
	●​Accountability: Fordham supports robust accountability systems that use test results to evaluate school performance and potentially teacher effectiveness.81 While acknowledging the need for careful implementation and potential temporary pauses in consequences during major transitions (like the CCSS rollout), the principle of accountability based on measured outcomes is central to their philosophy.81 
	In essence, the Fordham Institute champions a reform model built on the pillars of high academic standards (like CCSS ELA/Math), frequent and objective measurement through standardized testing aligned to those standards, and meaningful accountability based on the results. They view this combination as the most effective lever for driving transparency, equity, and academic improvement in K-12 education. 
	C. U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
	The U.S. Chamber of Commerce engages in education policy primarily through its U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation and its Center for Education and Workforce.73 Its involvement is driven by the business community's interest in ensuring that the education system produces graduates equipped with the skills needed for the workforce and to maintain US economic competitiveness.134 
	The Chamber is a consistent and strong advocate for federally mandated statewide standardized testing and robust, data-driven accountability systems in K-12 education.73 They view annual assessments as indispensable tools for several reasons: 
	●​Equity and Transparency: Mandated testing, particularly with requirements for disaggregating data by student subgroups (race, income, disability, English learner status), is seen as crucial for ensuring that all students, especially those historically underserved, are visible and their academic needs are addressed.73 They credit NCLB-era policies with improving achievement for these groups by bringing transparency to performance gaps.7376 
	●​Measuring Progress and Accountability: Standardized tests provide comparable data needed to measure student progress against standards, evaluate school effectiveness, and hold the education system accountable for results.73 
	●​Workforce Readiness: Test results are viewed as indicators of whether students are acquiring the foundational academic skills necessary for future employment and contribution to the economy.134 Declining scores on benchmarks like NAEP are framed as a direct threat to the future workforce and national competitiveness.134 
	Reflecting these views, the Chamber actively opposed efforts to waive federally mandated testing during the COVID-19 pandemic and argued against proposals to substitute local assessments for statewide tests, citing concerns about comparability and consistent standards.75 They also advocate for more timely reporting of state assessment results so the data can be used effectively by parents and educators.140 The Chamber's education initiatives often focus on strengthening the connection between K-12 education, postsecondary pathways, and employer needs, promoting programs like career readiness credentials and skills-based hiring.138 
	Overall, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce approaches education policy, particularly testing and accountability, primarily through an economic and workforce development lens. Their advocacy emphasizes the need for measurable outcomes, transparency, and alignment between K-12 education and the demands of the labor market to ensure individual opportunity and national economic strength. 
	VI. Assessment of Proposed Reforms' Feasibility and Context 

	A. Transferring NAEP Oversight to NIST 
	The proposal to transfer oversight of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) from the U.S. Department of Education (and its policy-setting body, the National Assessment Governing Board, NAGB 50) to the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) represents a significant conceptual shift. 
	NIST's established role is as the United States' national metrology institute. Its mission centers on advancing measurement science, standards, and technology to enhance economic security and improve quality of life.146 Its expertise lies in areas such as physical measurements, material science, cybersecurity (e.g., developing the widely used Cybersecurity Framework CSF 2.0 147), advanced communications, manufacturing processes, quantum science, and health/bioscience measurements.146 NIST is known for its technical rigor, development of objective standards, calibration services, and standard reference materials.146 It also manages research grants and cooperative agreements, possessing established processes for program oversight and financial management.149 
	The likely rationale behind proposing NIST oversight for NAEP is to leverage the agency's reputation for scientific objectivity, technical precision, and independence from the political and policy currents that can influence the Department of Education. The move would frame large-scale educational assessment less as an education policy tool and more as a complex technical measurement challenge, aiming to enhance NAEP's credibility as a neutral, scientifically grounded indicator of student achievement, insulated from potential manipulation or policy agendas. 
	However, the feasibility of such a transfer faces substantial challenges. NIST currently possesses no institutional expertise in the specialized fields crucial for managing NAEP, including educational measurement theory (psychometrics), large-scale assessment design, curriculum analysis, cognitive science of learning, test administration in school settings, statistical sampling for diverse student populations, and the interpretation and reporting of educational data for policy audiences.146 NAEP is a complex, multifaceted operation involving coordination across states, districts, and schools, requiring deep understanding of educational contexts.50 NIST would need to either build this capacity internally from scratch or acquire it, representing a significant departure from its core mission and competencies. While NIST manages grants and projects 149, the operational scale and unique nature of NAEP are vastly different from its current portfolio. Furthermore, the political and legislative effort required to remove
	In summary, while the proposal aims to enhance NAEP's technical integrity and perceived independence by placing it within a scientifically focused standards agency, it overlooks the critical need for domain-specific expertise in education and psychometrics. The practical implementation would require a major organizational shift and capacity-building effort at NIST, making its feasibility questionable without significant restructuring and investment. 
