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Weaknesses of Education Measures

What Is This Primer About?

Measures and metrics in education are ways to check how well students learn and schools work. Things
like test scores and grades help us see progress. But these tools often have big problems. They can twist
how we teach and learn.

This primer looks at common flaws in these measures. It shows how they hurt rules for schools and kids'
success. It also gives ideas to fix them. Facts come from books and studies.

Common Weaknesses in Education Measures and Metrics

Many education metrics do not work well. They try to make learning simple with numbers. But learning
is complex. One big flaw is Goodhart's Law. It says when a measure turns into a goal, it stops being a
good measure (Strathern, 1997). For example, if test scores become the main target, teachers teach just
for the test. This hurts real learning.

Another problem is overusing standardized tests. These tests do not always show true skills. They miss
things like creative thinking or problem-solving (Popham, 1999). Tests can be unfair. They favor some
kids over others based on race or money.

Metrics often ignore judgment. Teachers know their students best. But numbers take over. In "The
Tyranny of Metrics," Jerry Muller says this fixation on metrics replaces good sense with data. It leads to
gaming the system, like changing rules to look better (Muller, 2018). For schools, this means focusing
on easy things to count, not what matters most.

Some metrics are not reliable. They change based on who takes the test or how it is given. Small groups
of kids make scores jump around (Ladd & Loeb, n.d.). Learning poverty metrics miss other skills like
math or feelings (NORRAG, 2024).

These flaws make metrics less helpful for real improvement.

How These Weaknesses Harm Public Policy and Student Outcomes
Bad metrics lead to wrong choices in rules for schools. This wastes time and money. It hurts kids too.

In policy, flawed metrics cause bad reforms. For example, No Child Left Behind used test scores to
judge schools. But it led to narrow teaching and cheating (Berliner, 2009). "A Nation at Risk" in 1983
had wrong facts. It pushed strict tests that stressed everyone (Ansary, 2007). Policies based on bad data
close schools or fire teachers without fair proof (Rothstein et al., 2010).

For students, these metrics narrow learning. Kids study for tests, not real skills. This lowers creativity
and joy in school (Zhao & Beghetto, 2024). Gaps grow for poor or minority kids. Tests are biased and
make inequality worse (National Education Association, 2023). In California, low standards hurt math
scores and future jobs (YouTube, 2024).
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Overall, bad metrics mean policies that fail kids. They cost billions and keep scores low.

Ways to Fix These Problems
We can make better metrics. This helps schools and kids.

First, mix metrics with teacher judgment. Do not let numbers rule alone. Use data to help, not replace,
decisions (Muller, 2018). Diversify what we measure. Add things like student growth or feelings
(Manber, 2023).

Use Bayesian ways to make scores fairer. Traditional ways of calculating school or student performance
(like average test scores) can be unreliable if only a few kids are tested in a group. The scores might
jump around a lot just by chance, or they might look unfair because small groups get left out of reports
to avoid bad data. This can hide real problems or make some schools look better or worse than they are.
Bayesian methods use extra knowledge and math rules to make scores less wobbly when sample sizes
are small. This leads to better, more equal decisions about schools and students. (IES, 2024).

Personalized learning can fit teaching to each kid, not just tests (Stand Together, n.d.).

Train teachers to use data well. Look at root causes to close gaps (Hanover Research, 2024). Stop high-
stakes tests. Use other ways like projects (National Education Association, 2023).

Focus on cost-effective ideas. Teach at kids' levels for big gains (Ganimian et al., 2024). These steps can
fix metrics. Then schools help all kids better.
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