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Abstract 

High-stakes achievement tests are increasingly being used nationvs/ide in order to make 

decisions about students' educational ftjtures. For example, in Florida, performance on the 

Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) is used to determine academic 

proficiency in grades three through ten and also help govem graduation requirements for 

high school seniors. However, questions have been raised as to the validity and faimess of 

the FCAT in relation to the heterogeneous groups it targets. The purpose of this study is to 

examine the relationship between low perfonning schools in the state of Florida and their 

socioeconomic trends. Archival data from the 2011-2012 school year was obtained from 

Florida's Department of Education public records regarding FCAT 2,0 grade points and 

Title 1 status for 226 schools. It was hypothesized that students in Title 1 schools would 

score significantly lower on the FCAT than students in non-Title 1 schools. This hypothesis 

was evaluated using a Welsh Analysis of Variance (Welsh-ANOVA). It was also 

hypothesized that schools which have the double risk factors of being both predominantly 

low SES and predominantly minority status will score lower than those with just low SES. A 

Welsh-ANOVA was also used to evaluate this hypothesis. Findings of the present study 

supported both hypotheses. Title 1 funded schools obtained significantly less FCAT points 

than non-Title 1 funded schools. Additionally, Title 1 funded institutions with heightened 

minority populations scored significantly lower than the Title 1 funded institutions with 

heightened levels of majority populations. 
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Implications of Using High-Stakes Testing for At-Risk Populations. 

Socioeconomic status (SES) plays a key role in defining many aspects of a 

society, including its development and its functioning on an ongoing basis. On an individual 

level, SES impacts the opportunities that be afforded to the members of a society as 

well as which baniers they are likely to face. For example, medical issues (Braveman, 

Cubbin, Egerter, Williams, & Pamuk, 2010), mental health concerns (McLeod & Kaiser, 

2004), legal Interactions (Aaitonen, Kivivuori, & Mrtikainen, 2011), and substance abuse 

(Pope, Wallhagen, & Davis, 2010) trends all vary according to SES, just to name a few. 

Among the many factors SES impacts is education, which is of particular concern due to 

the far reaching effects that it can have on a child's future. Not only does low-SES limit 

students' access to education, but it is also associated with lower levels of student 

achievement, higher dropout rates, and lower perfonnance on standardized tests (Oriich & 

Gifford, 2006). This in turn Impacts the opportunity for higher education and, ultimately, 

employment later in life (Frempong, Ma, & Mensah, 2012). Lack of opportunity for 

educational advancement, therefore, serves as an additional barrier that prevents class 

mobility and perpetuates the transmission of low-SES from one generation to another. In 

other words, the cycle of low-SES risk factors and outcomes continues and limits the ability 

for societal improvement among this population (Oriich & Gifford, 2006). 

One aspect of education that cun̂ ently has great potential to impact the future 

success of students is high-stakes testing. High-stakes tests (HST) are criterion-

referenced assessments used to measure students' level of mastery of academic material 

and progress toward a set of academic standards. These tests are considered "high-

stakes" because their results are associated with a broad range of outcomes for all 

stakeholders involved (i.e. learners, administrators, and educators). High-stakes tests are 
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currently being used to hold teachers and schools accountable for student perfonnance 

and to detennine grade promotion and retention as well as high school graduation for 

students (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Florida Department of Education, 2011). 

With such important educational decisions riding on test results, any biases that 

may exist in these tests are likely to create unfair barriers to academic and professional 

success for students of certain sub-populations. Therefore, it is important to establish 

whether high-stakes tests present a fair measure of academic ability for all students. One 

group that deserves particular attention due to the multiple risk factors they face is 

students from a low SES background. Criterion-Referenced tests have demonstrated 

apparent variations in student performance due to the students' economic and cultural 

dynamics (Darting-Hammond, 2007). For example, several factors have been identified 

that contribute to differential perfonnance among social classes, including instnjctional 

techniques, educational opportunities, and perfonnance expectations. Research has 

suggested that inequalities exist in both the school personnel and the teaming 

environments of schools within the low-SES communities. For example; educators in low-

SES environments have been found to have less experience, endorsements, and 

certifications than their counterparts in higher SES areas. Similariy, lower-SES schools 

have tended to have less or inadequate resources and a larger percent or poor readers 

(Baker &Johnston, 2010). Therefore, since these high-stakes tests are often also used to 

detect students who are at-risk for retention, are not making grade-level gains, or are 

displaying difficulties in specific subjects (Jordan, 2010); any biases that may occur on 

these tests are likely to create a ripple effect, multiplying the risk factors faced by the 

victims of such bias. 
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The purpose of this study is to examine the equity of high-stakes testing, more 

specifically the FCAT, in relation to the cultural and ethnic differences of those whom it 

assesses. Implications for improvement can be elicited based on the results in order to 

ensure that assessment tools adequately take into account the ethnic, cultural, and 

economic diversity of the population. Incorporating socioeconomic differences into test 

fomnation can begin to assess student ieaming in an effective manner, improving not only 

reliability, but validity of test results as well. 

