
Drowning In The River Of Denial 

In a semester grown swollen with the whirling chaos of reform, a suddenly unexpected 
directive demanded building-wide involvement in yet another long day of a no-students-allowed 
testing assessment.  Well-schooled in days of a retaliatory accountability to exhibit only the good 
teacher response of non-confrontation, submissively our literacy team followed directives.  No 
longer considered competent to make our own departmental decisions, we now looked to the 
orders handed down by a highly lauded Language Arts’ facilitator – an exceptionally attractive 
young woman whose meticulously applied make-up and perfectly tailored apparel fostered the 
fixed impression of Expert In Charge. 

Gathered together at her request, we filed into an empty classroom.  Test booklets brought 
in before us had been neatly stacked into pre-ordered piles.  Due to the fact that sections of this 
test had required written responses (responses which might vary in length from one or two 
sentences up to small multi-paragraphed essays), evaluating this type of assessment was 
especially difficult and markedly time consuming.  To expedite the process, disparate building 
employees had been rounded up.  Proposing little regard for teaching years or subject 
experience:

Everyone had been commanded into participation.  
Locating work stations, quickly we took our seats.  An assessment key written to 

delineate the rules around response evaluations was passed from table to table; briefly the 
process for assigning points to student answers by deciding an assessment range of zero, least 
value, to four, highest value, was discussed.  And then, with little further ado: 

Our official day of grading began.  
Two hours, three hours, and then four crawled by.  
Handed out at random, test booklets received a systematic review.  When completed, 

exams might be stacked interchangeably at the opposite end of the test-booklet table.  Little by 
little the mound of evaluated tests grew until, finally, only a few still-to-be-graded test booklets 
remained.  As we approached the tail end of a long fifth hour, finding herself summoned, our 
impeccably attired facilitator moved to answer a question posed by two program specialists – 
two men who, at the last minute, had been assigned to assist with our team’s day of grading.  

Everyone in the room heard her sudden, sharp intake of breath.
“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Oh my.”
Misunderstanding directions, both of these last-minute test graders had apparently been 

methodically reversing the recommended point value allowed for responses.  In the test booklets 
which they had graded?  Zeroes had become fours, fours had become zeroes, and (oh, it was 
anyone’s guess) who knew what had happened to those responses allotted a point value of one, 
two or three.  Her lovely face blanched a pale, delicate white, our faultlessly dressed facilitator 
turned to stare in confusion at the tidily assembled piles of graded exams.  Test booklets amassed 
there, randomly evaluated by various participants, including these two unhappily misinformed 
men, were now mixed irrevocably together.

One test indistinguishable from the next.
Horrified, our director’s beautifully lined eyes widened as she stood, paralyzed with 

shock.  
“What do I do?” she whispered, letting her glance run anxiously around the room.  

	
 Resolutely, we lowered our gaze.  Avoiding eye contact, we looked away.  No one spoke; 
no one attempted to offer her any advice. 



Oh, yes, we had all seen egregious mistakes like this happen, in fact, many times before.  
But talking about it?  Admitting it?  Critically pointing to the lunatic nature of invalidating 
testing or grading practices?  Oh, in modern days callously dedicated to an immovably punitive 
accountability – oh my yes, good teachers had learned: 

That would mean we were cynical.  
Cynical, insubordinate, selfishly resistant and unacceptably negative.  
And – most revealingly?  Most overtly advertised?
Bad.

	
 Best to just let it go.  Best to pretend ignorance, and simply deny any existence of error.  
After all, as modern-day good teachers, we understood that in the fast pace of truly magical years 
pushing for instantaneous transformations?  
	
 It was not, actually, the validity of test scores which held a highest importance.  

Oh, my, no. 
It was the massive funding garnered for the blindly guarded act of testing itself.


