
Kindergarten teachers 
across the state have been 
dealing with a new portfolio 
and student standards. For 
many teachers the changes 
came as a surprise after the 
hard work to implement 
the previous standards and 
portfolio system. 
There is growing concern 
the new English Language 
Arts standards are not age 
appropriate and the system 
to collect student data 
takes away an inordinate amount of 
instruction time. TEA members have 
been speaking out, and the association 
is launching a major survey to insert 
teacher opinions and perspectives in 

the growing debate on the 
new portfolio system.  
Some school boards have 
been taking action. On 
September 19, Knox County 
kindergarten teacher and 
member Natasha Patchen 
made a presentation to 
the board supporting a 
resolution asking the state 
for a waiver on using the 
portfolio system. Knox had 
been a pilot system and 
had fully implemented the 

portfolio last year to much success. 
“On August 1, Knox kindergarten 
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New kindergarten standards and 
portfolio need teacher guidance

TEA lawsuit challenges 
state board overreach 
on licensure rule

Celebrate American Education Week in your school 
with the pull-out poster on pages 4 and 5.

The 2016-17 testing year 
saw thousands of misscored 
tests and errors in student 
rosters; problems with test 
booklets and instructions, 
along with returned tests 
through the mail; wide 
swings in TVAAS scores 
for teachers and schools; 
delayed scores and a 
continued inability for 
parents and teachers to 
review the tests; and a wide 
disparity in test scores 
compared to ACT and 
graduation rates. 
The General Assembly is 
reacting to the problems, 
with House Education 
committees grilling state 
officials, and an upcoming 
Government Operations 

committee called by House 
Speaker Beth Harwell to 
review all aspects of our 
system as a first step to 
legislation.  
The 2016-2017 tests mark 
the fourth year in a row 
where the system has 
had major problems. For 
months, members reported 
test issues, and TEA with 
local associations have been 
asking tough questions and 
demanding accountability 
for the test-givers. It is 
clear at the center of all 
of the state’s problems are 
the penalties involved in 
testing.   
“We have a test-and-

The ACT and graduation rates indicate we’re on the right track, but 
the state test says most students are failing. Who is wrong? 

TEA has filed a lawsuit against the 
State board of Education on behalf of a 
member as it continues to object to the 
board’s proposed massive overreach in 
teacher licensure rules, expanding the 
board’s power to overrule local boards 
and suspend or dismiss teachers. 
The lawsuit asserts the state board has 
no statutory authority to create a rule to 
revoke or suspend a teacher’s license for 
misconduct. 
Earlier this year, TEA objected to 
changes to the State board rule that 
allows the board to suspend, deny, or 
revoke educator licenses for alleged 
misconduct.  Those objections served to 
temporarily halt an attempt by the board 

State board lawsuit 
cont. page 7

TNReady questions 
cont. page 8

Kindergarten portfolio 
cont. page 7

Educators question age-appropriateness of new 
ELA demands. With new math standards being 
developed, TEA works for teachers to have their say  

Knox kindergarten 
teacher Natasha 
Patchen testifies at the 
KCBOE meeting Sept 19

TRICK OR TEST? More 
questions arise for TNReady

Sorry for the visual puns. Happy Halloween from the staff at TEA.



 By TEA Executive Director Carolyn Crowder By TEA President Barbara Gray

Accountability.
It’s an easy concept to get on board with, 
right? I can’t think of any profession where 
accountability isn’t important. Even in our 
personal lives we need accountability to take 
care of ourselves and our families, pay our 
bills and be responsible human beings.
My problem with accountability began when 
the word started being used to put a pretty 
- but deceiving - face on punishment for 
students and teachers.
Some legislators and department officials 
love to talk about the need for “accountability” in public education, 
but what they consider accountability for students, teachers and 
schools varies greatly from what parents and educators believe true 
accountability to be. 
In my mind, accountability is more synonymous with 
encouragement, support, mutual respect and clearly defined 
expectations. Accountability is about being responsible, and taking 
your responsibilities seriously. 
I have spent my entire adult life in public schools. First as a teacher, 
and now as an association leader. I can say with great certainty 
teachers understand the tremendous responsibility of educating 
our children. I can also say teachers want accountability and fair 
evaluations. They want to ensure they are always improving and 
providing the very best education to their students. 
You know what 
else I have learned? 
Teachers like tests! 
Teachers created 
tests - but not the 
kind of high-stakes 
standardized tests 
that rule public 
education today. 
Teachers like the 
tests that accurately 
measure what a student has learned and can be used to guide future 
instruction.
In Tennessee, however, we have replaced tests as learning tools with 
tests as tools of punishment. 
The test-and-punish system created under No Child Left Behind and 
Race to the Top is stealing the joy of learning and limiting teachers’ 
ability to truly educate their children. When teachers, students and 
administrators fear the punishments tied to state standardized tests, 
the test score drives decision making. Districts add more practice 
tests, teachers are told to teach more test-taking skills, students 
develop test anxiety. 
This test-and-punish system is unfair to our students and teachers, 
and it is unsustainable if we really want our public schools to thrive. 
We have the freedom under the Every Student Succeeds Act to end 
the penalties tied to test scores. It is time to get back to using tests as 
diagnostic tools to improve student learning.
Join me in telling legislators and every candidate in 2018 to ditch the 
test-and-punish system once and for all!

