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IN his recent education speech, President Obama asked the states to raise their standards and develop “assessments that don’t simply measure whether students can fill in a bubble on a test.” With the No Child Left Behind law up for reauthorization this year, the onus is now on lawmakers and educators to find a way to maintain accountability while mitigating the current tendency to reduce schooling to a joyless grind of practice exams and empty instruction in “reading strategies.” 

Before we throw away bubble tests, though, we should institute a relatively simple change that would lessen the worst effects of the test-prep culture and improve education in the bargain. 

These much maligned, fill-in-the-bubble reading tests are technically among the most reliable and valid tests available. The problem is that the reading passages used in these tests are random. They are not aligned with explicit grade-by-grade content standards. Children are asked to read and then answer multiple-choice questions about such topics as taking a hike in the Appalachians even though they’ve never left the sidewalks of New York, nor studied the Appalachians in school. 

Teachers can’t prepare for the content of the tests and so they substitute practice exams and countless hours of instruction in comprehension strategies like “finding the main idea.” Yet despite this intensive test preparation, reading scores have paradoxically stagnated or declined in the later grades.

This is because the schools have imagined that reading is merely a “skill” that can be transferred from one passage to another, and that reading scores can be raised by having young students endlessly practice strategies on trivial stories. Tragic amounts of time have been wasted that could have been devoted to enhancing knowledge and vocabulary, which would actually raise reading comprehension scores. 

[However, without the most basic skills---phonemic awareness, alphabetic principle, fluency—there will be little development of vocabulary and comprehension.]

Let’s imagine a different situation. Students now must take annual reading tests from third grade through eighth. If the reading passages on each test were culled from each grade’s specific curricular content in literature, science, history, geography and the arts, the tests would exhibit what researchers call “consequential validity” — meaning that the tests would actually help improve education. Test preparation would focus on the content of the tests, rather than continue the fruitless attempt to teach test taking. 

A 1988 study indicated why this improvement in testing should be instituted. Experimenters separated seventh- and eighth-grade students into two groups — strong and weak readers as measured by standard reading tests. The students in each group were subdivided according to their baseball knowledge. Then they were all given a reading test with passages about baseball. Low-level readers with high baseball knowledge significantly outperformed strong readers with little background knowledge. 

The experiment confirmed what language researchers have long maintained: the key to comprehension is familiarity with the relevant subject. For a student with a basic ability to decode print, a reading-comprehension test is not chiefly a test of formal techniques but a test of background knowledge.

Our current reading tests are especially unfair to disadvantaged students. The test passages may be random, but they aren’t knowledge-neutral. A child who knows about hiking in the Appalachians will have a better chance of getting the passage right; a child who doesn’t, won’t. Yet where outside of school is a disadvantaged student to pick up the implicit knowledge that is being probed on the reading tests? 

To base tests on what is actually taught in school would not only be fairer to disadvantaged students than the current Kafkaesque system of testing, it would enable such students to gradually narrow the gap in their general knowledge and vocabulary. Eventually, we’d see improvement in the reading levels of all students.

This reform would have another excellent consequence: Teachers and students might begin to demand content standards that are more specific than, say, this third grade standard from Ohio: “Compare the cultural practices and products of the local community with those of other communities in Ohio, the United States and countries of the world.” It would be far more useful to set out what exactly children should learn about the 13 colonies or Paul Revere’s ride. 

Better-defined standards in history, science, literature and the arts combined with knowledge-based reading tests would encourage the schools to conceive the whole course of study as a reading curriculum — exactly what a good knowledge-based curriculum should be. Schools would also begin to use classroom time more productively, which is important for all students and critically so for disadvantaged ones.

Reform of standards and tests needs to begin in the earliest grades. Knowledge and vocabulary are plants of slow organic growth. By eighth grade, after the cumulative benefits of a more coherent curriculum and more productive tests, students would begin to score much better on all reading exams, including those that aren’t based on a school curriculum. More important, they would be prepared to be capable, productive citizens. 

We do not need to abandon either the principle of accountability or the fill-in-the-bubble format. Rather we need to move from teaching to the test to tests that are worth teaching to.

E. D. Hirsch Jr. is the author of “The Knowledge Deficit: Closing the Shocking Education Gap for American Children.”
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Mary Damer.

