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The 10th Bracey Report
On the Condition of Public
E d u c a t i o n

I
N THIS 10th-anniversary Bracey
R ep o rt , it seems ap p ro p ri ate to
chronicle how the reports came to
be in the first place. I believe that
this history leads to an important
conclusion, which I’ll discuss be-
low. The Bracey Reports happened

virtually by accident,arising from an odd
concatenation of almost unrelated events
— unless, of course, you believe in fate.

It’s All Richard Cohen’s Fault

Up to 4 November 1990,I was,in some
ways,a typical public school parent. I had
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grown up in a college town, and that col-
lege (William and Mary) had produced a
number of my teachers, who,in turn, were
oriented toward making us successful at
their alma mater should we go there, as I
u l t i m at e ly did. Still, I thought my own kids
were getting a better, deeper, richer, and
more challenging education than I had re-
c e ive d. For instance, t h ey learned biology
in terms of DNA , ge n e t i c s ,e c o l ogy, and so
on. I memorized phyla. On the other hand,
though I could see the high quality of the
education they were getting, I also knew
that the schools were in crisis because the
n ew s p ap e rs and sundry television specials
kept telling me so. (One TV special, as I
recall, carried the title “Is Anybody Out
There Learning?”) Then, too, the claims
from A Nation at Risk were all around.
So, had a pollster asked, I would proba-
bly have given the typical public school

p a re nt’s answe r : the local schools are okay,
but there’s a crisis out there somewhere.

All that began to change on that morn-
ing in November.As I sipped my first cup
of coffee, I read in the Denver Posta col-
umn by Washington Post columnist Rich-
a rd Cohen, titled “ Jo h n ny ’s Miserabl e
SATs.” Reading Cohen’s column was a
life-changing event, though I had no ink-
ling of that at the time.

When eva l u ating SAT score s , most peo-
p le’s perspective starts at the average, 500.
Th ey look up from there to the perfect 800
or down to the lowest possible score, 200.
Cohen started at 800 and looked down. He
seemed to feel that anything less than an
800 was a step toward perdition.

His analysis led me to conduct my own
SAT trend analysis. I knew that a College
Board panel had concluded that as much
as three-fourths of the widely reported de-
cline had stemmed from changes in the
p o p u l ation taking the test: m o re minori t i e s ,
more women, more students with medi-
o c re high school re c o rds. By 1990, t h o u g h ,
13 ye a rs had elapsed since that panel’s re-
p o rt , and no one had taken a systematic look
at SAT trends since. Trying to take demo-
graphic changes into account, I conclud-
ed that since 1963 there had been a small
decline in the verbal score and a minus-
cule gain in the mathematics score.

I sent my analysis to Education Week,
which published it on 21 November 1990
under the title “SAT Scores:Miserable or
Miraculous?” Other data began to arrive.
I looked into dropout rates and found
them much lower than I had read in the
popular press. And the results from the
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Second International Mathematics Study
didn’t seem as dire to me as the headlines
had portrayed them. Iris Rotberg, then at
the RAND Corp o rat i o n , and Harold Hodg-
kinson of the Institute for Educational Lead-
ership also supplied data that seemed to
mute the alarms set off by A Nation at
Risk.

Then I received a peculiar phone call
from Lee Bray, at the time a vice presi-
dent at the Sandia National Laboratories
in Albuquerque. It was peculiar in that, if
I thought of Sandia at all,I envisioned hy-
drogen bombs exploding because Sandia
made the plutonium triggers for those de-
vices. But Bray said that he and a group
of engineers had assembled a lot of evi-
dence about the condition of public edu-
cation,that his evidence corroborated my
analysis of SAT scores, and that,since he
was coming to Denver anyway, we should
meet for dinner and look at the stuff.

We did that. A couple of months later,
Robert Huelskamp, one of the three en-
gineers who actually wrote what came to
be known as the Sandia Report, came to
Denver, and we played show and tell with
our data for most of a day. I then said,
“Let’s take all this information and pub-
lish it somewhere.” He said, “We can’t.
We have internal political problems.” Lat-
er he recounted a time when he and the
rest of the team had gone to Washington
and presented the analysis to staffers from
Congress, the Department of Energy, and
the Department of Education. When the
presentation was over, David Kearns, for-
mer CEO of Xerox and then deputy sec-
retary of education,said something along
the lines of, “You bury this or I’ll bury
you.” (Julie Miller’s 9 October 1991 Ed-
ucation Week article, “Report Question-
ing ‘Crisis’in Education Triggers an Up-
roar,” was not so specific. It said only,
“A d m i n i s t ration offi c i a l s , p a rt i c u l a rly Mr.
Kearns, reacted angrily at the meeting.”)
In a letter to the A l bu q u e rque Jo u rn a l, Ja m e s
Wat k i n s , then secre t a ry of energy and head
of the federal agency that funds Sandia,
called the report “dead wrong.”