Many people play a role in our students’ 
academic success. When considering how 
well a student performs in the classroom, 
most just think about the impact of the 
teacher, but so many more play an important 
role in a child’s education and their ability to 
succeed.
As we prepare to celebrate American 
Education Week November 13 through 17, 
it’s the perfect time to reflect on the full team 
of people it takes to ensure student success.
Tennessee’s public schools are full of teachers 

who are deeply committed to the success of every child in their 
classroom. Most arrive early, stay late and then take even more work 
home. Teaching is more than just a profession, it’s a passion and life 
calling. The drive to see your “kids” succeed is all that keeps us going 
some days.

In addition to teachers, 
there are many other 
educators interacting 
with students at school 
each day who are also 
invested in students’ 
success. 
Administrators work 
tirelessly to create 
and maintain the 
best possible learning 

environment for students. Education support professionals work hard 
assisting teachers, keeping schools safe and clean, serving nutritious 
meals, getting your child to school safely, caring for them in the clinic, 
and in numerous other roles.
Parents, community members and elected officials all play important 
roles on the team, too. Parents build the foundation for a student’s 
respect and love of learning. The most successful students are often 
those with parents who are engaged in their education and who 
reinforce at home what the child learns at school.
Community members and elected officials can influence academic 
achievement even though many may never step into a classroom 
or interact directly with students. Members of the community can 
volunteer in their local public schools or donate needed supplies. 
Elected officials should seek input from those who know our students’ 
needs best - the educators and parents. 
For educators and students to be their very best, they need the 
support of their communities and the elected officials who represent 
them. 
When we support our students with a strong team of teachers, 
administrators, education support professionals, parents, community 
members and elected officials, we are setting them up for success in 
school and in life. 
In honor of American Education Week, I hope you will join me in 
taking time to celebrate the great things happening in our schools and 
the dedicated team of people who are working hard to see all students 
succeed.

Celebrate the team effort it 
takes to educate a child

It’s not “accountability,”  
it’s punishment

This test-and-punish system 
is unfair to our students 
and teachers, and it is 
unsustainable if we really 
want our public schools to 
thrive. 

When we support our 
students with a strong 
team ... we are setting 
them up for success in 
school and in life.
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Member Voices

In September, schools 
were notified of their 
new ratings, labels 
affixed to schools based 
on the 2016-2017 state 
assessments. It would 
be easy for parents and 
community members—
even students and 
educators—to take 
those labels at face 
value, to question 
students’ ability to learn 

and educators’ ability to teach.
Rather than accept those labels at face value, 
however, we must acknowledge that reality is a 
stark contrast to the images portrayed in back-
to-school commercials which saturate the media 
in the weeks leading up to a new school year: 
many students do not arrive to school polished 
and sparkling, with their eyes twinkling, ready 
for the well-developed and state-standards-
aligned lessons that teachers have so meticulously 
crafted. Instead, many students arrive to school 
each day burdened by Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs), potentially traumatic events 
that can negatively impact students’ social and 
emotional development as well as their academic 
achievement.
ACEs encompass a variety of situations beyond a 
student’s—and, obviously, an educator’s—control. 
ACEs include 

• emotional, physical, and sexual abuse; 
• domestic violence; 
• substance abuse within a student’s 

household; 
• mental illness within a student’s household; 
• parental separation or divorce; 
• incarceration of a member of a student’s 

household; 
• death of a member of the student’s 

household; 
• emotional and physical neglect; 
• man-made and natural disasters; and 
• community and school violence. 