Risks and Outcomes Associated with Low-SES 

Throughout the past few years, researchers have established compelling 

associations between social class and both student achievement and cognitive abilities 

(Ready, 2010). For example, studies have found students from low-SES environments 

began school significantly behind that of their same aged/grade peers from social classes 

superior to theirs; and these deficits worsen as the years progress (Downey, von Hippel, & 

Broh, 2004). Additionally, children of low-SES family environments are more liable to 

transfer homes, schools, and locations than higher-SES children and families (de la Torre 

& Gwynne, 2009), This habit of relocating or transfening from place to place greatly affects 

students' abilities to perfonn in the educational setting due to the inconsistency of their 

home life (de la Tome & Gwynne, 2009). A study conducted in Washington State 

discovered a negative correlation between reading scores and free and reduced lunch 

percentages at several public schools (Abbott & Joireman, 2001). Additional findings from 

this study proposed that as poverty increases, failure on the Washington Assessment of 

Student Learning (WASL) increases. Furthennore, outcomes from a Denver study 

reinforced the notion that low-income children demonstrated inadequate achievement 
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levels within the classroom in addition to demonstrating a high probability of perfonning 

poorly in high-stakes tests (Gottlieb, 2002). 

Disadvantages among low social classes are evident due largely in part to these 

youth being unequally ascribed to educational settings which provide subpar resources 

and experiences that are essential to learning and academic growth (Tach & Farkas, 

2006). It was found that students of low-income schools typically experienced 

under/unequally-qualified faculty and educational resources (Fram, Miller-Cribbs, & Van 

Hom, 2007). Additionally, students from disadvantaged communities tend to face 

challenges outside of the school environment that impact their academic perfonnance. For 

example, they have been found to be predisposed to limited cultural and educational 

opportunities, receive limited guidance, assistance (i.e. economic, instnjctional, and 

technical) and reassurance in their homes, and are less likely to attain eariy development 

and literacy skills as opposed to their middle and upper-class counterparts (Baker & 

Johnson, 2010). The Eariy Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS) found children in high-

SES environments attained high perfonnance levels beginning in kindergarten as well as a 

rapidly increasing reading growth and vocabulary per month (U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2004). Students raised in low-SES 

environments, on the other hand, appeared to receive inadequate economic and parental 

support from home which in turn decreases their chances for achieving at or above grade-

level (Baker & Johnston, 2010). Additionally, the youth In these populations were more 

likely to be living in a single guardian household and have parents with limited or low levels 

of education, which tests to result in limited exposure to reading or math related activities 

(Baker & Johnston, 2010). Results of past studies also discovered children from high-
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poverty aHiimimitî  receive different and inadequate infomiation relating to the 

acfvanteg^ of education than children from lov/-poverty areas (Rouse & Bamow, 2006), 

Schools in lovz-SES communities frequently attempt to remediate their students' 

perfbimance deficits by developing compensatory programs such as after school tutoring, 

Saturday school, holiday school, as well as extended day and year school (Baker & 

Jdinston, 2010). Although commendable, this occun-ence creates heightened pressure 

and challenge to an already demanding environment for administration, faculty, and 

students. Cunningham and Sanzo (2002) proposed that the United States government 

should modify laws governing testing procedures in an effort to account for the baniers 

faced by disadvantaged youth. They suggest that increased awareness of the academic, 

social, and environmental bam'ers affecting these diverse students can lead to a more 

proactive approach for implementing appropriate interventions for these populations 

(Cunningham & Sanzo, 2002). Such programs would in turn relieve school administrators 

from bearing the majority of the pressure in addressing the issues of their populations. For 

instance, if the diverse needs of this population were taken into account at the legislative 

level, the pressure on administrators would reduce so that they would have more time and 

resources to dedicate to meeting the needs within the school. Although high-stakes tests 

seek to foster accountability, some argue that it is not conducive to collegiality between 

teachers and administrators, which likely has Implications for the quality of education that 

is provided in the school (Cunningham & Sanzo., 2002). 