Having rejected the idea of joint pub-
lication, Huelskamp pointed out that the
data in the report were not their data. S a n-
dia had no pro p ri e t a ry claim on them. Most
of the statistics came from the U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the National Science Founda-
tion, and the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion — all in the public domain. He then

said, “We don’t need to see our names on
an essay.” Message:take the data and run.

So I did. First to places like Harper’s
and the Atlantic. Atlantic editor Cullen
Murphy liked what I sent him but said in
the end, “I’ve got too much education
stuff.” So that’s how decisions are made
at American commercial periodicals.

I sent the article to the Kappan, which
published it as “Why Can’t They Be Like
We Were?” in the October 1991 issue
(about a quarter of the citations were to
“Carson, Huelskamp, and Woodall” —
the authors of the Sandia Report). The ti-
tle was a snippet of a lyric from the 1960
musical Bye Bye Birdie: “Why can’t they
be like we we re, p e r fect in eve ry way ? / O h ,
wh at’s the matter with kids today ? ” (I mis-
t a ke n ly at t ri buted the ly ric to another 1960
mu s i c a l ,The Fa n t a s t i ck s. Many people point-
ed out my mistake.)

Soon other people began directing me
to corroborative data. In February 1992
an intern ational comparison in mat h e m at-
ics and science appeared. With enthusias-
tic help from Secre t a ry of Education Lamar
Alexander and Assistant Secretary Diane
Ravitch, the media gave it a highly nega-
tive spin. “An ‘F’in World Competition”

was the 17 Feb ru a ry 1992 headline in N ew s-
we e k, and it was fairly typical.

By about April 1992,I had enough new
material to go back to the Kappan editors
and propose a follow-up. They said fine,
and I sent in a piece with a title something
like “The True Crisis in American Public
Education” — with a post-it note affixed
s aying that I didn’t like the title but couldn’t
think of anything better. Editor Pauline
Gough suggested we call it “The Second
Bracey Report on the Condition of Pub-
lic Education”and make it a regular, if not
necessarily annual, event.

Now for the conclusion I alluded to
above: I never set out to write these re-
p o rt s , and I never set out to defend the pub-
lic schools (or to be an “apologist for the
s t atus quo,” as some have erro n e o u s ly ch a r-
a c t e ri zed me). I was leading a nice peace-
ful existence as director of research, eval-
uation, and testing for the Cherry Creek
(Colorado) Schools and restaurant critic
for Denver’s alternative newspaper, West-
word. But I am a research psychologist by
t raining and respectful of wh at data do and
don’t say. Over a few months, I had en-
countered a mountain of data. Taken to-
gether, the data I saw compelled the con-
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clusion — at least to anyone who hadn’t
a l re a dy made up his or her mind — t h at the
e d u c ational sky was not fa l l i n g. Curi o u s ly,
four years later, school critic Denis Doyle
would, in fact, refer to me in Issues ’96:
The Candidat es’B ri e fing Book, a Heri t age
Foundation Report, as “Chicken Little in
Reverse.”

I have always insisted in speeches that
my defense of public education is not un-
conditional, like a mother’s love. All dur-
ing 1995, I wa rned that data from the Th i rd
I n t e rn ational Mat h e m atics and Science Study
(TIMSS) were coming. If the data were
credible and showed U.S. students to be
performing terribly relative to students in
other nat i o n s , I told my audiences that that’s
what they would read in the next report.
U.S. students did not look awful at the
fourth and eighth grades. And though the
TIMSS Final Year data did seem abysmal
at first glance, once anyone dug beneath
the surfa c e, the fatal methodological fl aw s
became readily apparent.

Whatever Happened
To the Sandia Report?

The Sandia Report, officially known
as Pe rs p e c t ives on Education in A m e ri c a,
ap p e a red in published fo rm only after the
Bush Administration had left town. For
12 years, the Reagan and Bush Adminis-
trations had pushed vouchers and tuition
tax credits,with varying degrees of inten-
sity. One of their strategies was never to
s ay anything positive about public sch o o l s .
For instance, five months after the math
and science study that A l exander and Rav-
i t ch hy p e d, another intern ational compar-
ison appeared.This one,How in the World
Do Students Read?, found American stu-
dents second in the world in reading skills
among 9-year-olds tested in 27 countries
and eighth (though statistically tied with
nine others for second) among 31 coun-
tries that tested 14-year-olds.1

No one called a press conference, and
there was no media coverage. Even Edu-
cation Week found out about the study on-
ly by accident some two months later. A
Europe-dwelling friend of then reporter
Robert Rothman sent him a copy from
Germany.Education Week gave the report
front-page coverage. USA Today played
off the Education Week story with its own
page-one article, complete with a quote
from Francie Alexander, then deputy as-
sistant secretary of education, dismissing

the study. In the Reagan/Bush years, bad
news about schools got hyped; good news
got suppressed when possible and ignore d
otherwise.