ACEs can cause improper brain development and 
impaired learning ability. In addition, students’ 
socio-emotional skills can be compromised, 
causing anxiety or nervousness, withdrawal or 
isolation, depressed mood, acting out in school, 
and/or impulsive or risky behavior. Left ignored, 
these manifestations can permanently derail a 
student’s educational journey.
According to the 2016 Kaiser Permanente ACEs 
study conducted by the Centers for Disease 
Control, 63.9% of participants experienced at 
least one ACE, with 12.5% experiencing four or 
more. 
Consider those statistics. Nearly two out 
of every three students has experienced a 
potentially traumatic event. More than one in 
ten has experienced four or more. Let’s make 
that concrete. I teach eleventh-grade English; 
my average class size is 32. Statistically, that 
means twenty students in any of my classes have 
experienced at least one potentially traumatic 
event, with four students in a class experiencing 
four or more. Is it any wonder that some students 
find it impossible to focus on the tasks presented 
to them by their teachers?
The statistics are sobering, yet hope is not lost. 
Students who have experienced ACEs can be 
helped and they can learn. Before optimum socio-
emotional behavior can develop and academic 
growth can occur, however, educators must 
recognize and respond to the root of students’ 
problems.  This requires a commitment of all 
educators—every single person who interacts 
with a student from the time he or she gets on the 
bus in the morning until he or she returns home 
in the afternoon—to develop meaningful, trusting 
relationships with all students. 

Students who have experienced ACEs are often 
chronically absent; therefore, any services that 
help students not to miss school are critical. 
For example, wrap-around services, including 
physical and mental healthcare, can improve 
students’ overall health and help students to 
process potentially traumatic events. Similarly, 
the use of restorative justice practices are 
important to assisting students to overcome 
ACEs, because restorative justice practices 
(rather than suspension and expulsion) allow 
students to remain in school while teaching them 
appropriate, healthy strategies for dealing with 
stressful situations. Educators cannot accomplish 
this alone, though. Educators must work in 
concert with parents and other community 
support groups.
Educators who wish to improve their abilities 
to work with students who have experienced 
potentially traumatic events are not without 
assistance. TEA offers a number of resources to 
help educators who work with students who have 
experienced ACEs. Members have free access 
to quality professional development sessions, 
including training in conflict management 
and successful collaboration with families. In 
addition, TEA hosts conferences throughout 
the year that include trainings in topics such as 
restorative justice practices.
Public school educators spend countless hours 
outside of the school day, readying themselves 
to ensure that students are prepared for success 
in a diverse and interdependent world. But we 
know the challenges we face. Just as Lady Liberty 
stands on Ellis Island, engraved with a welcome 
to the “tired…poor…huddled masses” and “the 
homeless, tempest-tost,” so, too, stand public 
school educators, ready to meet all students where 
they are, to combat the potentially devastating 
effects of ACEs, and to reveal the hope offered by 
a quality public education.

Public School Educators: The New “New Colossus”
By Beth Brown, Vice President, Tennessee Education Association
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Nashville educator and TEA member  
Cicely Woodard named “Teacher of the Year”

Photo: State of Tennessee

TEA and Metropolitan Nashville EA 
member Cicely Woodard was named 
the 2017-18 Teacher of the Year by the 
Tennessee Department of Education.
“Cicely is the type of educator 
who consistently goes above and 
beyond, not just for her students, 
but also for her colleagues and her 
own professional growth,” said TEA 
President Barbara Gray. “I am proud 
to call her part of the TEA family 
and know she will continue to do 
great things for public education in 
Tennessee.”
Woodard teaches eighth grade math at 
West End Middle School.
"Teachers who cultivate a passion 
to lead develop professionally and 
improve education for students. I 
want teachers to know that teacher 
leadership does not have to mean 
leaving the classroom to serve in an 
administrative role," Woodard said in a 
state news release.
TEA member Carol Nanney, a 
librarian at McKenzie Elementary 
School in McKenzie Special School 
District, was recognized as the Grand 
Division winner for West Tennessee.