In response to research highlighting the impact that SES has on student 

achievement, the government allocated additional money to low-perfonning schools 

serving at-risk students calling this additional money Title 1 funding of Elementary and 

Secondary Education. The Title I Funding Act of 1965 was introduced in an effort to 



IMPLICATIONS OF USING HIGH-STAKES TESTING 7 

provide students of ttiese populations v/ith additional resources to supplement their 

academic perfonnance (Title I Funding Act of 1965). The premise behind the additional 

funding and resources was to attempt to allow schools in low-SES communities a fair 

access to education and educational opportunities. Not only does this money target 

educational cum'culum, but also interventions, technologies, and additional faculty to 

improve the student-teacher ratios (Title I Funding Act of 1965), Although this Act provides 

much needed support, it appears to have limited influence on low-SES student 

achievement when compared to the schools not receiving Title I funds. While the provision 

of these funds addresses some of the risk factors impacting children from low SES, there 

are several factors which this funding cannot resolve. Achievement gaps between high and 

low SES populations can be traced, beyond the typical environmental factors, to parent 

and teacher expectation as well as the method in which educational information is 

obtained (Rouse & Bomow, 2006). 

High-Stakes Testing & the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test 

In order to address the underachievement of low-SES youth and at-risk groups, 

the No Child Left Behind Act was established in 2002, The ultimate goat of NCLB is geared 

towards promoting increased perfonnance with regards to reading and mathematics in an 

effort to reduce the achievement gap throughout the country and among the diverse 

cultures and subcultures therein (NCLB; Pub. L. 107-110, enacted January 8,2002). 

Achievement gaps reflect the differences in perfonnance among different populations. In 

this instance it has been noted in various research that there lies a major difference in 

achievement between low-SES populations and their higher-SES counterparts (Baker & 

Johnston, 2010; Duran, 2005). NCLB is based on a theory proposing that people are 

motivated to perfonn their best when there are measurable standards of perfonmance and 
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well defined consequences tied to these perfomnance levels. Therefore, standards of 

success have been outlined for students, educators, and educational institutions and 

penalties have been identified for those who do not meet specified standards (Lee & 

Reeves, 2012). Additionally, NCLB regulations propose the reduction of achievement gaps 

between historically "disadvantaged and special groups of students" (Duran, 2005). 

One of the cornerstones of NCLB is the concept of accountability, whereby school 

teachers and administrators are evaluated according to their students' academic 

perfonnance. Educational institutions are expected to use student high-stakes test 

outcomes for appraisal of whether or not students are making progress toward academic 

standards set by the state. This practice is known as Adequate Yeariy Progress (AYP). 

NCLB sets a goal of 100% academic proficiency; in other words, 100% of a school's 

student population should be perfonning on grade level by 2014. Additionally, schools are 

required to provide "continuous and substantial improvement" during a "reasonable" 

timeframe, so that all learners in the state could achieve a proficient level of perfonnance 

in conjunction with state standards in all subjects. This goal of proficiency serves as the 

measure which the state uses to identify schools needing improvement. If the educational 

institutions persistently fail to make "adequate progress," the state provides additional 

support to the schools by Introducing more intense interventions to improve their 

perfonnance (Florida Department of Education, 2011). It is believed that the results of the 

high-stakes tests can provide lawmakers with empirical data to detennine if students are 

progressing toward the goal. Every year institutions are evaluated based on these results 

and how much they have or have not progressed towards the ultimate goal of 100% 

proficiency (Lee & Reeves, 2012). This expectation of proficiency is based on the 

theoretical framewori< of perfonnance-driven accountability, as it seeks to advise, 
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influence, and reorient educational stakeholders toward the goal by deeming schools, 

teachers, and students responsible for the perfonnance of their students through 

incentives and penalizations in the forni of merit pay and/or sanctions (Center on 

Education Policy, 2007; Lee & Reeves, 2012). This translates to the notion that if 

educators were held liable for the failure or success of their students, and if their pay were 

dependent on these outcomes, they would be more Inclined to increase or improve 

educational instnjctions. Additionally, schools who fail to meet AYP also ain the risk of 

being required to take comective action in the fonn of curriculum changes, faculty 

replacement, updating or revamping improvement plans, and/or facilitating extended 

school year or day for at-risk students (Center on Education Policy, 2007). 

