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This study explored students’ perceptions of
what engages them in high school and their
perceptions of how standards-based reform
affected their learning. We interviewed 33 stu-
dents from seven comprehensive high schools
in metropolitan Virginia. Even though stu-
dents indicated more engagement when
instruction included authentic learning expe-
riences and challenging activities, the imple-
mentation of state standards of learning (SOL)
reportedly caused a “rushed” learning envi-
ronment. We concluded that an unintended
negative consequence of Standards of
Learning may be that the quality of instruction
is less engaging to students.

Introduction
The AERA (1999) position statement concern-
ing high stakes testing references the absolute
importance of research and evaluation of both
intended and unintended consequences of such
assessments. The No Child Left Behind (2002)
legislation only serves to strengthen this con-
cern as it boosts the implementation of stan-
dards-based reform across the United States. To
that end, it is vital for research to hone in,
specifically, on the quality of learning in the
classroom, so that schools do not digress to the
problems in the mid-1980s when researchers
presented a troubling picture of the organiza-
tion and culture of comprehensive high schools
(Goodlad, 1984; Oakes, 1985; Sizer, 1984). The
theory of standards-based reform is that if states
set high standards for students, develop assess-
ments that measure student performance, give
schools the flexibility to alter school curricu-
lum, instruction, and organization, and hold
schools accountable for meeting the standards,
then test scores will rise. Yet, there is little sys-
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tematic evidence that this rise in test scores
translates to meaningful learning and an engag-
ing educational environment for youth (eg.,
Amrein & Berliner, 2003). 

The state of Virginia is now about one decade
into implementation of the Virginia Standards
of Learning (SOL). Students from third through
twelfth grade are given multiple choice tests to
evaluate their proficiency with the SOLs. The
tests are used to accredit schools as well as
determine the type of diploma a high school
student receives. High school students who
graduate in 2007 will need to pass six end-of-
course SOL tests to attain the verified credits
required for a standard diploma and nine end-
of-course tests for an advanced studies diploma.
In 2005, 46.7% received the advanced studies
diploma and 42.4% received the standard
diploma. Currently over 90% of schools are
accredited and 94.6% graduated, the same as in
2002 before verified credits were required
(Division of Policy and Communications, 2006).
While the pass rates have steadily increased
since the first testing in 1998, some hidden
costs to the quality of instruction may exist.

As a part of a larger study of student percep-
tions of their high school experience, the
researchers asked 33 tenth, eleventh, and
twelfth graders to report on how the SOLs
affected their education, what they liked about
their classes, and what motivated them. This
paper will elaborate on three themes found in
the interviews: standards of learning impact;
authentic curriculum and classwork; and,
teacher support. The discussion of findings will
be offered against a backdrop of the research
about factors that promote engagement in
school.

Review of Literature
Since the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001(2002) introduced accountability require-
ments resulting in consequences for schools
that continually fail to improve student learn-
ing, schools are working harder than ever to
increase student achievement on state mandat-
ed tests. States have adopted standards that
advocate for high achievement in the core aca-
demic subjects of reading, math, and science at
every grade level (NCLB 2002). A change in

instructional content and practices has emerged
because of this shift. Still, even if student scores
on state mandated tests rise, there is little evi-
dence that students are engaged in their learn-
ing. We can only turn to previous research to
illuminate what works to engage students.

Instructional Variables that Influence
Student Engagement
Research has documented a variety of instruc-
tional variables that influence student engage-
ment, including cooperative learning and
opportunities for discussion, participation in
decision-making, and the presence of authentic
work. Battistich, Watson, Solomon, Schaps, &
Solomon (1991) maintain that discussion in
classrooms where students have the opportuni-
ty to express opinions gives them the chance to
see that others care. Gamoran & Nystrand (1992)
similarly state, “regardless of the activity in
which students participate, discourse is a criti-
cal indicator of the extent to which school offers
membership” (p. 40). Furthermore, when Ryan
and Patrick (2001) surveyed 233 eighth-graders
they found that students who perceived their
environment as one of mutual respect among
peers, where interaction with others and shar-
ing ideas was encouraged and valued, academ-
ic engagement was likely to change. Wentzel &
Watkins (2002) also report that peers can have a
major impact on the development of students’
learning. They maintain that when students
consider their classroom safe, responsive, and
emotionally supportive, social and academic
achievement can happen. Yet, opportunities for
discussion and cooperative learning appear to
be minimal in some schools, even in a pre-stan-
dards era. For example, Gamoran and
Nystrand’s (1992) study of discourse in 54 high
school classes found that the group discussion
incorporating student contributions averaged
15 seconds per 50-minute period. Discussion
time was not evident at all in 33 classrooms;
only four had more than a minute.