Maury Co. member honored 
for “Teaching Excellence”
Corderyl Martin, band director at Whitthorne 
Middle School in Maury County, was recognized 
by California Casualty for Teaching Excellence in 
Tennessee. 
The TEA and Maury Co. EA member received a $650 
prize for Whitthorne Middle School on behalf of his 
honor.
Martin, pictured below with TEA President Barbara 
Gray and California Casualty representative 
Mike Carroll, will also be recognized at the NEA 
Foundation’s Salute to Excellence in Education Gala 
that is being held in Washington, D.C. in February 
2018. 
This award is sponsored by the National Education 
Association.
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American Education Week 2017 | November 13-17
Great Public Schools: A Basic Right and Our Responsibility

13
Kickoff Day
Celebrate excel lence 
in education by 
hosting events and 
activities.

14
Parents Day
Invite parents and 
family members to 
school for a  
first-hand look at a 
typical school day.

15
Education Support 
Professionals Day
Recognize paraedu-
cators, bus drivers, 
food service workers, 
maintenance staff and 
all other ESPs who 
meet the needs of the 
whole student.

16
Educator for  
a Day
Encourage elected  
officials and community 
leaders to serve as  
“educators for a day” for 
a hands-on school  
experience.

17
Substitute 
Educators Day
Honor and celebrate 
educators who  
are called on to  
substitute for regular 
classroom teachers 
in their absence for 
their services.

 MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY
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teachers were blind-sided with the 
news that the portfolio system that we 
had successfully used for the past two 
years had been changed. The new data 
storage system would not be up and 
ready until the middle of October…we 
would have to be trained to use it on 
our personal time,” Patchen said. “The 
rigor of the portfolio has been ramped 
up to a new height of developmentally 
unacceptable levels. Of course, I am 
concerned at what this poorly designed 
and implemented portfolio will do 
to me, but even more alarming is the 
expectations placed on five and six year 
old children. My first concern is always 
my students.”  
“Is it any wonder we have crying 
kindergarten students and teachers,” 
asked Patchen. She noted the effort 
to achieve what may be impossible 
standards and bulky portfolio 
collection will come at a cost to things 
like motor and social skills, and 
infusing the joy of learning.   
TEA put Patchen’s speech on social 
media and it was a viral hit, with more 
than 68,000 Facebook impressions, 
likes, shares and views, with parents, 
teachers and administrators reacting in 
agreement to her statement about the 
potential problems for students. 
Knox County board chair Patti Bounds, 
along with two Knox kindergarten 
teachers Melissa Church and Sandra 
Guinn, testified to the joint education 
committees on October 24 about 
the problems with the standards 
and gathering student work for the 

portfolio. 
“We are supporters of the portfolio 
but we are concerned about the 
changes made this year,” said Guinn. 
The Knox educators then outlined the 
changes made, focusing on the highly 
complex demands of five-year-olds 
to demonstrate learning under the 
new English Language Arts standards. 
Guinn noted she had been involved 
in all aspects of developing the state 
portfolio system, and worked to help 
other systems get up and running 
this year, but no longer feels she can 
do so with confidence because of the 
changes.
“Teachers were excited they had 
control of their own growth measure, 
and things were going great. But now 
we have teachers that are stressed out 
with the changes. I am very worried,” 
she said.   
Their testimony was scheduled by 
vice-chair Rep. Eddie Smith (R-Knox) 
who had been hearing about issues 
in his district. “It is clear we need 
to ensure our students have quality 
education, and that it’s developmentally 
appropriate,” Smith said. 
For the past months, TEA has put 
these concerns to state officials and 
lawmakers. The initial response was 
teachers were part of developing 
the new standards ensuring age 
appropriateness, and that rigor was not 
for all students but expanded to capture 
the most advanced. Others said the 
rigor had to be increased to improve 
reading scores in later grades.
It’s time for the teachers’ voice to be 
paramount on the new standards 

and portfolio system. The final 
judgement whether the standards 
are age-appropriate or the portfolio 
system is efficient or onerous should 
be kindergarten teachers or those with 
recent kindergarten experience. 
TEA is launching an extensive survey 
for current kindergarten teachers and 
those who have taught the grade in the 
past years. The survey asks opinions 
on the portfolio system, including 
questions on the amount of time taken 
to meet video requirements, as well as 
reflections on the old portfolio system.            
The survey will have an opportunity 
for teachers to go through the new 
standards in a manner to evaluate 
the age-appropriateness of each item, 
along with a comment section on each. 
The survey compiles data in a manner 
that expresses the opinion of teachers 
engaged in early education. 
“Over and over, we find the standards-
setting process doesn’t engage our 
profession broadly,” said TEA executive 
director Carolyn Crowder. “This 
kindergarten survey 
may be the first 
step in bringing the 
professional voice 
to more areas of 