Through NCLB, accountability of the schools is detennined by assessing student 

perfonnance with the administration of standardized tests. Each state develops these high-

stakes tests which are then approved by the United States federal government (Florida 

Department of Education, 2011). High-stakes testing is intended to encourage fair, 

appropriate evaluation of student learning. On these examinations, students are to achieve 

an aptitude level of a predetennined minimum score. Since high-stakes test scores are 

often used to detennine key decisions for the institution and its students, institutions are 

expected to guarantee these assessments are highly comelated to their current cunicula 

as well as safe guard against biases by ensuring these assessments offer an equitable 

and valid measure of student proficiency (Duran, 2005). High-stakes test guidelines place 

emphasis on identifying and understanding students' academic difficulties with the use of 

assessments measuring primary and secondary grade-level curricula. Further parameters 

of high-stakes assessments include the provision of fair and impartial experiences of 

quality instmction despite cultural, ethnic, socioeconomic status, and/or physical and 
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mental limitations (Duran, 2005). Given these conditions, it is expected that every student 

should receive at least a minimum passing score on these standardized tests. 

There have been many studies addressing not only the advantages of high-stakes 

testing but the latent results of such tests as vî ell (Penfield, 2010; American Educational 

Research Association [AERA], 1999). For example, some educators believe the use of 

high-stakes testing provides diagnostic intbnnation in regards to students' strengths and 

weakness, as well as areas that may need consideration for improvement (Phelps, 2003). 

Other supporters of high-stakes testing propose the accountability factor can be beneficial 

in promoting thoroughness among educators and administrators regarding at-risk students 

(Phelps, 2003; Phelps, 2005). On the other hand, it has been found that the issue of 

retention under high-stakes tests is seen as more controversial than that of teacher-

initiated retention because of the testing's more linear disposition (Allensworth, 2005). This 

is because under teacher-initiated retention the decision is based on multiple factors such 

as grades, attendance, and behavior as well as the teachers' subjective perspectives as 

opposed to the regulations of high-stakes tests where the detemnination to retain students 

is grounded solely on the perfonnance on the test and takes less of a holistic assessment 

of the student. 

The Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) is a high stakes test which 

public school students in the state of Florida must pass not only for grade promotion but 

high school completion as well. In third grade, students who fail to make passing scores on 

the FCAT reading are retained in an effort to reintroduce the content of that particular 

grade. The premise of this is based on the idea that if students have not passed those 

sections, they have not achieved grade-level proficiency and will need intervention. 

Additionally, on the secondary level, each student is allotted five additional opportunities to 
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retake ttie assessment if ttiey are unsuccessful on ttie first. If ttiey are unsuccessful on 

ttiose additional attempts, they are rewarded a certificate of completion instead of the 

traditional high school diploma, which may be detrimental towards the pursuit of higher 

education (Florida Department of Education, 2011). With all of these factors being tied to a 

single test of this magnitude, it becomes difficult to determine if students in low-SES 

environments are toily lacking academic proficiency or if this type of assessment is 

sensitive enough to this population. 

The unintended effects associated with high-stakes tests can be illustrated from a 

real life scenario that occurred in Minnesota. In 2002, over 7,000 students were mistakenly 

notified of failure on the Minnesota Basic Standards Test in Mathematics and were in 

jeopardy of not meeting graduation requirements (Comell, Krosnick, & Chang, 2006). This 

unfortunate scenario provided researchers with a unique lens into the emotional impact 

that is brought about by tying test scores to such severe consequences as high school 

graduation. Comell and colleagues (2006) administered a sequence of questionnaires 

assessing student and parent reactions to this situation and found that about 4% of 

students recounted dropping out of school as a direct outcome of the misinfonnation. 

Although this was an unfortunate scoring mistake on the part of Minnesota Department of 

Education, it must be known that these students were already on the borderiine of failing 

because the scoring mistakes made were on about two-three questions on the actual 

exam (Comell et al., 2006). This situation is a shocking demonstration of the direct 

negative impact that high-stakes tests had on influencing students' educational decisions. 

High-Stakes Test Bias 

The ultimate goal of high-stakes tests is to address and assess etfective 

instructional practices; however some have argued that this intent has been 
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counterproductive in regards to ttie benefit of ttie students (Clarke, Stiore, Rhoades, 

Abrams, Miao, & Li, 2003). Studies have reported the implementation of high-stakes tests 

is associated wih reduced instnjctional creativity, elevated pressure to engage in test 

preparation, limited content coverage and incompatible instructional/curriculum structure 

and rate (Clarke et al., 2003). While these instructional practices are conducive to 

heightened FCAT scores, they are likely to be detrimental to student learning. In addition, 

the occurrence of incongruent instnjctional trends among educational institutions and 

communities of various sxioeconomic statuses tend to be one-sided in favor of upper-

class communities (Tach & Fari<as, 2006). 

