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Statewide Testing in New York:  Some Discoveries
Since the inception of the New York State Teacher
Certification Examinations (NYSTCE®) program in 1993,
colleges across New York State have had to adjust to the
realities of these tests functioning as exit measures of our
students' performance. As the results of the tests began to be
reported to the institutions, those of us responsible for
dealing with the results observed several problems. One
discrepancy was that some students who indicated that they
were in our teacher education program in fact were not.
Another problem was that some students who took one or
two courses in teacher education were taking these tests in an
attempt to get their certification through what is known as
"the alternative route" in New York State. Through this route,
candidates are able to go to teacher certification offices in
New York and apply for what is known as a "transcript
review." During this process, representatives of the Office of
Teaching in the State Education Department count the
number of hours that a candidate has in a content area and in
education. If the candidate has sufficient credit hours and has
student teaching experience, the person can get certified. The
more common application of this alternative route is for a
teacher who is certified in one field to gain certification in a
second field. Some of the test takers, therefore, were
reporting as though they had gone through a teacher
education program at a New York State institution when, in
fact, they had not.
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Three Areas for Improvement
Over time, as we gained experience with the NYSTCE tests,
those of us responsible for teacher education programs
developed procedures within our own campuses for dealing
with the test results. For example, at the institution I repre-
sent, when we receive the test scores, we scan them and look
for any student who had a problem on the test. Typically our
institution's pass rate is between 98 percent and 100 percent;
therefore, when a student has a problem, it is of great concern
to us.

If a student fails one of the tests—most likely it will have
been the LAST, which is the Liberal Arts and Sciences Test, or
the ATS–W, which is the Assessment of Teaching Skills–
Written test—we investigate why. We trace, on a case-by-case
basis, the reasons for failure on a test. Over the three years in
which I have served as the director of the School of
Education, I have observed some patterns as to why certain
students have not been successful on the tests. These data fall
under three categories.

1. Students for whom English is a second language. Some
students for whom English is a second language have
had difficulty on the tests, most commonly on the LAST.
In working with the individual students, we have found
that the issue is one of time, since they have to translate
each question into their native tongue, think in that
language, translate back into English, and then seek an
answer on the test. We have found that the students start
to panic at some point in the test, and they usually do not
finish the test in the four hours allotted for a testing
session. Students with a certifiable disability are able to
apply for an extension of time; however, my argument
has long been that having English as a second language
is not a disability. These students are not eligible to apply
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for extra time. I therefore find the testing situation
problematic for students for whom English is a second
language.

2. Personal crisis. We sometimes find that students who
have been unsuccessful in taking the NYSTCE tests have
had a personal crisis or problem that has led to their poor
performance on the test. Students who have recently
experienced a death in their family, a very serious illness,
or some kind of personal life disruption have taken the
test in a mental condition such that they were not able to
be successful. This is unfortunate, but part of the reality
in a program that deals with so many students. My
institution's teacher education program graduates about
400 students a year, and it is a reasonable expectation
that some number of these students will have personal
problems at the time of the tests.

3. Transfer students. In examining the results of the
statewide tests, I have found that students who have
transferred into our institutions have occasionally had
difficulty passing the LAST. I have discovered that these
students have often taken almost all of their liberal arts
and sciences courses at a two-year institution. Credits for
these courses were then transferred to our college. Some
of these students do not have a solid foundation in the
liberal arts and sciences and therefore do not perform
well on the LAST. This pattern causes some degree of
concern for us.

Rectifying Strategies
As I noted earlier, any student's failure on an NYSTCE test
sets off an alarm for our institution. We are simply not
accustomed to having anyone be unsuccessful. Based on our
few years' experience with the results of these tests, we have
made efforts to correct some of the situations. First, I have
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had several discussions with members of the New York State
Education Department about my concern for students for
whom English is a second language. I have repeatedly
requested a time extension for such students. So far I have
been unsuccessful, but for stakeholders in other states who
are considering this type of statewide testing, I would
encourage them to consider the issue of the time available to
take the test and how it affects people for whom English is a
second language.

Secondly, all of us are concerned with the well-being of our
students. Each of us in our own institution needs to ensure
that counseling services and help are available to students
who have a need, for whatever reasons in their personal life.
We might also do a better job of generally advising our
students that if they are confronted with a personal crisis,
they might want to postpone taking the test until the next
available test date.

The third effort relates to what we might do to assist transfer
students. The fact that some transfer students have had
difficulty passing the LAST suggests that we need to do a
better job of communicating with the two-year schools from
which our students transfer. We as an institution need to
better reach out to those two-year schools, with articulation
agreements, and to make sure that their students are
receiving the highest caliber liberal arts education. To this
end, we are collaborating with our neighboring community
colleges regarding the curriculum they should offer their
students and which courses will be readily transferable to
our institution.

In talking to my colleagues—deans of education in our sister
institutions—I find that their reactions are similar to mine.
Most of us look at the results of the tests and we take them
seriously, but we do not have systematic procedures or
policies for dealing with these results. Such an approach is
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something that we may consider in the future, but so far we
have not felt compelled to implement it. I am aware of at
least one of our sister institutions for which passage of the
statewide tests is an issue. At that institution, they have
decided not to recommend for certification any candidate
who has not already passed the LAST and even the ATS–W.
This approach raises many questions for the future.

Renewal: Concerns for the Future
New York State institutions of teacher education are
currently preparing for the implementation of the Regents
Task Force on Teaching Report, which provides new standards
for teacher education programs. As a consequence, all
institutions in our state will be renewing their programs. As
part of that renewal, most institutions will look at the success
their students have on the NYSTCE. One aspect of the
Regents Task Force on Teaching Report is that it will establish a
minimum level of competency for teacher education
programs. The state will consider closing any institution that
does not have a passing rate of at least 80 percent on the
NYSTCE. Therefore, we are moving into an era of high-stakes
testing for teacher education programs. It is my expectation
that this will mean more institutions will take a very serious
look at the statewide tests.

The Commissioner of Education of the State of New York has
already directed his staff to increase the rigor of the statewide
tests. Over the next three years, we expect these tests to
become increasingly more difficult to pass, and more
students will likely be unsuccessful in passing them. As this
happens, it is my expectation that teacher education
programs will have to become more actively concerned with
the pass rate.
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In summary, I would point out that when New York State
reports these results, they do so by category of institution.
We have three categories of our institutions: CUNY (the City
University of New York system), SUNY (the State University
of New York system), and the private institutions of our
state. SUNY, which is the group I represent, has the highest
pass rate of these three groups. We consistently have a pass
rate in the 90 percent range for these tests. Therefore, since
the tests' inception (in 1993) to date, passage of these tests has
not been a major issue for the SUNY branches. However, as
this reality changes, we may in fact be forced to be more
systematic in our approach to preparing our students for the
tests. I would encourage any state considering adopting a
statewide testing program to be careful in their implementa-
tion and to make sure that the way in which they report the
results is fair and equitable both to the individual students
and to the institutions. A major concern for us in New York
has been the fact that over the first five years of the program,
the results were reported for any student who indicated
affiliation with one of our institutions. Today I am happy to
say that the state has agreed that they will no longer report
the results this way. They will report the students to us, and
we will have a chance to verify them. The only students who
will be reported for our institutions will be those students
whom we recommend for certification in New York.
Although this is not a perfect system, it is at least a
cooperative step in the right direction.
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