	B. Large-Scale External Proctoring 
	The call for external proctoring arises from long-standing concerns about test security and cheating, issues brought to the forefront by Dr. Cannell's work on the Lake Wobegone effect 6 and amplified by the expansion of online and remote testing.151 Online proctoring technologies aim to replicate the security functions of in-person proctoring—verifying identity, monitoring behavior, securing test content—in a remote environment.153 These systems typically employ webcams, microphones, screen monitoring software, browser lockdowns, and increasingly, artificial intelligence (AI) to detect potentially suspicious activities.151 Human proctors may also be involved, either monitoring live or reviewing recordings flagged by AI.154 
	From a feasibility perspective, online proctoring offers potential advantages in convenience and flexibility for test-takers (removing geographic and time constraints) and scalability for administering tests to large numbers of individuals simultaneously, potentially reducing costs associated with physical testing centers and personnel.151 However, the cost-effectiveness depends heavily on the specific model used. Fully automated AI-driven proctoring is generally less expensive but offers less immediate intervention capability than live human proctoring, which is more costly but considered more secure for high-stakes exams.155 Large-scale implementation also necessitates universal student access to reliable computers, webcams, and stable high-speed internet, raising significant equity concerns.151 Furthermore, ensuring test security in asynchronous testing environments might require developing very large item banks or unique test forms for each student to prevent item exposure.151 
	The most significant challenges, however, lie in the areas of security effectiveness and privacy. While designed to deter cheating, online proctoring cannot fully replicate the environmental control of a physical testing center, and sophisticated methods of cheating may still be possible.153 Research comparing the effectiveness and score equivalence of online proctoring versus traditional methods has yielded mixed results.153 Simultaneously, these systems raise profound privacy concerns due to their inherently invasive nature, involving constant video and audio recording, monitoring of computer activity, and potentially the collection of biometric data (e.g., facial recognition, keystroke analysis).151 Issues of data security, storage, usage policies, and compliance with privacy regulations (like GDPR and FERPA) are paramount.152 Concerns about algorithmic bias, such as facial recognition systems performing less accurately for individuals with darker skin tones, also pose significant ethical and equity challenges.
	Therefore, while technologically feasible to implement, large-scale external or remote proctoring involves navigating a complex set of trade-offs. The potential benefits of enhanced security, convenience, and scalability must be weighed against substantial costs, logistical requirements (especially regarding equitable access to technology), and critical concerns about student privacy, data security, and potential biases. It is not a straightforward substitute for traditional proctoring and requires careful consideration of its ethical and practical implications. 
	C. Annual Use of Entirely New Test Questions 
	The proposal to use entirely new sets of questions on standardized tests each year is motivated by the desire to maximize test security and prevent the kind of score inflation observed when test items or forms are reused over multiple years, allowing teachers and students to become familiar with specific questions.6 Using fresh items annually would eliminate the possibility of teaching directly to known test questions.157 
	However, implementing this proposal for large-scale standardized assessments faces formidable feasibility challenges related to cost and psychometric practice. Modern assessment programs, particularly those employing Computerized Adaptive Testing (CAT), rely on the development and maintenance of extensive, carefully calibrated "item banks".157 Creating such banks is a resource-intensive process: 
	●​Item Development Volume: Far more items must be written and developed than will appear on any single test form. A common rule of thumb is to develop at least three times the number of items needed for one test length.158 
	●​Pilot Testing: New items must be pilot tested (field tested) on large, representative samples of the target population (potentially hundreds or thousands of examinees) to gather data on their performance.158 
	●​Psychometric Calibration: Sophisticated statistical models, typically from Item Response Theory (IRT), are used to analyze the pilot data and determine the psychometric properties (e.g., difficulty, discrimination, guessing parameters) of each item. This calibration process allows items to be placed on a common measurement scale.158 
	To replace the entire operational item pool for a large-scale test every year would require repeating this entire costly and time-consuming development, piloting, and calibration cycle annually for thousands of items. This would dramatically escalate assessment costs and place an enormous, likely unsustainable, burden on schools and students needed for pilot testing.157 
	Furthermore, completely replacing the item pool each year poses significant psychometric problems. A key function of item banking and IRT is to allow for the equating of test scores across different forms and administrations over time. This enables meaningful comparisons of student performance and the tracking of trends. By maintaining a large bank and carefully introducing new, calibrated items while retiring old ones, measurement scales can be kept consistent. Discarding all items annually would break this continuity, making reliable year-to-year score comparisons and trend analysis extremely difficult, if not impossible.159 Test security in modern assessment is typically managed through the use of large item banks (making it unlikely students see the same items) and adaptive algorithms in CAT (which tailor item selection to individual students), rather than wholesale annual item replacement.157 
	In conclusion, while driven by valid security concerns, the proposal to use entirely new test questions each year for large-scale assessments appears impractical from both a cost and psychometric standpoint. It disregards the established principles and advantages of item banking and IRT used in modern testing, which balance security with the need for feasibility, cost-efficiency, and longitudinal score comparability. 