Concerns regarding the impact that the FCAT has on key decisions such as 

retention, promotion, school perfonnance grades, and teacher pay have risen within the 

last several years (Penfield, 2010). These concerns seem to stem from questions about 

the level of faimess this assessment has, or doesn't have, with regards to the populations 

it seeks to assess. More specifically, there appears to be unequal advantages as to the 

level of instruction students in different communities receive (Penfield, 2010). On a general 

level, there is a breadth of research expressing the belief that high-stakes tests provide 

accurate and reliable measures of student learning; yet limited research demonstrates this 

notion to be tme for measuring learning in ALL students. In a study conducted by Hom 

(2003) findings yielded that high test scores do not directly predict student learning. 

Research shows that students living in low-SES and poverty communities have a high 

probability of attending low-perfonning schools which in turn predicts FCAT failure in 

reading (Myers & Curtiss, 2003). 

In an effort to ensure that educational assessments are being used in a way that is 

valid, fair, and reliable for all members of the population, several sets of guidelines and 



IMPLICATIONS OF USING HIGH-STAKES TESTING 13 

standards have been created, including the Code of Fair Testing Practices in Education 

(CFTPE) and the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (SEPT) (Joint 

Committee on Testing Practices, 2004). Using these guidelines and standards as a basis, 

the National Research Council (NRC) (Heubert & Hauser, 1999) established a set of 

principles intended to be used in evaluating the faimess of high-stakes testing procedures. 

The NRC otTers a 3-component set of criterion for appraising the appropriateness of 

testing policies. These three components include validity and reliability, attribution of 

cause, and effectiveness of treatment. Validity and reliability refers to the statistical 

adequacy of an assessment. Attribution of cause is the extent to which the students being 

assessed have suitable Ieaming conditions and instmction to learn the prerequisite skills 

and infomiation presented on the test. Effectiveness of treatment evaluates the extent to 

which the assessment is being used in an etfective and beneficial manner. The Attribution 

of Cause component is particulariy relevant to the topic at hand, as it addresses the unfair 

advantage different ethnicities and cultures have in relation to accessing education. The 

question of concern is whether or not students' perfonnance is related to their knowledge 

or skill acquisition, sub-par instruction, and/or exclusionary factors such as language, 

disabilities, or cultural barriers (Penfield, 2010). 

It has been documented that minority populations; or populations that do not 

include the dominant culture of Caucasian ethnicity overall tend to face more challenges in 

the educational system as well as on high-stakes testing procedures (Brown, 2005), When 

students possess cultural and linguistic differences from the mainstream environment, 

testing procedures have potential to become problematic. Reliability and validity of testing 

results are called into question due to diversity of the populations required to take the test. 

Past research has reported that students reared in a diverse community have significantly 
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poorer educational experiences, language development, tiistorical background knowledge 

of ttie mainstream culture, and various acculturation experiences wtien compared to their 

mainstream majority counterparts (Brown, 2005), Due to these differences among others, 

students of ethnic minority backgrounds tend to have a fairiy inconsistent pattern of 

perfonnance on high-stakes tests (Brown, 2005). Brown (2005) explained this notion by 

stating the content of standardized tests are derived from the knowledge base of the 

mainstream culture; however when the students who take the tests are not of mainstream 

culture or ethnicity they fall behind and the achievement gap increases significantly over 

time. This poses the question of the equity and validity of high-stakes tests such as the 

FCAT. 

In the educational field, it is required by these standards that high-stakes testing 

used to make critical decisions (promotion & graduation) be accompanied with proof that 

every student have proper access to educational experiences and opportunities that 

deliver relevant knowledge and skills that are to be assessed. Prior research has indicated 

that there is an immense achievement gap between students of a minority background 

versus tiieir majority counterparts (Baker, Griffin, & Choi, 2008; Heubert, 2002/2003). 

Additionally, these findings propose these disadvantaged youth are greatly predisposed to 

lower passing grades and test scores. With that said, it would benefit policy makers and 

test designers to be conscious of the limitations present in at-risk populations and 

reconstaict their testing procedures, content, and decisions accordingly. The current study 

seeks to evaluate whether the FCAT exemplifies this notion of an unequal advantage 

among at-risk (low-SES) populations and violates the above mentioned standard for Fair 

and Appropiriate test use. 