Another aspect of instruction found to affect
student engagement is that students have
opportunities to be autonomous and make deci-
sions about learning. In the present environ-
ment, where the content of instruction is so
strictly dictated, it is reasonable to hypothesize
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study of 49 urban high school students in social
studies and mathematics found that students
who perceived class work to be authentic and
their teachers to be supportive showed
increased school engagement. This is consistent
with Raphael Bogaert, et al. (2006) who identi-
fied providing authentic material and activities
as one of the positive motivating mechanisms
used regularly by the most engaging teachers.
Of course, authentic instruction comes much
easier with a curriculum that supports authen-
tic work. In small focus group interviews with
29 students from a large suburban upper
Midwest high school, York-Barr, et al. (1996)
found that adolescents wanted a curriculum rel-
evant to current and future life with more in-
depth and applied learning. Suggestions for
instructional design included more projects and
less “lecture-cram’n-test” teaching, and smaller
and more interactive classes with dialogue and
small group work. All focus groups expressed a
desire for teachers who are enthusiastic about
the subject matter.

The research, then, indicates that student
engagement can be positively influenced by
instruction that emphasized cooperative learn-
ing or class discussion, authentic learning activ-
ities, and opportunities for students to make
decisions about their learning as they set goals
and make choices about learning activities.
When teachers use an array of instructional
activities such as those described above, stu-
dents will be more involved in their learning.

Influence of Teacher Support and Caring on
Student Engagement
In addition to instructional variables, student
engagement has been found to be related to
teacher support and caring for student learning.
While teachers themselves play a major role in
determining that students feel cared for and are
a part of school, not all students experience
teacher support. Cothran and Ennis (2000)
found in their interviews and observations of 4
teachers and 51 students from three urban high
schools that students’ own engagement levels
were flexible and responsive to teachers’
actions. From the students’ perspectives, engag-
ing teachers communicated, cared, and enthusi-
astically presented active learning opportuni-
ties. Teachers in the study agreed that the single

that this aspect may prove troublesome for
teachers. A fraction of teachers in Cothran &
Ennis’ (2000) study who allowed and encour-
aged student involvement were rewarded with
students who generally respected them and
were engaged in their classes. Nevertheless,
their interviews with students indicated that
the students did not believe that most of their
teachers encouraged or allowed student
involvement in class decisions and this lack of
involvement contributed to their lack of engage-
ment in those classes. Regardless of the subject
area being considered, students in their study
described engaging teachers as those that did
not talk too much, allowed students to be
involved actively in a learning task, provided
opportunities for students to work together, and
were enthusiastic about the subject matter.
Similarly, a recent study by Raphael Bogaert,
Pressley & Mohan Hawkins (2006) observed
instructional practices, interviewed teachers
and collected artifacts in ten 6th grade class-
rooms in two middle schools. Teachers were
classified into three categories: highly engaging,
moderately engaging, and low engaging based
on their findings. Findings indicated that the
most engaging teachers used an array of instruc-
tional strategies which produced better student
engagement than other teachers. In addition,
the more engaging teachers provided more sup-
port for student independence and self-regula-
tion by allowing more choices during lessons,
encouraging students to take risks as independ-
ent thinkers. 

However, there is a tension between adoles-
cents’ growing need for autonomy and the actu-
al decreases in opportunities for student auton-
omy in the classroom (Anderman & Maehr,
1994; Eccles et al., 1993; Goodlad, 1984;
Hargreaves et al., 1996). According to deCharms
(1968), the experience of having little control
over learning leads to a sense of alienation. He
demonstrated that teachers could learn to uti-
lize autonomy supportive strategies in the class-
room and that allowing students to, for exam-
ple, set their own goals or choose their own
projects, led to gains in motivation and achieve-
ment. 

Finally, the presence of authentic work sup-
ports the engagement of students. Marks’ (2000)
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greatest impediment to student engagement
was that students arrived in their classes with
poor attitudes and low engagement. In contrast,
students observed that they often began class
with a low engagement level and waited for the
teachers to provide some reason to engage. The
teachers, however, did not believe they should,
nor did they feel prepared to fill the role of pri-
mary motivator and engager of students. Rather,
their role was to supply valuable information to
receptive students. The study raises questions
about who should be responsible for student
engagement. Building on Wehlage’s work,
Cothran and Ennis proposed that teachers use
their interpersonal skills to “build a bridge”
over the learning and membership impedi-
ments that can keep students from educational
engagement. In the study, the teacher “tools”
that helped them build the bridge included:
communicating, caring, and presenting content
with enthusiasm and active learning opportuni-
ties.

