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ABSTRACT 

 

The primary purpose of this qualitative case study was to surmise, describe, and 

detail perceptions of teachers and administrators regarding connections between 

mandated benchmark testing and student success. Concomitantly, descriptions and details 

of teacher and administrator perceptions of school culture, instructional leadership, and 

accountability regarding the implementation of formative assessments were also 

developed. Specifically, teacher perceptions stressed a level of frustration with the 

process for implementation, but also decidedly viewed benchmarking as beneficial for 

assessing student growth and driving instruction. Administrator perceptions were mostly 

aligned with the teacher perceptions regarding instruction driven by benchmarking results 

and assessing student strengths and weaknesses for further intervention. Perceptions of 

school culture ranged from positive to negative among teachers and administrators. 

Perceptions of instructional leadership among teachers described both helpful and 

supportive administrators, as well as incompetent administrators, while administrators 

described a more teacher-led process regarding benchmarking. Perceptions of 

accountability were that of limited to no connection between benchmarking and 

accountability for half of the respondents, while the other half deemed benchmarking to 

be a necessary process in meeting accountability standards.  Overall, the teachers and 

administrators did not perceive the district benchmarks to be effective in estimating how 

students might perform on the STAAR assessment for English I. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

For the last thirty years, Texas, “the state that inaugurated the expansion of 

standardized testing in America’s schools,” has been at the forefront of state assessments 

for the purpose of student success (Schone, 2013).  As new state assessments have been 

implemented, standards have been raised, requirements heightened, and the impact of 

these state assessments has become increasingly important, particularly for eighth and 

ninth grade students transitioning from middle to high school, from taking tests for the 

sake of being informative to taking tests which directly impact their futures.  Today, 

success on state assessments is a necessity in Texas.  Failure produces steep 

consequences, not just for students, but for educators and educational leaders as well.  

 For instance, in some school districts, the renewal of professional contracts is 

based upon performance rates stemming from test scores which has led to educational 

leaders and educators losing their jobs due to the results of state-mandated test scores.  As 

for the students, the necessity to pass lies in the fact that not doing so leads to the 

postponement, and possibly denial, of their academic and personal futures.  In order to 

meet this need head-on at the secondary level, school districts have begun to shift 

instructional practices to reflect the weight of state assessments.  More and more 

regularly, districts are planning and implementing formative assessments, or benchmark 

tests, in each of the four tested content areas (mathematics, social studies, science, and 

English) prior to the end-of-year state assessment to gauge the potential performance of 

their students, and to construct an intervention plan for students who are struggling.  Like 

math, English has always been an area of great interest in education, specifically because 
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of the belief that success in reading and writing leads, inevitably, to success in other 

content areas (Burns, 2011; Zwang, 2011).  However, with the recent raising of state 

standards, the tests for English have failed in their purpose due to the fact that they did 

not actually test the critical thinking and other necessary skills that typically denote 

academic readiness.  In response to some of the less ambitious requirements of the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), states have had the tendency to adopt assessments that 

“expected students to possess few high-level skills and fairly thin levels of knowledge 

about” reading (Manna, 2011, p. 110).  In essence, students are expected to perform at a 

level that is contrary to the instruction they have received throughout the school year, and 

districts are blind to potential student outcomes without some form of intervention, 

namely benchmarks.  This study addressed the use of benchmarks in one specific case, 

and examined the perceptions surrounding the incorporation of this intervention.   

Background of the Problem 

From the late 1970s through the 1980s, the Texas legislature, in seeking to gauge 

student, campus, and district progress, mandated a system of testing performance in order 

to implement accountability in education on a statewide level (Natriello and Palles, 

1999).  What followed was a series of state tests which were created, implemented, 

assessed, refurbished, and re-implemented over the next thirty years.  It began in 1979 

with the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills, or TABS, designed to assess minimum skills 

in writing, reading, and mathematics.  From TABS, Texas shifted to the TEAMS, Texas 

Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills, in 1986 which marked the first time an 

assessment was required for seniors to graduate from high school.  From 1994 to 2002, 

TAAS, Texas Assessment of Academic Skills, remained in place.  This test was a shift 
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from a minimum basic skills assessment to a criterion-referenced academic skills 

assessment.  At the secondary level, students were tested in reading, writing, 

mathematics, science and social studies beginning in grade eight, and students were 

required to pass the Exit level of the TAAS test in reading, writing, and mathematics in 

order to graduate.  In 2001, the last TAAS test was given out, and a new wave of 

legislation was put into play with the signing of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2002.  “President Bush's education 

centerpiece, NCLB, was hailed as a bipartisan benchmark when it was signed into 

law...The legislation has resulted in the greatest level of federal involvement in education 

in history, and its implementation has prompted questions about testing, accountability, 

funding, and the future of local school control” (Cook, 2005).   

In the spring of 2002, students in Texas sat for the TAKS, Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills, for the first time.  Its purpose was to elevate the standards and 

requirements of students, to test a broader spectrum of the state’s curriculum, and to 

establish a passing requirement for grades three, five, and eight to attain promotion to the 

next grade level, as well as graduation by passing all four content area exit level tests 

(Technical Digest, 2008).  This state assessment would remain in effect until 2011 when 

STAAR would finally be implemented despite being voted for and approved during the 

2007 state legislature.  Under this assessment, secondary students would be required to 

pass a total of fifteen assessments by their senior year in order to be eligible for 

graduation.  Also, the results of this test would account for 15% of high school students’ 

final semester average in each content class, and the level of questioning would be raised 

in order to assess the students’ critical thinking skills and comprehension of the state 
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curriculum for each tested content area (Schone, 2013).  With STAAR, schools would be 

pushed to new levels of accountability based on the performance of their students.   

However, just two years after the inception of STAAR, House Bill 5, or HB5, was 

passed and signed into law on June 10, 2013, by Governor Rick Perry.  The bill focuses 

on several issues and, prior to its inception, it was clear that the provisions of the bill 

would be highly impactful when they were set to begin in the 2013-2014 school year.  

Under HB5: the number of end-of-course assessments a student will take was reduced 

from 15 to 5, the STAAR Reading and STAAR Writing tests were combined into one test 

with one score, the grading policy which allowed STAAR scores to impact students’ 

semester averages in a given class was removed, the scoring practices requiring students 

to meet a minimum score was removed, and rather than have a cumulative scoring 

system, students would begin to be scored on a 100-point scale score system (Texas 

Association of School Administrators website, 2013).  Most relevant to this study, HB5 

limits the number of benchmark assessments a district can give a student over the course 

of one school year, and this is further detailed in Chapter 2. 

The current performance-based system in public education is designed not only to 

assess students’ mastery of content, but to assess teachers and educational leaders in their 

ability to assist in and create student success on state assessments through instructional 

practices as well.  This is most relevant and influential at the secondary level where 

student performance on state assessments is the determining factor for student eligibility 

in individual high school courses as well as graduation.  Due to the impact that the results 

of these tests have on students and the continued increase in the level of accountability 

for teachers and educational leaders, the repetitive process of instruction, assessment, 
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results is now referred to as high-stakes testing.  “Statewide formal testing of students has 

the potential to influence the behavior of all major actors in the educational 

system…Indeed, it may be the goal of offering quality assurances to the public that most 

clearly motivates high-stakes testing” (Natriello and Palles, 1999, p. 4).  Texas’ system of 

accountability monitors and assesses teachers, schools, and districts from year to year 

through two data reports: the Adequate Yearly Progress report (AYP), and the Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) report.  Both present quantitative data which 

showcases where a school has been, and what progress, if any, the school has made in the 

specific school-related areas, such as graduation, success in special programs, and, most 

relevant to this study, testing over the course of an academic school year.  Since the 

inception of the latest state assessment, STAAR results have changed the face of 

instruction.  It has become the epitome of accountability and high-stakes testing, and 

school districts in Texas have attempted to respond accordingly through the 

implementation of benchmark testing, among other instructional tools.   

According to Kimpston and Anderson (1988), benchmark tests are defined as 

assessments “to improve student achievement by identifying and providing assistance for 

those failing to achieve pre-established” assessments (p. 321).  Benchmark testing, 

designed to be a formative assessment, was implemented to target students who would 

potentially be unsuccessful on approaching assessments.  “In general, any test or 

assessment given at the end of a piece of learning cannot be formative because there is no 

opportunity to use its results as feedback to improve performance” (Black & Wiliam, 

2004, p. 22).  It is meant to be an intervention for campuses and districts in order to 

identify and further assist students who require more than traditional classroom 
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instruction time to be successful.  Without intervention, these students may be at-risk for 

repeating a course, a grade level, or potentially dropping out.  For this study, the 

benchmark tests utilized for the ninth grade groups testing in English I are defined as 

assessments designed and implemented by district curriculum and instruction specialists 

for the purpose of calculating student mastery of the English Texas Essential Knowledge 

and Skills, or TEKS.  Each benchmark was designed to aid teachers in the identification 

of students who were at-risk of being unsuccessful on the English I STAAR assessment 

in order to begin targeted intervention.  These benchmarks were regularly scheduled 

throughout the school year, were not purchased from a professional vendor, and were 

given on the students’ home campus by district personnel, or the students’ English 

teacher of record.   

As much as benchmark testing is a benefit for targeting students in need of 

intervention, critics have also begun to recognize the dangers in benchmark testing.  

Popham (2003) insists that benchmark testing encourages harmful practices such as 

teaching to the test, excessive use of drilling, and overemphasis on test scores.  Similarly, 

Former Texas Senator Ted Lyons disagrees with the amount of time benchmark testing 

can monopolize on a secondary level school calendar. In a 2002 article he wrote for 

statesman.com, an online newspaper, Lyons said, “Mandated tests consume valuable time 

that should be used for teaching. Most schools spend 45 days out of the 180 days in a 

school year in some form of mandated testing.”  According to Lyons, approximately 25% 

of the school year is comprised of benchmark testing designed to help prepare secondary 

level students for five days of state testing.  During the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school 

years, ninth graders in the studied suburban school district, given the pseudonym District 
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100 for the purposes of this study, tested approximately 97 days out of 180 days of 

scheduled instruction, which includes all benchmarks across the four core content areas 

and state assessments.  Disregarding student and teacher absences, this amounts to 53.8% 

of the school year being utilized for some form of testing.  With HB5, the upcoming 

school year will limit the number of benchmark tests the district can implement.  

However, individual teachers are free to utilize benchmarking as an instructional 

intervention tool as often as they choose as is further detailed in Chapter 2. 

Districts have struggled with understanding the difference between a formative 

assessment and a summative assessment.  While summative assessments, like STAAR, 

are typically used for accountability and ranking, benchmark tests are meant to be 

formative and are designed for the promotion of learning (Black and Wiliam, 2004).  As 

benchmarking is about to become a tool for classroom teachers because of HB5, it is the 

responsibility of the instructional leaders to ensure that this tool is being used correctly 

and in an impactful manner by educating these teachers on effective benchmarking 

practices.   

The desire or decision not to benchmark is also a potential issue for instructional 

leaders.  There are clear arguments for both sides, to benchmark and not to benchmark, 

however, as STAAR is a relatively newly-implemented assessment as of 2011, there is 

not enough available research to determine how effective benchmark testing has been for 

student achievement specific to that assessment.  This is due in part to the approach 

individual campuses have taken in the implementation of benchmarking as a process, a 

task whose success lies in the existing culture of the campuses and district.  School 

culture plays a major role in instructional practices which affect the benchmarking 
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process, and a climate conducive to effective benchmarking is more likely to be well-

established through educational leadership which is highly focused on instruction.  In 

Chapter 2, the relationship between benchmarking, instructional leadership, and school 

culture will be further examined.  Each of the aforementioned components reveal a gap in 

the knowledge regarding the effectiveness of benchmark testing. 

Statement of the Problem 

With a limited number of benchmark tests now available to school districts 

through HB5, and with the option for additional benchmarking placed solely in the hands 

of classroom teachers, how can districts effectively implement benchmark testing in order 

to create student success on state assessments as well as to positively affect overall 

student achievement?  Herman and Baker (2005) posed an interesting and important 

point: 

There is little sense in spending the time and money for elaborate testing 

systems if the tests do not yield accurate, useful information.  If the information is 

flawed or erroneous, it is unlikely to provide good guidance for instruction or to 

support better decision-making.  The whole rationale for conducting assessment 

falls apart; it merely creates the illusion that something is being done and people 

are paying attention (p. 49).  

This study specifically addressed the perceptions surrounding benchmark testing within 

District 100 for the ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for 

curriculum and instruction, and the campus principals of the students who took the 

STAAR English I assessment during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, and 
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what the perceived culture of each school was regarding instructional leadership, 

instructional practices, and benchmarking as a process.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The primary purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore and describe the 

perceptions surrounding the effectiveness of District 100’s benchmarking process for 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years according to the ninth grade English 

teachers, the administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the campus 

principals who participated in implementing the benchmarks, their perceptions 

surrounding the role culture and instructional leadership play in the success of the 

benchmarking process, and whether or not their perceptions surrounding the effectiveness 

of the district benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR 

English I state assessment were accurate.   

District 100 conducts benchmark testing within the district, and, based on the 

professional experience of the researcher, a ninth grade English teacher in District 100, 

the instructional practices and assessment processes for the English departments that 

were prevalent during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years are in place today.  The 

researcher, having been a ninth grade English teacher in District 100 from the 2007-2008 

school year to the present, and having undergone the benchmarking process during each 

of those years, has a first-hand knowledge of the benchmarking process in District 100.  

The professional experience of the researcher is further detailed in Chapter Three. 

  During the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, a curriculum map, which 

contained the essential skills that should have been taught in a given unit of instruction, 

was used by the instructional specialists and directors at the administrative level to design 
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the benchmarks for ninth grade English students.  The assessments were then 

implemented by the educational leaders on each campus, scored and graded by the 

teachers, analyzed by the teachers and the campus instructional specialists, discussed by 

the department, and the data was used to plan more lessons which were meant to cover 

material that did not produce the desired student outcomes.  From there, teachers were 

then expected to incorporate these re-taught skills lessons into their continuing lesson 

plans while the next benchmark was being planned based on the next group of units and 

skills found on the curriculum map.  This structure and plan has not changed in the time 

that the researcher has been employed by District 100.  The benchmarks were and are 

designed to be as close as possible in reflecting the STAAR English I assessment that the 

students would and will take during the second semester of their ninth grade year.  In 

essence, the district would and does test the students to ascertain their level of mastery on 

concepts that should have been taught prior to the benchmark, and will likely be seen on 

the STAAR English I assessment at the end of the school year.   

In addition to detailing the perceptions of the aforementioned faculty members, 

the researcher also utilized released student passing percentages from district and state 

assessments to reveal whether or not the perceptions of the effectiveness of district 

benchmark tests to estimate how students might perform on the STAAR English I 

assessment were accurate.  In order to obtain said perceptions, an online survey was 

conducted with the ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for 

curriculum and instruction, and the campus principals who were involved in the 

benchmarking process for English during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years at 
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either School A or School B, pseudonyms given to the two campuses within District 100 

that host all ninth grade students in the district. 

Significance of the Study 

 Although the high-stakes tests have continuously evolved over the last thirty 

years, state assessments are seemingly here to stay in Texas.  Districts have a 

responsibility to examine the instructional practices in place to ensure that all that can be 

done to promote student achievement is being done.  The process for implementation 

should be examined in order to identify how educational and instructional leadership on a 

campus can contribute to the success of benchmarking as an intervention tool.  

Benchmark testing is just one of the practices currently in place to assist in that task, and 

this case study could serve as a helpful tool for districts to determine whether benchmark 

testing is worth the cost and effort, and what practices the district should be 

implementing in order to have the most impactful utilization of the benchmarking 

process. 

Primary Research Questions 

 The following questions were posed as the framework for this study: 

1. What perceptions surround the effectiveness of benchmarks in 

estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English I state 

assessment?   

2. What is the role of instructional leadership in the benchmarking  

process and how is it affected by state accountability standards?  

3. What role does school culture play in the implementation of 

benchmark testing as a process? 
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4. What are the best practices for implementing an effective benchmark  

testing process? 

Research Design 

The study focused on the perceptions of ninth grade English teachers, 

administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and campus principals 

regarding the benchmarking process.  Of the 17 people invited to participate in the study, 

a total of 11 completed the online survey prior: 7 teachers and 4 campus leaders.  All 

district benchmarking data were provided by District 100, and the STAAR passing rates 

were accessed through released information from the Texas Education Agency, or TEA.  

Input from district personnel was collected through an online survey to ascertain the 

perceptions of educators and educational leaders regarding the benchmark process in 

District 100 for English I students during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  

This study was confined to a suburban school district, District 100, in Houston, 

TX, where two high schools, School A and School B, hosted approximately 600 and 

1200 ninth grade students respectively.  This study: identified the process for 

benchmarking in District 100 for these students specific to the STAAR, or State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness, English I test; identified state accountability 

standards relevant to the decision-making process for the instructional leadership teams 

within District 100; examined the perceptions of the ninth grade English teachers, the 

administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the two campus principals 

surrounding school culture and instructional leadership practices contributing to the 

benchmarking process on each campus; and compared student passing percentages from 

district assessments, and the STAAR tests for English I during the 2011-2012 and 2012-
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2013 school years to determine if the teacher, administrator, and principal perceptions 

surrounding the effectiveness of the benchmarks to estimate how students might perform 

on the STAAR English I state assessment were accurate. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following are terms and acronyms relevant to this study which have been 

provided with a brief definition: 

a. Accountability – the use of data to determine if the practices of a 

specific campus or district have met the standards for student 

achievement. 

b. AEIS – Academic Excellence Indicator System - the system of 

accountability in the state of Texas through which districts and campuses 

are measured to determine the level of excellence and student 

achievement. 

c. AYP – Adequate Yearly Progress – “Under the accountability 

provisions in the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, all public school 

campuses, school districts, and the state are evaluated for Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP). Districts, campuses, and the state are required to meet 

AYP criteria on three measures:  

• Reading/Language Arts,  

• Mathematics, and  

• Either Graduation Rate (for high schools and districts) or 

Attendance Rate (for elementary and middle/junior high schools)” 

(TEA, 2013). 
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d. Benchmark (benchmarking) - an assessment designed and implemented 

by curriculum and instruction specialists within the district for the purpose 

of calculating student mastery of the Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills, or TEKS.  Each benchmark should aid teachers in the identification 

of students who are at-risk of being unsuccessful on the reading and/or 

writing portion of STAAR in order to begin targeted intervention. 

e. High-Stakes Testing – an assessment whose results determine an 

important outcome for a student’s educational path; for example, 

graduation or retention. 

f. NCLB – No Child Left Behind Act (2002) – a bill signed by President 

George W. Bush stating that students across the United States would be 

required to be regularly assessed in areas of their education to hold 

campuses, districts, regions, and states accountable for the achievement of 

their student population. 

g. TEKS – Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills – a series of skill sets 

specific to each content area that students are expected to master during 

their educational career. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

Assumptions 

  The two campuses’ released passing percentages from the STAAR assessments 

in the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years were presumed to be accurately reported 

by the Texas Education Agency.  This is not to state that it was assumed that each test 
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was accurately scored, rather that the reporting of the test scores by TEA to the public 

was accurate.  

Limitations 

 The findings of this study are limited to one school district representing one group 

of participants: the ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for 

curriculum and instruction, and the campus principals during the 2011-2012 and 2012-

2013 school years.  The study would likely have benefited more from interviews with the 

participants as opposed to an online survey in order to ensure clarity and specificity in the 

responses of the participants.  The trustworthiness of the collected data is based on 

triangulation consisting of relative literature, the conducted online survey, and the 

professional experience of the researcher with the benchmarking process in District 100 

which is further detailed in Chapter Three.  Finally, this study holds to a specific 

definition of benchmark testing which may not represent benchmark testing in another 

school district.   

Summary 

 Texas has built its public education system around state assessments for the last 

thirty years.  As testing has evolved, instructional practices have had to follow suit, 

leading to efforts in intervention for student achievement such as benchmark testing.  For 

the purpose of this study, benchmark testing was defined as an assessment designed and 

implemented by curriculum and instruction specialists within the district for the purpose 

of calculating student mastery of the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, or TEKS.  

Each benchmark was designed to aid teachers in the identification of students who were 

at-risk of being unsuccessful on the English I STAAR test for the purpose of targeted 
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intervention.  This study was confined to a suburban school district, District 100, in 

Houston, TX, where two high schools, School A and School B, hosted approximately 600 

and 1200 ninth grade students respectively, and specifically addressed the perceptions of 

the ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for curriculum and 

instruction, and  the campus principals surrounding the benchmarking process 

implemented with the students who took the STAAR English I assessment during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, what the perceptions were regarding the 

processes for benchmarking on both campuses, and what the perceived culture was 

regarding instructional leadership, instructional practices, and benchmarking as a process.   

Research was qualitative and completed through online surveys submitted by the 

study participants, the ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for 

curriculum and instruction, and the campus principals, involved in the benchmarking 

process during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, and utilized released passing 

percentages from district and state assessments to support whether or not the perceptions 

of the potential of benchmark tests to estimate how students might perform on the 

STAAR English I state assessment were accurate.  Throughout Chapter Two, a review of 

the related literature was completed to show the history, background, and incorporation 

of benchmark testing as an instructional and intervention tool, completed research on the 

effectiveness of benchmark testing, and the relationship between benchmarking, 

instructional leadership, and school culture. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In the last ten years, there has been an increase in the use of formative and 

summative assessments within school districts across Texas and in the United States to 

strategically prepare for and meet the challenge of the rising standards in public 

education.  As the purpose of this study is to examine components specific to benchmark 

testing, it is imperative to delve into relevant factors contributing to the success or failure 

of benchmarking as a process, such as the historic background of high-stakes testing and 

the era of accountability, and their present state in public education.  “The current wave 

of assessment-based school accountability reforms combines two traditions in American 

education: public accountability and student testing,” (Carnoy, Elmore, and Siskin, 2003, 

p. 4).   

Also of note are the influences of school culture and instructional leadership.    

“…[A] school’s culture has far more influence on life and learning in the schoolhouse 

than the state department of education, the superintendent, the school board, or even the 

principal can have” (Barth, 2007, p. 159) and “[school] leaders shape the elements of 

school culture, its values, ceremonies, and symbols” (Deal and Peterson, 2007, p. 203).    

Chapter two details the available research on: 1) the historic background of high-stakes 

testing and accountability, both nationally and in Texas, and the shifts in state legislation 

effecting benchmark testing; 2) the development of the STAAR test, the current high-

stakes test in Texas, with a particular emphasis on comparing the tested standards for 

eighth and ninth grade students to express the increased level of expectation on students 

transitioning to the subsequent grade level; 3) a comparison of formative and summative 



19 

 

 

 

assessments; 4) the definition of and best practices for benchmark testing; and 5) school 

culture and instructional leadership, and their effect on benchmarking as a process. 

Nationally Mandated State Testing – The Era of Accountability and NCLB 

On October 4, 1957, the first satellite was launched into space by a nation other 

than America.  People, namely Americans, were shocked that other countries could 

potentially be further advanced than the United States in math and science, and, by 

default, education.  A bit of a crisis ensued to determine what needed to occur in 

classrooms in order to produce the results other nations were clearly reaping from their 

students’ educations.  “We’ve had a ‘crisis’ every dozen years or so at least since the 

launch of Sputnik in 1957, when American schools were accused of falling behind the 

world standard in science education” (Barber, 1993).  It was not until 1965 that President 

Lyndon B. Johnson would pass the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 

the most aggressive action taken by a president up to that point which called for specific 

measures in educational reform.  ESEA was established to provide funding for 

professional development, educational programs, and promoting parental involvement, 

among other things.  It also forbade the establishment of a national curriculum.  While 

ESEA was meant to function as a five-year plan, it has been reauthorized by the federal 

government every five years since 1965, its most current reauthorization coming in the 

form of NCLB.  However, before NCLB came to the forefront of educational reform in 

the United States, something even more relevant occurred after the passing of ESEA in 

1965, something that would be another contributing factor to education reform in the 

U.S.: a recession. 
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Historically in the United States, when the private sector suffers a major setback, 

it is never long before the public sector feels the effects as well.  This was the case in the 

early 1980s, and what began as a shift in how businesses were being run became the 

catalyst for the era of accountability in public education.  The globe experienced a 

worldwide recession during the early to mid-1980s.  Companies that had been 

experiencing wealth and success were now facing massive downsizing and necessary 

changes in the structures of their organizations, specifically regarding leadership and the 

level of accountability they were being held to for the standard of a given company’s 

product.   