You simply cannot and should never separate the core knowledge/vocabulary and effective reading instruction because they go hand in hand. But if I had the choice between an older student who could decode advanced words but didn't have background knowledge and a student who was still not anywhere near a proficient decoding level but had background knowledge, I suspect that the first would be the easiest to work with and bring up to grade level. 

Hirsch makes an excellent point about the devastation of word poverty on students, but I wish he hadn't made such an "either - or" argument. About ten years ago I had the opportunity to have a lovely two-bottles- of wine supper with Hirsch and my husband in New York and after he stopped talking literary criticism with my husband and started talking education with me, it was clear that he has no background with children who come from poverty or about basic fundamental skills education. He asked a lot of questions and was especially interested in hearing about Language for Learning. 

We've found over and over when students who come from poverty or are ESL are decoding to beat the band in third grade that "what they don't know" is daunting. And if they have been in project based classrooms, they haven't created that necessary knowledge for themselves. Louisa Moats says that we miss the boat when we don't start teaching comprehension at the sentence level and once a teacher starts doing that, he/she realizes all the assumptions that he/she made about what the students were understanding but are not.  The other day one of my students in the reading clinic taught "The Merman".   In the first sentence  flailing and surf had to be explained or pretaught or much of the meaning of the first part of the story was lost. Next paragraph was "bobbing in the water"  The next hurdle was "Don't get yourself stirred up"  and "keep the faith"  and what in the world is a wave swirling over one's head. ......and then there is a flounder and the shark's snout could be his tail.?  In this one page story are rich concepts and vocabulary that can stymie children with word poverty. Teachers who don't use every opportunity to teach vocabulary throughout the day as well as core knowledge as well as ongoing comprehension with any reading text rich in new terms has mystified students sitting there who start to blank out during reading rather than actively think because it just doesn't make sense. 

That's why Language for Learning is essential to get these children off to a good start.  That's why Bob Dixon's Reading Success and Anita Archer's Rewards Plus with all of the rich nonfiction vocabulary  text are so critical for a student who struggles with advanced reading. . And Isabel Beck's suggestion to teach "robust" synonyms when children are reading those decodable books, enriches that learning experience.  

[Isabel Beck.  Bringing words to life.    http://www.alibris.com/search/books/qwork/810792/used/Bringing%20Words%20to%20Life:%20Robust%20Vocabulary%20Instruction]
Social studies is always the weakest area and when my kids were younger in a Montessori classroom learning to identify the continents in kindergarten and the types of rocks and their attributes in first grade, etc , I always felt bad sitting in some typical third grade classes where everyone made maple syrup or butter for an hour or two --doing some kind of project. I came to understand that if you knew the  names of the continents then in first grade when you read about France, you could make a connection to Europe and making that connection enabled you to learn more about France if you were lucky enough to have a teacher who used the opportunity to inject core knowledge. 

And now I'm going into mom mode and bragging. When my daughter as an alternative cert. teacher set off  this year to teach in a Houston charter school that takes poor Latino students in 6th grade and was responsible for sixth and seventh grade writing, I packed Isabel Beck's vocabulary book into her suitcase after pointing out some of the good ideas for kids at that age. Since her first day, my daughter has integrated vocabulary into everything --her students get points when they come back to school and describe how she used a new word that she taught them.  The other day I got this email where she was delighted to see some of those words displayed in the students' writing. I'll paste the email so you can see or click off -- whatever you prefer. .......students need good reading instruction accompanied by DIBELS testing, core knowledge explicitly taught and vocabulary, vocabulary.  ( and of course there's spelling and writing).  Oh no -- it's not as simple of an issue as Hirsch makes it.  
Here's the email.....

Hey Mom! 

We have been learning about sonnets all week and it has been AWESOME! My kids freakin DIG SONNETS. They are hooked on sonnets! They know all about Petrarchan and Elizabethan and the magic numbers 10 and 14. 

Anway, today they wrote sonnets in groups. I gave them a rhyme scheme structure they had to follow, so it was like a puzzle. Here are the three I am most proud of:
*********************************

Standardized Tests that Fire the Imagination

by Tom Shuford
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This we know: Most students leave high school — and college — knowing little history, less literature. They avoid reading. Few can write. Are the culprits standardized reading tests? Culture-free tests of reading, which is what all commercial standardized reading tests are, carry an insistent message: Powerful cultural content is suspect — or, at best, no better than any other text students might read. 