Examples of teachers’ who cared in Cothran
and Ennis’ study were teachers who were will-
ing to work with students until they mastered
the content. In their study, ‘Rob’ suggested that
his math teacher was the best teacher at
Longwood High because, “He comes around
and he helps you. You just don’t have to figure
it out by yourself” (p. 113). Caring teachers were
not the “easy” teachers, but they created envi-
ronments where students could feel successful
and have support when faced with challenging
assignments. Turner and Patrick (2004) reported
that teacher encouragement and support are
important to the development of students’ work
habits. Similarly, Ryan and Patrick (2001) found
that students’ confidence and learning abilities
increased when they identified their classroom
environments to be places where ideas and
hard work are valued rather than ridiculed,
implying that they have cognitive resources
available to allocate to their learning. To further
clarify student attitudes in relation to engage-
ment in learning, Daniels and Arapostathis
(2005) interviewed and observed 4 reluctant
learners in an alternative high school to learn
what made a difference in their school success-
es and failures. The students talked about creat-
ing positive relationships with teachers, being

interested in school lessons, and feeling compe-
tent to carry out tasks as key influences on their
engagement.

Recent research also shows negative conse-
quences for students when teachers do not pro-
mote engagement. While highly engaging teach-
ers used no negative mechanisms to weaken
student motivation, low engaging teachers were
found to be less positive and more negative in
their interactions with students (Raphael
Bogaert, et al., 2006). Further, Wentzel (2002)
reported that students perceived being less
motivated when teachers provided negative
feedback. In a related study, Turner and Patrick
(2004) examined motivational influences on
student participation within classrooms in
terms of supportive and non-supportive
instructional discourse. For example, teachers
who supported their students made statements
that helped students understand and expected
students to go beyond giving correct answers to
explaining their thinking. Conversely, teachers
who used non-supportive instructional dis-
course requested “right answers” only, without
further explanation of students’ thinking.
Supportive discourse fostered students’ interest
and persistence, positive emotions, and social
collaboration, whereas non-supportive dis-
course did not help students who did not
understand.

Quality learning takes time. Instructional tech-
niques that challenge and engage students must
be maintained as state standards are covered.
Otherwise, schools are vulnerable to what
Wehlage (1989) referred to as “obsession with
coverage,” a practice that keeps students from
seeing the intrinsic rewards to learning. While
the rhetoric abounds about concerns with
instructional pacing with regard to SOL imple-
mentation, researchers are only beginning to
investigate this area. What is present in the
early qualitative data, however, is the theme of
“content over coverage” and the descriptor of
“rushing.” For example, Snider (1999) found in
his interviews with Virginia metropolitan area
teachers, that there was a concern about the
pressure to raise test scores by simply covering
more content and sacrificing more creative
teaching and enrichment opportunities for stu-
dents. In neighboring North Carolina, teachers
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The purpose of this study, then, was to examine
student perceptions of what engages them in
school as well as their perceptions of the imple-
mentation of Standards of Learning. We hope to
show that while student perceptions of what
they find engaging supports the research
described above, as SOLs are implemented, the
factors that support engagement have been less
prominent in their experience.

Method

Participants
We interviewed 33 high school students from
metropolitan area comprehensive public high
schools. One comprehensive high school was
purposefully selected from each of the seven
metropolitan school districts participating in
the research consortium. School district repre-
sentatives chose one school that was represen-
tative demographically of the division as a
whole by examining division-wide demograph-
ic data. Demographic data of the selected
schools is summarized in Table 1.

Central office members drew a stratified ran-
dom sample of 45 students from each school (15
sophomores, 15 juniors, and 15 seniors). Thirty
of those students’ parents were sent a letter
inviting their adolescent to participate. When

reported a narrowing curriculum and perceived
a decreased love of learning from students
(Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003). Finally,
Winkler (2002) found that veteran teachers
commented on the constraints in their teaching
as they changed curriculum and instruction to
better match the percentage of tested SOL ques-
tions. New teachers didn’t feel as constrained
because they didn’t need to give up favored,
time-consuming activities. These studies glean
concerns expressed from teachers, but there is a
dearth of research that offers the perspectives of
students sitting in classrooms. Recent studies,
however, found that the most engaging teachers
offered the most academic instruction; they
covered much more information and in greater
depth (Dolezal, Mohan Welsh, Pressley,
Vincent, 2003; Raphael Bogaert et al., 2006).

The research suggests that the relationship that
teachers establish with students can also influ-
ence student engagement. Students respond
more positively to teachers who show their con-
cern for student learning and willingly help stu-
dents when they need it. These teachers also
show concern by choosing learning activities
that engage students in discourse, and push
their thinking beyond simply giving the “cor-
rect answer.”

The High School Journal – April/May 2008

School % Free & % White % Black % Other Accreditation # Students
Reduced Lunch interviewed

Provisional; meets 
1 18.5 64 28 8 state standards 8

2 19.5 86 8 6 Full 5

Provisional; meets
3 10.7 88 9 3 state standards 5

4 Provisional; meets
4 53.3 44 52 4 state standards 3

2 Provisional; meets
5 12.5 88 10 2 state standards 5

Provisionally accredited
6 64.3 94 5 1 with warning in math. 2

7 24.2 53 35 12 Full 5

Table 1. School Demographics
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response from a division was low, letters to the
remaining 15 students were sent. When
response was still low, an additional 45 stu-
dents’ names were drawn, and letters were sent.
Out of 400 letters sent, 44 were returned. The 27
students whose parents gave permission partic-
ipated in the study. Six students interviewed in
the pilot study were added to the sample for a
total of 33 students. Demographic data gathered
from the high school students is summarized in
Table 2. Twenty-three of the students were par-
ticipating in an Advanced Diploma Program,
and 10 students were in a program leading to a
Standard Diploma.