“In the 1980s and 1990s the perceived challenge to American corporations by 

foreign markets led the Business Roundtable (BRT) to begin a campaign to 

reform public education.  The group purported that ‘to keep up,’ schools had to 

return to the basics, meet higher standards, and be held accountable.  [The group] 

called for ‘rigorous standards and…argued that school reform efforts should be 

guided by experts who understand business and the economy” (D. Johnson, B. 

Johnson, Farenga, and Ness, 2008, pp. 5-6).   

Once the private sector began to address issues of accountability, it was not long before 

the public sector began to face the same level of scrutiny, specifically at the heart of the 

nation, public education.  This did not only apply in the United States; “…Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and other parts of Central Europe” have all 

worked “over the past fifteen years…at increasing the public accountability of schools” 

(Leithwood, 2007, p. 189).  In Britain, the universities were the first to incorporate 

examinations for the purpose of aligning and improving standards, followed by 
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examinations for professionals, and eventually secondary and primary schools (Stobart, 

2008).   

In April of 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education, a group 

comprised of Democrats, Republicans, liberals, and conservatives, at the behest of Terrell 

Bell, President Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of Education, produced a report on the 

nation’s education system entitled “A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational 

Reform.”  The report “painted a very dismal picture of American schooling, frequently 

citing examples of recent declines in student achievements,” and suggested that with 

higher standards and more accountability for educators and educational leaders, not only 

was “reversing the declines in education” possible, but necessary “if American society 

were to prosper in the future” (Vinovskis, 2009, p. 16).  This report, in conjunction with 

other reports on education during the 1980s, would initiate education reforms that 

centered on graduation requirements, teacher incentive pay, and testing (Vinovskis, 

2009).  With testing, there is a historic occurrence of top-down evolution, from the 

smaller, elite group, to the larger masses, and this is seen in the United States’ history as 

well with this accountability era spreading from the private to the public sector over the 

span of a few decades.  Always a central focus in the development and forward progress 

of this country, public education began to feel the “squeeze” of accountability, not only 

financially, but also in its ability to produce individuals capable of contributing to society 

(Leithwood, 2007).   

“The confluence of forces pressing on schools during this period resulted 

in a combination of heightened expectations for improved student performance, 

highly aggressive state and national policies for holding schools much more 



22 

 

 

 

publicly accountable for such improvement, and diminished financial resources” 

(Leithwood, 2007, p. 187). 

The purpose of accountability is “to examine every school policy, practice, and decision 

and ask of it the question, ‘What, if anything, of importance is anyone learning as a 

consequence of doing that’” (Barth, 2007b, p. 164)?  The country wanted answers for 

what was happening in the private sector as a possible result of what was occurring in the 

public sector, namely public education.  “The only way this widespread erosion in public 

confidence in schools [could] be turned around [was] with evidence” (Popham, 2003, p. 

13).  That evidence would come in the form of standardized testing.   

“Standardized testing is promoted as a means of assessing the quality of students, 

teachers, and schools, thus ensuring that all children are treated fairly” and a manageable, 

comprehensible system of accountability is achieved (Hursh, 2008, p. 85) which focuses 

on goals, targets, measures, and consequences (Stobart, 2008).  To the public, 

standardized testing offers a set of concrete numbers by which to measure what goes on 

in public schools.  However, standardized tests, necessary though they may be, measure 

students’ grasp of a predetermined set of content standards, not all that they have learned 

in the course of a school year.  The tests are multiple-choice, criterion-referenced, and 

score students’ ability to understand the formula and set up of the test rather than their 

ability to assess and respond to critical thinking skills questions.  To those opposing 

standardized testing, the counterargument has been that standardized testing is a part of 

our way of life in this country, for important decisions like admissions to programs and 

gaining licensure for specific professions.  Therefore, it is the responsibility of teachers to 

prepare students for these potential testing situations (Crocker, 2005).  By the turn of the 
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century, the government was in agreement with those groups in favor of implementing 

standardized testing across the country leading to one of the most aggressive measures in 

the history of public education in the United States, NCLB. 

Prior to NCLB, there had been two proposals for national testing by two 

consecutive presidents, President George H. W. Bush, and President Bill Clinton.  The 

first, the American Achievement Tests proposal, was first mentioned for consideration in 

1991.  After its introduction, “President George H. W. Bush’s American Achievement 

Tests proposal was followed in 1997 by President Bill Clinton’s Voluntary National Tests 

proposal” (Phelps, 2005b, pp. 8-9).  The work in educational reform of both President 

George H. W. Bush and President Bill Clinton acted as the catalyst for what would come 

next (Bourque, 2005); only three years later, the nation would see the beginnings of 

NCLB.  At the start of the final decade of the in the 20th century, the era of accountability 

experienced a rapid evolution with the passage of NCLB, the effects of which the nation 

continues to experience today.   

“Whether one sees on the horizon the threatening storm of ‘failing’ schools or the 

dawning of a bright new day of accountability, one thing is certain: the forecast 

for public schools has changed dramatically with the passage of the 2001 No 

Child Left Behind Act” (Sadowski, 2003a, p.1).   

NCLB was and is a federally-mandated sanction, one that must be implemented at the 

state and local levels despite being created by the nation’s government.  This has yielded 

inconsistencies since its inception, something that was possibly to be expected for a few 

reasons.  First, there were “many hands charged with making NCLB work, [so] it was no 

wonder that the law’s implementation produced uneven results” (Manna, 2011, p. 3).  
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Also, “difficulties arise when the assumptions of government accountability systems are 

misaligned with the institutional environments in which they operate,” (Manna, 2011) in 

essence, there are still questions as to what the government can impose on the states in 

regard to education, something the Constitution clearly defines as within individual 

states’ rights to organize and implement.  Finally there is the ever-present issue of 

funding and the fact that local and state agencies support more than the majority of the 

cost of their schools while the federal government contributes less than 10% (Manna, 

2011).  Critics focus on the unfairness of NCLB, yet the nation continues to cry out for 

education reform, leaving the federal government to believe it is left with no choice but to 

act.   

The legislation that is NCLB involves high standards, high-stakes testing, and 

curriculum restructuring, all in the effort to improve the quality of students’ education in 

the United States.  NCLB “was a response to how little progress schools with ethnic-

minority and socially disadvantaged students were making” and sent the message that all 

“schools [were] expected to improve the achievements of all their students” (Stobart, 

2008, p. 122).  The existence of achievement gaps between student groups combined with 

the slumping achievement trends in the U.S. compared to other world powers created an 

issue of equity and excellence, one upon which NCLB aimed to improve (Manna, 2011).  

Outside of testing, NCLB’s other major components include teacher quality, AYP, and 

the consequences schools and districts would face for low performance; NCLB centers 

very much on the importance of accountability in and for the education system.  “The No 

Child Left Behind Act, signed into law by President Bush in January 2002, and states’ 

own accountability systems have created a high-stakes environment in which both 
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districts and schools can face penalties for failing to meet performance targets” (Olson, 

2005).  The following table shows the stages of consequences schools experience when 

AYP is not met: 

Table 1 Failure to Meet AYP (Consequences) 

Years Missing Stage Consequence(s) 

1 N/A School monitored by state 

2 1 First year of improvement status; must offer NCLB 

school choice 

3 2 Second year of improvement status; must offer NCLB 

school choice and supplemental education services 

(SES) 

4 3 Must offer NCLB school choice, SES, state implements 

corrective action 

5 4 Must offer NCLB school choice, SES, state implements 

corrective action, and a plan for restructuring is 

developed 

6 5 Must offer NCLB school choice, SES, state implements 

corrective action, and the plan for restructuring is 

implemented 

Note: Compiled from Collision Course: Federal Education Policy Meets State and Local 

Realities (Manna, 2011). 

 

Kenneth Leithwood describes this process as “something analogous to passing legislation 

holding medical practitioners accountable for curing all patients of cancer, even though a 

cure has yet to be developed – and imposing penalties on those who are unsuccessful” 

(Leithwood, 2007, p. 187).  In essence, accountability created a link between competition 

and standards for some schools, with the schools who performed well receiving rewards, 

and those who did not receiving punishments.  “Examinations can establish minimum 

standards and at the same time encourage competition – which will raise standards” 

(Stobart, 2008, p. 25).  While this may be true and it is widely accepted that standards 

should continue to be raised in education, the issue arises when the schools “competing” 
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against one another do not begin on a level playing field, one determined in part by a 

number of factors such as socioeconomic and ethnic demographics, teacher experience or 

inexperience, and school culture and leadership, yet they are expected and required to 

produce the same outcomes.  However, in some cases, regardless of the disadvantages of 

a particular school or district, standardized testing and the systems of accountability in 

place can become a rallying point for the educators, leaders, parents, and students.  As 

Stobart states, “accountability testing can lead to a whole-school effort to prepare 

students; to allocate the best teachers to the classes being tested; and to involve parents 

and pupils in wanting to do well” (Stobart, 2008, p. 123).   

The purpose and intention of state-mandated testing was to measure learning and 

hold educators and leaders accountable.  “Accountability requires…giving standardized 

tests to students so that administrators can use…scores to reward or punish teachers and 

schools, and parents can use the scores to assess school quality” (Hursch, 2008, p. 5).    

However, test results from high-stakes testing are not always a reliable means of 

determining or answering questions about measured learning or accountability, and “such 

comparative information is not suitable for the evaluation of schools” (Popham, 2003, p. 

14).    Due to high-stakes testing, many schools focus on raising test scores rather than 

learning (Hursh, 2008).  In fact, research states that the evidence proving the system of 

standards and accountability create a higher quality of education for students, student 

engagement throughout the learning process, and better learners overall simply does not 

exist (D. Johnson, B. Johnson, Farenga, and Ness, 2008).  What is evident is “that what is 

measured on high-stakes tests does not transfer to other situations” (D. Johnson, B. 

Johnson, Farenga, and Ness, 2008, p. 25).  The practice of teaching to the test runs 
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rampant in grade levels where teachers and students are held accountable for the scores 

they receive on high-stakes testing.  The issue then becomes how much learning the 

students are missing out on by learning solely what they will see on these tests.  

“Although some exceptions exist, by and large NCLB’s implementation tended to 

produce practices that decreased academic quality and expectations in the nation’s 

schools” (Manna, 2011, p. 7). 

Fortunately, schools can turn accountability into opportunity by not teaching to 

the tests, using broader definitions of learning, and viewing diversity as a means to enrich 

experiences in the classroom (Langer, 2003).  At its inception, NCLB was seen by some 

as a positive step in that direction.  The theory behind NCLB is sound; unfortunately, it 

required states to be held accountable for massive systems of assessment and 

accountability without providing the funding.  This has caused states to attempt to meet 

NCLB requirements in the most simplified and inexpensive way possible (Wilson, 2004), 

a practice which limits the learning of students instead of promoting it, and costs those 

states making sincere efforts to reach and exceed the NCLB standards millions of dollars 

on an annual basis.  While this has resulted in teachers being less supportive of the 

system, the public’s support for standardized testing “has remained steadfast and strong 

for at least four decades” (Phelps, 2005a, p. xiv).  Some researchers have noted a 

backlash in this country over standardized testing, but supporters of this system insist that 

the issue is not with standardized testing, rather “the increase in the number of 

respondents asserting there may be too much testing now, or too much emphasis on 

testing” (Phelps, 2005b, p. 15).   
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Still, there are negative effects of high-stakes testing, including “curricular 

reductionism, excessive test-focused drilling, and the modelling of dishonesty” which 

have been researched and documented by critics opposing the current system of state-

mandated testing (Popham, 2003, p. 12).  Again, one of the most frequently discussed 

concerns is the necessity for teachers to “teach to” the test, a practice which limits the 

scope of instruction in any content area classroom due to the seemingly restrictive nature 

of the test content.  Critics of this specific complaint have suggested that teachers “teach 

for assessment” instead, which “refers to teaching students the broader content domain 

represented by the curricular standards, not simply to that subset of content sampled by 

the items on a single test form” (Crocker, 2005, p. 165).  For teachers and educational 

leaders, this can be difficult, especially in regard to the curriculum that is often prepared 

by and through the district because in response to political pressure to raise test scores, 

district administration and educational leadership will alter their curriculum to 

specifically address components of the test.  With strict adherence to a mandated 

curriculum, schools may quickly become “places in which teachers and students act out 

the script given to them by someone else, neither teachers nor students ask the questions 

that matter, and learning is equated with passing a test” (Hursh, 2008, p. 3).  However, 

“some researchers contend that a test-driven curriculum is better than no real curriculum 

at all” like some see in poorly funded schools (Sadowski, 2003b, p. 52), and that 

“teaching students from a curriculum that has been aligned with challenging content 

standards and helping them develop test-taking skills is good instructional practice” 

(Crocker, 2005, p. 172).  Today, the debate continues, especially in the state of Texas. 
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Texas and State Assessments 

Texas’ history with standardized testing reaches beyond the last ten years.  Before 

consistent state testing of students in public education became a national mandate, the 

state of Texas was already paving the way for the country in summative assessments.  

From there, thirty plus years ago, the relationship between Texas and state assessments 

has continued to grow and expand all the way to the White House, as is detailed in 

Appendix A.  As previously mentioned, state-mandated testing of this nature was 

initiated to hold public education and school systems more accountable for their product, 

student learning and success.  Following TAAS and TAKS, the accountability scores for 

state assessments did rise, but that is not necessarily a proponent for student learning.  At 

the time, Texas also faced a barrage of accusations for the “Texas miracle” of the late 

1990s and early 2000s when a former superintendent and appointed government official 

was investigated for altering drop-out numbers and retaining students prior to a testing 

year, all for the sake of purporting improvements in accountability (Stobart, 2008).  The 

drop-out and retention rates, particularly among minority students, may have caused a 

positive stir for the state in regard to assessment-based improvement, but it was “a 

disabling move for the individuals involved” (Stobart, 2008, p. 129 and Sadowski, 

2003b).  Furthermore was the issue that what was being assessed was not a true reflection 

of student achievement, development, or learning.  Outside of knowing how to pass a 

multiple-choice question test based on specific, narrow content in each core class, the 

students were being asked to attain little more than the needed skills for their survival and 

success post-high school.  “Test scores have increased at the cost of educating all 

students and teaching students the basic skills required by [each] exam, rather than the 
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complex skills required by postsecondary education and life beyond high school (Hursh, 

2008, p. 84).  While high-stakes testing has yielded an immeasurable amount of data, 

critics of this system often reference the negative effects of its continued use.  “Evidence 

from several sources has shown that such tests limit the flexibility and creativity of both 

teachers and students, as well as attention to the development of critical-thinking skills” 

(Leithwood, 2007, p. 188).   

At the start of the era of accountability, standards and high-stakes testing were not 

new concepts to the state of Texas.  During the 2000 state election, education was the 

most important issue to voters (Sadowski, 2003b), and the next two years would see the 

creation and implementation of NCLB at the hands of former Texas governor and U.S. 

President George W Bush.  “The Bush plan had a dress rehearsal in Texas before making 

its debut in Washington” (Bourque, 2005, p. 230).  And Texas has always played by its 

own rules when education is involved.  This is most evident in the state’s refusal to 

participate in the Race to the Top competition initiated by President Barack Obama.  In 

2009, President Obama and Arne Duncan, the Secretary of Education, began the 

competition as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.  After 

applying to participate and by satisfying certain policies in education, such as 

performance-based standards for teachers and principals, implementing and adhering to 

Common Core standards, and removing charter school caps affecting enrollment 

numbers, states were given points and the opportunity to compete for financial awards 

from the government.  The Race to the Top fund, offering $4.35 billion in incentives, was 

divided and awarded to states who were focusing on educational reforms in the following 

arenas:  “adopting standards and assessments that prepare students to succeed in college 
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and the workplace and to compete in the global economy; building data systems that 

measure student growth and success, and informing teachers and principals about how 

they can improve instruction; recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective 

teachers and principals, especially where they are needed most; and turning around our 

lowest-achieving schools” (U.S. Department of Education website, 2013).  Texas has 

never applied to participate in the Race to the Top funding competition.  Just after Race 

to the Top began, Governor Rick Perry insisted that shifting to national curriculum 

standards, something that is clearly prohibited in ESEA, would actually cost Texas 

millions of dollars, as well as throw away years of work by Texas educators to develop 

the current standards in place (Hamilton, 2010).  Texas sees itself as the state most 

clearly capable of determining the best plan for its students’ needs. 

As a current frontrunner in those ever-evolving needs and standards of public 

education, Texas has had the formidable task of meeting and exceeding its own 

standards, both as a state, and under the umbrella of the legislation it inspired at the 

national level, NCLB.  When it comes to testing and accountability, Texas has taken on 

“innovation after innovation,” like Goleman’s Pacesetter Leader:  “The leader,” Texas, 

“sets extremely high performance standards and exemplifies them himself,” represented 

by President G. W. Bush and NCLB. “…He quickly pinpoints poor performers and 

demands more from them,” representative of the accountability system in Texas, and “if 

they don’t rise to the occasion, he replaces them with people who can.”  Finally, “many 

employees feel overwhelmed by the pacesetter’s demands for excellence, and their 

morale drops – guidelines for working may be clear in the leader’s head, but she does not 

state them clearly; she expects people to know what to do” (Goleman, 2000, p. 86).     
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During the first year of STAAR testing, there were no clear guidelines given to districts, 

leaders, and teachers at the start of the school year prior to instruction beginning, causing 

each group to “feel pressured to prepare students for the tests by focusing on what they 

[thought would] be tested” (Hursh, 2008, p. 71).  Unlike previous tests, educators 

involved in instruction were flying blind as to what the test would look like at the end of 

the 2011 school year, what standards students would need to focus on prior to the test, 

and how the scoring would work.  The information was released throughout the year, 

causing confusion and anxiety throughout public schools in Texas.  While morale and 

stress are and rightly should be major concerns for any school district, another issue 

coinciding with high-stakes testing was and is the financial responsibility of the district 

and state to complete the testing process.   

According to TEA, Texas spent $9 million in 2003 to test students, while the cost 

to Texas taxpayers from 2009 through 2012 was projected to be around $88 million per 

year in 2011 (Martinez, 2011). In 2012, the state spent more than $89 million on testing 

for STAAR, an amount that has nearly doubled over the last ten years (Cargile, 2012).  

Finally, the testing process is time-consuming.  Preparation for the end-of-year high-

stakes assessments means instructional time becomes forfeited for a series of practice 

tests.   

“In states with high-stakes testing, more time is spent on test-practice than in low-

stakes states.  Teachers in high-stakes settings also begin practice earlier in the 

year, and are more likely to use specific types of materials that closely resemble 

the state tests” (Stobart, 2008, p. 124). 
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To be certain, STAAR is a high cost, high-stakes test, one that has altered the face of 

accountability in Texas.  The state chose to shift from TAKS to STAAR in 2011 in order 

to assess students’ higher level thinking skills in each content area and to attempt to quell 

the sliding support of the public in regard to the public education system.  However, the 

question remains as to whether these state tests actually show student growth and 

learning.  Also, as a result of the test, funding has been changed for school districts which 

has directly affected important aspects of district operations like the number of teachers 

that may be hired, sections for classes, etc.   The test is changing education in Texas, how 

teachers teach, and how and what students learn.  For the purposes of this study, a brief 

examination of the STAAR Reading test for eighth and ninth grade students follows, 

focusing on the raised level of expectation for students in subsequent years of testing. 

The Assessment – STAAR Reading Test 

 The stipulations and requirements from NCLB led to the creation and 

development of STAAR testing in Texas.  The STAAR program is the most recent and 

current state assessment in Texas, and in 2011, it was implemented in public schools in 

order to “increase the rigor of the assessments so that students have the academic 

knowledge and skills they need to meet the challenges of the 21st century” (TEA, 2013).  

Beginning in grade 3, students are tested over the TEKS of each of the four core content 

areas to determine their level of acquisition of the state-mandated curriculum.  Stemming 

from the TEKS, students are expected to meet and/or exceed two types of standards on 

each test: readiness standards and supporting standards.  Listed below is a table 

describing the differences between readiness standards and supporting standards; 

however, a key difference between the two is that the readiness standards are tested 
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annually while supporting standards may or may not be tested within a given year or 

content assessment.  According to TEA (2013), the state curriculum is comprised of 70% 

supporting standards and 30% readiness standards, but the STAAR test assesses 35% of 

those supporting standards, and 65% of the test is over readiness standards.  Herein lies 

another issue with high-stakes testing, one encompassed in the number of standards 

tested.  “An NCLB test that purports to measure too many content standards is certain to 

be instructionally insensitive” because teachers will struggle to focus instruction 

(Popham, 2003b, p. 19).  The STAAR Reading tests for eighth and ninth grade students 

contain five reporting categories which cover 33 sets of reading comprehension and 

critical-thinking skills TEKS, comprised of regularly tested readiness standards and 

possibly tested supporting standards.  Listed below is a comparison between the eighth 

and ninth grade testing categories which shows the development of student expectations 

relevant to the focal group, English I ninth grade students, for this study. 

Table 2 Readiness Standards vs. Supporting Standards 

 Readiness Standards Supporting Standards 

 Essential for student success in 

current grade 

 May not be emphasized from one 

school year to the next 

 Important for preparedness in 

subsequent grade 

 Does not play a central role in the 

grade or course 

 Emphasize college and career 

readiness 

 Narrowly defined content and 

concepts 

 Have significant and well-defined 

content and concepts 

 

For Reading: For Reading: 

- Specific genres (Fiction and 

Expository) 

- Applies to other genres (Poetry, 

Drama, Literary Nonfiction, 

Persuasive) 

Note: Compiled from information on TEA Website (2013) 
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Table 3 Comparison of STAAR Reading Test Reporting Categories Tested Standards - 

Grades 8 and 9 

Grade 8 Reporting 

Categories 

Number of 

TEKS-Based 

Readiness 

Standards 

Tested 

Number of 

TEKS-Based 

Supporting 

Standards 

Tested 

Number 

of Test 

Questions 

Category 1: 

Understanding/Analysis 

Across Genres 

4 4 10 

Category 2:  

Understanding/Analysis 

of Literary Texts 

4 10 22 

Category 3: 

Understanding/Analysis 

of Informational Texts 

5 7 20 

English I (Grade 9) 

Reporting Categories 

Number of 

TEKS-Based 

Readiness 

Standards 

Tested 

Number of 

TEKS-Based 

Supporting 

Standards 

Tested 

Number 

of Test 

Questions 

Category 1: 

Understanding/Analysis 

Across Genres 

3 4 8 Multiple 

Choice 

2 Short 

Answer Items 

Category 2:  

Understanding/Analysis 

of Literary Texts 

2 11 16  

Category 3:  

Understanding/Analysis 

of Informational Texts 

4 8 14  

Note: Compiled from information on TEA Website (2013) 

In just one transitional year from eighth to ninth grade, students are tested over fewer 

readiness standards, more supporting standards, which may or may not be covered during 

instruction, and are expected to complete analytical paragraphs, known as short answer 

response items, comprised of their written evaluation of texts, on the state assessment, a 

multi-step, multi-skill form of questioning that was untested in their previous year.   