After years of culture-free tests, students know nothing much at all. In "Reading at Risk, Culture at Risk," Mark Bauerlein, director of research at the National Endowment for the Arts, summarizes the results of the Endowment's survey on literary reading in America. (1) Highlights:

*In the course of a year barely one-third of adult males will "read a line of verse or a paragraph of fiction for pleasure."

*The Bureau of Labor Statistics found that "in their leisure time 15-24-year-old males spend about 2 hours 17 minutes a day watching TV and 48 minutes playing games and computers for fun. Their reading time? Eight minutes. Young women spend less time on the computer, but they, too, chalk up only eight minutes of reading."

*Historical awareness — particularly among young people — has never been lower: "In a Roper study commissioned by the American Council of Trustees and Alumni, seniors at the top 55 colleges and universities took a history test derived from the basic high school curriculum. The result: 81 percent of them received a grade of D or F. 98 percent of them could identify the rap singer Snoop Doggy Dog, but only 34 percent could identify Valley Forge, words from the Gettysburg Address, or basic principles of the U.S. Constitution."

*Literacy — at least interest in literary reading — was once widespread: "Alexis de Tocqueville (French historian of early America) . . . when he toured the states in the 1830s and found an 'ever increasing crowd of readers,'" observed, "There is hardly a pioneer's hut that does not contain a few odd volumes of Shakespeare."

So what's gone wrong? 

Sterile tests. Sterile tests produce sterile curricula. Current standardized reading tests are not even true measures of reading ability — because they do not assess or reward mastery of the background knowledge children must accumulate to read advanced content, to sustain an interest in reading, and to write with some flair. 

I put these points — and others — to a veteran psychometrician at a large testing organization. Her reply to each point is followed by my response: 

1) On Reading Tests' Failure to Measure Background Knowledge: 

Reading tests are . . . not meant to measure whether a child has learned a lot of facts that can be integrated into reading a new passage, but instead are meant to measure if a child can read a brand new passage and answer questions based only on that passage. One can argue whether this is how we want to measure reading skills . . . 

Response: Let us argue. Background information is crucial in understanding important works. Allan Bloom, in The Closing of the American Mind , a 1987 best seller, reports that the young entering universities know "so much less." "Imagine," he says, "such a young person walking through the Louvre . . . In his innocence of the stories of Biblical and Greek or Roman antiquity, Rafael, Leonardo, Michelangelo, Rembrandt and all the others can say nothing to him. All he sees are colors and forms . . ." It's an apt analogy for youngsters attempting to read — without background information — history, biography and classic literature. 

This first half of E. D. Hirsch, Jr.'s Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know, another 1987 best seller, is a methodical proof of the importance of background information. University freshmen — and seniors — know little because those who run state education systems and the testing companies they employ misunderstand what it means to read. 

2) On the Flat, Obscure Character of Reading Passages on Today's Standardized Tests:

Test questions are dry as dust for a reason . . . Content that might provoke a strong emotional reaction could possibly interfere with the test taker's concentration . . . Controversial reading material should be taught slowly and carefully . . . I don't see the benefit in presenting it suddenly . . . in a high-stakes environment.   [And don’t forget political correctness.  You think anyone will teach Herbert Spencer---England, 1800s---who said that Liberals today---then---are no different from any other criminal gang?]
Response: Dull reading passages also "interfere with a test-taker's concentration." But your point is well taken. There is a solution. A child who encounters a few Greek myths, famous poems and speeches, Biblical passages, etc. during the school year would not be distracted at encountering similar material on a test. We underestimate children. For years, at the end of third grade, I taught a shortened — 35-minute — original language version of the most poetic — and violent — of Shakespeare's masterpieces, Macbeth . There were several stage productions. It's easy to narrate past the worst of the violence, retaining the unsurpassed poetry. 

As fourth graders, those children would have been challenged by memorable dialogue from, say, A Midsummer Night's Dream, on a standardized reading test. They would not have been disturbed. 