Asked why the Sandia Report was not
yet published, Department of Education
officials declared that it did not meet pro-
fessional standards and was undergoing
peer review. It was not being suppressed,
they said. Peer review? Up to that point,
it was unprecedented for one age n cy’s re-
p o rts to be “peer reviewed” by other agen-
cies. But both the National Science Foun-
dation and the Department of Education
passed judgment on the Sandia Report. It
is to their everlasting shame that NSF’s
Peter House and the Department of E d u-
c at i on’s Emerson Elliott allowed their go o d
offices to be used for what were purely
political and ideological purposes. They
should never have put their names on the
reviews.

The Sandia Rep o rt eve n t u a l ly ap p e a re d
in the May/June 1993 Journal of Educa-
tional Research, filling the entire issue. In
that venue, 5,000 people, few of whom
have any burning interest in policy issues
or in the fate of American public educa-
tion,saw it. Recently, I phoned Lee Bray,
who is now retired. Bray did not want to
reopen old wounds, but he did say, “The
report was suppressed. They will deny it,
but it was definitely suppressed.”2

Does Richard Cohen Still
Think Things Are Miserable?

Maybe. Cohen is a testament to the
momentum of bad news about American
schools, even when the “facts” are in er-
ror.

Cohen received a prepublication copy
of my first article. He phoned, we talked
about schools, and he suggested that I
send a short version to the Sunday Out-
look section of the Washington Po s t. I did.
Under the headline “The Greatly Exag-
gerated Death of Our Schools,” the Post
ran it as the lead story on 5 May 1991.

Cohen also received a draft of the Sec-
ond Bracey Report and, when we talked
again, seemed to understand it. Some da-
ta in that report showed that standardized
achievement tests were at record highs.
Nevertheless, in his column of 4 August
1992, Cohen wrote that, during the Rea-
gan and Bush years, “the country got . . .
dumber on just about every achievement
test the kids could take.” Cohen hasn’t wri t-

ten about education in a long time. I take
his silence as a small victory.

Whatever Happened
To the Reading Study?

It’s still out there and still largely un-
k n own. It illustrates the tendency not only
of the media but even of educators to dis-
miss or ignore positive data. “Bells should
have gone off all over the country,” said
Archie Lapointe, then executive director
of the National Assessment of Educat i o n a l
Progress (NAEP) and head of the above-
mentioned math and science study that
got so much publicity. Nary a tinkle.

The study received attention in the
Third Bracey Report and had made up
half of the February 1993 Research col-
umn in the Kappan. It was also discussed
at length in Educational Indicators: An
I n t e rn ational Pe rs p e c t ive, p u blished in lat e
1996 by the Department of Education’s
Office of Educational Research and Im-
provement. Also in 1996,Secretary of Ed-
ucation Richard Riley attempted to start
the chimes ri n ging by re - releasing the dat a .
I was in Houston on the day of the re-re-
lease, and I saw the coverage in the H o u s-
ton Chro n i cl e. The story was wri t t e n ,t h o u g h ,
by Josh Greenberg of the Washington Bu-
reau of the Los Angeles Times. When I re-
turned to Washington, I called Greenberg
and asked him why he and his editors had
found such ancient data so intere s t i n g. He
said, “You know, when Riley called us
we we re suspicious. But then we ch e cke d
around and found that no one knew about
this study. So it was still news.” By that
criterion, it still is.

USA Today dutifully carried the story
on page one again. I discussed it again in
the Sixth Bra c ey Rep o rt. Still, wh e n ever I
s p e a k , I ask for a show of hands from those
who know about the study. In a room with
other researchers, perhaps two or three
hands will rise. With audiences of teach-
ers or administrators, I rarely see even a
single arm aloft. Such is the struggle that
good news faces on trying to enter the cul-
ture. Good stories about schools are like
spawning salmon: few reach the goal —
and then they die.

The Testing Madness

The most bizarre moment to date in our
national psychosis occurred on the night
of 28 July 2000. On that evening, a state
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trooper and a Georgia school policeman
knocked on the door of Susan Ohanian’s
house.They then proceeded to interrogate
her about her possible role in the theft of
a Gwinnett County, G e o rgi a , fo u rt h - gra d e
test. Ohanian lives in Vermont.

Why a Georgia school policeman saw
fit to go all the way to Vermont to query
Ohanian about a misappropriated test re-
mains unclear. So does the authority of
both the Georgia lawman and the Vermont
s t ate trooper who assisted him. After a con-
ve rs ation of some length, Ohanian’s hus-
band ordered the men to leave and told
them they would be arrested for tre s p a s s-
ing if they returned. As this is written in
l ate Au g u s t , t h ey have not done so, and the
Vermont trooper is not returning Ohani-
an’s calls.

The Georgia officer seems dedicated.
He e-mailed me several times and later
spent half an hour on the phone. Through
the magic of plain brown envelopes,I had
also received a copy of the not-very-good
Gwinnett test. (Not only does the test have
faults, but cut scores have also been set as
low as the chance level.)