standards and testing.”
The survey will be online, and links 
will be emailed to members in all 
Tennessee elementary schools. TEA 
will encourage members to have 
all applicable colleagues also take 
the survey to have the broadest 
participation. 
“We need the profession to be the key 
voice in standards and assessments. 
Everything we work on, from 
testing transparency to demanding 
accountability of the test makers and 
how TNReady is scored, is about fair 
and appropriate assessments and 
standards. It’s time data helped us to 
improve instruction,” said Crowder. 
Patchen had it right in the final portion 
of her September testimony.
“I am weary of the words ‘rigorous’ and 
‘robust,’ and I would like to introduce 
two new words: relevant and realistic. 
Our children deserve a developmentally 
appropriate curriculum and teachers 
deserve a well thought-out teacher 
growth measure tool,” she said. 

to quickly pass them in a key legislative committee.
The proposed new rules would grant broad new 
powers to the board for disciplining teachers and 
suspending licenses, often using vague definitions 
and relying on terms that vary between school 
systems. TEA saw the proposed rules as a power 
grab and a threat to the teaching profession in 
Tennessee, and acted quickly to halt the board’s 
actions that aren’t supported by law.
Throughout the year, TEA has been in 
communication with the state board’s general 
counsel, pointing out TEA’s concerns with the 
proposed changes. 
“We have been trying to point out to the board that 
what they are proposing has serious flaws and that 
under Tennessee law the board currently does not 
have the power to enact and enforce these rules,” 
said Steve McCloud, TEA assistant executive 
director for legal services.
TEA continues to insist that while the board 
does have a right to revoke a teaching license of a 
teacher who has been convicted of certain crimes, 
and to enact rules to suspend, deny or revoke a 
license of a teacher in default of a student loan, 
that is the limit of their authority with regard to 
licensure discipline. 
“The October lawsuit on behalf of a TEA member 
has this crucial issue at stake,” McCloud said. 
“It points out that the current law authorizes 
the board to adopt policies, but it does not 
confer upon the board the power or authority to 
promulgate rules governing revocation of licenses 
for misconduct. In order to expand their power to 
suspend and revoke licenses and weigh in on what 
are currently local discipline issues, a law would 
need to be enacted through the General Assembly.”
The lawsuit points out the difference between 
policies and rules, further pressing the case that 
the board has no authority to administratively 
revoke, suspend a teacher’s license or formally 
reprimand a teacher. 
During the summer, the state board tried to 
circumvent the law on passing rules by labeling 
them “emergency” and stating that students’ safety 
is at stake, but TEA quickly pointed out the idea 
that students were at risk under current rules is a 

sham.  
The state board staff had pushed for a vote on its 
proposed rules at the July meeting of the powerful 
Government Operations committee, a panel of 
House and Senate members that must approve all 
new rules proposed by state agencies, but TEA 
objected and petitioned for a public hearing on the 
issue. As a result, the board withdrew its proposed 
rules from the committee.
“TEA remains willing to work with the board to 
move forward in assuring that the health safety 
and welfare of Tennessee’s school children are 
protected,” wrote TEA Executive Director Carolyn 
Crowder in a letter to the board.
TEA has talked to members of the Government 
Operations committee about these proposed rules, 
and counts most members on this committee 
as supportive of the teaching profession. Senate 
committee chair Mike Bell (R-Riceville) was 
the successful sponsor of 2013 TEA legislation 
overturning the board’s decision to revoke teacher 
licenses based on TVAAS scores. That legislation 
passed overwhelmingly, and was a clear rebuke of 
the board by the General Assembly. 
“The General Assembly takes its role seriously as 
the lawmaking body of our state. It grants powers 
to state agencies by passing laws, and when a 
bureaucracy tries to overstep the law I expect 
lawmakers to step in, and that’s the feedback we’ve 
gotten from committee members,” said Jim Wrye, 
TEA’s chief lobbyist. “After this latest rule issue, it 
is time we rethink the professional regulation of 
teaching.”
Wrye notes that most professions in Tennessee 
have standards boards made up mostly of 
practitioners of their professions. 
“Doctors have a medical board of doctors, 
accountants a board of accountants, and lawyers 
have the bar. Yet teachers are regulated by an 
unaccountable appointed board with little or 
no teaching experience. In light of this latest 
misguided effort by the State board of Education, 
we believe it is time to re-establish a strong 
professional standards board like they have in 
other states. It is time to take back our profession,” 
said Wrye. 