3) On the Use of Powerful Cultural Content on a Standardized Test, such as — Let's Push the Envelope — The 23rd Psalm: 

The mind reels in trying to imagine the lawsuits if a testing company used a verse from the 23rd Psalm in a standardized test. Please remember that these tests are going to be given to kids whose parents sue the school for the right not to have to say the Pledge of Allegiance . . . These parents would go WILD if their kids had to read this material and be tested on it . . . Changes would need to happen first at the teaching level, and the standardized test modifications would follow from that. 

Response: Conceded. Tests with passages of that potency are only possible when a school community embraces such material as academic content. In "Religion in Public Schools," a January, 1999, article in The School Administrator , Charles Haynes, an authority on religious-liberty in schools, provides examples of small districts reaching agreement on teaching about religion by working out differences and respecting all opinions. Success, says Haynes, depends on "policies and practices . . . put in place with the broad involvement and support of the community" and on teachers and administrators "fully prepared to implement the vision." 

Small districts, charter schools, and private schools are immediate candidates for a stronger curriculum and better tests. What about the American Civil Liberties Union? There is undue fear. Quoting from an ACLU of North Carolina brochure, God and Country in Public Schools : 


The Supreme Court has held that the study of religion is permissible as 
part of a "secular program of education." Some examples of such 
programs include comparative religions, the history of religion, and the 
Bible as literature. The class is appropriate as long as it neither advances 
religious beliefs nor attempts to teach religion-based morality or ethics. 

Hundreds of districts offer Bible-as-literature or world religion courses in high school or junior high school, such as this course at Fallbrook High School in San Diego County. The rationale for the course according to district administrators: 

The classics of British and American literature are filled with biblical allusions that would be lost on readers who don't have basic knowledge of the Bible. 

But these are in-depth elective courses. What is needed is a more limited exposure to this extraordinary heritage in the core curriculum — a few stories or verses each year at the elementary level, for example. Small districts and schools could use the "Guidelines on Religious Expression in Public Schools" offered by the United States Department of Education as an aid in reaching agreement on a richer curriculum.

'Inoffensive Pap' 

Reading tests today have dull content, however, for more reasons than a desire for passages that no child has seen (or would want to see), passages that will move no one, or passages free of any trace of religion. Diane Ravitch explains in a splendid chapter on testing companies in The Language Police: How Pressure Groups Restrict What Students Learn (2003): 

A top official at the Educational Testing Service told me that his company and the other testing agencies deleted test items whenever anyone complained about them . . . The very fact that someone objects to a topic or a test item can be sufficient to make it 'controversial.' Another ETS official admitted to me, 'It is better to be bland than to be controversial.' By institutionalizing this extreme sensitivity to anything that offends anybody, publishers of both textbooks and tests have been turning their products into inoffensive pap for the past generation. (p50) 

Later in that chapter, Ravitch speaks to the first point I made to the psychometrician: Current reading tests fail to reward knowledge vital to becoming a good reader: 

The more the tests were criticized as culturally biased, the more the developers reduced their cultural content . . . What was unsafe was anything that required prior knowledge of history and literature, which was culturally bound. Test makers could not assume that students had learned anything other that abstract skills . . . They could not assume that any student had ever read anything in particular before taking the test . . . There was no literature or history that anyone was expected to know, no cultural background that students of any age could be expected to share . (p52) 

Even if you have read The Language Police, rereading pages 50-61 will prove a stunning experience. Therein are details on the contortions testing companies put themselves through to make sure no one is offended. 

With high-stakes tests like these, is there any mystery as to why seventeen-year-olds — and twenty-one-year-olds — leave schools and universities knowing so little? 

Empty Standards 

Starting at a different place, high school English/language arts standards — rather than standardized reading tests, Sandra Stotsky, a research scholar at Northeastern University, has reasoned her way to a similar recommendation. In "How to Read Shakespeare or Bus Schedules" (Education Week , December 8, 2004), Stotsky concludes: 

[State tests] may be the only mechanism for assuring the continuing existence of a rich and demanding high school literature curriculum for all students, as well as a society that enjoys reading literature. But only if states with empty, uninterpretable, and/or unteachable literature standards replace them with appropriate content-rich standards . . . then assess them on literature tests, not reading tests . . . Otherwise, the high school literature curriculum may ultimately vanish altogether under the pressure generated by the content of most current state English/reading tests. 