“High Stakes Are for Tomatoes” is a
bumper sticker and T-shirt slogan created
by Oakland, C a l i fo rn i a , t e a cher Susan Har-
m a n ,a member of the Assessment Refo rm
N e t wo rk listserv (http://www. fa i rt e s t .org/
arn). Peter Sch rag picked it up for the title
of his August 2000 article in the Atlantic,
in which he describes the growing oppo-
sition to high-stakes testing. The spirit of
the times was captured by the opening line
of an art i cle by David Bacon in the 16 Ap ri l
2000 Oakland Tribune: “This is the year
that U.S. schools went test crazy.”3 Well,
not quite. The s ch o o l s d i dn’t go test cra z y ;
the schools went crazy trying to cope with
the zillions of tests imposed on them by
boards, governors, and legislatures.

Indeed, this entire report could easily
be devoted to what happened in the wacky

world of testing. Each year, I organize the
B ra c ey Rep o rts using an instrument of high
technology known as a “drawer.” As the
year proceeds, potentially usable materi-
al gets tossed into the drawer and is with-
d rawn for consideration sometime in Ju n e.
In most years, by June, the drawer is full.
This year, all topics other than testing got

tained in many states on the basis of com-
m e rc i a l ,s t a n d a rd i ze d, n o rm - re fe renced tests,
s u ch as the Stanfo rd A ch i evement Test (SAT
9), testing guru James Popham came out
of re t i rement from his little grass shack in
H awaii to say, “ N o ,n o ,n o ! ”B a s i c a l ly, Po p-
ham said that such tests measure some things
t h at teach e rs don’t teach and don’t measure

one drawer as usual. Testing had a drawe r
all its own. And it was full, too.

Even the American Educational Re-
s e a rch A s s o c i ation felt compelled to issue
a statement on high-stakes testing. I say
“even” because, as Debra Viadero wrote
in E d u c ation We e k, “ The Wa s h i n g t o n - b a s e d
group rarely takes a stand on controver-
sial issues.” But the AERA statement is a
good one and is available on the Web at
www.aera.net. Its advice is not likely to
be heeded.

With students being promoted and re-

The Golden Apples
For two reasons, the Rotten Apples have been sepa-

rated from the rest of the barrel in this year’s report. First,
separating them from the Golden Apples will prevent
them from contaminating the entire barrel. Second, I wish
to protect unwary consumers from possibly swallowing
one of them by mistake. Intrepid readers are invited to
explore the darkest recesses of Bracey Orchards on the
Web at www. a m e ri c a - t o m o rrow. c o m / b ra c ey. Meanwh i l e,

just two truly Golden Apples have turned up this year.

The Damn the Urban Legends, Let’s See What the Facts Say Award goes
to W. Wayt Gibbs, senior writer for Scientific American, and
Douglas Fox, a San Francisco-based freelance writer.

S keptical about all the gnashing of teeth occasioned by the
a l l eged results from the TIMSS final year study, w ri t e rs Gibb s
and Fox looked into the situation and presented their concl u-
sions in the October 1999 issue of S c i e n t i fic A m e ri c a n.1

E ven accepting the conclusion that A m e rican students fa l l
b e h i n d, G i bbs and Fox observe that NAEP science scores are

rising and that A m e rican adults do better than sch o o l ch i l d re n : “ The fact that U. S.
1 2 t h - gra d e rs fall behind on intern ational tests2 does not mean that A m e ricans know
less about science than adults in other nations do. In fa c t , U. S. residents have con-
s i s t e n t ly demonstrated a fi rmer grasp of basic science facts than have denizens of
m a ny countries that dra m at i c a l ly outperfo rmed the U. S. on T I M S S ” (p. 92).

The authors point out that , among college - l evel sciences, o n ly physics enro l l-
ments have fa l l e n , a decline occasioned mostly by a lack of jobs. (For details on this
p h e n o m e n o n , see the Ja nu a ry 1999 K ap p a n R e s e a rch column.) “In other fi e l d s , fo re-
c a s t e rs wo rry more about a flood of new scientists than about a short age of them.
Last ye a r, a National Research Council rep o rt urged unive rsities to fre e ze the size
of their biology gra d u ate programs for this ve ry re a s o n ” (p. 89). Gibbs and Fox al-
so show grap h i c a l ly that , while the number of technical degrees ga rn e red by fo r-
eign students is rising faster than the comparable fi g u re for U. S. citize n s , the lat t e r
number is rising as well. In add i t i o n , 68% of the fo re i g n e rs stay here, a mixed bl e s s-
i n g. On the one hand, it constitutes a large brain gain; on the other, it increases the
competition for jobs.

