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in 5
th

 grade when it was low stakes. But the students who were in fifth grade in 2002 took their 

second ISAT when it was high stakes.  

 

Focus, for a moment, on students who were in 5
th

 grade in 2001. One can calculate how much 

improvement different types of students showed from 3
rd

 grade to 5
th

 grade. For instance, you 

could group the students into 10 groups based on their scores in third grade. Then you could 

easily calculate how much students who were in the bottom decile (i.e., the bottom 10 percent) in 

3
rd

 grade improved by 5
th

 grade, how much students who were in the 2
nd

 decile (i.e., the 10
th

 to 

20
th

 percentile) in 3
rd

 grade improved by 5
th

 grade, and so on for each decile. Doing so tells you, 

under low stakes testing, how much each type of student is expected to improve from 3
rd

 grade to 

5
th

 grade.  

 

Now, do this same thing for the students who were in 5
th

 grade in 2002 when testing became 

high stakes. If teachers don’t change their behavior in response to high stakes testing, then you 

should expect to see the same pattern for these kids as you do for the 2001 kids. But if, once the 

test becomes high stakes, teachers focus their efforts on students who are on the cusp of passing 

the test, then you’d expect to see a different pattern between the 2001 and 2002 groups. In 

particular, you’d expect 2002 kids who were at the very bottom and very top of their 3
rd

 grade 

classes to improve less than 2001 kids in those same positions, since starting in 2002 the teachers 

care less about them. You’d also expected 2002 kids who were in the middle of their 3
rd

 grade 

class to improve more than 2001 kids in the middle of their third grade class, since in 2002 

teachers have more incentive to focus on these kids. 

 

This is precisely what Neal and Schanzenbach find, as reflected in the following figures (taken 

from Neal and Schanzenbach).  

 

            
 

2002 fifth graders who were in the middle of their third grade class show a much bigger 

improvement in their test scores than did 2001 fifth graders who were in the middle of their third 

grade class. 2002 fifth graders who were at the bottom of their third grade classes show worse 