Stotsky's contention in a nutshell: States' pretentious — yet vacuous — English/language arts standards exert a baleful effect on English/reading tests. Literature tests are the only way to preserve a literature curriculum. Her reasoning is apparent from these few of my notes on "How to Read Shakespeare or Bus Schedules": 

CURRENT TESTS IMPLY STUDENTS SHOULD BE READING BUS SCHEDULES: "To judge from test blueprints for English/reading in the 50 states, most state tests at the high school level imply that students should learn how to read a bus schedule, not 'Julius Caesar,' in their English classes." 

CULPRIT: ENGLISH STANDARDS DEVOID OF SUBSTANCE:"It [the problem] can be traced in large part to the very source used for designing state tests in the English language arts and reading: the states' high school standards. Most states provide absolutely no content-rich literature standards and/or selective reading lists to outline the substantive content of the high school English curriculum . . . Few states offer sample titles or authors to suggest the level and the literary quality parents should expect in their high schools' English classes." 

TEST-MAKERS PLAY IT SAFE WITH PRACTICAL SELECTIONS: "It is much safer to emphasize informational and practical reading on a state test than to try to figure out what is being taught in the English class." EXAMPLES OF TEST CONTENT: "trade manuals, instructions for assembling computers, post office forms, or campaign literature." 

Tests that Fire the Imagination 

Reading passages on standardized tests are dull, self-referential or obscure. They belabor safe themes: for young children: animals, space, environment; for high school students: practical/how-to selections. There is no cultural content. 

What if — on standardized tests — children met timeless stories such as Prometheus — Bringer of Fire, Perseus and Medusa, Helen of Troy, Odysseus and Penelope, Noah and the Ark, Samson and Delilah, David and Goliath, Solomon and Sheba? What if they encountered stirring speeches — Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, Sojourner Truth's Address to the Ohio Women's Rights Convention, Chief Seattle's Oration, King's "I have a dream"? What if they confronted vital documents — the Declaration, the Constitution — and famous poems, songs and letters: The Concord Hymn , The Ballad of John Henry, Letter From Birmingham City Jail? 

Putting cultural content in reading tests could be done in ways that respect many cultures. The standards for inclusion: beauty, diversity, power, significance. Because there is an immense store from which to choose, passages could change frequently to avoid prepping for specific content. If what is tested is what is taught — and it certainly is, why not test the ability to understand the best, most important, most beautiful prose and poetry ever written? 

Youngsters must know this powerful content to make sense of Western history, literature and art, to write well and to want to read beyond their time-bound world. 

Testing ability to read forgettable material is standard practice. It has been standard practice for many decades. What have we to show for it? 

Tests with absorbing, important content would drive continued enrichment, expand our common cultural vocabulary, improve communication and knit us together as a people. Interest in reading would grow. Reading would become easier and more enjoyable. 

Endnote 

1) "Reading at Risk, Culture at Risk" (1750 words) by Mark Bauerlein, Teachers College Record, Feb. 2, 2005, is available online for $7. Capsule summary: Young and old, Americans do not read and know little, and that includes college graduates. See "Graduated But Not Literate," on the declining literacy of college graduates — as revealed by a survey conducted by the National Assessment of Adult Literacy in 2003. Excerpt from the New York Times report:

"The average American college graduate's literacy in English declined significantly over the past decade . . . When the test was last administered, in 1992, 40 percent of the nation's college graduates scored at the proficient level, meaning that they were able to read lengthy, complex English texts and draw complicated inferences. But on the 2003 test, only 31 percent of the graduates demonstrated those high-level skills."("Literacy Falls for Graduates From College, Testing Finds," Dec. 16, 2005)

Follow-Up 

*Good one-page summaries of Ravitch's The Language Police and Sandra Stotsky's "Losing Our Language: How Multiculturalism Undermines Our Children's Ability to Read, Write and Reason" (1999)

*Diane Ravitch on National Public Radio interviewed by on Terry Gross of the "Fresh Air" program (33-minute audio, Apr. 29, 2003) 

Tom Shuford tomshuford@aol.com is a retired teacher living in Lenoir, North Carolina. 

Published February 21, 2005