Missing no opportunity to slam sch o o l s , some critics have even blamed sch o o l s
for the short age of high-tech wo rke rs. Gibbs and Fox , t h o u g h , point out that publ i c
s chool re fo rm is a slow and uncertain method for add ressing short ages in any are a .
Th ey quote a Computing Research A s s o c i ation officer say i n g, “ When the pers o n-
nel dep a rtment wants people who have three ye a rs of ex p e rience with a tech n o l o-
gy that’s only 18 months old, t h ey ’re not going to find them.”

1 . W. Wayt Gibbs and Douglas Fox , “ The False Crisis in Science Educat i o n ,” S c i e n t i fic A m e ri c a n, O c-
tober 1999, pp. 87-92.
2 . I contend that there is indeed some decline between grades 4 and 8, but not between grades 8 and 12,
even though the fl aws in the study render any fi rm conclusion impossibl e. See my art i cle in the May
2000 issue of E d u c ational Research e r.
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some things that teachers do teach. They
test some things that yo u n g s t e rs have learn e d
outside of school, giving an inherent ad-
vantage to those from well-off, well-edu-
c ated families (the corre l ation between the
Virginia Standards of Learning test scores
for a school and its perc e n t age of students
eligible for federally subsidized lunches
was -.76 — the more students eligi bl e, t h e
lower the scores).

Finally, tests like the SAT 9 have to
s p read out the scores. To do this, t h ey mu s t
use mostly items that 40% to 60% of the
students get right. Items that all students
get right or wrong don’t “behave right”in
the statistical sense. But, of course, most
students s h o u l d get most items right if the
items tap what the teachers have e m p h a-
s i ze d, wh i ch , p re s u m ably, is wh at is impor-
tant. Hence, commercial tests don’t test at
least some important content. “To eva l u-
ate teach e rs’ i n s t ructional effe c t iveness by
using assessment tools that deliberately
avoid important content is fundamentally
foolish,” wrote Popham.4

A c c o rding to A n d rew Po rter of the Wi s-
consin Center for Education Research,the
s i t u ation is wo rse than Popham imagi n e d.
Even tests purportedly designed to m e a s-
u re wh at teach e rs teach don’t do so. For 10
s t at e s , Po rter and his colleagues ex a m i n e d
the re l ationship between wh at teach e rs taught
and what tests designed around state stan-
d a rds tested. The ove rl ap was not gre at , a s
little as 5% in one state. “Instruction in a
state was, in general, no more aligned to
that state’s test than it was aligned to the
tests of other states, suggesting that stan-
d a rds-based re fo rm has not yet brought in-
s t ruction into alignment with state tests. In
m at h e m at i c s , i n s t ruction was more aligned
with the NAEP than with state tests. In sci-
e n c e, the opposite was true.”5

Without question, the year’s most im-
portant article about testing was penned
by Robert Linn of the University of Colo-
ra d o , who is co-president with Eva Bake r
of the Center for Research on Evaluation,
Student Standard s , and Te s t i n g. Known fo r
o b j e c t iv i t y, fa i rn e s s , and thoro u g h n e s s , L i n n
looked back in frustration at a career that
began in 1965. He wrapped up an u nu s u-
a l ly long art i cle for E d u c ational Research-
e r in this way:

As someone who has spent his en-
tire career doing research,writing, and
thinking about educational testing and
assessment issues, I would like to c o n-
clude by summarizing a compelling case

showing that the major uses of tests for
student and school accountability dur-
ing the last 50 years have improved ed-
u c ation and student learning in dra m at i c
ways. Unfo rt u n at e ly, t h at is not my con-
clusion. Instead, I am led to conclude
that in most cases the instruments and
technology have not been up to the de-
mands that have been placed on them
by high-stakes accountability. Assess-
ment systems that are useful monitors
lose much of their dependability and
credibility for that purpose when high
stakes are attached to them. The unin-
tended negat ive effects of the high-stake s
accountability uses often outweigh the
intended positive effects.6

Linn cites one of testing’s elder s t at e s-
m e n , William Coff m a n , on the pro blem of
s t a n d a rd s : “Holding common standards fo r
all pupils can only encourage a narrow i n g
of educational ex p e riences for most pupils,
doom many to fa i l u re, and limit the deve l-
opment of many worthy talents.”7

Linn illustrates his many concerns by
citing a number of studies conducted over
the past 50 years that have attempted,with
little success, to use tests to measure and/or
i m p rove educational outcomes. One of the
most important was a 1991 study by Daniel

Koretz, Linn, Steven Dunbar, and Lorrie
S h ep a rd. It describes a testing pro blem that
could be added to Popham’s list:test score
results do not generalize to other indica-
t o rs of ach i evement. The results of the study
are presented in Figure 1.

As can be seen, when the school dis-
t rict shifted from NRT1 (norm - re fe r-
enced test 1) to NRT2 (norm-referenced
test 2),test scores declined. Over the next
few years, the scores rose until they had
reached the score previously attained on
NRT1. At this point, the students were
once again given NRT1. Although NRT 1
had previously served as the district’s “of-
ficial” test, the students’scores on it fell
to a level equivalent to the scores on NRT2
for the first year of its use.