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
Students were interviewed in the spring of
2001, approximately 3 years after the Standards
of Learning were implemented and many stu-
dents remembered what instruction had been
like before. The data in this report is the result
of responses taken from a broader interview
protocol that guided the student through his or
her school day. The protocol was also designed
to obtain students’ perceptions of their engage-
ment in various aspects of high school life, and
this paper includes findings from questions
such as “What are your favorite classes? Why?”,
“What does the teacher do to motivate you?”
“Have the SOL changed your classes or teach-
ers? If so, how?”, and “How do you know your
teacher (teachers) care about you?” (see
Appendix A for interview questions). Open-
ended responses permitted the researchers to
understand the world as seen by the informants.
The general interview guide approach was cho-
sen, to “make sure that basically the same infor-
mation was obtained from a number of people”

(Patton, 1990, p.283). The interviews were
semi-structured, with probes as appropriate to
investigate perspectives of activities and experi-
ences of the high school students. The principal
investigators, a research assistant, and five
study team members conducted the interviews.
All interviewers had previous experience inter-
viewing or participated in an interview training
session prior to visiting the field. Interviews
were conducted between March and May 2001,
lasting between 30 to 45 minutes. All inter-
views were audiotaped and took place during
the day in private rooms at the students’ high
schools. Researchers made field notes of obser-
vations or nonverbal behavior as appropriate.

The first author coded interviews in
Hyperresearch qualitative software, using low-
inference descriptors to honor the language of
students. The second author, for cross-examina-
tion purposes, independently coded 10 inter-
views using Hyperresearch qualitative software.
The researchers agreed on how codes were to be
grouped into themes. For example, codes where
students described their preferences for an aca-
demic environment at the classroom level clear-
ly fit in the category Authentic Curriculum and
Classwork. Similarly, the researchers were sur-
prised how much students had to say about the
implementation of the SOL, so the frequency of
reports across all students merited the theme,
SOL Impact. 

To address credibility and dependability of this
study, processes and procedures employed
must be documented and publicized (Anfara,
Brown & Mangione, 2001; Denzin & Lincoln,
2000). For each interview, the research team

An Argument for Authenticity

Grade Level Total Male Female Black White Other

10 9 3 6 1 8 0

11 16 6 10 2 13 1

12 8 3 5 2 5 1

Total 33 12 21 5 26 2

data in table = n

Table 2. Demographic Summary of Student Participants
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their strength or those that were in an area of the
students’ interest. For example, one student
reported, “I like a lot of classes where I can have
a lot of group discussions and communications,
where I can work and debate certain topics and
just have big discussions on different things.”

By contrast, students related a dislike of “unau-
thentic” activities such as worksheets or note
taking. Many students could describe a teacher
they had that used worksheets or note taking, in
their views, far too much. These students felt
that teachers, in doing this, created a barrier
between themselves and the students, locking
out a chance for dialogue or discussion. As one
student simply reported, “He [the teacher] does-
n’t care. All he does is give us worksheets, and
we sit at our desk.” Another adolescent offered
the following explanation:

I don’t like it when the teacher just kind of
hands you work and says, “Do it” and
that’s all you really do. Every now and
then they’ll [teachers] say a few things, or
if you don’t understand something, they
might help you. But it’s for our own good
and nice to have that one-on-one talk or
whatever.

Only one student in the sample felt that the best
classes were the easy classes. In fact, about one
fourth of the students voluntarily offered that
the best classes were the challenging ones,
where they learned new content or gained new
experiences through real-world activities or
problem-solving. These classes were often
advanced or elective courses. 

Well, I made an incomplete in US History,
and that was the incredibly hardest class
I’ve ever taken in my life. It’s really, really
hard, but for once I really find though it’s
hard, I’m enjoying it. Because you learn so
much. And even if my grades aren’t as
high in that class as they are in my other
classes, I’m still learning every bit as much
and I’m starting to realize that that’s
what’s really gonna count.