	VII. Verification of Letter's Framing Context 

	A. Confirmation of Linda McMahon's 2025 Appointment as Secretary of Education 
	The letter's reported framing, addressing Linda McMahon as the U.S. Secretary of Education in 2025, aligns with the factual timeline of events as documented in the provided research materials. 
	Following the 2024 presidential election, President Donald Trump nominated Linda McMahon to serve as Secretary of Education on November 19, 2024.162 McMahon had previously served in Trump's first administration as Administrator of the Small Business Administration (SBA) from 2017 to 2019.80 Her background also includes co-founding and leading World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) with her husband, serving briefly on the Connecticut State Board of Education (2009-2010), making two unsuccessful runs for the U.S. Senate from Connecticut, and leading pro-Trump political action committees and policy institutes.80 
	McMahon's nomination proceeded through the Senate confirmation process. The Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) Committee held her confirmation hearing on February 13, 2025.162 The committee approved her nomination on February 20, 2025, along party lines.166 The full Senate confirmed Linda McMahon as the 13th U.S. Secretary of Education on March 3, 2025, by a vote of 51-45.162 She was sworn into office the same day.80 
	Her appointment generated significant controversy. Critics pointed to her limited direct experience in K-12 education compared to many predecessors and expressed concern over her alignment with President Trump's stated intentions to significantly reduce the size and scope of the federal Department of Education, potentially even seeking its elimination.163 During her confirmation process and upon taking office, McMahon acknowledged the administration's goal of returning educational oversight to the states, reducing federal bureaucracy, and expanding school choice.80 
	Therefore, the context of addressing a letter to Linda McMahon as Secretary of Education in early 2025 is factually accurate according to the timeline established in the provided sources. 
	VIII. Summary and Conclusion 

	This report has systematically verified and contextualized the primary claims likely presented in a letter attributed to Dr. John J. Cannell regarding national standardized testing in the United States, based on the provided research materials. 
	Synthesis of Findings: 
	1.​Dr. Cannell and the Lake Wobegone Effect: Dr. Cannell's identity as a physician and activist founder of Friends for Education is confirmed. His 1987 and 1989 "Lake Wobegone" reports documenting the statistically impossible phenomenon of nearly all states reporting above-average scores on low-stakes, nationally normed student tests are verified historical publications. Cannell primarily attributed this effect to lax test security, educator cheating, and outdated norms associated with internally administered commercial NRTs. A significant point of divergence arose as some education researchers later attributed the effect mainly to "teaching to the test" under "high stakes," despite the low-stakes nature of the tests Cannell studied. His related publications in Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice and the later reflection "Lake Woebegone, Twenty Years Later" are also confirmed. 
	2.​Historical Claims: 
	○​The core finding that virtually all states reported above-average NRT scores in the late 1980s is accurate, though explained by flawed practices, not actual achievement. 
	○​The 1985 Arkansas scandal involved the theft and sale of a teacher competency test (part of Governor Clinton's reforms), a distinct event from the Lake Wobegone effect concerning student NRTs. 
	○​Cannell's account of a 1990 confrontation with Governor Clinton exists in his writings but lacks independent verification in the provided snippets. 
	○​Significant discrepancies between West Virginia's WestTest (2005) results and NAEP (2005) reading proficiency are documented (78% vs. 26%), consistent with Cannell's claims of score inflation likely linked to reused test questions. 
	○​Cannell's claims about California's STAR test (1998-2003) involving reused items are noted, but specific data comparing STAR vs. NAEP proficiency during that period is absent in the provided material. 