This shift in standards and tested content has led to a more specific and in-depth 

level of instruction across the board.  “There is an implicit assumption operating in the 
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standards movement that [students’] academic performance directly reflects the quality of 

adult management of education” (Howard, 2003, p. 69).  Students are being asked to 

know more, therefore teachers are being required to go further in the level of their 

instruction.  A reliable means of approaching this task is for schools to develop and 

incorporate a system of instruction that includes the implementation of formative and 

summative assessments prior to the end-of-year high-stakes testing.  Recent legislation 

will force schools to change this process by the start of the 2013-2014 school year.   

Policy and Recent Shifts in Legislation 

Every organization functions within a specific agenda.  With education, the 

overall goals exist on many levels and are contingent upon which position a person holds 

within the organization.  For example, within education, a student’s individual goals are 

very personal; they hope to graduate to secure their future.  A teacher’s goals may be a bit 

broader; perhaps they wish to raise overall scores for their students from the previous 

year.  The same is true for campus administrators, district leaders, state officials, and on 

up the ladder.  Each person has their goals, and for many position holders at the highest 

level, these goals are political and highly impactful because these men and women hold 

the power to create policy once elected.  Paul Manna examines this concept on a national 

level: 

“Across time, the United States has relied on schools to improve and sustain its 

democracy while accomplishing several specific objectives.  These have included 

assimilating new immigrants; defeating international rivals during the Cold War; 

helping the country’s businesses compete with foreign companies; addressing 

racism and other forms of intolerance; alleviating poverty; reducing drug and 
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alcohol abuse, teen pregnancies, and smoking; overcoming the legacies of slavery 

and legal segregation that prevented generations of blacks and other minorities 

from realizing their full potential; and finally, providing young people with 

opportunities to help them live better, more prosperous lives than their parents” 

(Manna, 2011, p. 4-5). 

Manna goes on to state that “federal policymakers have frequently relied on schools to 

minimize persistent inequities,” and they are influenced, not only by their own political 

agenda, but by their duties as elected officials, and the voices of their constituents 

(Manna, 2011, p. 5).  Many times to accomplish these lofty goals for the sake of the 

nation’s progress, policymakers must compromise and alter their goals, and work toward 

a bigger picture of national success.  This is evident in the coming together of Democrats 

and Republicans for the passage of NCLB, an arduous process that, while imperfect, has 

forced the nation to focus more closely on education and accountability in order to 

enhance student learning and achievement.  This is also evident in Texas where 

policymakers, teachers, parents, students, and educational leaders finally came together to 

incite change that would help students in their educational endeavors and futures rather 

than harm or hinder them. 

From the beginning, the STAAR test faced a great deal of criticism from school 

districts, parents, and, eventually, politicians due to the heavy consequences a student 

would face for not passing the end-of-course assessments within the STAAR system, as 

well as the language of the scoring system and its bearing on students’ semester grades.  

In June of 2012, parents, teachers, and educational leaders from school districts 

throughout Texas gave testimony to a group of state legislators regarding the unfairness 
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and confusing nature of the requirements set upon their students with STAAR (Cesar, 

2012 and Wiggins, 2012).  “In all organizations, respecting resistance is essential because 

if you ignore it, it is only a matter of time before it takes its toll, perhaps during 

implementation, if not earlier…Even when things appear to be working, the supposed 

success may be a function of merely superficial compliance” (Fullan, 2007, p. 176), and 

“without state and local support, federal policymakers would be powerless to realize their 

ambitions” (Manna, 2011, p. 11).  This meeting led to the passing of House Bill 5, signed 

into law on June 10, 2013, by Governor Rick Perry.  The bill called for major changes in 

standardized testing and its effect on Texas public schools.  Instead of taking 15 end-of-

course assessments, students are only required to take and pass 5 end-of-course 

assessments for the 4 core content areas, including English I, English II, Algebra I, 

Biology, and U.S. History.  The English I and English II tests are comprised of a reading 

and writing section on the same test, rather than separate tests and scores for each subject.  

Also, the scores are given on a 100-point scale with no minimum, and no cumulative 

scores.  The previous provision allowing for 15% of a student’s semester average to be 

based on their end-of-course assessment scores in each content area was also revoked.  

Finally, through HB5, school districts are restricted from giving any student more than 

two benchmark tests over the course of the school year in any content area.  Instead, the 

benchmarks will now be designed or adopted by classroom teachers and administered 

accordingly (tasanet.org, 2013).  This hints at a positive shift in benchmarking as a 

practice because it will create “more fine-grained assessments…to use the information 

they yield to modify instruction as [teachers] teach” (Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, and 

Wiliam, 2005, p. 19), and “put the results in intended users’ hands quickly” (Herman and 
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Baker, 2005, p. 53).  House Bill 5 signifies a large and impactful shift on the state’s 

practices in standardized testing, the accountability for the state on a national level, for 

school districts regionally, and on individual campuses with the instructional practices of 

the teachers which include the development and implementation of benchmark testing as 

an intervention practice.  Before this practice or process can start, schools must 

understand the difference between formative and summative assessments.   

Formative and Summative Assessments 

“There is a legitimate role for standardized tests” (Wilson, 2004, p. 275), but 

“assessment can undermine, as well as encourage, learning” (Stobart, 2008, p. 116).  

Education has yet to develop another means for assessing students’ growth on a national 

level; therefore, it is the goal of every district to have its students perform well on end-of-

year standardized tests or summative assessments.  Every year, school districts feel this 

pressure and the effects trickle down to classrooms where teaching becomes inhibited and 

compartmentalized, work is impractical and limited, lessons lack range and depth, and 

student involvement and enjoyment declines (Black and Wiliam, 2004).  Douglas B. 

Reeves, assigned to the Center for Performance Assessment, once said that schools are 

handing out “autopsy reports” at the end of the year instead of diagnosing the problem 

and setting up an intervention plan (Olson, 2005).  Therein lies the purpose of formative 

assessments which are being used more and more in the preparation for state summative 

assessments.  “[Formative] assessments may be as much for the teacher to determine 

where a class is in its learning as for the individual students…[They] feed back into the 

teaching and learning process rather than into bureaucratic monitoring” (Stobart, 2008, p. 

16).  Assessment can be informal, teacher-driven, and should be year-round (Gandal and 
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HEL, 2003), and, simply stated, “involves the periodic collection of assessment evidence 

from students so teachers - and sometimes students - can decide whether or not to adjust 

what [they are] doing” (Popham, 2011, p. 22).   

In order to keep up with the expectations for student achievement in state testing, 

and arm themselves prior to the end-of-year accountability tests, school districts in Texas 

have made an effort to track the progress of its students through a variety of practices: 

purchased programs from professional vendors, borrowing assessments from other states, 

and regular benchmark testing created and managed at the district level.  Due to costs, 

many districts are working from within to develop benchmark tests under the belief that 

by improving assessments, the standards of student performance will also be elevated 

(Black and Wiliam, 2004).  In essence, when used properly and consistently, formative 

assessments become the bridge to achieving success on summative assessments.   

Developers of formative assessments must be aware that while these assessments 

are directly tied to timing and regularity, the disaggregation of the information is 

paramount to when and how often they are implemented (Starkman, 2006).  The 

information yielded from formative assessments should be used to alter instruction and 

learning activities.  If they are not, “unless some learning action follows from the 

outcomes [of the formative assessment,] that practice is merely frequent summative 

assessments” (Black and Wiliam, 2004, p.22).  Popham describes the use of formative 

assessments as a process which “involves the gathering and analysis of assessment-

elicited evidence for the purpose of determining when and how to adjust instructional 

activities or learning tactics in order to achieve learning goals” (Popham, 2011, p. 14).  

Popham also explains how formative assessments can be applied over time for a series of 
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purposes and potential outcomes. Teachers have the option of making an immediate 

instructional adjustment in the classroom which “allows [them] to diagnose, address, and 

correct students’ misconceptions” (Popham, 2011, p. 16).  Teachers may also make an 

instructional adjustment in the coming days of instruction, or just prior to a summative 

assessment.  Finally, adjustments are also effective when teachers allow the students to 

analyze data and decide how to make an adjustment in their own learning process.  

However, this is an application with which “today’s educators have few experiences to 

guide them in how to successfully install and nurture” in their students (Popham, 2011, p. 

19).   

These practices aim to create a change in the overall classroom climate by altering 

the expectations for learning, the “locus of responsibility for learning” (Popham, 2011, p. 

20), and why and how classroom assessments are given and utilized (Popham, 2011); 

essentially, the climate is dictated by an understanding between the teacher and students 

as to “what kind of learning is supposed to take place and how that learning will take 

place” (Popham, 2011, p. 144).  Each of these may be incorporated on a small scale, such 

as individual classrooms, or on a larger scale, such as an entire grade-level or content 

area.  What is key to success is focusing on implementing formative assessments prior to 

summative assessments.  When they are not used correctly, formative assessments can 

actually harm students by establishing bad practices and poor skills for reading, tests, and 

critical thinking.  It is imperative that formative assessments be utilized properly to reap 

the greatest benefits, both in the classroom, and at the end-of-year summative 

assessments.  “Although it takes much work and time to prepare, with the right set of 

formative assessments, classroom management skills, and support from their 
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administrators, teachers can use data to tailor their instructions to individual students” 

(Manna, 2011, p. 114).   

Once a teacher, educational leader, and, by extension, a school district, 

understands the difference between formative and summative assessments, as well as the 

purpose and placement for each, benchmarking can begin.  To better understand where 

benchmark testing is heading, it is imperative to first define what benchmarking is, based 

on research, and to examine its development over the course of the latest shifts in 

standardized testing and accountability practices. 

Benchmark Testing – Definition and Best Practices  

In the past, as well as in most public education classrooms today, testing is and 

has been used as a means to assign number grades, as a measurement for comparing 

students, and for accountability of the educators involved in students’ learning processes 

(Popham, 2011).  What benchmarking hopes to achieve is the implementation of an 

assessment (the benchmark) that “[helps] teachers decide about instructional adjustments 

and to help students recognize their own strengths and weaknesses” (Popham, 2011, p. 

147).  Through benchmarking, districts can track the academic progress of students as 

early as the elementary level into their high school years; a wealth of data at the fingertips 

of teachers, instructional specialists, and educational leaders to be utilized through 

improved and targeted instruction for the benefit of the student.  Districts should be able 

to use benchmarks to identify an individual students’ skill level, envisage their 

performance level on assessments, and formulate an intervention plan for student success.  

“[If] the benchmark tests are doing their job, there should be a strong predictive 

relationship between students’ performance on the benchmark tests and students’ 
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performance on the state assessments” (Herman and Baker, 2005, p. 53).  However, that 

does not mean that benchmarks should look and feel like the state assessments students 

will take in the second semesters of each school year (Herman and Baker, 2005).    

Instead, benchmarks should allow teachers and educational leaders an opportunity to 

work closely with their students in the promotion of their learning as a process, placing 

more responsibility on students through feedback and self-assessments, and removing the 

teacher as one who presents information to the class to one who facilitates healthy and 

helpful discussions about the content (Black and Wiliam, 2004).  Benchmark testing 

provides both accurate information about how well students are progressing toward 

mastery of standards and useful diagnostic feedback to guide instruction and improve 

learning (Herman and Baker, 2005).  In their study on benchmark testing, Black and 

Wiliam (2004) came to the following conclusion: 

[Benchmarking] is about developing interaction between teachers and learners, 

about evoking evidence from such interactions and using it as feedback, and about 

learners’ capacity to make intelligent use of such feedback in order to improve.  It 

is not possible to work to such an agenda without implementing these basic 

learning principles (p. 36). 

While benchmark testing has gradually become a more heavily implemented 

practice (Olson, 2005), research stresses the importance of the proper implementation of 

benchmarking as a process.  What districts should aim for is the implementation of 

formative assessments as a process, one in which teachers regularly assess if students are 

understanding a specific concept or skill as they teach through informal and formal 

assessments, and, not only adjust instruction based on the results of the assessment, but 
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also provide the student with several forms of helpful feedback as well so that the student 

may become more responsible for his or her own learning process.  Just like state 

assessments, benchmark tests must be monitored and improved consistently and often in 

order to fulfill their purpose (Herman and Baker, 2005).  In her dissertation, a 

comprehensive study of benchmark testing in Texas, Dr. Shelia Sherman explained that 

summative and formative assessments are both necessary in education; “however, 

whether a benchmark is one type or the other depends on how it is implemented” 

(Sherman, 2008, p.17).  Black and Wiliam (2004) described formative assessments, such 

as benchmark testing, as those used in order to help students change the way they learn 

and retain information and improve their work as the school year progresses.  Over the 

years, researchers have identified these and other specific practices within school districts 

committed to benchmark testing which are encouraged to yield the best results with 

benchmark testing. 

Questioning.   

Classroom dialogue is necessary for student learning.  Teachers can lead 

discussions, or they can facilitate them, and the latter leads to students taking more 

responsibility for their own learning.   

“Where changes to questioning practices have been made, students have become 

more active as participants and have come to realize that learning may depend 

less on their capacity to spot the right answer and more on their readiness to 

express and discuss their own understanding” (Black and Wiliam, 2004, p. 27). 

With this type of teaching, one in which questions are readily asked of students for the 

purpose of invoking higher level thoughts and ideas, the purpose is not one solely 
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focused on attaining test results, but on learning and learning well.  The idea and practice 

of reflective thinking and participatory activities in classrooms is one seen in higher 

levels of education on a regular basis.  If that is the goal for our secondary level students, 

to consider and eventually attend an institution of higher learning, incorporating practices 

they will experience in those classrooms is likely highly beneficial, not only in their 

respective futures, but in their academic goals of the present.  Finally, by developing a 

reflective mind that is focused on questioning, teachers can continue to cultivate lifelong 

learners across content areas, grade levels, and future endeavors, both academic and 

professional. 

Written commentary as feedback.  

Feedback is a significant catalyst for student motivation and self-esteem (Black 

and Wiliam, 2004).  The purpose of providing feedback to students is three-fold: it should 

identify where the student currently is, where the student would like to be, and how they 

can begin to close the gap between the two (Starkman, 2006).  In today’s classrooms, 

feedback is typically given in the form of a numeric score to denote their level of 

achievement, often leading to a sense of competition amongst students.  Receiving 

numeric scores can create negative feedback for students who do not score as highly as 

their classmates.  Neither of these outcomes aids the student in determining their area of 

weakness or what may be done for improvement, “so an opportunity to enhance learning 

has been lost” (Black and Wiliam, 2004, p. 29).  Written feedback is specific and helpful 

without creating negative competition amongst students.  Based on the feedback they 

receive, students may then begin to assess what and how to improve.   
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Also of importance is that teachers be trained in giving written feedback.  Much 

like the written feedback teachers should receive from educational leaders on their 

individual evaluations, students must be given specific, purposeful feedback that will aid 

them in moving forward with their learning.  It should not be generic or abusive, but 

clearly stated and reflective of their individual work, and given with steps or suggestions 

to improve upon the evaluated area or skill. 

Peer and self-assessment. 

When students are activated as resources for one another and responsible owners 

of their own learning, classroom learning moves forward into the realms of student 

achievement (Leahy, et al., 2005).  Peer and self-assessment, according to Black and 

Wiliam (2005), are contingent upon one another: 

“Peer assessment turns out to be an important complement to, and perhaps a prior 

requirement for, self-assessment.  Self-assessment is essential to learning because 

to achieve a learning goal, students must both understand that goal and be able to 

assess what they need to do to reach it” (Black and Wiliam, p. 31, 2005). 

Peer and self-assessments are all about synthesis and evaluation, two of the highest levels 

of Bloom’s Taxonomy, which focus on students’ ability to take what they have learned 

and critique others’ work, generally on the same level as theirs.  Critiquing requires 

evaluation, or reflection, all of which can only come from being shown and taught the 

process by their teachers with the aforementioned practices, questioning, and written 

commentary as feedback.  The process for formative assessments becomes cyclical, and 

more effective over time as students’ skills, particularly in self-assessment, continue to 

improve. 
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These best practices, in conjunction with benchmark tests, may be used to 

improve instruction and student success (Black and Wiliam, 2004).  However, critics of 

benchmark testing note the potential harmful effects which include teaching to the test, a 

practice that limits the critical thinking skills and cognitive development of the students, 

and over-testing, the idea that students begin to perform poorly due to the frequency of 

testing throughout the school year.   

In District 100, what is known as benchmark testing was and is done at the end of 

instructional units in ninth grade English classes.  For example, during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years teachers in the English I classes in School B taught several 

lessons within the first unit, Poetry, and at the end of the unit, which was expected to fall 

at the end of the first six weeks of those school years, students were given a curriculum-

based assessment, or benchmark, over the Poetry unit.  These test results were then 

analyzed item by item, and connected to specific standards and skills from the TEKS.  

Teachers then attended data meetings, both departmentally and individually, where they 

discussed and completed data forms on how well their students performed on each 

question, what skills needed to be addressed, how instruction differed from class to class, 

and planned what they would do to cover the content where students did not perform 

well.  One of the major issues teachers encountered was that the curriculum continued to 

move forward the following week, leaving no time, instructionally, to implement their 

plans to re-teach without falling behind on the curriculum calendar.   

Herein lies the conundrum: if the teacher moved forward, the “benchmark” was 

for naught because there had been no feedback or re-teaching; if the teacher completed 

the benchmarking process and all its steps, the students may have received instruction 
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founded in the best known practices, but the teacher faced reprimanded due to his or her 

inability to adhere to the pace of the curriculum.  The result, in some instances, was that 

lessons were removed or shortened so the teacher could catch up to the curriculum, a 

practice that was not likely to produce positive outcomes for students.  This process will 

be further examined and detailed in Chapter 3. 

As previously mentioned, the overemphasis on test scores does nothing positive 

for the self-esteem and motivation of students (Popham, 2003, and Black and Wiliam, 

2004), especially those who struggle with any form of assessment.  Benchmark tests 

should not just provide information about student weaknesses; they should also be 

completed within a time frame that allows teachers to modify the curriculum and re-teach 

where needed (Leahy, Lyon, Thompson and Wiliam, 2005).  This last point, while 

sometimes overlooked, is critical to teacher and student success.  “[Teachers] need time, 

freedom, and support…in order to reflect critically upon and to develop their practices” 

(Black and Wiliam, 2005, p. 48).  Finally, although benchmarking is an evident trend or 

commonality in schools that are high-performing on state summative assessments, there 

is no concrete evidence proving that benchmark testing is a major contributing factor to 

student success on state assessments; with STAAR being a recently implemented state 

assessment, the data simply does not exist at this time (Herman and Baker, 2005, and 

Olson, 2005).  One of the issues with attaining that data is the variety with which schools 

choose to implement benchmarking as a process, one that, like any program being 

implemented, is affected by the culture of the school and the instructional leadership in 

place. 
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School Culture and Instructional Leadership – Affecting Benchmarking 

Culture is represented in the way a school functions from day-to-day.  It is seen in 

the compliance of the students, the dedication and camaraderie of the teachers, and the 

impact of the educational leaders or administrative team.  According to Roland S. Barth: 

“The school culture is the complex pattern of norms, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, 

values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths that are deeply ingrained in the very 

core of the organization…[it] wields astonishing power in shaping what people 

think and how they act” (Barth, 2007a, p. 160). 

It is unique to an individual school because it is comprised of that school’s history, 

current functionality, and momentum towards goals whose outcomes lie in the school’s 

future.  There is not a single aspect within schools, from discipline to safety, morale to 

instruction, that is not simultaneously affected by and affecting culture.  Over time, the 

cultures of American schools have evolved right along with society.   

Once the effects of the recession of the early 1980s had taken their toll on the 

private sector, they would eventually reach the public sector in the late 1980s and early 

1990s, causing “a loss of public confidence in schools as instruments for social 

improvement” (Leithwood, 2007, p. 186).  Just as private sector employees and CEOs 

were being held more accountable for what they produced, the public school system 

faced the same critiques and a need for results from the nation, leading to the now-

familiar era of accountability.  “While teachers would be forced to reckon with unfamiliar 

teaching methodologies, assessment practices, and curricula framed around new 

standards and learning strands, school leaders would be left with the difficult task of 

supervising the process” (Brucato, 2005, p. xiii).  With new policies came the expectation 
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for increased outcomes, starting with the higher-ups and trickling down to the employees 

in the trenches.  For schools, this would begin to become more and more evident in the 

shift in culture.  Instead of instilling a culture founded in an appreciation for lifelong 

learning, schools’ focuses became bound by the new standards and fears of 

accountability.  The cost of short-term success, i.e. passing state assessments that test 

minimum skills, “is long-term failure.  Enhancement of performance has led to a 

curtailment of learning.  The school has failed in its most important mission…to make it 

likely that students…will become and remain lifelong learners” (Barth, 2007a, p. 167).   

Today, “the culture of our profession is one of pathological caution.  In schools, 

too often we play not to lose” (Barth, 2007b, p. 213).  The relevance of school culture 

cannot be overstated, especially with regard to instruction.  The quality of the instruction 

students receive in each classroom is not wholly contingent upon the teacher of record.  

Instead, other contributing factors must be acknowledged in regard to the instruction 

students receive, which include the school’s culture and the quality of the instructional 

leadership on the campus.  “People create culture; thereafter it shapes them.  However, 

school leaders can nudge the process along through their actions, conversations, 

decisions, and public pronouncements” (Deal and Peterson, 2007, p. 197) and they must 

invest in an understanding of said culture, as well as determine what is productive and 

counterproductive about it (Brucato, 2005).   

In high-performing schools using benchmark practices, another common thread is 

recognizable.  These programs have systems in place, designed and implemented through 

the collaboration of classroom teachers and the educational leaders of campuses and 

districts.  “Teachers must be armed with appropriate knowledge, attitudes, skills, and 
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ethical values about [assessment] or their efforts may actually undermine student test 

performance” (Crocker, 2005, p. 171).  There must exist an association between culture 

and data in which teachers are well-informed as to how data are to be used because they 

have been taught to do so by the educational leaders.  Culture and data can be approached 

in various ways, but one of the most popular and successful are Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs).  Used in conjunction with formative assessments, PLCs can 

“change the culture of the school, so that students are not experiencing the process in a 

single classroom, but are seeing it throughout the entire school system” (Stanley and 

Moore, 2011, p. 2).    While PLCs are more time-consuming, they are useful in creating 

positive school change because “the focus [is] on learning rather than teaching, working 

collaboratively with others, and most important, holding all members accountable for 

results” (Stanley and Moore, 2011, p. 6).  Finally, PLCs mostly concern the work of the 

teachers, but the educational leaders should be highly versed in instruction if a campus is 

to successfully incorporate and utilize data in its culture. 

Many in education and leadership believe “no area is more important than 

providing [teachers] supervision and professional development” (Glanz, 2006, p. 55).  

Instructional leadership is vital to school culture because it is the process by which 

teachers are engaged in dialogue about instruction so that instruction improves and 

student success is enhanced (Glanz, 2006).  Similarly, professional development should 

be viewed as an opportunity, not a burden.  Teachers must be engaged, made to feel like 

their time is important, and that the information they receive through professional 

development will aid them in their classroom as they seek to enhance student learning 

and success.  These two components, instructional leadership and professional 
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development, should be purposeful, collaborative, participatory, focused on student 

learning, ongoing, developmental, analytical, and reflective (Glanz, 2006).  And they 

should not just be the habits of teachers; “if [educational leaders] demand that teachers 

engage in professions growth activities, [they] must do the same” (Brucato, 2005, p. 20).  