Students seemed to want a repertoire of instruc-
tional activities from their teachers, with a bal-
ance of student-reported suggestions such as
lecturing, role-playing, using visuals, group-
work, questioning skills, games, hands-on activ-

member audiotaped it and made notes in a field
log during and immediately after. Although an
independent professional was hired to tran-
scribe the tapes, the first author edited the doc-
uments. In writing the results, the researcher
used verbatim responses of participants for the
codes. Strategies were used to monitor and eval-
uate dependability of the results and researcher
subjectivity. These were accomplished with
searching for disconfirming evidence and cross-
examination of data. Documents were also filed
in Hyperresearch concerning data management
activities that included a code list and a report
of codes with coded source material.
Substantial consideration was given to the val-
ues, prior experiences, and biases of the first
and second authors who attempted to recognize
them and remain sensitive to their possible
impact, not only during data collection and
analysis, but also in reporting the findings. To
increase reflexivity in this area, a detailed
attempt to search for disconfirming evidence
was conducted by the researcher. Using
Hyperresearch was an advantageous tool in this
capacity as it allowed the researcher to easily
identify both confirming and disconfirming evi-
dence with different highlights and codes.
Lastly, the first two authors met with the
research team and the fourth author to share
findings and interpretations so they could con-
firm or disconfirm interpretations and conclu-
sions.

Results
Results are based on three themes that emerged
from the transcripts: authentic curriculum and
classwork; standards of learning impact; and,
teacher support. The themes are not mutually
exclusive, but we separate them as a useful way
of organizing data. The themes are defined as
described by the students themselves, with
direct quotations listed to support the themes.

Theme I: Authentic Curriculum and Classwork
High school students in this sample had a clear
preference for instructional activities that could
be described as “authentic.” They described
their preferred instructional strategies as ones
that were hands-on, and that contained oppor-
tunities for debate and discussion. Also, not
surprisingly, about one third of the sample
described their best classes as those that were

The High School Journal – April/May 2008



33

ities, and drawing on a sense of humor when
teaching. Students articulated that even if they
had a favorite type of activity, it would “get old”
if the teachers did it too often.

Theme 2: Standards of Learning Impact
Because of the pervasiveness of the SOL in
Virginia, it was not surprising that 29 of the 33
students felt that there was a pure focus on the
SOL in school. “SOL ride over everything. SOL
rule the whole school” declared one student
summarizing nearly all of the student opinions
about the SOL. Another student commented
that “it [the SOL] is all the teacher ever talks
about.” What is concerning about this finding is
that more students in this sample were in the
advanced diploma strand as opposed to the
standard diploma. One might expect that stu-
dents in the advanced diploma strand, more so
than students seeking a standard diploma,
would have some refuge from a classroom focus
on the SOL given the nature their challenging
classes, which traditionally goes above and
beyond the standards.

All students were familiar with the Virginia
Standards of Learning, and only two students
said that their presence has not changed their
classes or the way their teachers teach. The only
positive report from students related to the SOL
is that passing the SOL frees them from taking
traditional classroom final exams. Only one stu-
dent thought the SOL were a “good thing”
because “now teachers had something to go by
instead of making up their own stuff.” Almost
unanimously, students did not like what the
SOL were doing to their classes or their teach-
ers. Sixty-eight comments emerged from stu-
dents related to the SOL, and 72% were nega-
tive comments about changes in teachers and
changes in the learning process. Of the remain-
ing comments, 21% were neutral, and 1% was
positive.

Most of the student reports about the SOL per-
tained to the increased instructional pace that
teachers were adopting. These reports were
related to comments that students were not
“learning deeply” and the material was not
“really sticking with them anyway.” Only one
student commented that teachers were decreas-
ing their instructional pace. Again, this is may

be considered a surprising finding being that
most of the sample was in the advanced track,
but it seems that these students were frustrated,
as one student commented, that they could not
“go in depth with things.” Nine different stu-
dents voiced direct comments and a particular
concern about their teachers rushing. From the
quotes below, “rushed” was the most a common
descriptor used by these students.

Since it [SOL] wasn’t there when I was a
freshman, I know that class seems to be
more rushed. And the teachers are scared
to not get right to the point.

I used to get pretty good grades. But now
it’s kind of just boring stuff, and we’re
moving so fast, and it’s like I never really
learn it.

They [the teachers] have really rushed us.
You know how I said I like to take my time
to learn what we’re doing? There’s none of
that with the SOL. It’s just push, push,
push all year long, and no breaks or any-
thing like that.

Certainly related to the reports of instructional
pacing, almost half of the students in the sam-
ple of 33 shared that with the SOL, their classes
focused on coverage over depth and facts over
meaning. One student perceived that the SOL,
“touched on stuff, but never actually digs into
it.” He went on to explain the following:
“Whereas in school you’re supposed to learn
the whole thing whereas the SOL is just touch-
ing on it . . . bits and pieces of it.” Another ado-
lescent reported:

I think it’s narrowed the area of learning.
Like you can’t really go off track, and you
have to discuss World War II, but you can’t
really go in depth into one specific area.
You have to like cover the whole thing,
and sometimes, I think, it helps me learn
better, and it’s more fun to talk about an
interesting aspect of a certain area.

Students also witnessed that teachers’ teaching
styles had changed. One student below felt that
some teachers were “losing their fire” for teach-
ing, and another has noticed “legendary” teach-
ers doing away with their old, engaging teach-
ing styles. . .

An Argument for Authenticity
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and going, even if you don’t learn it. They
have to teach you everything before the
SOLs, and everything’s ridiculous because
none of the kids are getting the education
they need.