Occasionally, one comes upon even
more dramatic evidence of the failure of
test scores to generalize or transfer.When
John Murphy became superintendent of
schools in Prince George’s County, Mary-
land, in the mid-1980s,he promised to in-
crease test scores and to close the black/
white test score gap. On the walls of a con-
ference room next to his office, he hung
charts showing the test score trends for
every school in the district. He dubbed it

FIGURE 1.
Comparison of Median Scores from Different
Norm-Referenced Grade 3 Math Tests

Adapted from Daniel Koretz et al., “The Effects of High-Stakes Testing on
A ch i eve m e n t :P re l i m i n a ry Findings About Genera l i z at i o nA c ross Te s t s ,” p aper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association,
Chicago, 1991.
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his “applied anxiety” room. Test scores
rose. The gap between the races did not
disappear, but it did narrow, and black stu-
dents scored comfortably above the na-
tional norm.

Rumors circulated that a lot of instruc-
tion in the district looked like test p rep a-
ration. Murp hy declined offe rs of ex t e rn a l
eva l u ations. The increase in test scores wa s
abetted by Maryland’s overlong use of a
p a rticular test. Eve n t u a l ly, t h o u g h , the stat e
ch a n ged tests, a n d, as occurred in the study
mentioned ab ove, s c o res declined all ove r
the stat e. In Prince George’s County, t h o u g h ,
scores plummeted, some falling as low as
the 18th percentile.

One of the nastiest stories of the test-
ing mania surfaced in Birmingham,Ala-
bama, where high schools were accused
of removing over 500 students from the
rolls just prior to testing. Schools in Ala-
bama are graded solely according to their
scores on the SAT 9. The test was never
designed for such a purpose, of course,
but Harcourt Educational Measurement
doesn’t appear to have protested, much
less threatened to withhold the test if the

practice continues.
Another story held that low-scoring

Birmingham students were told to stay
home on test day. The school board split
over the issue, and one teacher lost his job
after insisting that the students did not dro p
out but were pushed out. According to one
p ri n c i p a l , the students we re bad apples wh o
we re row dy, fo u g h t , and set fi res. The pri n-
cipal did not deny that they were removed
but claimed he acted to improve the sch o o l’s
atmosphere.

As I noted above, testing stories could
occupy this entire report. To save space
but provide a sense of what is going on, I
list a mere baker’s dozen of the year’s test-
ing headlines from around the nation.

• “Practicing Without Learning”(New
York Times, 18 March 2000);

• “ Test Prep Moving into Pri m a ry
G ra d e s ” (Los A n geles Ti m e s, 1 Ap ril 2000);

• “State Test Boycott Expected”(Bos-
ton Union News, 12 April 2000);

• “ P re s s u re to Boost Scores Leads
Schools to Exclude Weaker Kids” (USA
Today, 7 September 1999);

• “Top Schools Give Test an ‘F’” (Mi-
ami Herald, 22 February 2000);

• “Test Scores Up, Test Takers Down:
Link Between Participation and Improve-
ment on School Exam Prompts Concern”
(San Francisco Chronicle, 22 July 2000);

• “Virginia Parents Don’t Trust Exam,
Poll Fi n d s ” (Washington Po s t , 27 June 2000);

• “Millions for Schools Tied to Stan-
ford 9 Test Scores” (Los Angeles Times,
1 July 2000);

• “Test Mania:Anxiety over Tests Can
Lead to a Psychiatric Ward” (Arizona Re-
public, 2 April 2000);

• “School Testing Companies Score It
B i g ” (St. Pe t e rs bu rg Ti m e s, 19 June 2000);

• “ G ive Kids Recess,Vi rginia Beach Pa r-
ents U rge ” (N o r folk Vi rgi n i a - P i l o t , 21 March
2000);

• “Is the Test Fair to Poor Students?”
(Denver Post, 29 February 2000); and

• “ B u rnsville Fa m i ly Sues Te s t i n gC o m-
p a ny over Scoring Error” (Minneapolis
Star Tribune, 8August 2000. Some 8,000
students who “ fl u n ke d ” had actually passed;
s eve ral hundred we re seniors and had been
denied diplomas).

Scoring errors were not restricted to
Minneapolis, in a mistake made by NCS
(formerly known as National Computer
Systems). The two largest testing compa-
nies,Harcourt Educational Measurement
and CTB/McGraw-Hill,also made them,

and they occurred in Califo rn i a , Tex a s ,a n d
New York — and maybe elsewhere.

Finally, as a bonus, I offer what sure-
ly turned out to be the most ironic testing
headline of the year, “Rojas Links Job Se-
curity to Test Scores” (Dallas Morning
News, 30 March 2000). In the story, Bill
R o j a s , the Dallas superi n t e n d e n t , was thre at-
ening principals and other school admin-
istrators. Four months later, the Dallas
S chool Board sacked Rojas, who had been
on the job only 11 months. He is appeal-
ing.