Purpose and Hypotheses 
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The purpose of this current study is to examine whether or not high-stakes tests, 

more specifically the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), provides a fair 

measure on which to base important decisions that impact students, teachers, and 

administrators in schools in low-SES communities. The present study seeks to discover 

the association between educational institutions with a high population of minority and low-

income students with their FCAT perfonnance scores in reading and mathematics. In the 

previous mentioned studies, it was found that poor FCAT perfonnance was more 

associated with urban/Low-income students than that of suburban/upper-class students, 

Since the majority of inhabitants in the urban community are at-risk individuals consisting 

of African American, Latino American, and other minorities of lower socioeconomic status 

(SES), examination of whether or not this factor is equal among minority cultures of 

various ethnicities will be conducte .̂ These students are at-risk for a variety of negative 

outcomes in addition to the FCAT, and since this is the circumstance, it can be subsumed 

that this presents notable baniers to achievement not only in education but in employment 

and advancement into higher education as well; ultimately creating a cyclical pattern in the 

communities involved. 

Limited empirical literature is available on the faimess and equity of the FCAT as a 

basis for high stakes decisions such as grade retention and accountability. As stated 

above, concerns regarding faimess and equity arise when the FACT and other high-stakes 

tests are used to detennine grade retention and accountability. This is largely due to its 

neglect of additional factors associated with student perfonnance. Therefore, the cument 

study will focus primarily on evaluating the FCAT, so that stakeholders can make infonned 

decisions on how best to use FCAT results. It was hypothesized that schools receiving 

Title 1 funding received a significantly lower amount of FCAT points than schools not 
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receiving Title 1 funding. It was also tiypottiesized ttiat schools having the double risk 

factors of being both predominantly low SES and predominantly minority status received 

lower FCAT points than those schools with just low SES. 

Methods 

Participants 

Participants included 226 high schools from the state of Florida. One-Hundred and 

thirteen of the schools included those supported by Title 1 funding during the 2011-2012 

academic year and 113 were not supported by this funding. Of the 113 schools receiving 

Title 1 funding, 65 were predominantly minority schools with at least 70% of the student 

population from minority backgrounds. Only schools serving grades nine through twelve 

were included in this study, in order to eliminate variability between schools that might 

impact scores. Additionally, charter schools and private institutions were excluded from 

this study in order to control for confounding variables that might impact the students 

attending those schools. FCAT points were collected from the Florida Department of 

Education's public online database for the 2011-2012 school year, 

instruments 

Socioeconomic status. The variable of low-SES was defined by the Title 1 status 

of the school. A school is identified as eligible for Title I Funding by the state of Florida's 

Student Achievement and School Accountability Programs oifice when the poverty level is 

at or above 40%. The poverty level is detemnined by the free and reduced meal counts, 

government assistance eligibility, census data, and/or Medicaid eligibility. 

The Florida Comprehensive Achievement Test (FCAT).The Florida Department 

of Education (FLDOE) is cumently operating under the Next Generation Sunshine State 

Standards which were generated to provide standards for instmction and promote student 
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achievement, in alignment with similar standards, the Florida Comprehensive Achievement 

Test (FCAT) was produced in 1998 as a means of assessing implementation and 

proficiency of the standards. In 2011 the FCAT was updated to align with the new 

standards, and is now identified as FCAT 2,0. Therefore, for the basis of this study, the 

FCAT 2,0 and Next Generation Sunshine State Standards will be used. Passing scores on 

the FCAT 2.0 indicate students are malting "adequate" progress and achieving on grade 

level cunicula. The FCAT 2,0 is a criterion-referenced test given to all students attending 

public schools. The FCAT reading and math portions are first introduced to students in 

third grade and continue to grade ten. Additionally, the science portion is administered in 

grades five, eight, and eleven; while the FCAT Writes exam is given in grades four, eight, 

and ten. Scaled scores on the on the FCAT 2.0 reading portion span between 140 to 302 

while math scores span between140 to 298. These scores are then analyzed and 

computed by a computer program which allow for comparisons between students and 

across grade levels. From this computerized summary achievement levels are generated 

ranging from 1-5; with 3-5 reflecting satisfactory to mastery or proficiency. Cumently, FCAT 

2,0 scores are not modified to account for SES of students (Baker & Johnson, 2010). In 

fact, the Department of Education proposes education institutions are required to teach all 

students, despite their socioeconomic status and that all students possess the capacity to 

learn and make "Adequate Yeariy Progress", This study examined the FCAT 2,0 overall 

points received during the 2011-2012 school year. Statistical analysis from the Florida 

Department of Education reports high content validity for the FCAT 2.0 (2007). 