This demonstrates for teachers “the importance of becoming reflective as well as 

collegial” and increases “the probability of their becoming better educators” (Brucato, 

2005, p. 20).  The incorporation of instructional leadership, data, PLCs, formative 

assessments, and professional development into the school culture empowers teachers, 

and through this empowerment, teachers build ownership.  Benchmarking, a formative 

assessment when used correctly, falls into this group of components.   

“Curriculum reform, professional development, high-stakes testing analysis, 

communications, public relations, supervision and evaluation, and so on will continue to 

remain stagnant, contrived, and unfinished until the school climate and culture are 

synchronized” (Brucato, 2005, p. 25).  In essence, much of the success or failure of 

benchmarking as an intervention tool and instructional practice lies in the ability of the 

educational leaders:  1) to educate and assist the staff in the analysis of benchmarking 

data, 2) to organize and offer sufficient segments of time for teams, departments, and 

teachers to analyze the data, plan, and modify instruction, and 3) to promote a climate of 

support, accountability, and teamwork while continuously building upon the shared goal 

and vision of the campus and district.  The perceptions surrounding these leadership 

practices in District 100, practices necessary for success in benchmarking, are described 

in this study.  These perceptions are presented through an analysis and discussion of the 

responses to an online survey completed by the ninth grade English teachers, the 
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administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the two campus principals, 

all of whom were District 100 employees in these capacities during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years.  The survey contains questions pertaining to the employees’ 

perceptions surrounding the district’s benchmarking process for ELA, the instructional 

leadership that was in place at the time, and the perceived connection, if any, the 

instructional leadership practices shared with the campus’ culture and benchmark 

implementation.    

Summary 

The Constitution of the United States of America gives states power over 

decision-making regarding education.  Since 1965 and the signing of the ESEA by 

President Lyndon B. Johnson, the federal government has involved itself in the nation’s 

public education system through policymaking.  With the recession of the 1980s came a 

shift toward accountability in the private sector, followed closely by the public sector.  

Accountability for what students were learning required a system which every state could 

adhere to, leading to standardized testing on a national level.  NCLB was and is a firmer 

push in holding schools accountable for what students learn, how and what teachers 

teach, and how schools are being run by educational leaders.  In Texas, where former 

governor George W. Bush’s NCLB had its dress rehearsal, standardized testing has been 

a major component of public education for over thirty years.  Though the cost is 

substantial and it rises every year, Texas leaders refused to apply for President Obama’s 

Race to the Top Fund under the auspices that Texans know best what Texas schools need.   

The most recent assessment, STAAR, has been so impactful in determining 

students’ futures, state teachers, students, parents, educational leaders, and officials 
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rallied together and persuaded policymakers to create HB5, a bill that limits the harmful 

effects of the STAAR test, which was signed into law by Governor Rick Perry in June of 

2013.  As the STAAR test still exists, teachers and educational leaders must find best 

practices for educating students and improving test scores.  Districts are implementing 

formative assessments prior to the end-of-year state-mandated summative assessments.  

When implemented correctly, the process is called benchmarking, which also utilizes 

such best practices as questions, written feedback for commentary, and peer and self-

assessment.  In an effort to reach or exceed the accountability standards in place, Texas 

schools and districts have turned to benchmark testing as an intervention tool to improve 

instructional practices.  

Benchmarking does have a number of benefits, but critics refuse to ignore the 

harmful effects of benchmark testing on students and teachers.  Also, success or failure 

on state assessments like STAAR cannot be solely attributed to benchmark testing.  Still, 

districts who have shown success on state assessments can point to benchmark testing as 

a common practice.  Finally, benchmarking is more successful when it is ingrained in the 

culture of the school.  The educational leaders play a vital role in the success or failure of 

a program using benchmark testing.  This is achieved through the regular implementation 

of educational and instructional leadership, PLCs, and professional development for the 

purpose of student success and achievement. 

As STAAR is a relatively new assessment in Texas, and benchmarking is not 

conducted in the same manner across different content areas or school districts, further 

research should be conducted to determine the best practices for benchmarking to create a 

successful student population within a given school district.  Chapter 3 discusses the 
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methodology of the research conducted for this study, including the research design, as 

well as a description of the setting, site and participant selection, and the analytical 

techniques used to disseminate data. 



 

 

 

CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter outlines the procedures for examining the ninth grade English 

teachers’, curriculum and instruction administrators’, and campus principals’ perceptions 

surrounding the benchmarking process in District 100 during the 2011-2012 and 2012-

2013 school years, the perceptions surrounding the effectiveness of benchmarks in 

estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English I state assessment, and 

the perceptions surrounding the role of instructional leadership in this process, how it 

affected benchmarking as a process, and the role school culture played in implementing 

benchmarking as a process.   This chapter includes a description of the research design, 

setting, procedures, instruments, analyses, and limitations of this study. 

Description of Research Design 

Qualitative case study methodology should be considered when the behavior of 

those involved in the study cannot be manipulated, and when the researcher desires to 

cover contextual conditions because they are believed to be relevant to the intervention 

under study (Baxter and Jack, 2008).  In order to determine the unit of analysis, the 

researcher must decide what the case is, or, in this instance, what process will be 

analyzed, namely benchmarking as an intervention tool and process within District 100.  

A case is bound by time, place, activity, definition and context, and it is reasonable in 

scope (Baxter and Jack, 2008).  This qualitative case study is specific to District 100 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years within the two campuses that hosted 

ninth grade students.   

The focus is the process for benchmarking which was implemented across the 

district for ninth grade students who would be sitting for the STAAR English I test 
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toward the end of their ninth grade years.  During the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school 

years, a curriculum map, which contained the essential skills that should have been taught 

in a given unit of instruction, was used by the instructional specialists and directors at the 

administrative level to design the benchmarks for ninth grade English students.  The 

assessments were then implemented by the educational leaders on each campus, scored 

and graded by the teachers, analyzed by the teachers and the campus instructional 

specialists, discussed by the department, and the data was used to plan more lessons 

which were meant to cover material that did not produce the desired student outcomes.  

From there, teachers were then expected to incorporate these re-taught skills lessons into 

their continuing lesson plans while the next benchmark was being planned based on the 

next group of units and skills found on the curriculum map.  

For example, during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, teachers in the 

English I classes at School B taught several lessons within the first unit, Poetry, and at the 

end of the unit, which was expected to fall at the end of the first six weeks of those school 

years, students were given a curriculum-based assessment, or benchmark, over the Poetry 

unit.  These test results were then analyzed item by item, and connected to specific 

standards and skills from the TEKS.  Teachers then attended data meetings, both 

departmentally and individually, where they discussed and completed data forms on how 

well their students performed on each question, what skills needed to be addressed, how 

instruction differed from class to class, and planned what they would do to cover the 

content where students did not perform well.  One of the major issues teachers 

encountered was that the curriculum continued to move forward the following week, 

leaving no time, instructionally, to implement their plans to re-teach without falling 
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behind on the curriculum calendar.  Herein lies the conundrum: if the teacher moved 

forward, the “benchmark” was for naught because there had been no feedback or re-

teaching; if the teacher completed the benchmarking process and all its steps, the students 

may have received instruction founded in the best known practices, but the teacher faced 

reprimanded due to his or her inability to adhere to the pace of the curriculum.  The 

result, in some instances, was that lessons were removed or shortened so the teacher 

could catch up to the curriculum, a practice that was not likely to produce positive 

outcomes for students.   

This process was designed and implemented by the district, and required the 

assistance of all ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for 

curriculum and instruction on these campuses, and the campus principals.  While Yin 

classifies case studies as either explanatory, exploratory, or descriptive, Robert Stake 

defines case studies as intrinsic, instrumental, or collective (Yin, 2003, and Stake, 1995).  

The methodology for this qualitative case study was descriptive, one in which the 

intervention, benchmarking, and the context in which it occurred, as district-mandated 

process across two campuses in an effort to assess ninth grade students’ growth in 

English I, are detailed.  In addition, the researcher determined that, based on the 

definitions provided by Robert Stake, the case study is both intrinsic and instrumental, in 

that the researcher had a genuine interest in the case and intended to better understand it, 

but hoped that it would provide insight into a particular issue, the benchmarking process 

in District 100.  Because this “phenomena of interest” is “rooted in [the] observation of 

the researcher,” the methodology is also true to grounded theory (Web Center for Social 

Research Methods, 2006a).  Grounded theory is “a complex iterative process…[which] 
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begins with the raising of generative questions…As the researcher begins to gather data, 

core theoretical concepts,” also called themes, or commonalities for the purposes of this 

study, “are identified” (Web Center for Social Research Methods, 2006a).   

Analysis in a qualitative study occurs concurrently with data collection, and the 

“movement between data collection and analysis is…called an ‘iteration.’  Grounded 

theory research involves multiple iterations” as analytical techniques, and both Yin and 

Stake refer to different analytical techniques as well (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 

2006, and Baxter and Jack, 2008).  Yin describes a technique called pattern matching, 

also referred to as theme building, one technique used in this study.  Instead of themes, 

the shared ideas found in the survey responses are referred to as commonalities in this 

study.  Stake incorporates techniques such as categorical disaggregation and direct 

interpretation, the latter of which has also been utilized in this study (Yin, 2003, Stake, 

1995, and Baxter and Jack, 2008).  The implementation of the benchmarking process was 

completed periodically and in the naturalistic setting of the campus classrooms prior to 

state testing.  Finally, the reporting was based not only on the analysis of the survey 

responses, but on participant observation which “requires that the researcher become a 

participant in the culture or context being observed,” a position the researcher was in for 

six years as a ninth grade English teacher and three years as an intern and administrative 

shadow in District 100 (Web Center for Social Research Methods, 2006b).  The 

experiential knowledge of the researcher is further detailed in this chapter.  

  The study focused on the perceptions of ninth grade English teachers, the 

administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the campus principals 

regarding the benchmarking process in District 100 during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 
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school years.  This input was collected through an online survey.  All district 

benchmarking data were provided by District 100, and STAAR passing percentages were 

accessed through released information from the Texas Education Agency, or TEA.  This 

study was confined to a suburban school district, District 100, in Houston, TX, where two 

high schools, School A and School B, hosted approximately 600 and 1200 ninth grade 

students respectively.  This study: identified the process for benchmarking in District 100 

for these students specific to the STAAR English I assessment; identified state 

accountability standards relevant to the decision-making process for the instructional 

leadership teams within District 100; examined the perceptions surrounding school 

culture and instructional leadership practices contributing to the benchmarking process on 

each campus; compared student passing percentages from district assessments, and the 

STAAR tests for English I during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years to 

determine if the teacher, administrator, and principal perceptions surrounding the 

effectiveness of the district benchmarks to estimate how students might perform on the 

STAAR English I state assessment were accurate.  

Research Questions 

The following questions were posed as the framework for this study: 

1. What perceptions surround the effectiveness of benchmarks 

in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English I state 

assessment?     

2.  What is the role of instructional leadership in the benchmarking 

process and how is it affected by state accountability standards? 
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3.  What role does school culture play in the implementation of benchmark 

testing as a process? 

4.  What are the best practices for implementing an effective benchmark 

testing process? 

Setting 

This study was confined to a suburban school district, District 100, in Houston, 

TX, where two high schools, School A and School B, hosted approximately 600 and 

1200 ninth grade students respectively.  This study: identified the process for 

benchmarking in District 100 for these students specific to the STAAR English I 

assessment; identified state accountability standards relevant to the decision-making 

process for the instructional leadership teams within District 100; examined the 

perceptions surrounding school culture and instructional leadership practices contributing 

to the benchmarking process on each campus; analyzed district assessment and STAAR 

English I assessment passing percentages for ninth grade students during the 2011-2012 

and 2012-2013 school years to determine whether or not the perceptions surrounding the 

effectiveness of district benchmark tests to estimate how students might perform on the 

STAAR English I state assessment were accurate.   

The demographics of the two campuses were not compared in any way for the 

purposes of this study.  They have been included to give a holistic view of the 

populations that existed at the time of the implementation of the benchmarking process, 

the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  Regardless of the demographic differences 

that existed at the two campuses, the district implemented the same process for 

benchmarking when utilizing the created district assessments or benchmarks.  The goal of 
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inviting ninth grade English teachers, curriculum and instruction administrators, and the 

principals from both campuses to participate in the study was to maximize the number of 

responses as well as the level of insight, which could only come from the faculty and 

staff who dealt directly with ninth grade students.   

During the 2011-2012 school year, School A hosted 587 ninth grade students, 

constituting 31% of their overall population.  The total population, 1, 896 students, 

consisted of a 0.1% Asian population, a 0.2% American Indian population, a 0.5% Two 

or More Races population, a 2.8% White population, a 4.7% African American 

population, and a 91.6% Hispanic population.  The campus also had a 77.6% 

Economically Disadvantaged population, and a 51.8% At-Risk population.  The average 

number of students per teacher was 14.5.  English/Language Arts classrooms held, on 

average, 14.7 students.  Out of 154.2 total staff members, 131.1 were teachers, and 6.5 

were campus administration/school leaders.  Compared to the student population ethnic 

demographics, teachers were 0.8% Two or More Races, 5.3% Asian, 21% African 

American, 22.9% Hispanic, and 50% White, with 46.2% being males, and 53.8% being 

females.  The average years of experience for the teachers was 13.6 years as documented 

on the AEIS report. 

During the 2011-2012 school year, School B hosted 1,241 ninth grade students, 

constituting 27.2% of their population.  The ninth grade students at School B were 

housed on a separate campus from the students who were between tenth and twelfth 

grade.  The total population, 4. 557 students, consisted of a 0.1% Pacific Islander 

population, a 0.3% American Indian population, a 1.2% Asian population, a 1.6% Two or 

More Races population, a 5.1% White population, a 26.3% African American population, 
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and a 65.5% Hispanic population.  The campus also had a 67.4% Economically 

Disadvantaged population, and a 41.4% At-Risk population.  The average number of 

students per teacher was 15.9.  English/Language Arts classrooms held, on average, 16.2 

students.  Out of 346.7 total staff members, 287 were teachers, and 15 were campus 

administration/school leaders.  Compared to the student population ethnic demographics, 

teachers were 0.7% American Indian, 1.7% Two or More Races, 3.7% Asian, 15.7% 

Hispanic, 32.8% African American, and 45.3% White, with 41.7% being males, and 

58.3% being females.  The average years of experience for the teachers was 10 years as 

documented on the AEIS report. 

During the 2012-2013 school year, School A hosted 565 ninth grade students, 

constituting 29.3% of their overall population.  The total population, 1, 931 students, 

consisted of a 0.1% Pacific Islander population, a 0.1% American Indian population, a 

0.2% Asian population, a 0.4% Two or More Races population, a 3.1% White population, 

a 4.5% African American population, and a 91.7% Hispanic population.  The campus 

also had an 83% Economically Disadvantaged population, and a 47.1% At-Risk 

population.  The average number of students per teacher was 14.7.  English/Language 

Arts classrooms held, on average, 13.9 students.  Out of 154.5 total staff members, 131.5 

were teachers, and 5.5 were campus administration/school leaders.  Compared to the 

student population ethnic demographics, teachers were 0.8% Two or More Races, 22.4% 

African American, 25% Hispanic, and 46.2% White, with 43.8% being males, and 56.2% 

being females.  The average years of experience for the teachers was 13.4 years as 

documented on the AEIS report. 
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During the 2012-2013 school year, School B hosted 1,236 ninth grade students, 

constituting 26.8% of their population.  The ninth grade students at School B were 

housed on a separate campus from the students who were between tenth and twelfth 

grade.  The total population, 4, 618 students, consisted of a 0.2% American Indian 

population, a 1.1% Asian population, a 1.4% Two or More Races population, a 4.7% 

White population, a 26% African American population, and a 66.6% Hispanic 

population.  The campus also had a 74% Economically Disadvantaged population, and a 

41.9% At-Risk population.  The average number of students per teacher was 16.4.  

English/Language Arts classrooms held, on average, 14.9 students.  Out of 349.1 total 

staff members, 281.7 were teachers, and 17.5 were campus administration/school leaders.  

Compared to the student population ethnic demographics, teachers were 0.7% American 

Indian, 1.1% Two or More Races, 4.5% Asian, 16.3% Hispanic, 37.2% African 

American, and 40.2% White, with 43.5% being males, and 56.5% being females.  The 

average years of experience for the teachers was 10.6 as documented on the AEIS report. 

 

Subjects 

 The ninth grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for curriculum 

and instruction, and the campus principals who were surveyed for this study were district 

employees who participated in the benchmark testing process for ninth grade students 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  Each of the 10 teachers, 5 

administrators, and 2 principals who were eligible under the parameters of this research 

were invited to complete the online survey for the purposes of this study.  Of the 17 

people invited to participate in the study, a total of 11 completed the online survey prior: 
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7 teachers and 4 campus leaders.  While the researcher was eligible to participate in the 

study, the researcher is not included in the number of eligible teachers or administrators, 

nor did the researcher complete the online survey for this study. 

Procedures 

 The researcher attained permission from The Committee for the Protection of 

Human Subjects (University of Houston), the school district (denoted as District 100), 

and the study subjects to conduct surveys for information relevant to the goals of this 

study.  There were no identifiers assigned, and all responders remained anonymous to 

maintain an anonymous procedure for reviewing and assessing data.   

Instruments 

 Instruments included an online survey about the perceptions surrounding 

benchmark testing as a process in District 100, instructional leadership, school culture, 

and accountability standards involving benchmarking.  The following questions were 

presented on the survey that was given to teachers who were directly involved in the 

benchmarking process during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years: 

1.  In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

2. How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

3. What was done with the benchmarking data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

4. How did you use the data in your individual classroom? 

5. How would you describe the involvement and/or leadership of the campus 

administration regarding benchmarking for ELA? 
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6. Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or why not? 

7. In your opinion, was your campus able to predict students outcomes on the ELA 

STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not? 

8. After benchmarking, what role did the administration’s instructional leadership 

play in the benchmarking process on your campus? 

9. How would you describe your campus’ climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

10. Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use of time?  Why or why not? 

11. For the future, would benchmarking be a beneficial practice on your campus?  If 

no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you recommend? 

Table 4 shows the alignment between the research questions posed in this study, and the 

survey questions presented to teacher participants. 

Table 4 Alignment of Research Questions and Survey Questions for Teachers 

Research Questions Related Survey Questions 

What perceptions surround the 

effectiveness of benchmarks in estimating 

how students might perform on the 

STAAR English I state assessment? 

- Do you believe the benchmarking that 

was completed during the 2011-2012 

and 2012-2013 school years was 

effective?  Why or why not? 

- In your opinion, was your campus able 

to predict students outcomes on the 

ELA STAAR assessment based on 

benchmarking results?  Why or why 

not? 

What is the role of instructional 

leadership in the benchmarking process 

and how is it affected by state 

accountability standards? 

- How would you describe the 

involvement and/or leadership of the 

campus administration regarding 

benchmarking for ELA? 

- After benchmarking, what role did the 

administration’s instructional 

leadership play in the benchmarking 

process on your campus? 
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What role does school culture play in the 

implementation of benchmark testing as a 

process? 

- How would you describe your campus’ 

climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

- Do you believe benchmark testing is an 

effective use of time?  Why or why not? 

What are the best practices for 

implementing an effective benchmark 

testing process? 

- How would you describe benchmarking 

for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

- What was done with the benchmarking 

data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

- How did you use the data in your 

individual classroom? 

- For the future, would benchmarking be a 

beneficial practice on your campus?  If 

no, why not?  If yes, what changes 

would you recommend? 

 

 

The following questions were presented on the survey that was given to 

administrators and principals who were directly involved in the benchmarking process 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years: 

1. In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

2. How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

3. What was done with the benchmarking data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

4. How did you use the data as an instructional leader on your campus? 

5. What connection do you believe exists between benchmarking and state 

accountability standards? 

6. Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or why not? 
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7. In your opinion, was your campus able to predict students outcomes on the ELA 

STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not? 

8. After benchmarking, how were the expectations for teachers regarding the 

utilization of benchmark data explained, implemented, and assessed by campus 

leaders? 

9. How would you describe your campus’ climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

10. Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use of time and money?  Why or 

why not? 

11. For the future, would benchmarking be a beneficial practice on your campus?  If 

no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you recommend? 

Table 5 shows the alignment between the research questions posed in this study, and 

the survey questions presented to participants who were administrators and/or principals 

at the time of the benchmarks.   

Table 5 Alignment of Research Questions and Survey Questions for Administrators 

and/or Principals 

Research Questions Related Survey Questions 

What perceptions surround the 

effectiveness of benchmarks in estimating 

how students might perform on the 

STAAR English I state assessment? 

- Do you believe the benchmarking that 

was completed during the 2011-2012 

and 2012-2013 school years was 

effective?  Why or why not? 

- In your opinion, was your campus able 

to predict students outcomes on the 

ELA STAAR assessment based on 

benchmarking results?  Why or why 

not? 

What is the role of instructional leadership 

in the benchmarking process and how is it 

affected by state accountability standards? 

- What connection do you believe exists 

between benchmarking and state 

accountability standards? 

- After benchmarking, how were the 

expectations for teachers regarding the 

utilization of benchmark data 
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explained, implemented, and assessed 

by campus leaders? 

What role does school culture play in the 

implementation of benchmark testing as a 

process? 

- How would you describe your campus’ 

climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

- Do you believe benchmark testing is an 

effective use of time and money?  Why 

or why not? 

What are the best practices for 

implementing an effective benchmark 

testing process? 

- How would you describe benchmarking 

for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

- What was done with the benchmarking 

data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

- How did you use the data as an 

instructional leader on your campus? 

- For the future, would benchmarking be a 

beneficial practice on your campus?  If 

no, why not?  If yes, what changes 

would you recommend? 

 

 

Analyses 

Site and Subject Selection 

The research sites were selected based on the intrinsic interest and professional 

experience of the researcher whose familiarity with the benchmarking process for English 

I students in District 100 led to an examination of the benchmarking process in District 

100.  English was selected as the content area of study because of its uniqueness in the 

benchmarking process.  For one, English benchmarks given by the district were and are 

designed to simulate the STAAR English I assessment.  Therefore, the campuses would 

plan and hold a “campus shutdown” day during which no instruction would take place, 

only the District Assessment for English I.  Following that, English teachers were and are 

required to hand-score all writing portions (comprised of two to three analytical 

paragraphs for each student, and one to two expository essays for each student) of the 
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district benchmarks, a task that is not a requirement for scoring in any other content area 

or department.  When done during the week, this scoring was planned so that every 

campus English teacher would be assigned a sub in order to have a faster turnaround 

between the time of the assessment and the review of the results with the students.  In 

essence, at least one day of instruction is lost to testing for the campus during a shutdown 

day, and another day of instruction is lost for the English teachers who spend the day 

grading the writing sections of every student’s test.  Also, a third and potentially fourth 

day of instruction is lost due to the review of the results with the students.  If not done 

during the week, the English teachers are required to work to grade the writing portions 

over the weekend after testing is complete, further speaking to the uniqueness of the 

English I benchmarking process. 

The researcher did not participate in the completion of this survey, opting to 

function as an observer throughout the process, and not as a participant.  In selecting 

participants, subjects were required to be eligible to participate in the study.  Eligibility 

was contingent upon the participant being a district employee during the 2011-2012 

and/or the 2012-2013 school years, specifically as a ninth grade English teacher, an 

administrator responsible for curriculum and instruction, or a campus principal during the 

benchmarking process for English I students during that time.  The participants then 

voluntarily completed an online survey once a signed consent form was submitted to the 

researcher, per university guidelines. 

Experiential Knowledge of the Researcher 

Having been a ninth grade English teacher in District 100 for six years, including 

the school years of study, the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, the researcher has 



71 

 

 

 

personal knowledge and professional experience in the implementation of the 

benchmarking process for District 100, as well as the perceptions of ninth grade English 

teachers surrounding the benchmarking process for English I students in District 100.   

