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A principal protests state exams

An open letter by two principals on
Long Island has evolved into a political
movement in which principals and 
parents across the state are challenging
many aspects of state-required changes
in how teachers and principals are 
evaluated, including the quality and 
validity of the tests used. See
www.newyorkprincipals.org and story,
page 1.

“I work with third graders,” Britta
Sorensen wrote in a reader comment
on The New York Times’ Schoolbook
blog. “Two stopped and stared in a
dead panic for at least 20 minutes,
hearts racing, freaking out over 
questions they weren’t sure about.
One spent 45 minutes trying to read,
then stopping, then trying to read
again, only to tell me, ‘I can’t do it. I
can’t do it. I don’t deserve to go to
fourth grade anyway.’”
(http://goo.gl/uwSRl)

“Nearly half of my special education
students cried at some point during
these exams,” according to Fougner.
“It is unacceptable for 8-, 9- and 10-
year-olds to be subjected to this kind
of torment.” 

Fougner said she called state testing
advisors with questions. “It was very
difficult during the testing to get 
answers that clarified how we were
supposed to respond when children
were noticing that there were two 
possible answers.” 

Unfamiliar material is sometimes put
on exams but not counted in scoring to
gather data on how different students
find the material. Fougner estimates 17
percent of questions on the fifth grade
exams referred to Common Core mate-
rial yet to be introduced into New
York’s curriculums. Starting in the
2012-13 school year, all math and
ELA state tests for grades 3-8 must be
aligned to the Common Core.

A fifth-grade math problem 
involving a trapezoid was virtually
impossible for students to solve.
Try it yourself at goo.gl/oD2UD.

Sharon Emick Fougner, a principal
in Great Neck public schools in 
Nassau County, mailed this letter to
State Education Commissioner John
King on May 1. 

Twenty-nine questions have been invalidated
on various third- through eighth-grade 
math and English tests, including more than
20 translation errors caught on foreign 
language versions of the exams.

These tests and others were 
produced by a private company,
NCS Pearson Inc., which has a 
five-year, $32.1 million contract
with the state. The previous test
vendor, CTB/McGraw-Hill, was
criticized for producing tests
with questions that were too
easy to anticipate. It had an
eight-year, $26 million contract.

A full-page workspace was
provided for simple questions
that required one step of 
calculation while small spaces
were provided for complex
problems with multiple steps,
according to Fougner.

Nearly 80 percent of 8,000 
parents who responded to an 
unscientific web survey by 
principals reported that test prep
prevented their child from 
engaging in meaningful school 
activities, and 87 percent reported
that the current amount of time 
devoted to standardized tests is 
not a good use of their child’s
school time (see story, page 1).

“Test books may not be used
for instructional or staff 
development purposes,” 
according to state manuals.
Principals must arrange for 
secure storage of test 
materials, which must 
eventually be destroyed.

John Albin, a parent in New
York City, filed a Freedom of
Information Law request on
May 3 for copies of the exams
and answer keys used in
grades 3-8. Developers of
standardized tests like 
questions and answers to be
kept secret so the questions
can be reused.

Under an agreement brokered by 
Gov. Andrew Cuomo in February, up 
to 40 percent of teacher performance
evaluations will be based on results of
student testing, including the exams
containing errors.

Regents Chancellor Merryl Tisch called the
situation “inexcusable” and “really 
disturbing.” But she said the exams are still
valid. “I want everyone here to know that,
yes, New York State plans to go on and use
these tests for the accountability system and
for the initial implementation of the teacher
evaluation system,” she told reporters at a
Crain’s New York breakfast meeting.

Fougner has been principal
of Elizabeth Melick Baker
School in Great Neck,
Long Island, for 12 years.