Related to this, one adolescent commented that
the focus on pacing discourages differentiation of
instruction and students who may have abilities
and motivations that exceed the state standards.

. . .everyday you have SOL 2.3, SOL 5.0.
There’s no stopping to say, “I don’t under-
stand the SOL ” or whatever. And the next
day it’s some new SOL. And if you don’t
get it, you don’t get it. That’s just the way
it is because they have a certain guideline
or deadline to meet by the end of the year,
and if they haven’t met it then they’re in
trouble. But in actual reality, the SOLs are
just making one solid level for people to
comprehend better and go to. And that
just messes everything up for the people
that can be more than that.

While the students in this sample preferred
more authentic learning environments that
incorporated a variety of instructional tech-
niques, students reported that learning is not
“fun” anymore, and there is now more “seat-
work/worksheet”- type instruction occurring
with the emphasis on the SOL. Consider what
these students had to say. 

As to the SOL it’s just you have a guide-
line. You have to stick with that. And it’s
kind of like that’s kind of why some teach-
ers are just sitting there with worksheets or
you know you have to take tests on an SOL
in a month. It’s kind of like frustrating.

The week before [the SOL tests], they [the
teachers] give you all these papers and
like the stuff you haven’t learned, you
have to learn it like real fast. And that’s
not fun.

Currently, about half of the states require that
students pass a high school exit exam in order
to receive a diploma; thirteen states use
accountability tests in student promotion and
retention decisions. Students in our sample did
not feel it was fair for a student to be held back
in their grade based on the results of one test.

It affects the students because we’ve
always heard, you know, old “so and so”,
it’s always the legendary teachers, the
wonderful teachers, and then you kind of
got here [to the legendary teachers’ class-
es], and they can’t really do that, because
they’ve got to rush through all this stuff
and make sure they cover every single bit
of it.

I remember in ninth grade when the SOL
was really starting to get implemented, my
teachers were kind of like, “Woe, I’m
gonna just teach my class the way I’ve
always been teaching it.” . . .But since
then, I’ve really seen the SOLs take hold
and become a primary distribution of the
school system. I’ve seen teachers really
say, “Well, these are the SOL objectives. . .
We’ve covered SOL objective such and
such, we’re done, so we’re gonna watch a
movie or there’s nothing else to do.” It’s
taking away from the students. . . I think a
lot of the teachers have kind of lost their
fire for teaching now that they have to
teach this specific thing.

Many of these comments focused on the per-
ception that the material being learned in this
manner (increased instructional pace) with the
implementation of the SOL was not really stick-
ing with students anyhow. One student per-
ceived that she was learning a lot but that it was
“only like short-term memory.” She elaborated,
“It’s not like long-term, because you go through
it so fast. Like History. You can’t remember all
this History when you’re doing three chapters
in a month. It’s kind of hard to keep up.”

The volume of adolescents’ reports on this issue
begs the question as to whether or not increased
focus on preparing for the SOL tests actually
translates to real learning.

I remember last year before the SOLs we
did a lot of memorization purely for the
answers so we could get high scores on the
SOL. We were not enjoying it, we were not
learning deeply, we were not fully under-
standing, we were just memorizing. It was
a lot of facts that we did not need. 

It’s horrible. You can’t learn at a certain
pace. You have to keep going, and going,
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Eight different students articulated their feel-
ings toward the high-stakes aspect of the SOL,
and how the tests caused both teacher and stu-
dent stress. Five of the comments dealt with
student pressure and five with teacher pressure.
Exemplar comments are offered below.

. . like some kids have to like pass it in
order to graduate. I don’t agree with that.
If you pass them, you go to the next grade.
If you don’t, you have to go to summer
school, and that’s no good. . . . it makes me
feel like a failure if I don’t do good.

Because the teachers, like when they’re
teaching something that you have to learn
for the SOLs, they get upset when you
don’t listen or like if you happen to talk to
somebody, whereas before they were just
teaching something regular they wouldn’t
mind it so much because like I guess their
job depends on them teaching the SOLs.

And they’re [the teachers] forced to teach
harder than what they used to be doing,
but, of course, that’s good in some
instances, but then it could be putting a lot
of stress on them.

Theme 3: Teacher Support
When asked to describe the adults at their
schools, responses varied. While most students
could name one or two teachers who they knew
cared about them, students were also perceptive
and cognizant of differences among the faculty.
Students willingly volunteered examples of
teachers who cared and who did not care. The
caring teachers were described, in the students’
words, as “relating to us,” “encouraging” and
“helpful.” The most mentioned descriptor of a
teacher who cares, however, was one that lis-
tens. These teachers were perceived as ones
who read student moods, “cared about what
grade you got,” and offered appropriate guid-
ance or direction. Caring teachers listened to
students’ ideas about classroom rules or about
classroom projects, letting them have some
choice into their classroom projects. These
teachers were never described as the “easy”
teachers. One student reported:

They show it. You might see them in the
hallway, and they ask how you’re doing,

how was your last report card, is there
anything you need? Or, maybe one day
you’re looking a little upset. They’ll pull
you to the side and ask you what’s wrong,
is there anything I can do? They just show
a real concern for us students.