Additionally, the FCAT is considered reliable as a result of the Cronbach's alpha for 

reading (0.882) and math (0.925) (FLDOE, 2012). According these results, the FCAT is 
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viewed as technically sound and meets or exceeds the professional standards for 

standardized achievement tests, 

FCAT points, infomiation regarding the calculation of school perfonnance grades 

was obtained through the Miami-Dade County Public Schools' Assessment, Research, and 

Data Analysis database. These grades are used as a method as established in Senate 

Bill1008.34 (2011), for school grading in 2009-10 and thereafter. "Florida's high schools 

are graded using the FCAT and learning gains components described in the grading 

criteria for elementary and middle schools (worth 800 points), plus several non-FCAT 

based components that account for 70 percent of the high school grade (also worth 800 

points)," totaling 1600 points (Florida Department of Education, 2011; p,2). Schools earn 

one point for every percent of students scoring in achievement levels three to five in 

reading, math, and science; as well as one point for each percentage of students scoring 

three and a half or more in writing on a scale of one to six. Additionally, high schools have 

an opportunity to earn additional points if a minimum of fitty percent of students retaking 

the assessments achieve passing scores and meet graduation requirements in both 

reading and math. For the basis of this study, the FCAT points of a maximum 800 will be 

used as indicators of FCAT success or failure. Included in this score are the schools' 

reading, math, writing, and science perfonnance and gains. 

Procedure 

High school FCAT 2.0 data from the FLDOE online database was used to obtain 

data on the variables of this study. Schools were first selected based on their Title 1 status 

during the 2011-2012 school year. All schools receiving Title 1 funding were included and 

an equivalent number of schools that did not receive Title I funding was randomly selected 

using a randomization function in SPSS. For each school, FCAT points attained during that 
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year as well as the percentage of minority students in the school was also collected. Any 

school in which 70 percent or more of the population is of ethnic minorities (i.e. Latino, 

African American/Black, Asian, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native, 

or multi-racial) was identified as a predominantly minority school. Each of the 226 schools 

was de-identified and their names were replaced with a participant number in order to 

ensure anonymity. 

Results 

The results are reported based on each hypothesis. Hypothesis one indicated that 

when controlling for ethnic makeup, schools receiving Title 1 funding received a 

significantly lower amount of FCAT points than schools not receiving Title 1 funding. 

For hypothesis one, the assumption of homogeneity of variances was violated, as 

assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance (p=.005). Additionally, the 

Shapiro-Wilk Test of Nonnality discovered there was significant violation of nonnal 

distribution (p=.000). However further analysis revealed that both groups had similar 

distributions, so this violation was not considered to be of concern. To account for the 

violation of the homogeneity of variance, a Welch ANOVA was computed to test for a 

difference between the FCAT points of schools receiving Titie 1 funding versus that of 

schools not receiving Title 1 funding. A significant difference was found between the two 

groups (F(1,187.264)=31.007, p<.0005), with Non-Titie 1 schools (M=472.87, SD=76.052) 

receiving higher scores than Titie 1 funded schools (M=425.96, SD=47.255). 

Hypothesis two stated that schools having the double risk factors of being both 

predominantly low SES and predominantiy minority status will receive lower FCAT points 

than those schools with just low SES. The Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance 

(p=,001) displayed a violation of homogeneity at a statically significant rate. Additionally, 
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the Shapiro-Wilk Test of Nonnality discovered a significant violation of nonnal distribution 

{p-.OOO], however because both groups had similar distributions, this violation was not 

considered to be of concern. In order to account for the violation of homogeneity of 

variance, a Welch ANOVA was used to test the hypothesis, A statistically significant 

difference was observed between the low SES, predominantly minority schools and 

schools that are low SES but predominantly majority (F(1, 69.628)=6,934, p=0.010) with 

the non-minority Title 1 funded schools (M=440,23, SD=58,514) receiving statistically 

higher FCAT points than the minority Title 1 funded schools (M=415,43, SD=33,588). 