The Ohanian affair captured the prize
for most outrageous test-related event of
the year, but George Schmidt’s experi-
ences in Chicago come in a close second.
Appalled by the quality of the tests the
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) had con-
structed, English and journalism teacher
Schmidt published four of them in his
monthly newspaper, Substance. CPS sus-
pended him without pay and, after a se-
ries of hearings,seems on the verge of fir-
ing him. CPS also sued Schmidt for $1.4
million, claiming that sum to be the cost
of replacing the 120 now - p u blic items. Ye s ,
that works out to just under $12,000 an
item. My inquiries on item costs found
something like $300 to be the most fre-
quently cited figure.

Schmidt was right to take action of
some kind, although some might feel pub-
lication of the tests was extreme. The tests
we re ove r wh e l m i n g ly trivial. Th ey pre s e n t-
ed h i s t o ry and culture in distasteful stere o-
t y p e s ,e s p e c i a l ly with rega rd to A f rica (wh i ch
they treated not as a continent made up of
more than 40 distinctive nations but as an
u n d i ffe re n t i ated whole). Wo rs e, at least fro m
a technical perspective, too many ques-
tions had either no right answer or multi-
ple right answers. If CPS actually did pay
$12,000 an item for these awful questions,
those re s p o n s i ble for the costs should them-
s e l ves be terminated. (As a matter of dis-
closure, I testified twice for Schmidt at
the hearings and received payment for the
testimony.)

All in all, it was a bizarre year in the
testing biz, but no more bizarre take on
the testing issue could be found than that
which issued forth from William Bennett,
former secretary of education. In a March
2000 speech on the condition and future
of education, delivered at the Heritage
Foundation’s celebration of its 25th an-
niversary,Bennett turned to standards and
testing. He said, “In this regard, I must

The All Things in Moderat i o n
Award is divided: three-fourths goes

to Richard Rothstein
of the Economic Poli-
cy Institute, and one-
fourth goes to Ethan
Bronner of the New
Yo rk Ti m e s. Rothstein

won a Golden Apple last year for his all-
too-rational model of accountability.
This ye a r, the pri ze derives from his ar-
t i cles on education eve ry other We d n e s-
d ay in the N ew Yo rk Ti m e s. To dat e, t h e s e
articles have provided balanced views
of testing, accountability, job growth,
and other hot issues, along with infor-
mative pieces on topics such as the
a ch i evement price paid by students wh o
move around a lot.

B ro n n e r’s share of the awa rd is
simply for having the good sense to
hire Rothstein. He might have gotten a
l a rger share had he managed a better
article placement. As it is, Rothstein’s
pieces appear deep in the “A section,”
usually on the page before the editori-
als. You can find the articles at www.
nytimes.com. They cost money unless
you grab them on the day of publica-
tion, however.
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say I am alarmed and worried about the
reaction of many parents to the new stan-
dards movement; many are retreating. A
recent survey showed that when parents
are choosing a school for their child, high
test scores are one of the least important
factors in their decision. The most impor-
tant in their decision: the child’s happi-
ness. . . . Armed with public opinion, we
can wear down the unions. But if the par-
ents go soft, we are done.”

Parents valuing their kids’ happiness
over high test scores? How dare they!

The ‘Texas Miracle’: Mirages,
Smoke, and Mirrors

Texas got serious about education re-
fo rm in 1984. Gov. Mark White asked Ross
Perot to head a select committee. White’s
successor, Ann Richards, continued the
crusade to persuade Texans that reading
and mat h e m atics we re as important as high
school football. Texans put such passion
into the latter that author H. G. Bissinger
wrote a whole book about it, called Fri-
day Night Lights. The mania for Texas
high school football was also featured on
“60 Minutes.”

Pa rt of the Texas re fo rm effo rt , the Tex-
as Assessment of Academic Skills (TA A S ) ,
was introduced in 1990, and the percent-
age of students passing it,low at first, b e-
gan to soar. The dropout rate fell from 6.1%
in 1989-90 to 1.6% in 1999. Looking at this
last figure gave Peter Schrag the title for
his American Prospect article, “Too Good
to Be True.”8 Soon many others had joined
a list of observe rs and re s e a rch e rs who a r-
gued that the Texas “ m i ra cl e ” was mostly m i-
rage. Short ly after Sch rag’s piece ap p e a re d,
along came Linda McNeil and A n gela Va l-
enzuela of Rice University with “Harm-
ful Effects of the TAAS System of Test-
ing in Texas: Beneath the Accountability
R h e t o ri c.”9 Th e n , in June 2000, Boston Col-
l ege’s Walter Haney delivered a 150-page
o p u s , “ The Myth of the Texas Mira cle in
E d u c at i o n .”1 0