As a hired ninth grade English teacher for District 100, the researcher has 

regularly taken part in: faculty meetings to review and discuss operations on benchmark 

testing days; the implementation of district benchmarks, both on “campus shutdown” 

days, and on instructional class periods set aside during the students’ scheduled English 

class for district benchmarks; the scoring of the writing portions of the assessments, 

specifically two to three analytical paragraphs and one to two expository essays per 

student per district benchmark; data meetings, both individually and as a department, to 

review the ninth grade English I benchmark results of the campus and of the district; 

department planning meetings for future lessons on areas of deficit based on the results of 

the district benchmarks; and classroom instruction and further assessment driven by 

benchmark results and data discussions.   

The 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, marked the first implementation of 

the STAAR assessment.  Throughout the course of the two school years, the English 

department met regularly to discuss components of the test and the level of questioning to 

be expected in order to drive lesson planning and classroom instruction.  At that time, 

information about the STAAR test being released by the state was limited.  As such, the 

district planned the benchmarks during the 2011-2012 school year around what it could 

only assume would be on the test, and for the next year, what had been on the first 

implementation of the STAAR assessment for English I.  This lack of information was a 

point of stress due to the inability to plan lessons designed to create student success 
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without any knowledge of what the passing standard for students would be.  In addition, 

the benchmarks given by the district would often contain numerical and grammatical 

errors, and even covered information that had not been taught up to that point.  This led 

to feelings of frustration for the researcher because of the emphasis being placed on the 

benchmarks in spite of these evident and consistent flaws. 

 Resources included curriculum mapping, similar to what is in use in District 100 

today, and scope and sequence calendars, both designed to aid teachers in focusing on the 

TEKS to be tested, both resources upon which lesson planning was and is expected to be 

based.  Teachers were also expected to adhere to the scope and sequence calendar as 

much as possible in order to cover all of the material that would possibly be seen on the 

STAAR English I assessment.  If teachers fell behind, there was no significant time 

etched into the scope and sequence calendar that would allow teachers to catch up 

without neglecting some needed skill that might be tested.  Once benchmark testing was 

completed, teachers were and are expected to proceed to the next set of skills on the 

curriculum map and in the scope and sequence calendar, but there was no time planned 

for re-teaching the skills that proved to be an area of struggle for students, and teachers 

were faced with a dilemma: possibly face a reprimand for falling behind on the scope and 

sequence calendar by teaching the areas of weakness, or adhere to the calendar and 

neglect the areas that needed to be addressed with the struggling students.  These factors 

contributed to the researcher questioning the benchmarking process as a whole.  

Furthermore, having worked alongside the same group of ninth grade English teachers 

for six years, the researcher has participated in numerous discussions and conversations 

about the benchmarking process for English I in District 100, and believes that this 
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personal knowledge base and professional experience lends itself to insight in the 

interpretation of the ninth grade English teachers’ perceptions surrounding the 

benchmarking process.   

In fulfilling the requirements of her first graduate degree, the researcher was 

assigned to shadow the administrative team, including the administrators over campus 

operations, curriculum and instruction, and the campus principal of the School B campus 

within District 100.  One of the responsibilities of the researcher as an administrative 

intern and shadow was to take on the role of instructional leader during the benchmarking 

process.  This lent the researcher the opportunity to observe and participate in the process 

from the educational leader perspective, a great contrast to the experience of the 

researcher as an educator during the same process.  The researcher participated as an 

administration intern and shadow in this area for three school years; from the 2010-2011 

school year to the 2013-2014 school year.  While a wealth of experience and knowledge 

was afforded to the researcher during this time as an administrative intern, the researcher 

cannot accurately speak to the life of a full-time administrator and all that it entails.  

Thus, the analytical interpretations of the administrator survey responses are supported by 

the researcher’s limited professional experience and theoretical knowledge, and biased by 

the researcher’s primary position as a ninth grade English teacher. 

 Constituting Data and Data Source(s) 

 The survey responses of the study participants constituted data for this research.  

The released test scores from the district assessments and from the STAAR English I 

state assessments also constituted data which were utilized to examine whether or not the 

perceptions of the teachers, administrators, and principals regarding the predictive nature 
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of benchmarks were accurate.  Data sources included the online surveys given to 

teachers, administrators, and principals, a district-provided list of student passing 

percentages on the English I benchmarks from District 100 during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years, and the released test scores from the STAAR English I 

assessment for the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years which were made available on 

the TEA website. 

 Gathering Data 

 All of the study participants received an email on the same day which contained 

the link to their respective online survey.  The participants were then given ten days to 

complete the online survey from the day the email was sent out.  Once the deadline 

transpired, the researcher printed out each response to each research question in order to 

examine the individual responses of each participant.   

 The researcher also requested and received a list of student passing rates for 

District 100 English I students from district assessments given during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years.  Finally, the researcher accessed and printed the student passing 

rates from the STAAR English I state assessment from the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 

school years, which were available to the public on the TEA website.   

 Analytical Techniques  

 Of the 17 people invited to participate in the study, a total of 11 completed the 

online survey prior: 7 teachers and 4 campus leaders.  These numbers do not include the 

researcher, nor did the researcher participate in either study.  The individual survey 

responses for each participant, listed as Respondents 1 through 7 for the teacher survey, 

and Respondents 1 through 4 on the administrator survey, were printed directly from the 
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online survey account in order to be analyzed and detailed to determine what 

commonalities existed in the responses.   

Based on the works of Stake and Yin regarding analytical techniques, the 

researcher directly interpreted the survey responses of the participants in order to match 

patterns or build themes based on their statements, and referred to these shared ideas as 

commonalities in this study.  Commonalities were defined as any word, phrase, or idea 

that was shared among two or more of the participants in the study.  The perceptions of 

the participants were also defined as being positive, negative, or neutral when analyzing 

survey responses that required a description of the respondents’ perceptions.  The criteria, 

or rule of principle for evaluation, for a descriptive response to be considered positive 

was based on the response depicting a good, affirmative, or constructive quality or 

attitude toward the aspect of benchmarking in the corresponding survey question.  The 

criteria for a descriptive response to be considered negative was based on the response 

depicting a bad or undesirable quality or attitude toward the aspect of benchmarking in 

the corresponding survey question.  The criteria for a descriptive response to be 

considered neutral was based on the response depicting an impartial quality or attitude, 

one that did not help or support the perception of the aspect of benchmarking in the 

corresponding survey question as being either positive or negative.  A response was also 

deemed positive or negative based on the definition of the descriptive terms used by the 

study participants in responding to the survey questions, and whether the response 

denoted a positive or negative sentiment in the given context, context with which the 

researcher is highly familiar.   A response was deemed neutral if it was simply factual, 

but did not denote a positive or negative sentiment.  In the instance that a question 
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received both positive and negative perceptions, the perceptions were described as both 

positive and negative, and explained or reviewed in detail. 

 For example, on the administrator survey, the first survey question asked the 

respondents to define benchmarking in their own words.  Using the printed responses of 

the four participants, the researcher listed each part of the first participant’s answer: 

“assessment,” “drives instruction,” and “done periodically.”  Next, the researcher noted 

the second participant’s answer, “assessment,” as a commonality shared with the first 

participant’s answer.  Third, the researcher noted the first and third parts of the third 

participant’s answer, “assessment,” and “pre-, medial-, and post-test” as commonalities 

shared with two of the first participant’s answers, “assessment,” and “done periodically,” 

and the second part of the third participant’s answer was listed as a new category, 

“measures progress,” for question one.  Finally, the researcher noted that the fourth 

participant’s answer, “predictive tool for student performance on standardized testing,” 

shared no commonality with any of the three previous participants’ responses, and was 

listed as a new category for question one.   

As another example, question two of the teacher survey asked the teachers to 

describe benchmarking in ELA on their campus during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 

school years.  Again, using the printed responses, the researcher noted that Respondent 1 

used the following terms and phrases to describe benchmarking: “used state-released 

tests,” “over a period of days,” and “campus shutdowns to mimic state test.”  Each part of 

Respondent 1’s statement was then determined to be Neutral by the researcher because 

each response given was factual information, and did not denote a positive or negative 

feeling or sentiment.  However, when Respondent 3 described benchmarking as “not 
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adequately [reflecting] skills taught in the classroom,” the researcher determined the 

response to be Negative because it denoted a negative sentiment toward or regarding 

benchmarking.  Similarly, both Respondent 5 and Respondent 7 described benchmarking 

as “smooth,” and the researcher determined their responses to be Positive because they 

denoted a positive sentiment toward or regarding benchmarking.  This process was 

repeated by the researcher 121 times; 77 times for the teacher survey, and 44 times for 

the administrator survey. 

 Two tables were created for each question from both the teacher and administrator 

surveys to depict their perceptions regarding benchmarking as a process for ELA during 

the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  The tables consisted of the survey 

responses, which were categorized into easily accessible phrases, which of the 

respondents gave or shared each response, and, when appropriate, whether the researcher 

determined that the response(s) were positive, negative, or neutral. The tables also 

included instances of the perceptions being shared between the respondents, or unique to 

a particular respondent.  An example of these tables was provided in Chapter 4, and the 

completed tables for each survey were provided in the Appendices. 

 The student passing rates from the district assessments and the STAAR English I 

state assessments given during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years were then 

compared in order to interpret whether or not the perceptions of the teachers, 

administrators, and principals regarding the effectiveness of the benchmarks in estimating 

how student might perform on the STAAR English I state assessment were accurate.     
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Limitations 

The findings of this study are limited to one school district representing one 

population of participants.  Time constraints did not allow for in-depth comparison of 

factors contributing to the two campuses’ student outcomes, or member-checking post 

data-collection and analysis.  The trustworthiness of the collected data is based on 

triangulation consisting of relative literature, the conducted online survey, and the 

observations of the researcher.    

Summary 

 Chapter 4 discusses the results of the study, as well as the interpretations of the 

responses given for each of the online surveys, including the perceptions of the ninth 

grade English teachers, administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the 

campus principals involved in the benchmarking process regarding the effectiveness of 

the district benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English 

I state assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 The intent of this qualitative case study was to explore and describe the 

perceptions surrounding the benchmarking process in District 100 according to the ninth 

grade English teachers, the administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and 

the campus principals who participated in implementing the benchmarks, their 

perceptions surrounding the role culture and instructional leadership play in the success 

of the benchmarking process, and whether or not their perceptions surrounding the 

effectiveness of the district benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the 

STAAR English I state assessment were accurate.  To answer questions pertaining to 

these perceptions, teachers and educational leaders were asked to complete on survey 

containing eleven open-ended questions.  The questions from each survey are listed 

below: 

Teacher Survey Questions 

1. In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

2. How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

3. What was done with the benchmarking data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

4. How did you use the data in your individual classroom? 

5. How would you describe the involvement and/or leadership of the campus 

administration regarding benchmarking for ELA? 
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6. Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or why not? 

7. In your opinion, was your campus able to predict students outcomes on the ELA 

STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not? 

8. After benchmarking, what role did the administration’s instructional leadership 

play in the benchmarking process on your campus? 

9. How would you describe your campus’ climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

10. Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use of time?  Why or why not? 

11. For the future, would benchmarking be a beneficial practice on your campus?  If 

no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you recommend? 

Principal and Administrator Survey Questions 

1. In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

2. How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

3. What was done with the benchmarking data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

4. How did you use the data as an instructional leader on your campus? 

5. What connection do you believe exists between benchmarking and state 

accountability standards? 

6. Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or why not? 

7. In your opinion, was your campus able to predict students outcomes on the ELA 

STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not? 
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8. After benchmarking, how were the expectations for teachers regarding the 

utilization of benchmark data explained, implemented, and assessed by campus 

leaders? 

9. How would you describe your campus’ climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

10. Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use of time and money?  Why or 

why not? 

11. For the future, would benchmarking be a beneficial practice on your campus?  If 

no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you recommend? 

The survey questions were designed to answer the following research questions:  

 What perceptions surround the effectiveness of benchmarks to estimate how  

 

students might perform on the STAAR English I state assessment? 

 

 What is the role of instructional leadership in the benchmarking process and how 

is it affected by state accountability standards? 

 What role does school culture play in the implementation of benchmark testing as 

a process? 

 What are the best practices for implementing an effective benchmark testing 

process? 

Of the 17 teachers, administrators, and principals invited to complete the online survey, 

11 completed surveys were submitted; 7 from teachers, and 4 from administrators and 

principals. 
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Online Survey – Teachers 

Survey Procedures 

 An online survey was distributed through the researcher’s email address to 

English Language Arts and Reading teachers who had been assigned to ninth grade 

students during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school year.  The invitation to complete 

the online survey was as follows: 

Dear Potential Participant,  

I would like to invite you to participate in a doctoral study.  My dissertation, 

entitled “Benchmarking: A Study of the Perceptions Surrounding Accountability, 

Instructional Leadership, School Culture, Formative Assessment, and Student 

Success,” is specific to benchmark testing on ninth grade students for the STAAR 

Reading test during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  The study 

requires the completion of an 11-item survey by school personnel directly 

connected to the benchmarking process during that time, and, as an instructor or 

an administrator, your feedback would be greatly appreciated.  In order to 

complete the online, open-ended survey, you will first need to sign and date a 

consent form and return it to me via interoffice mail.  Once I have received it, I 

will email you the hyperlink to complete my survey which will require no more 

than one hour of your time.  The consent form has been attached to this email for 

your convenience.  This project has been reviewed by the University of Houston 

Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (713) 743-9204. 

I sincerely appreciate your help and your voice.  Thank you in advance for your 

consideration. 
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Sincerely,  

Miss Tanya Galamison 

Following the submission of each participants’ consent form, a second email was sent to 

the volunteers for the study which contained the hyperlink for the online survey.  The 

contents of the second email are listed below: 

 Dear Participant,  

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study.  Below you will find the 

hyperlink for the online survey.  This project has been reviewed by the University 

of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (713) 743-9204. 

Again, your feedback is greatly appreciated! 

Sincerely, 

Miss Tanya Galamison 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/Galamison1 

Of the 10 teachers invited between the two campuses, 7 completed the online survey.  

The purpose of the survey was to uncover teacher perceptions surrounding benchmark 

testing as a process, instructional leadership, school culture, and existing accountability 

standards.  Each teacher responded in their own words to the 11-item open-ended survey. 

Survey Results  

 Question one: defining benchmarking. 
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 In response to the first question, “In your own words, please define what 

benchmarking is,” the teachers referred to benchmarking as an “assessment,” and a 

“measure” for “student progress” and “growth,” and to identify student “strengths and 

weaknesses” in order to “correct [and/or] guide instruction,” and to “[re-teach]”.   

 “Benchmark testing is an assessment given during the year to see if students are 

‘where they need to be’ academically.  It measures whether students have learned 

the skills taught or if there needs to be significant [re-teaching].” 

 “Benchmarking is an assessment of a student’s academic growth in a given 

subject.” 

 “Benchmarking is the act of standardized testing.” 

 “[A] way of measuring a student’s academic progress and comparing it to what 

they’re expected to know.” 

 “A benchmark should assess students.  It allows teachers and administrators to 

check students’ master of course objectives and to make corrections in 

instruction before students participate in high-stakes testing.” 

 “Testing students periodically throughout the year to see what they know at that 

point in time.” 

Table 6 shows the commonalities and unique responses that existed among the 

respondents.   
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Table 6 Teacher Survey Response Analysis - Question 1 

Question 1: In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

Responses Respondents 

Assessment or assess 1, 2, 5, and 7 

Measures mastery of content, skill 

accruement, academic growth or progress 

1, 2, 4, 5, 6, and 7 

Necessity of re-teaching 1, 5, and 7 

Standardized testing 3 

Prior to high-stakes testing/during or 

throughout the year 

1, 5, and 6 

 

Question two: describing benchmarking on individual campuses. 

In response to the second question, “How would you describe benchmarking for 

ELA on your campus during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years?” the teachers 

explained the process for benchmarking on their campus by describing how the 

benchmarks were created, how long the students were tested, as well as their sentiment 

toward the process, which was both positive and negative in the individual responses.  

The benchmarks were also described as inadequate and “flawed,” and the process was 

described as both “unpleasant,” and “smooth” in different responses. 

 “Benchmarking was done using state released tests.  In some cases, it was done 

over a period of days where students would complete part of the longer test each 

day.  In other cases, we did campus ‘shutdowns,’ so students could take the whole 

test in one sitting to mimic the testing situation on the real state test.” 

 “Benchmarking was conducted in a cyclical pattern, corresponding with the cycle 

of taught units.” 
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 “The test during the listed years did not adequately reflect the skills being taught 

in the classroom.” 

 “It was unpleasant and happened too frequently.” 

 “The process of giving the benchmark was smooth.  However, the tests 

themselves were flawed enough to call their validity into question.” 

 “I remember giving a lot of benchmark tests.  It seems like we did one every 

grading period.” 

 “A process that took place at predetermined intervals to check on students’ 

growth…the process seemed to be uniform and run smoothly.” 

Table 7 shows the commonalities and unique responses among the participants, as well as 

the responses that were determined to be Positive, Negative, or Neutral by the researcher. 

Table 7 Teacher Survey Response Analysis - Question 2 

Question 2: How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or Neutral 

Used state-released tests 1 Neutral 

Over a period of days 1 Neutral 

Mimicked state test through 

“campus shutdown” days 

1 Neutral 

Corresponded with the cycle 

of taught units 

2 Neutral 

Did not adequately reflect 

skills taught in the classroom 

3 Negative 

Unpleasant 4 Negative 

Too frequent 4 Negative 

Smooth 5 and 7 Positive 

Flawed test 5 Negative 

Questionable validity 5 Negative 

Frequent 6 Neutral 
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Given at pre-determined 

intervals 

7 Neutral 

Uniform 7 Positive 

 

Question three: using the data. 

In response to the third question, “What was done with the benchmarking data 

once each benchmark was completed?” teachers referred to an analysis of student 

performance on specific objectives, comparing results across campuses, tracking 

academic growth, the brevity of the data review and discussion, intervention/data 

meetings with their assigned appraiser or administrator, addressing student strengths and 

weaknesses, the creation and development of new lesson plans based on student 

performance on specific skills, and planning interventions such as tutorial sessions to 

address student needs. 

 “Once the benchmark was completed, teachers had to analyze how their students 

did on each objective and each question as compared with the rest of the campus 

and district.” 

 “Benchmarking data is gathered from the scoring of the multiple choice 

[scantrons] and accompanying written selections (if applicable).  ‘Benchmarking 

data’ may be illustrated in several forms: graphs, percentages, student individual 

performance, entire class performance, etc.  This data is primarily used to track 

academic growth in a given context.” 

 “The data was reviewed and discussed but briefly.” 



88 

 

 

 

 “A meeting was held with your appraiser to discuss your results, and evaluate 

students’ strengths/weaknesses in order to come up with a game plan to address 

them.” 

 “An administrator would meet with teachers as a grade level team to go over 

questions that many students missed.  Then teachers were assigned a skill and 

expected to write a lesson that addressed that skill.” 

 “We looked at areas that the students scored low in and targeted those areas in 

future instruction and tutorials.” 

 “I remember the data was presented in our department meetings and we would 

incorporate additional lessons into our lesson plans that students needed more 

instruction on in an effort to achieve mastery of that concept.” 

The analysis tables for the remainder of the survey responses, were added to the 

Appendices. 

Question four: teacher’s use of data in individual classrooms. 

In response to question four, “How did you use the data in your individual 

classroom?” teachers described their own methods for incorporating benchmarking data 

into their instructional class time.  Responses ranged from admitting the difficulty of 

incorporating the data into instruction due to time constraints, to “[tracing] back to ‘the 

disconnect’” once they reviewed students’ individual scores, to focusing on the greatest 

areas of weakness for the majority of the students, to assigning tutorials. 
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 “I would like to have used the data to assess which skills needed [to be re-taught], 

but this was difficult since there was still new material that had never been 

covered.” 

 “Some scores shock a teacher with their height, some scores shock a teacher with 

their lowness.  I always pay attention to who surprises me, and I use that as a tool 

to try and trace back to ‘the disconnect’.  ‘Is this kid just a ‘bad tester’? Is the kid 

struggling with a given skill?’ are examples of some questions a teacher may 

wonder.” 

 “I chose to focus on skills that my students did the worse on.” 

 “Focused more on the teaching/re-teaching of TEKS that the students struggled 

with.” 

 “I was expected to teach the lessons that the team had created.  I also used the 

data to decide who needed tutorials and extra attention in class.” 

 “Once we knew the areas that students had not mastered, we were able to work 

with students with those specifics in mind.” 

 “Planned lessons to strengthen students’ areas of weakness.” 

Question five: describing the involvement of campus leadership. 

 In response to question five, “How would you describe the involvement and/or 

leadership of the campus administration regarding benchmarking for ELA?” teachers 

expressed the procedure that administrators followed to meet with them once the results 

from the benchmarks were available, the level of importance benchmarking held at the 

time it was being implemented, issues with communication, lack of guidance, the role 
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and responsibility of the administrator during benchmark testing, and the supportiveness 

of the administrator. 

 “Campus leadership met with the teacher to have a ‘one-on-one’ data meeting to 

see how students had done and what interventions were needed before the ‘real’ 

state test.” 

 “Benchmarking is taken super seriously by the campus admin.  They want real 

results, and take the perceived measures to accomplish the goal.” 

 “There was involvement, but it lacked communication.  Teachers were being held 

accountable for data of a poorly written exam.” 

 “Very minimal.  They didn’t seem to know what to do outside of giving us our 

testing windows and delivering our results.” 

 “The assistant principal assigned to the English department was responsible for 

making sure each teacher had tests and scantrons.  When the school shut down in 

order to test everyone in a mock TAKS or mock STAAR testing situation, that 

assistant principal was expected to essentially act as the testing coordinator.” 

 “Campus administration was supportive of our process.  The teachers were given 

time to grade the essays/paragraph responses together in the library so the load 

would be lightened.” 

 “I have always felt like the English department has been supported in not only our 

efforts but in the timing of when to administer the benchmark in relation to 

activities that were going on at the time as well.” 

Question six: teacher perception on the effectiveness of benchmarking. 
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 In response to question six, “Do you believe the benchmarking that was 

completed during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years was effective? Why or why 

not?” six of the seven respondents replied in the negative and explained what was 

lacking, including testing students over information that was never taught, testing too 

frequently, focusing on scores instead of student growth, the validity of the questions due 

to an abundance of typographical errors, while one respondent replied in the affirmative, 

but revealed there may have been “things to improve upon” without listing those things 

specifically. 

 “I don’t think it was as effective as it could have been because students were 

tested over material that had not yet been covered.  Since a whole state released 

test was used, it was difficult to separate what students missed because they 

needed to have skills [re-taught], vs. what they missed because it had never been 

taught.  I think that this made the results less useful than if they were only tested 

over material that had actually been covered.” 

 “Personally…I am not a fan of benchmarking excessively.  I feel that at one point 

we were doing it horribly…but in the last two years I feel that there was a bit of a 

‘step back’ from that overkill.  Less is more with benchmarking, and none is 

best.” 

 “The benchmarking was not effective due to the curriculum not matching the 

exam.” 

 “No, there was too much emphasis on scores and not necessarily on growth.” 

 “No, I don’t think it was effective.  The tests had so many numbering and spelling 

mistakes, students were often confused about how to answer a question, or even a 
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section of the test.  This makes it impossible to assess content knowledge.  Also, 

short answer questions were often so badly worded that the teachers would have 

to spend time discussing exactly what the question was asking, or the intent of the 

question.  We wondered how students were supposed to successfully answer 

questions that the educated professionals had to discuss.” 

 “I don’t think it was as effective as it could have been.  We were testing for the 

skills that we had seen on past tests and those may or may not have been covered 

in class before that time.” 