Discussion 

The present study intended to provide insight into the implications of using high-

stakes testing procedures for at-risk populations. The first hypothesis suggested that 

schools receiving Title 1 funding would perfonn pooriy, or receive less FCAT 2.0 points, 

than their Non-Title 1 counterparts. Results indicated that Non-Title 1 funded schools did 

attain significantly more FCAT 2.0 points than Title 1 funded schools. Therefore it is 

expected that although Title 1 funded schools or low-SES schools are receiving 

supplemental money for additional educational resources, they may still possess inferior 

aspects of academic instmction and resources when compared to those higher-SES 

schools. In addition to the quality of their education itself, students in Title 1 funded schools 

are likely exposed to environmental, financial, and familial factors that further hinder their 

perfonnance among testing measures. This finding also supports past research relating to 

the effects that poverty and low-SES have on student academic perfonnance and 

achievement scores on standardized tests (Abbott & Joireman, 2001; Gottlieb, 2002). 

Additionally, findings such as this bring attention to other factors that affect perfonnance 

and achievement of low-SES and/or high poverty institutions such as subpar and 
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inconsistent instmction and resources (Baker & Johnston, 2010). The observed difference 

may also reflect possible testing bias in the FCAT 2.0; however this conclusion cannot be 

confimied in the current study due to a lack of control for environmental factors that may 

impact academic perfonnance. Regardless, the differential perfonnance among groups 

and the implications that are associated with high-stakes tests results may lead to 

differential academic opportunity for different subgroups of the population, resulting in bias. 

Nevertheless, the present study's findings along with past research demonstrate that 

students from low-SES tend to score lower on high-stakes testing than students from 

higher levels of SES. 

The present study supported the hypothesis that Title 1 funded minority institutions 

would receive less FCAT 2.0 points than their non-minority Title 1 funded counterpari:s. 

This suggests that within a low-SES population, students from different ethnic 

backgrounds differ on their perfonnance on high-stakes testing. Therefore it appeared that 

ethnicity played a significant role in detennining perfonnance on standardized measures if 

these ethnicities attend low-SES, high poverty, and Title 1 funded institutions, It appears 

that SES as well as ethnicity plays a significant role in impacting high-stakes test scores. 

It can be assumed that poverty and/or low-SES play an important role on a child's 

ability to perfonn in academic settings and on standardized measures. It appears that SES 

affects members of various ethnicities inconsistently when it comes to academic 

perfonnance. This may be due to their variable environmental characteristics, resources, 

and other risk factors that may influence them within the educational institution. As 

proposed by Cunningham and Sanzo (2002), the risk factors associated with low-SES and 

poverty should be considered by policy makers when creating high-stakes tests so that 

each SES population has an equal and fair opportunity for achievement. 
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The present study had several limitations that should be considered when 

interpreting the results. A relatively small sample size of schools met criteria for inclusion in 

this research study. Of the 500 secondary schools in the state of Florida, only 226 met 

criteria for inclusion in the study after removing combination middle and high schools, 

special education and alternative schools, as well as private and charter schools. All of 

these institutions are either governed by different legislative regulations or have different 

scoring methods that could have potentially sinewed the overall analysis and outcome of 

this study. 

Another limitation of the present study related to the demographics of the sample. 

This study utilized school level data from high schools in the state of Florida, as opposed 

to individual student data. The results may not be as sensitive as if they were attained from 

individual student data and their perfonmance on the test. This method would be beneficial 

for future research as insight could be gained based on examining individual student 

factors of being from a specific SES and ethnicity. 

The third limitation of this study related to the inability to control for environmental 

factors associated with the minority and low-SES populations. If these variables were able 

to be manipulated the equality of the sample population would have helped generate more 

reliable, homogenous, and nonmally distributed results. This could have resulted in a 

clearer depiction of the role SES plays on standardized testing perfomnance. 

The final limitation of the present study is the short scope of the study in regards to 

the use of only one school year. It would be interesting to examine if the discovered trends 

existed in previous years and versions of the FACT. The infomiation regarding this 

particular yean could not have been a common happening and future research should 
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account for this notion and look towards multiple years to gain a clearer insight into the 

findings of past research to detennine if the trends are still prevalent. 

When it comes to further examining this association, one suggestion for future 

research would be to include the special education institutions into the analysis to 

detennine if at-risk students were able to perfonn at a greater rate when placed in a more 

contained and specialized environment. Relating to the limitations mentioned above, it 

would be beneficial if environmental factors were controlled for to create cohesiveness 

among the sample population. Although the present study provided interesting findings as 

these schools are graded and held accountable based on their overall perfonnance, future 

research should look towards examining this trend on a more individualized level versus 

the use of a school data. 
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