	○​Cannell's claim of a 1987 legal threat from CTB/McGraw-Hill relies on his account of a specific letter, though conflict between Cannell and the publisher is evident. 
	○​Cannell's account of the 1990 60 Minutes segment "Teacher is a Cheater" detailing test fraud is documented, but lacks independent verification here. 
	○​The "Texas Miracle" under Governor George W. Bush was widely promoted but subsequently debunked by researchers (including some at RAND) who cited TAAS vs. NAEP discrepancies, high dropout/retention rates, and curriculum narrowing as evidence against the narrative. 
	○​Large gaps between state-reported proficiency and NAEP proficiency are confirmed for Tennessee (2005) and Mississippi (2023), primarily reflecting differences in state-set standards versus NAEP standards. This gap can coexist with actual achievement gains on NAEP, as seen in Mississippi. 
	3.​International Comparisons: 
	○​The US lacks a single, federal, high-stakes individual student test but has national monitoring (NAEP) and frequent, federally mandated state accountability tests. Testing frequency in the US appears comparable to or higher than many OECD peers. 
	○​Systems in Singapore (high-stakes sorting), Germany (low-stakes formative), Finland (sample-based monitoring/teacher-led), Australia (school accountability via public reporting), and the Netherlands (secondary advice) demonstrate significant global diversity in assessment purpose and stakes. 
	○​Direct data comparing US and Finnish student test anxiety is lacking in the snippets. Finland generally reports low anxiety despite some testing, and research suggests factors beyond test frequency influence anxiety. 
	○​Claims of significant US instructional time lost to test preparation (often exceeding time spent taking tests) are supported by multiple studies (CGCS, AFT). 
	4.​Organizational Stances: 
	○​College Board: Operates as a non-profit with large revenues, aligning its products (SAT redesign) with prevailing standards (like CCSS) in a way that serves both educational positioning and business interests (market share, data sales). 
	○​Fordham Institute: Strongly advocates for rigorous standards (like CCSS ELA/Math), frequent standardized testing for objective measurement, and robust accountability systems as key levers for education reform. 
	○​U.S. Chamber of Commerce: Advocates for mandated testing and accountability primarily through a workforce development lens, seeking transparency and measurable outcomes to ensure K-12 prepares students for economic competitiveness. 
	5.​Proposed Reforms: 
	○​NAEP to NIST: Conceptually aims for technical independence but faces major feasibility hurdles due to NIST's lack of educational/psychometric expertise and the different operational scale. 
	○​External Proctoring: Technologically feasible but involves significant trade-offs regarding cost, scalability, equity of access, security effectiveness, and major student privacy concerns. 
	○​Annual New Questions: While enhancing security against item exposure, replacing the entire item pool annually for large-scale tests is likely psychometrically unsound (hindering equating/trends) and prohibitively expensive, contradicting standard item banking practices. 
	6.​Framing Context: The letter's addressing of Linda McMahon as Secretary of Education in 2025 is factually accurate based on her confirmed appointment timeline. 
	Overall Accuracy and Context: 
	The analysis suggests that many of the core factual claims and historical references likely contained within Dr. Cannell's letter possess a basis in verifiable evidence, particularly concerning the original Lake Wobegone effect, the existence of significant discrepancies between state test results and NAEP benchmarks (a persistent issue highlighted by Cannell and corroborated by later research), the debunking of the Texas Miracle narrative, and the substantial time dedicated to test preparation in US schools. His accounts of specific events like the 60 Minutes segment or the alleged CTB threat rely heavily on his own reporting within the provided materials. 
	Crucially, understanding the context is vital. The original Lake Wobegone effect pertained specifically to low-stakes, internally administered NRTs with poor security and outdated norms in the 1980s; its causes and implications differ from debates surrounding later high-stakes state accountability tests under NCLB/ESSA. Similarly, the Arkansas scandal involved teacher testing, not student NRTs. International comparisons are highly nuanced; the US lacks a single federal individual test but engages in frequent state-level testing and national monitoring, and systems abroad vary immensely in purpose and stakes. 
	The letter's likely arguments against certain testing practices find support in the documented issues of score inflation, state vs. NAEP gaps, and time lost to test prep. However, the feasibility of the proposed reforms (NIST oversight, universal external proctoring, annual item replacement) appears highly questionable based on practical, financial, and psychometric considerations outlined in the research. The stances attributed to organizations like College Board, Fordham, and the US Chamber generally align with their documented positions, reflecting the ongoing tensions between market forces, accountability-driven reform, and workforce preparation goals in US education policy. 
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