 “I believe it was effective.  Could there be tings to improve upon?  Maybe so…” 

Question seven: benchmark effectiveness in estimating student outcomes. 

 In response to question seven, “In your opinion, was your campus able to predict 

student outcomes on the ELA STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why 

or why not?” five of the seven respondents replied in the negative, one of the respondents 

replied in the affirmative, and one respondent replied that they were uncertain as to the 

predictive nature of benchmarking on their campuses.  Some stated that the inability of 

the campus to properly mimic the STAAR test was the cause, whether due to the 

decisions made regarding the composition of the benchmarks, or the lack of information 

coming from TEA to make the benchmarks more closely connected to what the students 

would see on the actual state assessment.  One respondent described the make-up of the 

tests as “guesswork” due to this lack of information, while another described that the 

benchmarks did not equate to the “rigor” of the STAAR assessment, all of which point to 

the inability of the benchmarks to accurately estimate student outcomes on the state 

assessment.  Finally, two different respondents also described the attitude or perception 
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of the students taking the benchmark who may have taken the assessment less seriously 

because it was not the actual STAAR End-of-Course exam, or who were tired because of 

the number of days over which the benchmarks would span.   

 “To my knowledge, the benchmarks have always been a pretty accurate predictor 

of how students would do on the STAAR test.  I think that the students who are 

strong readers do well on the test (both benchmark and STAAR) and students 

who lack reading skills struggle on both.  As a seasoned teacher, I really don’t 

need ANOTHER test to tell me that.” 

 “Not necessarily simply due to the fact that emulating the STAAR is often 

guesswork.  Despite valiant attempts at emulation, there was not a model to 

follow for too great of a time.” 

 “We tried, but there was still an extreme deficit.  Since TEA was withholding a 

lot of information and the district was just guessing what the test would look like, 

there was no clear way to truly tell how our students would do.” 

 “No, the test content did not accurately reflect the rigor of the STAAR.” 

 “My campus administration used the results to try to predict student performance, 

but I don’t know how successful they were.” 

 “I don’t think predictions would have been accurate, mostly because the testing 

was broken down among several days which may have given the students the 

impression that the test was not as important as ‘the real one’.” 

 “Not exactly.  I felt like I personally used the data in conjunction with the work 

habits I saw of that student and I felt like I knew fairly well who I thought was 

where they needed to be and who I thought needed more growth.  Factors that 
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influenced students were being tired, whether they took the benchmark seriously, 

and other factors that could influence their performance.” 

Question eight: the role of instructional leaders post-benchmarking. 

 In response to question eight, “After benchmarking, what role did the 

administration’s instructional leadership play in the benchmarking process on your 

campus?” respondents described the support they received on analyzing data, and the 

steps or interventions that would be put in place for students prior to the actual state 

assessment.  One respondent explained the focus on “bubble students,” or students who 

are consistently testing right on the verge of passing, as a target for lesson-planning after 

benchmarking was completed.  Another respondent referred to the “delivery” of the 

results, but no real support in utilizing them.   

 “After benchmarking, the administration helped with data analysis and they met 

with the department to decide what interventions should be considered based on 

data.” 

 “Primarily, the administration sought to improve our instruction by making sure 

we focused our energy where it would make the biggest impact.  Focusing on 

‘bubble students’ has been a [long-standing] practice utilized by the admin as a 

tool for implementing instructional leadership.” 

 “We would have complete shutdowns that mocked EOC testing day for most 

benchmarks.” 

 “Very minimal.  They didn’t seem to know what to do outside of giving us our 

testing windows and delivering our results.” 



95 

 

 

 

 “An administrator would met with teachers as a grade level team to go over 

questions that many students missed.  Then teachers were assigned a skill and 

expected to write a lesson that addressed that skill.” 

 “It was sometimes difficult to schedule time in class to re-teach skills that scored 

low on the test.” 

 “The administrator over the English department was supportive and even willing 

to scan the answer documents.  Essays/SARs were graded/scored by teachers and 

there seemed to be time given to accomplish that.” 

Question nine: campus climate and culture surrounding benchmarking. 

 In response to question nine, “How would you describe your campus’ 

climate/culture regarding the benchmarking process?” teachers expressed frustration at 

giving up instructional time to perform the benchmark, stated that it is “frowned upon,” 

and as three respondents saw it, was a tactic used to help teachers teach to the test.  For 

another respondent, the campus was, in one word, “stressful,” while another said it was 

taken seriously and the students were encouraged to do the same.  One respondent 

asserted that it was something done “because it looked good on paper,” insinuating that it 

was a mandate to be completed, not something that was actually being utilized to aid in 

the growth of the students.   

 “I think that benchmarking is always somewhat frustrating because when it is 

done strictly in the class being tested, the process takes up a week of instructional 

time.  When there is a campus ‘shutdown’ for benchmarking, other content areas 
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can get frustrated that they are having to give up their instructional time for a 

different subject to be tested.” 

 “It is rather frowned upon by most educators, I believe.  There is a big swerve 

from ‘teaching to the test’ that is catching on.” 

 “Stressful.” 

 “Testing wasn’t well received by the core teachers nor the students.  Both parties 

believed that this was ‘testing overkill’ and constantly interfered with 

instruction.” 

 “We saw it as something to take seriously, and we tried to get the students to see 

it the same way.” 

 “Everyone benchmarks.  It wasn’t anything outside the norm.  It seemed like we 

did it on a regular basis because it looked good on paper.” 

 “There were times I felt like there were too many and that instruction seemed to 

be impacted to administer the benchmark.” 

Question ten: benchmarking as an effective use of time. 

 In response to question ten, “Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use 

of time? Why or why not?” the teacher responses varied to some degree, and many of 

them used conditional statements to describe both the ineffectiveness and effectiveness of 

benchmarking as a tool.  The first respondent expressed that benchmarking serves as a 

good “dress rehearsal” for students prior to them taking the actual state assessment, and 

beyond that, it is not an effective use of time.  The second and fourth respondents 

described having more instructional time rather than benchmarking, and both responded 

in the negative regarding benchmarking being an effective use of time.  The third and 
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sixth respondents explained that benchmarking is only effective when the test is aligned 

to the curriculum that is being taught, otherwise students are tested on material they have 

not encountered yet.  The fifth respondent expressed that benchmarking is an effective 

use of time if it is “a valid measure” for student progress, and if it was only done once or 

twice in a school year.  Finally, the seventh respondent stated that benchmarking was an 

effective use of time if it could show mastery of the content objectives, but not if the data 

was not used to drive instruction. 

 “I think one benefit of benchmark testing is that it allows students an opportunity 

to do a ‘dress rehearsal’ for the real state test.  Other than that, however, it is 

ineffective because typically students are tested over material that has not been 

taught yet.  In addition, most teachers either do not have sufficient time, or are not 

taught how to really use the data for [re-teaching] purposes.” 

 “No, personally, I would rather have the time that is devoted to benchmarking 

given back to me for instructional purposes.” 

 “I do believe testing can be beneficial, but the test has to match the curriculum or 

it is ineffective.” 

 “It wasn’t in the previous years.  Too many instructional days were lost due to 

benchmark testing.” 

 “If the test is a valid measure of student progress, and it doesn’t happen more than 

once or twice a year, then yes, it is an effective use of time.” 

 “I think at that time, the benchmark testing was not an effective use of time 

because the curriculum was not aligned.” 



98 

 

 

 

 “To a certain degree, yes.  I think when objectives/skills/concepts are being tested 

that can show the mastery, growth, and weaknesses of the students and that be 

used to drive instruction, then it is an effective use of time.  To administer 

benchmarks for the sake of administering them or to administer a certain number 

of them within the year is not an effective use of time.  Another ineffective use of 

time concerning benchmarks is to not use the data to aid in the instructional 

process.” 

Question eleven: future practices and recommendations for benchmarking. 

 In response to question eleven, “For the future, would benchmarking be a 

beneficial practice on your campus?  If no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you 

recommend?” two of the respondents did not feel benchmarking would be a beneficial 

practice in the future, four of the respondents did, and one respondent explained that it 

would be beneficial under certain conditions.  The respondents also listed how they 

would change benchmarking, specifically that students would only be tested over 

material that had been covered, according to four of the respondents.  Some changes 

listed were better data analysis practices, shorter assessments, and teacher input on the 

development of the benchmark.   

 “I do not think our students would be any less prepared for the state test without 

benchmarking.  I think it is done more for the benefit of administrators and 

program directors to make predictions about campus outcomes.  If we do 

benchmarking in the future, it would only be useful to teachers and students if 

they are truly tested over material that has already been covered.” 
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 “I would like to see benchmarking go away because I do not feel it is beneficial 

for the majority of the students.  I feel most of the students would benefit MORE 

from further instruction.  I feel the amount of time we lose instructionally does 

not get outweighed by the usefulness of data gathered – particularly when one 

considers the potential faultiness of the data gathered.” 

 “If we would only have a quick test that focused on certain skills after a unit is 

taught, then benchmarking could be beneficial.” 

 “Sure, if the curriculum is actually aligned with what is on the test.  Also allow 

teachers to have more input on test content.” 

 “Yes, it would be beneficial.  I would like to see the results broken down by 

objective in Aware.” 

 “As long as the content of the benchmark is aligned with the curriculum, I think it 

can be a useful source of data.” 

 “I believe when the state is expecting schools to achieve a certain level of success 

on assessments and that students’ credits and graduation depend on them passing 

a state assessment, then benchmarking has a rightful place in the school setting as 

long as the data is used to drive the instruction of the students and their strengths 

and weaknesses on concepts tested that are concepts they will need to be 

successful through the rest of high school as well as college.  I do not know of any 

changes I would recommend at the moment.  I like to believe that we are getting 

valid information from benchmarking and using it in a positive manner to impact 

education.” 
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Analytical Interpretations 

 For question one, all but one of the respondents referred to benchmarking as being 

an assessment that focuses on content mastery and student growth.  However, only three 

of the seven respondents mentioned the connection between benchmarking and re-

teaching.  In describing benchmarking for question two, the process received mixed 

reviews, ranging from factual (neutral) to positive, and positive to negative.  The only 

commonality shared was between two respondents who both described the process as 

“smooth,” while the remainder of the responses described the make-up and procedure of 

and for the assessments, and questioned the frequency and the validity of the test.  

 The issues surrounding the utilization of the results became more prevalent in 

question three in which the respondents were asked to explain what was done with the 

benchmarking data once they were complete.  Four of the seven respondents stated that 

the data was “reviewed” and “discussed,” and that “planning based on results” took 

place, but no description of the planning was included.  Only two respondents mentioned 

administrator involvement, ideally the leadership who would have been responsible for 

ensuring that the results-based planning was successfully implemented during instruction.   

Based on the responses for question four, how data was utilized in individual 

classrooms, five of the seven respondents stated that they used the data to focus on areas 

of weakness.  Three of the respondents seemingly operated under autonomy and moved 

on to new lessons in the curriculum, assigned students to tutorials, or noticed “surprising” 

student results, but did not specifically state how they utilized the data to drive instruction 

or make any changes.  Here, a gap emerged between the expectation of instruction, and 

the accountability in what was actually being taught in classrooms post-benchmarking.   
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 This is evident in the responses to questions six and eight which asked the 

respondents to describe the involvement of the instructional leaders on campus during 

and after the benchmarking process.  None of the responses spoke to the instructional 

leaders and campus administration holding the teachers accountable for implementing the 

planned lessons once the benchmark had been completed for a specific unit.  Several 

responses refer to the helpfulness and support of the administrators, but not one of them 

states that the administrators held the teachers accountable for data-driven instruction 

once the data analysis was completed.    

Outside of driving and informing instruction, the benchmarks were meant to aid 

the campuses in estimating how students might perform on the then-approaching state 

assessments.  The teachers’ perceptions surrounding this aspect of the benchmarks were 

revealing.  Five of the seven respondents did not believe that the benchmarks functioned 

as accurate estimators for student performance on the state assessments because of the 

inability of the benchmarks to emulate STAAR, and the culture of the students 

surrounding the benchmarking process.  The responses to questions nine and ten lent 

some insight to this possibility, wherein all but one respondent gave a negative response 

when asked to describe the culture and climate of their campus during the benchmarking 

process, and every respondent stated that benchmarking is not an effective use of time 

outside of specific conditions.   

 Finally, in spite of the many issues the teachers revealed about benchmarking, six 

of the seven respondents stated that it could be a beneficial practice, revealing that these 

teachers perceive benchmarking to be useful within the context of their specific 

conditions.   
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Reflections 

Regarding question one, it can be interpreted that an important purpose of focus in 

benchmarking, that the results of the benchmark should drive instruction once the 

benchmark is complete, was not clearly defined or determined for the ninth grade English 

teachers who completed the study survey, or that they were unaware of this benefit when 

involved in the benchmarking process.  Moreover, the response that benchmarking is 

“standardized testing” by one of the respondents calls into question their understanding or 

definition of standardized testing, and whether they are under the belief that benchmarks, 

meant to be formative assessments, are summative, the same as a state assessment like 

STAAR.   

Compared to question one, in question two, the respondents were aware of the 

purpose for the benchmarks, but the attitude of several respondents toward the process 

denoted some resentment at having to actually implement them and utilize the results in 

the classroom, especially when concerns clearly existed regarding the effectiveness and 

validity of the benchmarks.   

Based on the responses for question three, the researcher considered whether or 

not the teachers felt equipped to incorporate the results of the data analysis into their 

lesson planning and instruction post-benchmark.  The intensity of the instructional 

leadership they received also came into question.  What part did it play in the teachers 

feeling empowered to be effective in transferring plans based on results into instruction? 

Perhaps one of the issues that existed with the benchmarks during this time was the 

inability to ensure that data from the benchmarks was consistently implemented during 

instruction post-benchmark.  How could the benchmarks be effective if the planning took 
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place, but the accountability was never implemented or assessed by the educational 

leaders on campus?   

Question seven probed the effectiveness of the benchmarks in estimating how 

students might perform on the STAAR English I state assessment, and several of the 

teachers perceived that the benchmarks were not effective in that regard due to the flaws 

of the tests, and the culture of the students regarding benchmarking.  Because of this, it 

was also considered that the students’ culture was possibly a reflection of the teachers’ 

culture surrounding the benchmarking process; if the teacher instructed the students on 

taking the benchmarks with a positive attitude, perhaps most of the students reflected that 

attitude on testing day and vice versa.  The teachers themselves being positive or negative 

factors upon the students would be difficult to measure given the frequency with which a 

researcher would have to attend an individual teacher’s classroom throughout the school 

year, and during the implementation of benchmarks and state assessments. 

Online Survey – Principals and Administrators 

Survey Procedures 

 An online survey was distributed through the researcher’s email address to 

principals and administrators who had been assigned to ninth grade teachers and students, 

or the entire population of the faculty and students in the case of the two principals, 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school year.  The invitation to complete the online 

survey was as follows: 

Dear Potential Participant,  

I would like to invite you to participate in a doctoral study.  My dissertation, 

entitled “Benchmarking: A Study of the Perceptions Surrounding Accountability, 
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Instructional Leadership, School Culture, Formative Assessment, and Student 

Success,” is specific to benchmark testing on ninth grade students for the STAAR 

Reading test during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years.  The study 

requires the completion of an 11-item survey by school personnel directly 

connected to the benchmarking process during that time, and, as an instructor or 

an administrator, your feedback would be greatly appreciated.  In order to 

complete the online, open-ended survey, you will first need to sign and date a 

consent form and return it to me via interoffice mail.  Once I have received it, I 

will email you the hyperlink to complete my survey which will require no more 

than one hour of your time.  The consent form has been attached to this email for 

your convenience.  This project has been reviewed by the University of Houston 

Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (713) 743-9204. 

I sincerely appreciate your help and your voice.  Thank you in advance for your 

consideration. 

Sincerely,  

Miss Tanya Galamison 

Following the submission of each participants’ consent form, a second email was sent to 

the volunteers for the study which contained the hyperlink for the online survey.  The 

contents of the second email are listed below: 

 Dear Participant,  
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Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study.  Below you will find the 

hyperlink for the online survey.  This project has been reviewed by the University 

of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (713) 743-9204. 

Again, your feedback is greatly appreciated! 

Sincerely, 

Miss Tanya Galamison 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/Galamison2 

Of the 7 principals and administrators invited between the two campuses, 4 completed the 

online survey.  The purpose of the survey was to uncover the perceptions of the campus 

educational leaders surrounding benchmark testing as a process, instructional leadership, 

school culture, and existing accountability standards.  Each principal and/or administrator 

responded in their own words to the 11-item open-ended survey. 

Survey Results  

 Question one: defining benchmarking. 

 In response to the first question, “In your own words, please define what 

benchmarking is,” the principals and administrators referred to benchmarking as an 

“assessment,” and a “measure” for “student progress” and “growth,” and to “predict” 

student performance on standardized testing. 

 “Checkpoint assessments to help us prepare students by making appropriate 

changes to curriculum to meet their needs to help them pass the EOC.” 

 “[District] assessments.” 
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 “Benchmarking is a series of assessments that allows for the measurement of 

progress towards a goal.  There is usually a baseline at least one medial 

assessment and then a final assessment, all of which test over the same exact 

content.  Essentially, a pre-test, a medial-test, and a post-test.” 

 “Benchmarking is standard setting.  It is used as a tool to predict how well the 

campus/district will do on standardized testing.” 

Question two: describing benchmarking on individual campuses. 

In response to the second question, “How would you describe benchmarking for 

ELA on your campus during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years?” the principals 

and administrators stated that the process was “helpful,” and “smooth,” while one 

remarked on the shift from TAKS to STAAR as having “a major impact” on 

benchmarking because of the transition required for effective instruction. 

 “Smooth and on track.  Adjustments were made along the way to help students.” 

 “A regular district assessments.” 

 “The shift from TAKS to STAAR has had a major impact on benchmarking 

across all contents.  The primary reason being we did not have enough 

information regarding how specific concepts could be taught to create valid 

assessments.  This is improving with time.” 

 “Helpful, but test scores may not indicate it.” 

Question three: using the data. 

In response to the third question, “What was done with the benchmarking data 

once each benchmark was completed?” principals and administrators referred to making 
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curriculum adjustments to address student areas of weakness, assessing student growth, 

and meeting with individual teachers and departments.   

 “It was used to adjust curriculum and lessons to help in weak areas.” 

 “It was used to [assess] student growth.” 

 “In all content areas, the data is used to look at individual units of instruction to 

see where and how adjustments to scope and sequence could be made to allow 

more time for instruction in those areas where the data told us we needed it.” 

 “Reviewed with individual teachers and then by department.” 

Question four: use of data as a campus instructional leader. 

In response to question four, “How did you use the data as an instructional leader 

on your campus?” principals’ and administrators’ responses focused on teacher 

conferencing, providing more necessary resources for teachers to create student success, 

and student growth.   

 “We shared with teachers so they knew where weaknesses were to allow for re-

teaching.” 

 “As a guide to determine student growth.” 

 “I personally met with the department as a whole, the instructional specialist 

individually, as well as with individual teacher in conjunction with the 

instructional specialist.  During these meetings we discussed the areas that 

students were struggling and made sure that the teachers had a variety of not only 

resources, but also instructional strategies/approaches for teaching those 

concepts.” 
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 “N/A.” 

Question five: the connection between benchmarking and accountability. 

 In response to question five, “What connection do you believe exists between 

benchmarking and state accountability standards?” half of the principals and 

administrators believed that benchmarking had little to no connection with state 

accountability standards, while the other half of the group believed it was “necessary” for 

instructional changes in preparation for state assessments which drive accountability 

results for individual campuses and districts. 

 “Benchmarking is necessary to make adjustments and a predictor for how 

students will do on the EOC.” 

 “Very little.” 

 “The only reason to benchmark is to make adjustments to instructional content 

and processes as well as individual student accommodations both instructional 

and assessment.  Benchmarking is the perfect example of where assessment 

MUST drive instruction.  If the instructional team are not making changes based 

on the results of benchmarking then there is no reason to devote the time and 

resources necessary to do it.” 

 “Limited connection because benchmarking is only a prediction from TEKS as to 

what the actual test could possibly resemble.” 

Question six: principal and administrator perception on the effectiveness of 

benchmark testing. 
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 In response to question six, “Do you believe the benchmarking that was 

completed during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or 

why not?” one respondent stated in the affirmative, two said both yes and no, and one 

replied in the negative.  Their explanations referred to the information that benchmarking 

is able to provide campuses, the increased collaboration between departments, the 

difficulties in benchmarking for the STAAR test versus the TAKS test, the lack of 

connection between what was taught and what was tested, and the lack of improvement 

in test scores.  Whether this last statement referred to campus benchmarking scores or 

state assessment scores is unclear. 

 “Yes, each year we learn more from the data and what changes we need to 

make.” 

 “No, I don’t think the curriculum matched the assessment.” 

 “I believe we had gotten very good at benchmarking prior to the implementation 

of STAAR.  It is just a matter of time before we are every bit as effective with 

the STAAR.” 

 “Yes and no.  It made departments collaborate more but no major gains in test 

scores.” 

Question seven: benchmark effectiveness in estimating student outcomes. 

 In response to question seven, “In your opinion, was your campus able to predict 

student outcomes on the ELA STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why 

or why not?” one of the respondents replied in the affirmative, while three respondents 

replied in the negative.  Their specific comments referred to the teachers’ ability to give 
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specific feedback to students based on their benchmarking performance, while the 

negative responses commented on the validity of the benchmarks in comparison to the 

actual STAAR assessment, and the general scores of the benchmarks being higher than 

those of the STAAR assessment.  

 “Yes, especially with the essays.  Teachers were able to study their [students’] 

work and give feedback to make adjustments.” 

 “No, the assessment used didn’t mirror the ELA STAAR.” 

 “No, I don’t feel we had a deep enough understanding of the STAAR assessment 

itself to be able to design valid pre-, medial, and post-tests that were closely 

aligned to the real thing.” 

 “No, benchmark scores were usually better than the STAAR results.” 

Question eight: post-benchmark implementation of teacher expectations. 

 In response to question eight, “After benchmarking, how were the expectations 

for teachers regarding the utilization of benchmark data explained, implemented, and 

assessed by campus leaders?” most of the principals and administrators gave short 

statements pertaining to communicating data with teachers, but none of the respondents 

expounded upon the implementation of expectations for teachers’ use of the data which 

speaks to a high level of autonomy for teachers in utilizing benchmarking data.   

 “The information is shared by department leaders and looked at by TEKS and 

objectives.  Teachers could then determine weak areas to make adjustments.” 

 “A big disconnect existed.” 
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 “All of this was communicated [through] a series of face-to-face and departmental 

meetings.” 

 “Individually and by department.” 

Question nine: campus climate and culture surrounding benchmarking. 

 In response to question nine, “How would you describe your campus 

climate/culture regarding the benchmarking process?” two respondents replied with 

positive statements, another replied that it was conditional, and the last described 

benchmarking as being “bothersome” and “useless” to the campus.   

 “It is positive as the process is necessary to gain feedback to make instructional 

adjustments.” 

 “The campus thought it to be bothersome and useless.” 

 “It varies from department to department [based] on how long they had been 

utilizing the process as well as how comfortable they were at interpreting data and 

making instructional changes as a result of that data.” 

 “It’s welcomed because they’re aware that their scores may be compared to their 

[colleagues’].” 

Question ten: benchmarking as an effective use of time and money. 

 In response to question ten, “Do you believe that benchmarking is an effective use 

of time and money?” the principals and administrators all replied in the affirmative, 

although conditionally.   

 “Yes, if this process does not take place then you don’t know how effective the 

curriculum is and if all is aligned with state testing.” 
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 “Yes, if implanted correctly.” 