By contrast, students described teachers that
did not care as those that did not try to connect
with the students, did not thoroughly explain
concepts and those that did not care about what
grade the student received. Comments from two
students are below.

And then she’ll [the teacher] make us take
notes out of the book. And we’ll get to
school and I’ll be sitting there, and I don’t
really understand the concept. And she’s
like, “Well, that’s why I had you read the
notes. If you don’t understand, I don’t feel
like re-teaching it to you.”

And the teachers, they don’t even care
what kind of grade you get. They don’t
want to help you if you ask for it. My
History teacher, I’ll say, “I need help” and
he’s like “You don’t need any help. All you
have to do is pay attention in class.” And
I do pay attention in class and the ques-
tions I ask, he’s like, “I already told you
what the answer was.” No teacher in this
school, except for one teacher that I like -
no teacher in school cares about what
[grade] you get.

An interesting finding was that similar replies
came from students when asking about what
the teacher does that is motivating. That is,
when asked the direct question, “What does the
teacher do that motivates you?” Several stu-
dents described teachers who communicated
their care and concern. Again, these teachers
motivated students by relating to them, encour-
aging them, being helpful, and listening. It
seems that aside from appropriate teaching
strategies, students are motivated to learn by
teachers who care. Students also correlated the
way a teacher taught to how much that teacher
cared for the students, and even to the grade the
student received. Students reported, for exam-
ple, that teachers who cared and who were
motivating were ones that make you do more
than just take notes or do worksheets. They
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Authentic learning activities take time, yet stu-
dents reported that learning seemed more
rushed as teachers focus on preparing students
for the SOL. This corroborates findings in the
Winkler (2002) sample where teachers noted
that to keep with the pacing guide, they needed
to drop some activities, and couldn’t always re-
teach if needed.

Some students in this study questioned
whether or not the SOL information being
learned was really “sticking” with them, and
many students called for more active, experien-
tial learning, both within and outside the walls
of the school building. Students also wanted to
know how what they learned would help them
in the real world, hinting that the current cur-
riculum lacked purpose and relevance.
Therefore, the frequent reports of instructional
pacing are cause for concern, for when students
“rush” through learning, they have no time to
check understanding or to transfer learning to
new contexts. This is supported by Berube
(2003) who found that 71% of a sample of
Virginia students who passed the eighth grade
multiple-choice SOL science test failed a com-
prehension test where they needed to explain or
defend their answer in short answer or essay
format.

Marks (2000) suggests that to promote student
engagement it may be necessary to go beyond
generalized restructuring of academic environ-
ments, and focus on the intellectual substance
and quality of instruction. If the quality of
instruction accounts for almost 50% of the vari-
ation in students’ sense of belonging and
engagement (as found in the Leithwood, et al.
study (1996)), taking into account student per-
ceptions of how instructional time is used is
essential.

Another interesting finding of our study was
that students tended to link teachers’ caring
with the way that teachers taught. Immediately
after reporting that one teacher handed out
worksheets and sat at her desk, one student
replied, “That teacher doesn’t care about us.”
Students were motivated by teachers who cared
about their learning and who demonstrated
motivation and enthusiasm. In short, according
to students, they made learning “fun.” They
introduced topics in an interesting and chal-

tried to make class interesting. The following
student quotes demonstrate that immediately
after or prior to discussion of teacher instruc-
tion, students comment on teacher caring:

I know she cares about us because she
pays attention to what we say and in that
class we do a lot of exploring, thinking
and creating. She is always there with
ideas and suggestions. Same thing with
my English teacher. 

And like I’ll ask the question and they’re
like, “That has no relevance to the sub-
ject” when actually it does. And they just
don’t know the answer to it. They don’t
want to go in-depth with it, and that
makes me mad. My Math teacher-she
could care less about her students.

Discussion
In our sample, unintended consequences of
implementation of the SOL suggest that
Virginia’s accountability-based testing reaches
into the heart of the instructional process affect-
ing students’ experiences. Our findings suggest
that the SOL are changing instruction, but not
necessarily in ways that promote student
engagement nor indicate teacher support for
and care about learning. The problem is not
necessarily the standards themselves or even
the SOL tests, but the implementation that can
lead to potentially negative, unintended conse-
quences for students.