Fentress County 
Schools, historically 
one of the lowest paid 
systems in the state, 
is celebrating a win 
for Fentress County 
educators and the 
association.  
Fentress County 
teachers haven’t seen 
a pay raise in 23 years. 
Thanks to the organizing efforts of Fentress 
County EA leaders and members, they are now 
celebrating a raise that will be attached to the 
salary scale and not just a one-time bonus. 
Teachers will be getting a 3 percent increase in 
pay for the 2017-2018 school year and another 1 
percent in the 2018-2019 school year as proposed 
Fentress Co. school board member and former 
educator Bill Cody. 
“It was past time for these teachers to be 
compensated for the hard work that they do 
every day for the students in our county,” said 
Cody when asked what drove him to propose the 
salary increase. “Teachers are the backbone that 
supports student learning and we must support 
them.”
With the backing of association members, Cody 
was able to stand strong for teachers to get a raise 
that has been a very long time coming.  
“Fentress County is the perfect example of 
the power of organizing,” said TEA Executive 
Director Carolyn Crowder. “When teachers stand 
together and work toward a common goal, we are 
a powerful force. This doesn’t have to be unique 
to Fentress County. All local associations can 
and should be organizing members to push local 
school boards to use salary money for teacher 
raises.”
With guidance from TEA UniServ Coordinator 
Josh Trent, Fentress County EA leaders were 
able to educate their members on the issue and 
empower them to communicate with their elected 
school board members in an effective way.
Contact your TEA UniServ for information on 
how to replicate this effort in your district.

Organizing leads to raise 
for Fentress Co. teachers

from page 1

TEA continues to fight inappropriate state board licensure rules

Kindergarten portfolio 
cont. page 1 Your professional 

opinion matters!
Take the TEA survey on new 
Kindergarten standards and portfolio. 

Survey link will be sent to your email 
during the week of Oct. 30 - Nov. 3.
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punish system. It is clear we do not use tests 
to improve instruction or help children. 
We use tests to penalize teachers, students 
and schools. That is why the frustrations 
of parents and teachers are now reaching a 
boiling point, and it’s time to rethink what 
we are doing,” said TEA President Barbara 
Gray.  
Gray noted that changes in federal law 
and the end of Race to the Top mandates 
provided the state an opportunity to rethink 
having penalties associated with testing, but 
for the most part nothing has changed. 
“We’ve not met test score deadlines to 
penalize students and teachers as state law 
requires, yet we continue to make progress 
in graduation rates and ACT scores. Isn’t it 
time to have a frank conversation about test-
and-punish, what it’s doing to our schools 
and children, and whether it helps improve 
instruction?” Gray asked. “Confidence in the 
system has eroded to dangerous levels for 
parents, teachers and students.”
As the state gets ready for a watershed 
election year, TEA will work to make test-
and-punish the issue in education, whether 
penalties that underscore the system do 
more harm than good, and if our state tests 
actually measure what they are supposed to 
measure.   
One clear hit to confidence in state tests is 
the disparity between TNReady and ACT 
scores. State tests show the vast majority of 
Tennessee students are below grade level, yet 
Tennessee hit record highs statewide on the 
ACT in all subject areas.
In the House Education Committee, vice-
chairman Rep. David Byrd (R-Waynesboro) 
questioned how few students were 
considered on grade level in Algebra I. “The 
department says only 15 percent of our 
students make the grade in this subject, and 
frankly I don’t believe it. What is this saying 
to parents when we are trying to attract 
companies to our communities? It’s not true 
and its damaging.”   
Byrd noted Williamson County as an 
example, which scored a nationally 
recognized 25.3 average ACT score, and had 
80 percent of its students score a 21 or higher 
on the math portion, indicating four out of 
five students were ready for college Algebra 
as high school juniors. TNReady reported 
only 46 percent of the district’s students on 
track or mastering math in all tested grades. 
Such disparity between the two tests were 
repeated in districts across the state. 
TEA’s chief lobbyist Jim Wrye explained to 
committee members that kind of disparity 
has parents, teachers, and taxpayers angry 
about the testing system. “Nobody in our 
state believes the majority of students in 
Williamson County are behind in math. If 
we don’t believe it for Williamson County, 
why should we believe it for other systems 
with lower student proficiency? ACT 
scores are at an all-time high and on-time 
graduation rates have never been better, 
meeting our most important goal of getting 
more students career and college ready, 