 “When done correctly – ABSOLUTELY!  Base-line tests are key for measuring 

change.  I am excited by the fact that the new accountability system not only 

looks at success rates but also at growth.  They acknowledge that every student, 

no matter where they fall in regards to meeting expectations should be able to 

demonstrate growth.  That has long been the focus of benchmarking.  We meet 

the students on an individual basis to discuss their strengths and weaknesses as 

identified by the benchmark exams.  Then during subsequent tests we discuss 

growth.  Even when we get to the EOC – if a student does not meet the standard, 

it is reaffirming to that student to have their teacher be able to talk with them 

about the amount of growth they showed from the beginning of school, to mid-

year, and then to the EOC that spring.  Too many of our students only hear about 

‘failure’ they need to hear more conversations that focus on ‘growth.’  We all 

grow at different rates depending on the content.” 

 “Yes because it is used as a tool to ‘try’ to increase STAAR results.” 

Question eleven: future practices and recommendations for benchmarking. 

 In response to question eleven, “For the future, would benchmarking be a 

beneficial practice on your campus?  If no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you 

recommend?” all of the principals and administrators responded in the affirmative and 

two of them offered specific recommendations for improving the process in the district. 

 “Yes, it is beneficial to have the data to make necessary adjustments in 

curriculum.  I would continue the process as is.” 
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 “Yes, if the benchmark mirrored the state assessment.” 

 “Now that we have had selected questions as well as entire assessments ‘released’ 

it will be easier to develop valid pre-, medial-, and post-tests to be given at 

intervals leading up to the STAAR test.  I absolutely believe that, when done 

right, and when responded to correctly, they are invaluable as an instructional 

tool.  The key is – there MUST be action taken by the instructional leaders in 

regards to instructional practices, programming, resources, lesson design, 

implementation, etc., as a result.  You don’t give a benchmark for the purpose of 

telling the students what they need to do as a result of the data.   Adults change 

first, then, if we do our part correctly, we will see students change." 

 "Yes!  Maybe study the STAAR Released tests more in depth and improve on 

creation of the district’s benchmark tests.” 

Analytical Interpretations 

  For question one, three of the respondents referred to benchmarking as being an 

assessment, and one stated that benchmarking drives instruction.  One stated that it 

measures student progress, and one defined benchmarking as being a predictive tool for 

student performance on standardized tests.    

 In describing benchmarking for question two, the process received mixed reviews, 

ranging from factual (neutral) to positive, and positive to negative.  There were no 

commonalities shared between any of the respondents.  Also of note, one of the 

educational leaders referred to the “questionable validity” of the benchmarks.  There was 

very little negativity denoted in the attitudes of the educational leaders, especially when 

compared to those of the teachers, surrounding the benchmarking process.    
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In question three, two of the four respondents described adjusting the curriculum 

and focusing on student weaknesses, one described assessing student growth, and one 

stated that they met with teachers and departments.  One respondent mentioned 

administrator involvement.  Ideally, the leadership who would have been responsible for 

ensuring that the results-based planning was successfully implemented during instruction.   

Based on the responses for question four, how the instructional leaders utilized 

the data on their campuses, one respondent did not submit an answer, and the remaining 

three respondents referred to meeting with the department and individual teachers, 

allowing time for re-teaching, and providing additional resources and instructional 

strategies.  The respondents did not submit any information regarding the steps they took 

to hold the teachers accountable for implementing data-driven instruction, much like the 

responses of the teachers.  Neither the teachers nor the administrators revealed or spoke 

to a level of accountability to which teachers were held post-benchmark. 

Question five, a different question than what was asked of the teachers, asked the 

administrators to describe the connection between benchmarking and state accountability 

standards.  Two of the four respondents stated that the connection was very limited, one 

of the four stated that it was a predictor for student outcomes on state assessments, and 

one stated that benchmarks were necessary to inform student accommodations, 

presumably for instruction and assessment.   

Question six, which referred to the effectiveness of the benchmarks, showed that 

only one of the respondents felt that the benchmarks were beneficial instructionally.  

Question seven revealed that three of the four respondents did not believe the 
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benchmarks were accurate predictors of the students’ performance on the then-

approaching state assessment.   

In question eight, the educational leaders were asked how their expectations for 

the implementation of the benchmark data were explained and assessed.  Two of the 

respondents stated that they were communicated in meetings, one stated that the 

responsibility was delegated to the department chair, and one admitted that a 

“disconnect” existed there.  Conversely, in describing the culture and climate of the 

campus surrounding benchmarking in question nine, three of the four educational leaders 

perceived the campus to have viewed benchmarking either positively or with neutrality, 

and only one respondent spoke to a negative sentiment by describing the benchmarks as 

“useless” to the campus.   Overall, the perceptions of the teachers and educational leaders 

regarding the culture and climate of the schools surrounding benchmarking are not 

aligned. 

In question ten, when asked if they believed that benchmarking was an effective 

use of time and money, none of the educational leaders replied in the negative.  Two 

perceived that benchmarking was an effective use of time and money, and two perceived 

that it could be an effective use of time and money under the correct conditions.  Even 

though the respondents did not necessarily believe the benchmarking done for the English 

I students during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years was an effective use of time 

and money, their responses in questions ten and eleven, if benchmarking would be 

beneficial in the future, revealed the leaders’ belief that eventually it could be.  Like the 

teacher responses for questions ten and eleven, almost all of the respondents replied in a 

positive manner, which spoke to an understanding that benchmark could be beneficial if 
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implemented correctly, a sentiment that is seemingly shared between the educational 

leaders and the teachers. 

Reflections 

 The researcher believes this study would have benefited from a second survey and 

member-checking with the educational leaders who participated in the study.  While the 

researcher has gained a wealth of knowledge from the teacher perspective in District 100 

and feels confident in the interpretation of the teacher responses, the researcher has not 

operated as an administrator to the degree that the same may be said for the responses of 

the educational leaders in this survey. 

In question one, a point of interest for the researcher was the range of responses 

given by the educational leaders.  This range remained noticeable throughout most of the 

leaders’ responses, and in comparing their responses to those of the ninth grade English 

teachers.  Based on both sets of responses and her own professional experience, the 

researcher considered whether or not an important purpose of benchmarking, that the 

results of the benchmark should drive instruction once the benchmark is complete, was 

not clearly defined or determined prior to the implementation of the district benchmarks.   

 Moreover, due to the response of one educational leader which referred to the 

“questionable validity” of the tests, the researcher considered whether this was reported 

to the district and why the benchmarks were still given to the students with the 

knowledge of those conditions.   

 For question two, the disparity between the teachers’ responses and those of the 

educational leaders’ regarding the benchmarking process led the researcher to question if 

these differences stemmed from the requirement of the teachers to be responsible for the 
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implementation of the benchmarks and utilization of the data in spite of their inability to 

determine whether the benchmarks should have been implemented at all, as well as the 

limited requirement of the educational leaders to be involved in the parts of the process 

that required the most time and effort, i.e. data analysis, lesson planning, implementation, 

feedback.  This question was not only based on the submitted responses, but on the 

professional experience of the researcher both as a ninth grade English teacher, and as an 

administrative intern throughout the benchmarking process.  None of the respondents 

went into detail regarding what was done with data post-benchmarking, similar to the 

teacher responses.  The researcher acknowledged that the research questions may have 

been better phrased to encourage elaboration on the part of the respondents.  The 

researcher also reflected on the possibility that some teachers may have felt ill-equipped 

in successfully utilization data post-benchmarking due to the lack of direction given by 

the educational leadership.   

 Based on the responses to question three, the overall perception of the surveyed 

educational leaders was that benchmarking is an important practice.  Their responses 

indicated that once benchmarking is completed, the data were used to track students 

academically throughout their school career, and to set and change curriculum.  Without 

benchmarking, how would the district have acquired and maintained student information, 

and what would have determined the effectiveness of the curriculum prior to the state 

assessment?  The responses supported the idea that benchmarking is a useful practice 

when implemented correctly, and spoke to benchmarking as a helpful tool in District 100. 

 The leaders’ responses in question four mirrored the teacher responses regarding 

instructional leadership on each campus.  The administrators stated that they shared the 
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data from the benchmark with teachers, and one included suggestions on instructional 

practices and strategic approaches.  Essentially, the administrators discussed the results 

with the teachers, but the steps that followed were placed in the hands of the teachers.  

Direction from the educational leadership on campus is important, and it is a part of 

effectively implementing accountability, something that, based on the responses of the 

participants and the researcher’s experience, was not always consistent.  Both of these 

factors provided insight into whether or not the teachers were held accountable for data-

driven instruction after the initial data meetings were held.  Not one of the educational 

leaders mentioned completing walkthrough observations, formal observations, or giving 

the teachers feedback based on classroom instruction post-benchmark, and the responses 

of the teachers support the absence of these comments.  A responsibility of an 

instructional leader is certainly to empower teachers to create success within their own 

classrooms, but how can or does an instructional leader ensure that success is taking 

place on a daily basis?  While walkthrough observations by administrators and one-on-

one conferences based on observations are the expected protocol in District 100, the 

administrators did not include this practice in their responses to questions regarding 

instructional leadership.  For the researcher, it seemed that the data was reviewed, lessons 

and curriculum were updated, but follow-up thereafter on the part of the educational 

leaders was either unreported in the responses, or did not occur. 

 Regarding question five, two leaders perceived that there was a connection 

between benchmarking and accountability standards.  According to these leaders, the 

connection existed because district benchmarking created curriculum adjustments that led 

to altered instructional practices which ultimately led to student outcomes on the STAAR 
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assessment.  However, another leader indicated that the district benchmarks only guessed 

at what would be on the STAAR assessment, and that guesswork was based on the 

TEKS.  Here, the researcher considered that the tested TEKS on the STAAR assessment 

were divided between TEKS that were classified as a Readiness Standard, and TEKS that 

were classified as a Supporting Standard, and the percentage of each that would be tested.  

Readiness Standards were tested annually, and made up sixty-five percent of the test, 

while Supporting Standards were not tested annually and made up the remaining thirty-

five percent of the test.  Therefore, some guesswork could be eliminated because 

emphasis could be placed on Readiness Standards, both during instruction, and with the 

district benchmarks. 

 Question six referred to the perceived effectiveness of the benchmarks.  The 

researcher considered that the responses to question six, and likely all of the responses, 

were based on the particular focus of the participant.  For example, Respondent one 

stated that the data was helpful, which indicated a focus on the informative nature of the 

benchmark in determining its effectiveness; Respondent two indicated a focus on the 

validity of the assessment because it did not align with instruction; Respondent three 

implied some optimism and focused on the district’s ability to become more effective at 

producing worthwhile benchmarks once the STAAR assessment became more familiar; 

and Respondent four indicated a focus on test scores, specifically that the benchmarks 

were not effective because they did not improve student test scores.   

  Three of the four leaders felt that benchmarking did not aid campuses in 

estimating student outcomes because of the design of the benchmarks that were given.  

More specifically, the leaders questioned the ability of the district benchmarks to imitate 
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the rigor and difficulty of the STAAR assessment.  The responses for question seven led 

the researcher to consider whether or not these leaders attempted to use their position and 

knowledge to aid the district in designing better benchmarks, or if they accepted the 

design of the benchmarks as given.   

 Question eight contained three key verbs in its stem: explain, implement, and 

assess.  One of the most memorable responses from a participant in this question, a 

question which asked the leaders how they ensured that the benchmarking data were 

being used in individual classrooms, was that “a big disconnect existed,” presumably 

between the educational leaders and the teachers as they were the two parties in question.  

Furthermore, a recurring theme or commonality was that the administrators shared these 

expectations with teachers in face-to-face department meetings, or individually, but none 

of the respondents truly explains how they implemented and assessed their expectations 

for teacher utilization of benchmarking data.   

 These responses led the researcher to consider the responses for question nine 

which referred to the perceptions surrounding school culture and benchmarking.  One of 

the most helpful responses stated that the culture surrounding benchmarking varied 

depending on the department.  Here, the researcher considered that the benchmarking 

process for the ELA department differed greatly from that of the other departments, due 

largely to the fact that the ELA department was and is responsible for hand-scoring each 

of the students’ writing portion of the benchmark, a task no other department is 

responsible for upon the completion of their content area’s benchmark.  How did the 

differences in the benchmarks for each content area contribute to the culture surrounding 
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the benchmarking process in a department, and on a campus?  As this study did not 

initially consider this, future research may be beneficial in this area. 

 Question ten reiterated a few previous responses, that benchmarking was helpful 

and useful in its informative nature and when completed and implemented “correctly.”  

But what is the correct way?  Is this determined at the district-level, on each campus, or 

by department?  In question eleven, the participants indicated that benchmarking is 

necessary in the district.  What remains to be determined is how it should be implemented 

to be considered effective. 

Further Data 

While the first research question (What perceptions surround the effectiveness of 

benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English I state 

assessment?) has been addressed through survey responses showing ninth grade English 

teachers’, two campus principals’, and the curriculum and instruction administrators’ 

perceptions, the passing percentages from benchmarks created and implemented by the 

district, as well as released passing percentages from the English I STAAR state 

assessments have also been included in an effort to uncover the accuracy of the 

aforementioned perceptions regarding the effectiveness of these benchmarks in 

estimating how students might perform on the ELA STAAR assessment.   

During the 2011-2012 school year, three ELA district assessments were given to 

the students of District 100.  The first, a Reading assessment, was given on December 1, 

2011 to 1,092 ninth grade students at School B and December 13, 2011 to 478 ninth 

grade students at School A.  The passing rate for school A was 83.68%, and the passing 

rate for School B was 90.11%.  The second district assessment, with no specification 
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indicated or recorded from district archives, was given on January 18, 2012 to 474 ninth 

grade students at School A, and 1,084 ninth grade students at School B.  The passing rate 

for School A was 88.4%, and the passing rate for School B was 93.91%.  The third 

district assessment was a two-part test given on February 1, 2012 at School B.  The first 

part, a Revising and Editing assessment, was given to 1,061 ninth grade students, and the 

second part, a Reading assessment, was given to 1,086 ninth grade students.  At School 

A, on February 6, 2012, 480 ninth grade students took the first part of the assessment, 

followed by 484 ninth grade students taking the second part of the assessment.  The 

passing rates for the first part of the assessment were 80.21% for School A and 90.48% 

for School B.  The passing rates for the second part of the assessment were 70.25% for 

School A, and 81.03% for School B.   

In March of 2012, 589 students from School A took the ELA STAAR assessment, 

as did 1,241 students from School B.  The test was a two-part test, divided into a Reading 

section, and a Writing section.  According to TEA, School A recorded 69% of students 

tested at the Phase-in I, Level II or Above indicator on the Reading test, and 33% of 

students tested at the Phase-in I, Level II or Above indicator on the Writing test.  School 

B recorded 81% of students tested at the Phase-in I, Level II or Above indicator on the 

Reading test, and 46% of students tested at the Phase-in, Level II or Above indicator on 

the Writing test.   

The only district assessment for the 2012-2013 school year was also a two-part 

assessment, given on February 8, 2013 at both schools.  School A administered part one, 

the Reading assessment, to 473 ninth grade students, and part two, the Writing 

assessment, to 437 ninth grade students, while School B administered part one to 1,074 
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ninth grade students, and part two to 1,053 ninth grade students.  At School A, 39.32% 

passed part one, and 24.71% passed part two.  At School B, 49.26% passed part one, and 

37.61% passed part two. 

In March of 2013, 565 students from School A, and 1,236 students from School B 

sat for the ELA STAAR assessment.  School A recorded 64% of students tested at the 

Phase-in I, Level II or Above indicator on the Reading test, and 46% of students tested at 

the Phase-in, Level II or Above indicator on the Writing test.  School B recorded 69% of 

students tested at the Phase-in, Level II or Above indicator on the Writing test, and 55% 

of students tested at the Phase-in, Level II or Above indicator on the Reading test.  The 

tables below have been provided as a quick reference guide to these results. 

Table 8 School A (2011-2012) Testing Results, Benchmarking and State Assessment 

Assessment Number of Students 

Tested 

Percentage of Students 

Passing 

District Assessment #1 – 

Reading 

478 83.68% 

District Assessment #2 474 88.4% 

District Assessment #3 – Part 

One, Revising and Editing 

480 80.21% 

District Assessment #4 – Part 

Two, Reading 

484 70.25% 

ELA STAAR - Reading 589 69% 
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ELA STAAR - Writing 589 33% 

 

Table 9 School B (2011-2012) Testing Results, Benchmarking and State Assessment 

Assessment Number of Students 

Tested 

Percentage of Students 

Passing 

District Assessment #1 – 

Reading 

1,092 90.11% 

District Assessment #2 1,084 93.91% 

District Assessment #3 – Part 

One, Revising and Editing 

1,061 90.48% 

District Assessment #4 – Part 

Two, Reading 

1,086 81.03% 

ELA STAAR - Reading 1,241 81% 

ELA STAAR - Writing 1,241 46% 

Table 10 School A (2012-2013) Testing Results, Benchmarking and State Assessment 

Assessment Number of Students 

Tested 

Percentage of Students 

Passing 

District Assessment #1 – 

Reading 

473 39.32% 
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District Assessment #1 – 

Writing 

437 24.71% 

ELA STAAR – Reading 565 64% 

ELA STAAR - Writing 565 46% 

 

Table 11 School B (2012-2013) Testing Results, Benchmarking and State Assessment 

Assessment Number of Students 

Tested 

Percentage of Students 

Passing 

District Assessment #1 – 

Reading 

1,074 49.26% 

District Assessment #1 – 

Writing 

1,053 37.61% 

ELA STAAR – Reading 1,236 69% 

ELA STAAR - Writing 1,236 55% 

 

 The next chapter, Chapter 5, discusses an overview of the study, discussion of the 

results, implications for school leaders, and suggestions for further research. 



 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

In education, there is, perhaps, no other fixture more permanent than the 

assessment.  As new state assessments have been implemented, standards have been 

raised, requirements heightened, and the impact of these state assessments has become 

increasingly important.  Today, success on state assessments is a necessity in Texas.  

Failure produces steep consequences, not just for students, but for educators and 

educational leaders as well.  In order to meet this need head-on at the secondary level, 

school districts have begun to shift instructional practices to reflect the weight of state 

assessments.  More and more regularly, districts are planning and implementing 

formative assessments, or benchmark tests prior to the end-of-year state assessment to 

gauge the potential performance of their students, and to construct an intervention plan 

for students who are struggling.  Districts have struggled with understanding the 

difference between a formative assessment and a summative assessment.  While 

summative assessments, like STAAR, are typically used for accountability and ranking, 

benchmark tests are meant to be formative and are designed for the promotion of 

learning.  As benchmarking is about to become a tool for classroom teachers because of 

HB5, it is the responsibility of the instructional leaders to ensure that this tool is being 

used correctly and in an impactful manner by educating these teachers on effective 

benchmarking practices.   

The primary purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore and describe the 

perceptions surrounding the effectiveness of District 100’s benchmarking process for 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years according to the ninth grade English 

teachers, the administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the campus 
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principals who participated in implementing the benchmarks, their perceptions 

surrounding the role culture and instructional leadership play in the success of the 

benchmarking process, and whether or not their perceptions surrounding the effectiveness 

of the district benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR 

English I state assessment were accurate.  This chapter will include an overview of the 

study, discussions of the results, implications for school leadership, and implications for 

further research. 

Overview of the Study 

 The primary purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore and describe the 

perceptions surrounding the effectiveness of District 100’s benchmarking process for 

during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years according to the ninth grade English 

teachers, the administrators responsible for curriculum and instruction, and the campus 

principals who participated in implementing the benchmarks, their perceptions 

surrounding the role culture and instructional leadership play in the success of the 

benchmarking process, and whether or not their perceptions surrounding the effectiveness 

of the district benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR 

English I state assessment were accurate.  In the study, responses from teachers, 

administrators, and principals involved in benchmark testing for English I during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years were analyzed to uncover the perceptions of 

these professionals surrounding benchmarking and school culture, specifically their 

perceptions regarding the necessity and impact of benchmark testing, both on their 

campus, and as an estimator for how students might perform on the STAAR state 

assessment for English I.  These responses also provided insight into what teachers 
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perceived the administrators’ role to be in benchmark testing as a process, as well as what 

administrators perceived their role to be as educational leaders in the benchmarking 

process.  Finally, the passing percentages of the benchmarks given during the 

aforementioned school years were compared to the passing percentages from the state 

assessment to determine whether or not the perceptions surrounding the effectiveness of 

the benchmarks in estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English I state 

assessment were accurate.  The research questions explored in this study were: 

1. What perceptions surround the effectiveness of benchmarks in 

estimating how students might perform on the STAAR English I state 

assessment?   

2. What is the role of instructional leadership in the benchmarking  

process and how is it affected by state accountability standards?  

3. What role does school culture play in the implementation of 

benchmark testing as a process? 

4. What are the best practices for implementing an effective benchmark  

testing process? 

Discussion of Results 

What perceptions surround the predictive nature of benchmarks regarding student 

outcomes on the STAAR English I state assessment? 

 Based on the released results from the state, and the submitted survey responses 

of the teachers, administrators, and principals who were directly involved in the 

benchmark tests implemented during the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, the 

perceptions that the benchmarks were not reliable estimators for student outcomes on the 
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STAAR assessment for English I were accurate.  Question six of the teacher survey 

asked, “Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 and 

2012-2013 school years was effective? Why or why not?” Six of the seven teacher 

respondents replied in the negative and explained what was lacking, including testing 

students over information that was never taught, testing too frequently, focusing on 

scores instead of student growth, the validity of the questions due to an abundance of 

typographical errors.  Similarly, question six of the administrator and principal survey 

asked, “In your opinion, was your campus able to predict student outcomes on the ELA 

STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not?” three of the four 

administrator/principal respondents replied in the negative.  The respondents commented 

on the validity of the benchmarks in comparison to the actual STAAR assessment, and 

the general scores of the benchmarks being higher than those of the STAAR assessment, 

meaning that the benchmarks were not helpful in estimating student outcomes.  

 School A. 

 At the end of the 2011-2012 school year, 69% of the students taking the STAAR 

English I Assessment earned passing scores on the Reading portion of the test, while 33% 

of the students taking the STAAR English I Assessment earned passing scores on the 

Writing portion of the test.  During that school year, students passed each of the four 

parts of the given benchmark tests at a rate of 84%, 88%, 80%, and 70% respectively, 

less of a disparity for the school’s state Reading scores, but a clear difference for their 

Writing scores at a 51% differential between the highest benchmark scores and the actual 

Writing scores.  The decline in the benchmark scores for the school may indicate student 

fatigue over the course of the school year, or possibly indifference due to the number of 
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tests given.  The numbers may also speak to the validity of the benchmark tests in 

actually testing students over what was taught, as well as the difficulty of the benchmark 

when compared to the difficulty of the STAAR test.   

 At the end of the 2012-2013 school year, 64% of the students passed the Reading 

portion of the STAAR English I assessment, and 46% of the students passed the Writing 

portion of the STAAR English I assessment, a decline in the Reading scores, but an 

improvement in the Writing scores.  For the one benchmark given that year, 39% of the 

students passed the Reading portion of the test, and 25% of the students passed the 

Writing portion of the test.  Again, the percent point differential on the Reading and 

Writing tests were significant, 25% and 21% respectively.  For that school year, it is 

possible that the benchmark was too difficult, and did not mimic the STAAR English I 

assessment closely enough in its design by the district.  Also of note is that there was only 

one benchmark given, and it was given the week of February 8, 2013, seven weeks before 

the actual state assessment.  It may be assumed that student fatigue or indifference played 

a part in the benchmark scores for this year as well. 

Also of note is the comparison of student scores on the state assessment across the 

two school years.  In Reading, students at School A went from a 69% passing rate to 64% 

passing rate, and in Writing, the students went from 33% passing to 46% passing.  The 

relevance of these percentages is discussed at the end of the next section. 

  School B. 