To begin, high school students in this sample
indicated a preference for authentic learning
activities, including hands-on activities, debate,
and discussion that have been identified in the
literature (e.g. Marks, 2000), as promoting stu-
dent engagement. While no one particular tech-
nique was mentioned by a majority of students,
a number did mention that variety was impor-
tant, which fits with the findings of Dolezal et
al., (2003) and Raphael Bogaert, et al., (2006)
that the highly engaging teachers use a variety
of motivating mechanisms daily in their teach-
ing. Students frequently expressed a dislike of
“unauthentic” activities such as worksheets or
note taking that were increasing as a result of
SOL implementation. They also commented
that these activities were boring and non-moti-
vating.
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lenging way, used varied teaching strategies,
and promoted student involvement by partici-
pation in selecting learning activities. These
findings are also very similar to Cothran &
Ennis’ (2000) study which found that engaging
teachers did not talk too much, allowed stu-
dents to be involved actively in a learning task,
permitted students opportunities to work
together, and were enthusiastic about the sub-
ject matter. Our findings also fit with what
Marks (2000) defined as authentic instructional
work, that which is “cognitively challenging
and connected to the world beyond the class-
room.” It includes asking students to solve new
problems, answer interesting questions, engage
in discussion, apply learning to situations out-
side of school, and – yes – dig deeply into a
topic.

According to students, however, caring is not
about being students’ friends, but rather about a
teacher who provides authentic learning expe-
riences and interest in students. Students per-
ceived caring teachers as those who offered
challenge, help, and a listening ear. These
teacher characteristics, as well as teacher enthu-
siasm, worked to motivate students and
increase student engagement. Research by Ryan
and Patrick (2001), and Turner and Patrick
(2004) also indicate that the ways in which
teachers communicate their support of student
learning engages students in learning. To the
extent that the implementation of the SOL cre-
ates a rushed environment in which authentic
learning activities are abandoned and students
feel that there isn’t time to check understand-
ing, teachers are quite likely to be perceived as
less caring.

Of note, our student findings about the effects of
high-stakes testing on instruction are corroborat-
ed by other research with teachers. For example,
a survey of teachers conducted by Pedulla,
Abrams, Madaus, Russell, Ramos, and Mio
(2003) found that 43% of the teachers in states
with high-stakes tests indicated that instruction
in tested areas had increased a great deal. They
noted that when the tests contain high stakes for
students and teachers, teachers decreased activ-
ities like field trips and classroom enrichment
activities such as guest speakers. The teachers in
states with high-stakes attached to students and

teachers noted that the testing program more
often influenced the amount of time spent on
whole-group instruction, critical thinking skills,
cooperative learning, concept development, and
problems likely to appear on the test than did
teachers in other states. In an accompanying
interview study, Clarke, Shore, Rhoades,
Abrams, Miaom and Li (2003) found that teach-
ers from the state with high-stakes testing report-
ed about twice the number of changes in instruc-
tion and assessment strategies than did teachers
from the other states. While some changes were
positive (eg., renewed emphasis on writing to
answer specific types of test questions, critical
thinking skills, discussion, and explanation),
others were negative (eg., narrowing of curricu-
lum, focus on breadth rather than depth,
reduced instructional creativity). At least one
teacher noted that she doesn’t always take writ-
ten products to a final draft because it won’t be
needed on the state test. About one third noted
that the removal or de-emphasis of content
made it more difficult to cater to individual stu-
dent’s strengths and interests.

As standards-based reform and accountability-
based testing become ingrained in our schools,
we need to learn more about the consequences
that directly affect students. Advocates of
accountability-based testing view “teaching to
the test” as desirable if it means teaching to the
domain of the standards and providing students
with more focused instruction (Pedulla,
Abrams, Madaus, Russell, Ramos, and Miao,
2003). There may well be some positive effects,
such as greater attention to at-risk students and
more uniform curriculum across school dis-
tricts. However, there is growing evidence of
unintended, negative consequences to the qual-
ity of instruction that some students receive. 

Sheldon and Biddle (1998) argued that when
too much emphasis is placed on tests, and
teachers narrow the curriculum, then student
interest and critical thinking are lessened.
When teacher incentive systems are tied to stu-
dent test scores, they often become more con-
trolling. Controlling teachers are less willing to
let students explore and experiment with sub-
ject materials. We have seen such changes
noticed by students in this study, and they com-
ment on its negative effect on their engagement
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in school. Further, students’ remarks indicate
they are willing to - and capable of - doing more
than the SOL tests ask them to do, and would
welcome teachers who can teach in more chal-
lenging and engaging ways. We need research to
document that authentic, hands-on, engaging
instruction results in learning that can be meas-
ured with high-stakes multiple choice tests, as
well as in other more meaningful ways.
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Appendix A

Interview Questions

1. Let’s talk about school from an academic perspective.
What do you like about your classes?
• Why do you like —————-?
• What teaching strategies do you particularly like?
• What does the teacher do that motivates you?

2. Describe for me, as carefully as you can, how you feel about your education here.

3. Are you familiar with the State Standards of Learning (SOL)?
• Do you think SOL have affected your classes at all? Tell me more.

4. What are the adults at school like?
• Are there adults at the school that you feel you can talk to?
• Who here cares about you? How do you know?
• Do the adults in the school listen to you? How do you know?
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