yet we see headlines with TNReady scores 
showing we are terribly far behind. Either 
the ACT or TNReady is wrong about 
Tennessee students.”  
As if we lived in two different states, positive 
headlines about ACT scores and college 
readiness were followed just weeks later 
by stories about Tennessee Schools doing 
poorly. Both cannot be right, and most 
Tennesseans are looking at the state as the 
problem.  
“Teachers are asking whether TNReady 
exams set students up to fail. We want to 
know if the vast majority of our students are 
unable to answer questions or demonstrate 
learning in the state tests,” Gray said. 
“Teachers do not make assessments to stump 
students or flunk a majority. That is not good 
teaching practice. Teachers and parents need 
to review the tests to get to the bottom of 
these inconsistencies.” 
In spite of the law demanding it, parents and 
teachers will not be able to see the tests that 
say their students are behind.  
A key legislative initiative for TEA in 2015 
was to pass a testing transparency bill, 
mandating the state publish the majority of 
TNReady questions, along with examples 
of scored answers for non-multiple choice 
questions in writing, math and Language 
Arts. Having parents, teachers and others 
review test questions not only allows 
the public to gauge appropriateness of 
the assessments, but allows common 
sense evaluation as to whether the tests 
follow standards and are age appropriate. 
Transparency is critical to also improve 
instruction, the fundamental reason for state 
assessments.   
The state says it will publish only a small 
portion of test questions and has not 
said when it will do so. Though the law, 
standards, and TNReady itself are years into 
the process, the state has not created enough 
questions for the test bank and has to rely on 
copyrighted material from other states and 
publishers - items that must be kept from the 
public. 
The failure of TNReady tests in third 
through eighth grade last year has also 
exacerbated the problem, with few state-
owned questions normed through the test 
taking process. There is no way of knowing 
whether questions are aligned to standards 
or grade appropriate.    
“Making the tests transparent may be the 
only way to build confidence in the system 
and improve teaching practice. I’d also like 
to see policymakers, lawmakers and others 
take the same tests our children take to have 
first-hand experience with what we put 
our students through, and to see if they are 
appropriate. For now, we are still left in the 
dark,” Gray said. 
“All Tennesseans want an assessment system 
that helps improve teaching practices and 
student learning. They never asked for a 
system of penalties based on a test they 
cannot see and which produces outcomes 
they do not believe. Let’s make this the 
education issue for all candidates in the 2018 
elections.”  

TEA Organizing Summit
December 8–9, 2017   Cool Springs
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Scarritt Bennett Center Nashville
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TNReady questions 
from page 1

Finding all problems 

Trouble with TVAAS

Disparity with ACT

Engaging parents, 
teachers and voters 
on “test-and-punish” 
Let’s start calling our assessment system what 
it is: “test-and-punish.” At its heart, there are 
only penalties for TNReady, not rewards or 
insights into improving teaching and learning. 
Tennessee did better on hitting career and 
college goals in a time when TNReady 
bombed, and penalties are not only 
unfair but silly. Time to rally parents and 
teachers to make sure “test-and-punish” 
is a prominent issue in 2018, and that a 
moratorium or repeal of testing penalties 
is put in place.  

TNReady says most students are not at 
grade level in all subjects, contradicting ACT 
scores that indicate differently. State officials 
say it’s because the tests are not correlated 
and the skills required in Tennessee tests 
“better prepare” students for college and 
career - a statement without evidence. Even 
in systems where ACT scores say almost all 
students can pass college Algebra, TNReady 
shows a majority are below grade level. One 
assessment is wrong, and parents and teachers 
believe it is the state’s test.    

?

Value-added scores for high-stakes decisions 
are being abandoned across the country 
because they are unreliable. How reliable can 
they be here when most students lost a year 
of testing and glitches continue? TVAAS is no 
better than a coin flip - that’s how unreliable 
it is. Time to bury its use in 
penalties.   

Legislators and reporters were surprised to learn 
teachers and schools discovered problems 
leading to 10,000 misscores, and that 
the vendor and department would 
not have found on their own. They 
say all problems are fixed, yet how 
would they know? It’s time to start 
compiling all of the problems, from 
booklets to lost data. Every teacher 
needs to review their rosters and 
student scores and raise questions.  

Next steps 