 At the end of the 2011-2012 school year, 81% of the students taking the STAAR 

English I Assessment earned passing scores on the Reading portion of the test, while 46% 

of the students taking the STAAR English I Assessment earned passing scores on the 



131 

 

 

 

Writing portion of the test.  During that school year, students passed each of the four 

parts of the given benchmark tests at a rate of 90%, 94%, 80%, and 81% respectively, 

much less of a disparity for the school’s state Reading scores, especially when compared 

to School A, and an accurate prediction in one instance of testing.  However, just like 

School A, School B showed a substantial difference between their Writing scores at a 

44% percentage point differential between the highest benchmark scores and the actual 

Writing scores.  There was much less of a decline in the benchmark scores for School B, 

especially when compared to School A.  The decline from 94% to 80% passing cannot be 

ignored, but the maintenance of the campus’ expectations and culture regarding district 

assessment and student performance therein is markedly elevated compared to School A.   

With this campus, the validity of the benchmark tests is less of a question.  Instead, it 

may have proven beneficial to examine the differences in instructional practices and the 

campus leadership’s role in effective teaching on the two different campuses.   

 At the end of the 2012-2013 school year, 69% of the students passed the Reading 

portion of the STAAR English I assessment, and 55% of the students passed the Writing 

portion of the STAAR English I assessment, a significant decline in the Reading scores, 

but an improvement in the Writing scores.  For the one benchmark given that year, 49% 

of the students passed the Reading portion of the test, and 38% of the students passed the 

Writing portion of the test.  Again, the percent point differential on the Reading tests 

were significant, 20% and 17% respectively.  Just like School A, it is possible that the 

benchmark was too difficult, and did not mimic the STAAR English I assessment closely 

enough in its design by the district.   
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Also of note is the comparison of student scores on the state assessment across the 

two school years.  In Reading, students at School B went from an 81% passing rate to 

69% passing rate, and in Writing, the students went from 46% passing to 55% passing.  

For both schools, scores were better and worse in Reading and Writing after the first two 

implementations of the STAAR English I assessments.  Of all of the contributing factors 

to these changes (instruction, educational leadership, formative assessments, culture, 

etc.), it would be impossible to uncover which factors contributed most to the students’ 

scores.    What is most clear is the perception that the benchmark tests that were given 

were unable to estimate student outcomes on the state assessment to the level of 

expectation of the surveyed participants.  

What is the role of instructional leadership in the benchmarking process and how is it 

affected by state accountability standards? 

 The survey results indicated that a) teachers, administrators, and principals in 

District 100 generally perceived instructional leaders to be facilitators during the data 

analysis portion of the benchmarking process, and b) the surveyed educational leaders in 

District 100 either did not believe there was a connection between benchmarking and 

accountability standards, or believed that the results of the benchmarks drove instruction 

which contributed to student success, and therefore accountability ratings at the 

conclusion of the state assessments.   

Although teachers have some autonomy in their individual classrooms, the 

responsibility to implement and enforce district procedure begins with the educational 

leaders on campus, trickling from district to principal, principal to administrators, and 

administrators to faculty and staff.  Once the benchmark has been designed at the district 
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level, it falls to the campus administration to begin the process for implementation.  The 

role of the campus instructional leaders in the benchmarking process begins with a set of 

expectations that has not only been expressed, but clearly and consistently enforced so 

that the benchmarks are given the proper attention which aims to produce valid results, 

followed by a supportive testing schedule for the benchmarks to be completed which 

should simulate the test administration for the state assessment.  The instructional leaders 

must then facilitate data collection and analysis, discussion of results, the revamping of 

instructional plans based on the results, instructional supervision, and preparation for and 

implementation of the next benchmark, beginning the cycle again. 

 House Bill 5 has now placed a limit on the number of benchmarks a district can 

give each student to two.  English I students take three courses in their freshman year 

which include an end-of-course STAAR assessment: English, Algebra I, and Biology.  

With districts limited in the number of benchmarks that can be given and the number of 

tested core content subjects unchanged, the instructional leaders on campus will be forced 

to become creative in their efforts to assess the effectiveness of classroom instruction and 

the implications of student mastery prior to the STAAR assessment.  Still, this is an 

added part of their role in benchmarking, being aware of how many tests each student can 

take based on HB5, and strategically implementing them to offer the most useful data to 

drive instruction at critical points in the year.  The option to benchmark, based on HB5, 

lies in the hands of the classroom teacher.  Contingent upon the legality of this concept, 

the instructional leader could direct the department of teachers in creating and 

implementing benchmarks, possibly as common campus assessments rather than district 
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assessments, in order to have access to instructional checkpoints prior to district and state 

assessments. 

What role does school culture play in the implementation of benchmark testing as a 

process? 

 The collected data is limited because it is based solely on one survey of the 

participants, and does not include any data that may have been made available through 

member-checking data once the initial survey was completed.  However, while the data is 

limited, it is, nonetheless, informative.  The responses from the surveyed participants of 

District 100 are not all alike, but the majority of the respondents held a negative 

perception of benchmarking on their campus, and indicated that the culture of the school 

was to look at benchmarking as a problematic mandate rather than a helpful intervention.  

Did these attitudes contribute to the results of the benchmarks?  There is no way to tell.  

The data shows that the benchmarks were given by the teachers, taken by the students, 

and analyzed by the campus in order to drive instruction.  The data does not show what 

may have been said or done prior to testing on each campus, and what attitudes existed 

and were portrayed by the teachers, administrators and principals that contributed to the 

perceptions surrounding the benchmarking process as being positive or negative.  As 

previously discussed, the modeling of these attitudes builds the culture and sets the 

climate of a given campus, lending to their weight in how much focus and effort a 

program or intervention will receive upon implementation.  Specifically for 

benchmarking, the culture of a school regarding testing is a determining factor in the 

effectiveness of benchmarking as a process. 

What are the best practices for implementing an effective benchmark testing process? 
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 For an effective benchmark to take place, several practices must be implemented 

by both the educational leaders and the teachers of the campus.  Educational leaders must 

educate teachers on the benefits of benchmark testing, the district plan for implementing 

the process, and the plan for analyzing and utilizing data to drive instruction.  They must 

establish a consistent and realistic plan for the complete cycle to take place, as well as a 

culture and climate which sets the expectation for benchmarking among the staff and 

students.  They must allot and allow planning time for the development and 

implementation of curriculum and instruction, empower teachers to create questions for 

benchmark assessments based on the instruction they have given in their classrooms to 

ensure that the students are tested on what they’ve been taught, and amend the curriculum 

plan to include additional time for revamped instruction which is based on benchmark 

results.  Lastly, educational leaders must adhere to the state guidelines from HB5 

regarding benchmarks; for example, only two benchmarks implemented by the district 

per year, and any other benchmarks in place being designed and implemented by the 

classroom teacher of record. 

If teachers follow the decisions of the instructional leaders, the campus is at a 

greater probability of implementing an effective benchmark.  Teachers must focus on 

communicating with both educational leaders and students to ensure that any obstacles in 

the process are addressed as early and as consistently as possible.  Finally, teachers are 

responsible for how data are used in their classrooms.  Data should not be reviewed in the 

span of one class period, but incorporated throughout the weeks of instruction post-

assessment.  Just as teachers are empowered through the process, students should 

likewise be empowered to become more responsible for and proactive about their 
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learning.  Students must be taught about data and results on benchmarking, and they must 

be taught to ask questions that will drive their continued learning and growth based on 

their performance in the class, and especially on benchmarks.  Practices such as written 

commentary as feedback by the teacher, peer- and self-assessment, and focused 

questioning are beneficial to benchmarking, and to improving the level of their own 

learning for which students become more responsible.   

Conclusion 

 Based on the research and the findings of this study, which are consistent with my 

professional experience as a ninth grade English teacher in District 100 for the last six 

years, it is possible for benchmarking to be a useful tool in contributing to student 

success.  However, whether or not benchmarking is effective heavily relies on its 

implementation, both as a process and as a necessary and expected part of the school 

culture, by the educational leaders on campus.  Without a well-designed plan and the 

continuous education and involvement of the teaching staff as discussed in the previous 

section, District 100, or any district, cannot hope to effectively and efficiently utilize 

benchmarking, and these aspects of the process will only take root on a campus if and 

when they are consistently and enthusiastically enforced by the educational leaders 

therein.  This will be the first stepping stone toward improving the education practice of 

benchmarking. 

Implications for School Leadership 

 In order for benchmarking to become a normal and helpful part of a campus, 

school leaders must examine, educate, empower, and enforce.  Educational leaders must 

examine the best practices, some of which have been included in this research, and 
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continue to do so as more practices prove to be beneficial to effective benchmarking over 

time.  Specifically in District 100, it should be district policy that the staff is regularly 

educated about these best practices, and ensure that they are not only told but taught what 

instruction based on best practices should look like in a classroom setting throughout the 

entire benchmarking process.  The researcher would suggest that the teachers in District 

100, and in any district seeking to effectively implement benchmarking, be empowered 

by their educational leaders and by district policy to take an active role in creating 

formative assessments based on instruction, analyzing data and results from these 

assessments, and supported through the allowance of time to thoroughly re-teach 

concepts that were not mastered by the majority of their students without feeling pressure 

to move into the next stage of the curriculum before they have had an opportunity to do 

so.  Finally, educational leaders must establish and enforce a climate and culture 

conducive to the implementation of formative assessments, or benchmarks, through 

consistent planning, teacher education and empowerment, and frequent visibility in 

classrooms during instruction, and professional learning communities where planning 

takes place post-assessment.     

Implications for Further Research 

 Further academic research could explore how HB5 affects the implementation of 

benchmark testing as a process.  This would examine how schools effectively benchmark 

under the limitations of HB5 to only allow districts to give students two benchmarks in 

the course of one school year.   

Also, rather than focus on the perceptions of benchmarking, future academic 

research could examine how well benchmarks prepare students for state assessments by 
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completing an item analysis of benchmark questions over the course of a year, the skills 

each question tests, and the growth or progress in students for the skill compared to the 

pre- and post-assessment of mastery of the skill.  This could also be compared to the 

students’ ability to display the level of mastery for this skill on the actual state assessment 

at the end of the year.  This would portray the student growth in content mastery, as well 

as the level of their performance on the test day stemming from the preparation that the 

benchmarks may or may not have provided over the school year.   

 Finally, future academic research could aspire to determine the impact of the 

practices in place during the post-assessment data analysis and re-teach portion of the 

benchmarking process.  Each group of benchmark students could consistently receive one 

of the best practices for benchmarking, and their student scores on the summative state 

assessment could be compared to determine the possible impact of these best practices on 

student outcomes for the state assessment.   
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APPENDIX A 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF TESTING IN TEXAS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Development of Testing in Texas (1979 – 2013) 

Year Assessment Content Areas 

and Grade Level 

(Secondary) 

Standards for Accountability 

(Secondary) 

1980 Texas 

Assessment of 

Basic Skills 

(TABS) 

Math, Reading, 

Writing – 9th 

Any ninth graders who failed TABS 

were required to retake after 1983 

1986 Texas 

Educational 

Assessment of 

Minimum 

Skills 

(TEAMS) 

Math, Reading, 

Writing – 7th, 9th, 

11th 

In order to receive a diploma, 11th 

graders must have passed TEAMS 

1990 Texas 

Assessment of 

Academic 

Skills (TAAS) 

Math, Reading, 

Writing, 7th, 8th 

(1994), 9th, 10th 

(Exit Level), 11th; 

Science and Social 

Studies (8th) 

In order to receive a diploma, 11th 

graders must have passed Exit Level 

exams in all content areas; school began 

to receive ratings based on student 

performance (Exemplary, Recognized, 

Acceptable, and Low-Performing) 

2003 Texas 

Assessment of 

Knowledge 

and Skills 

(TAKS) 

Math and Reading 

(7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 

11th), Writing 

(7th, 10th, 11th), 

Science (8th, 10th, 

11th), Social 

Studies (8th, 10th, 

11th) 

Students must pass the Math and 

Reading test in 8th grade to be promoted 

to 9th; students graduating required to 

pass all four content area exams 

2011 State of Texas 

Assessments 

of Academic 

TAKS standards 

for grades 7 and 8; 

for grades 9 

through 11, grade-

Students must pass the Math and 

Reading test in grade 8 to be promoted 

to grade 9; for each assessment, students 

must earn a minimum score; these 
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Readiness 

(STAAR) 

specific 

assessments will 

be replaced with 

12 end-of-course 

(EOC) 

assessments: 

Algebra I, 

Geometry, Algebra 

II, Biology, 

Chemistry, 

Physics, English I, 

English II, English 

III, World 

Geography, World 

History, and U.S. 

History; 2013 – 

Under the 

provisions of 

House Bill 5, 

students are 

required to pass 5 

end-of-course 

assessments 

including Algebra 

1, Biology, U.S. 

History, and 

English I and II 

wherein the 

reading and 

writing tests will 

be combined into 

one test with one 

score 

scores become cumulative and in order 

to graduate, students must have the 

minimum number of cumulative scores 

for each assessment at the end of their 

high school career.  Also, each end-of-

course assessment accounts for 15% of a 

student’s final grade; 2013 – grading 

policy which included end-of-course 

assessments accounting for 15% of a 

student’s final grade, assigning 

cumulative and minimum scores are 

removed.  The students will be assessed 

on a 100-point scale score unless a 

converted scoring system is provided. 

Note: Compiled from information in Technical Digest (2008), TEA Website (2013), and 

tasanet.org (2013) 
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APPENDIX B 

LETTERS OF APPROVAL AND INFORMED CONSENT 
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APPENDIX C 

SURVEY RESPONSE ANALYSIS TABLES 
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Teacher Survey Response Analysis 

Question 1: In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

Responses Respondents 

Assessment or assess 1, 2, 5, and 7 

Measures mastery of content, skill 

accruement, academic growth or progress 

1, 2, 4, 5, 6, and 7 

Necessity of re-teaching 1, 5, and 7 

Standardized testing 3 

Prior to high-stakes testing/during or 

throughout the year 

1, 5, and 6 

 

Question 2: How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or 

Neutral 

Used state-released tests 1 Neutral 

Over a period of days 1 Neutral 

Mimicked state test 

through “campus 

shutdown” days 

1 Neutral 

Corresponded with the 

cycle of taught units 

2 Neutral 

Did not adequately reflect 

skills taught in the 

classroom 

3 Negative 

Unpleasant 4 Negative 

Too frequent 4 Negative 

Smooth 5 and 7 Positive 

Flawed test 5 Negative 

Questionable validity 5 Negative 

Frequent 6 Neutral 

Given at pre-determined 

intervals 

7 Neutral 

Uniform 7 Positive 

 

Questions 3: What was done with the benchmarking data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

Responses Respondents 

Teacher analysis of student performance 

(on objectives and on questions) 

1 



155 

 

 

 

Comparison analysis with the campus 

results 

1 

Comparison analysis with the district 

results 

1 

Track academic growth 2 

Reviewed/discussed  3, 4, 5, and 7 

Evaluate student strengths and weaknesses 4 and 6 

Planning based on results 4, 5, 6, and 7 

Appraiser/administrative involvement 4 and 5 

 

Question 4: How did you use the data in your individual classroom? 

Responses Respondents 

Assess for re-teaching/focused on areas or 

skills of greatest need or weakness to re-

teach 

1, 3, 4, 6, and 7 

Focused on new lessons/curriculum rather 

than data from benchmark 

1 

Focused on “surprising” results from 

individual students 

2 

Review what went wrong 2 

Re-taught using department-designed 

lessons 

5 

Assigned students to tutorials 5 

 

Question 5: How would you describe the involvement and/or leadership of the campus 

administration regarding benchmarking for ELA? 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or 

Neutral 

Held data meetings with teachers 1 Neutral 

Evaluated/discussed student 

performance 

1 Neutral 

Helped plan interventions based 

on data 

1 Positive 

Take benchmarking seriously 2 Positive 

Take perceived measures and 

accomplish valid results 

2 Positive 

Lack of communication 3 Negative 

Held teachers accountable 

despite the questionable validity 

of the benchmark 

3 Negative 

Very minimal 4 Negative 

Gave testing window 4 Neutral 

Delivered test result 4 Neutral 
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Didn’t seem to know what to do 

(incompetent) 

4 Negative 

Responsible for testing materials 5 Neutral 

Act as campus testing 

coordinator on “shutdown” 

testing days 

5 Neutral 

Supportive of the process 6 and 7 Positive 

Incorporated effective scoring 

practices on the writing  

6 Positive 

Supportive in scheduling 

benchmarks to yield consistent 

data 

7 Positive 

 

Questions 6: Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 

and 2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or why not? 

Responses Respondents 

Not as Effective or Ineffective 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 

-curriculum and benchmark assessment 

not aligned 

1, 3, and 6 

-no differentiation of results (student 

weakness due to non-mastery or due to 

having never been taught the material) 

1 

-too frequent 2 

-misplaced emphasis on scores rather than 

student growth 

4 

-too many errors on the benchmarks 

created confusion for students answering 

questions 

5 

Badly worded/phrased questions 5 

Effective 7 

 

Question 7: In your opinion, was your campus able to predict student outcomes on the 

ELA STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not? 

Responses Respondents 

Yes 1 

-strong readers test well 1 

No 2, 3, 4, 6, and 7 

-impossible to emulate STAAR 2, 3, and 4 

-students did not take benchmarks as 

seriously as they would take the STAAR 

test 

6 

-other factors were more telling than the 

benchmark data 

7 
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Unsure 5 

 

Question 8: After benchmarking, what role did the administration’s instructional 

leadership play in the benchmarking process on your campus? 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or 

Neutral 

Helped with data analysis 1 and 5 Positive 

Met with the department to 

determine interventions 

1 and 5 Neutral 

Ensuring teachers focused on 

“bubble” students for greatest 

impact 

2 Positive 

Minimal 4 Negative 

Incompetent 4 Negative 

Gave/communicated testing 

windows 

4 Neutral 

Delivered results 4 Neutral 

Supportive, helpful 7 Positive 

Did not answer 3 and 6 n/a 

 

 

Question 9: How would you describe your campus’ climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or Neutral 

Frustrating when done over 

the content’s class periods 

instead of done on a 

“campus shutdown” day – 

loss of instructional time; 

vice versa for “campus 

shutdown” days when other 

content areas give up their 

instructional time 

1 Negative 

Frowned upon because it 

reinforces teaching to the 

state test 

2 and 7 Negative 

Stressful 3 Negative 

Not well-received 4 Negative 

“Testing overkill”/too 

frequent 

4 and 7 Negative 

Constant interference with 

instruction 

4 Negative 
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Taken seriously 5 Positive 

Normal 6 Neutral 

Done to “look good on 

paper” 

6 Negative 

 

Question 10: Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use of time?  Why or why 

not? 

Responses Respondents 

Yes 1 

-dress rehearsal for students for state test 1 

No 1, 2, 4, and 6 

-curriculum and assessment not aligned 1 and 6 

-teachers not given sufficient time to 

incorporate data analysis 

1 

-teachers not taught how to utilize data for 

instruction 

1 

-better use of time for instruction 2 and 4 

Conditional 3, 5, and 7 

-effective if curriculum and assessment 

are aligned 

3 

-effective if it is a valid measure of 

student progress 

5 

-effective if done 1 to 2 times each year 5 

-effective when mastery and areas of 

concern drive instruction 

7 

-ineffective if administered too frequently 7 

-ineffective if data is not used to drive 

instruction 

7 

 

 

 

 

Question 11: For the future, would benchmarking be a beneficial practice on your 

campus?  If no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you recommend? 

Responses Respondents 

Not beneficial 1 and 2 

-does not make students more or less 

prepared for the state assessment 

1 

-done for administrators to make 

predictions about student outcomes 

1 
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-not as beneficial for students as 

instructional time 

2 

-faulty data 2 

Beneficial 5 

Conditional 1, 3, 4, 6, and 7 

-beneficial if curriculum and assessment 

align 

1, 3, 4, and 6 

-beneficial if benchmarking is quick 3 

-beneficial if teachers have more input on 

creating the benchmark 

4 

-beneficial if data is used to drive 

instruction 

7 

 

Administrator Survey Response Analysis 

Question 1: In your own words, please define what benchmarking is. 

 

Responses Respondents 

Assessment 1, 2, and 3 

Drives instruction 1 

Done periodically 1 and 3 

Measures progress 3 

Predictive tool for student performance on 

standardized testing 

4 

 

Question 2: How would you describe benchmarking for ELA on your campus during the 

2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years? 

 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or Neutral 

Smooth/on-track 1 Positive 

Regular 2 Neutral 

Questionable validity 3 Negative 

Helpful 4 positive 

 

Question 3: What was done with the benchmarking data once each benchmark was 

completed? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Adjust curriculum 1 and 3 

Focus on student weaknesses 1 and 3 

Assess student growth 2 

Reviewed with individual teachers, then 

by department 

4 
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Question 4: How did you use the data as an instructional leader on your campus? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Met/shared with teachers 1 and 3 

Focused on student areas of weakness 1 and 3 

Allowed time for re-teaching 1 and 3 

Guide to determine student growth 2 

Met with department 3 

Met with instructional specialists 3 

Provided additional resources, strategies, 

and approaches for instruction 

3 

Did not answer 4 

 

Question 5: What connection do you believe exists between benchmarking and state 

accountability standards? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Necessary for instructional adjustments 1 and 3 

Predictor for student performance on state 

testing (STAAR EOC) 

1 

Very little/limited 2 and 4 

Necessary for adjustments to student 

accommodations 

3 

 

Question 6: Do you believe the benchmarking that was completed during the 2011-2012 

and 2012-2013 school years was effective?  Why or why not? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Effective 1 and 4 

-data drives needed adjustments 1 

-forced department collaboration 4 

Ineffective 2 and 3 

-assessment did not match the curriculum 2 

-need more time to create an effective 

benchmark for STAAR 

3 

-did not improve test scores 4 

 

Question 7: In your opinion, was your campus able to predict student outcomes on the 

ELA STAAR assessment based on benchmarking results?  Why or why not? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Yes 1 

-specifically with writing because teachers 

could give student-focused feedback and 

make better adjustments 

1 
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No 2, 3, and 4 

-assessment did not mirror STAAR 2 and 3 

-not an accurate predictor because 

benchmark scores were higher than 

STAAR scores 

4 

 

Question 8: After benchmarking, how were the expectations for teachers regarding the 

utilization of benchmark data explained, implemented, and assessed by campus leaders? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Shared by department leaders 1 

Analyzed by TEKS/objectives 1 

Teachers make adjustments 1 

A big disconnect existed 2 

Communicated through a series of face-

to-face meetings 

3 and 4 

Communicated through a series of 

department meetings 

3 and 4 

 

Question 9: How would you describe your campus’ climate/culture regarding the 

benchmarking process? 

 

Responses Respondents Positive, Negative, or Neutral 

Positive 1 Positive 

Bothersome 2 Negative 

Useless 2 Negative 

Varied by department 

based on their level of 

comfort with interpreting 

data and making 

instructional changes 

3 Neutral 

Welcomed 4 Positive 

 

Question 10: Do you believe benchmark testing is an effective use of time and money?  

Why or why not? 

 

Responses Respondents 

Yes 1 and 4 

-without it, no knowledge of the 

effectiveness of the curriculum 

1 

-tool to increase STAAR results 4 

Conditional 2 and 3 

-effective if done correctly 2 and 3 

 

Question 11: For the future, would benchmarking be a beneficial practice on your 

campus?  If no, why not?  If yes, what changes would you recommend? 
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Responses Respondents 

Beneficial 1 and 4 

-data drives instructional adjustments 1 

No specific reason given 4 

Conditional 2 and 3 

-beneficial if it mirrors the state 

assessment 

2 

-beneficial if implemented and responded 

to correctly as a process and an 

instructional tool 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