Most intriguing among the debunking
reports was a long-rumored, but scarcely
seen, analysis by “Flo Fisher.” The first
public reference to the existence of this
p aper ap p e a red in the B a l t i m o re Sun in an
article by Jonathan Weisman. Weisman
wrote, “Criticism of the movement has
become such a politically delicate mat t e r
t h at an analysis of school ach i evement in
Texas — drafted by a senior researcher at

the federal Education Department and ob-
tained by the Sun — was written under a
pseudonym and has not been made pub-
lic.”11 A few days later, the Washington
Po s t rep o rted that the House Education and
the Workforce Committee had demanded
the rep o rt and “all e-mail, m e m o s , and cor-
respondence directly or indirectly related
to this document.” In response, the De-
partment of Education said, “Officials are
uncertain whether the document even ex-
ists.”12

It exists, all right. Not only did the au-
thor use a pseudonym, he gave himself a
sex change as well. In late July, the Flo
Fisher paper, “Tall Tales? Texas Testing
Moves from the Pecos to Wobegon,” be-
gan to circulate.

The debunking pap e rs used va rious dat a
to conclude that the soaring TAAS scores
are not corroborated by changes in other
i n d i c at o rs of ach i evement. More damning
still, the papers called the veracity of the
TAAS results themselves into question.
The results looked more like statistical
sleight of hand than valid use of data.

In terms of the TAAS data themselves,
the analyses reported the apparently re-
m a rk able increase in the pro p o rtion of fi f t h -
gra d e rs who met the state’s standard s : f ro m
60% in 1994 to 90% in 1999. The propor-
tion of school districts identified as “ex-
e m p l a ry ” or “ re c og n i ze d ” s o a red from 14%
in 1995 to 48% in 1999, while the propor-
tion of “not acceptable” districts fell to
just 1%. “The trouble is,” wrote the pseu-
donymous Fisher, “the numbers don’t add
up.”

To begin with,TAAS set low standards

— some would say embarrassingly low.
A passing TAAS grade equates to about
the 25th percentile on a typical standard-
ized commercial achievement test. S t a rt-
ing from this low point, i n c reasing the pass
rates was hardly a challenge. As if that
weren’t bad enough, an analysis of TAAS
reading passages by Sandra Stotsky, then
at Harvard University and now with the
Massachusetts Department of Education,
found that the passages had gotten easier
over time. As a result, she said, “The de-
cline in the overall level of reading diffi-
culty of the selections on those tests . . .
s u ggests that there may have been no re a l
i m p rovement in [students’] reading skills.
There may even have been a decline.”13

Although I will discuss Texas’ NAEP
scores in full below, I can note here that
there was no increase in reading scores in
Texas between 1992 and 1998 (according
to the NAEP 1998 Reading Report Card).
Texas fourth-graders scored 213 in 1992,
212 in 1994, and 217 in 1998. The in-
crease from 1994 to 1998 is not s t at i s t i c a l-
ly significant. Only eight states had a small-
er proportion of fourth-graders reaching
the “Advanced” level of proficiency: A r-
k a n s a s ,C a l i fo rn i a , H awa i i ,L o u i s i a n a , M i s-
s i s s i p p i , Nevada, New Mexico, and South
Carolina. On the other hand, in 24 of the
other 38 participating states, the propor-
tion of students who scored at the “Below
Basic”level was as large as or larger than
the pro p o rtion of Texas students who score d
at that level. These data support Stotsky’s
analysis. If there is any improvement at
all in Tex a s , it is at the low end of the scale.
TAAS might be raising the floor, but it is
not elevating the average, and it certain-
ly is not raising the ceiling.

That TAAS is zeroing in on minimal
skills is further indicated by remediation
statistics found in Fisher’s paper. Texas
mandates “intense remediation” for stu-
dents who do not pass TAAS. In theory,
if the early remediation is effective, it
won’t be needed lat e r, and the pro p o rt i o n
of students re c e iving re m e d i ation will de-
cline with advancing grades. The propor-
tion does indeed decline from grade 3 to
grade 5, but then it increases again thro u g h
grade 10, at wh i ch point it re a ches its high-
est level, 28%.

Nor do scores on the SAT and the ACT
(American College Testing) program test
s u p p o rt claims for ach i evement ga i n s .
While the “national average” on the SAT
(in quotes because it is not a true “aver-

Most intriguing

among the debunking

reports was a long-

rumored analysis

by “Flo Fisher.”
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age” of anything meaningful) edged up,
Fisher noted that in Texas, the “average”
remained flat. If TAAS led to a higher pro-
portion of seniors taking the SAT, one
might expect scores to decl i n e, but the pro-
p o rtion of SAT-takers dropped a bit.

Fisher also reported little change in the
participation rates at institutions of high-
er education. Overall, from 1994 through
1996, the U.S. rate grew by 0.2%, while
Texas showed a 0.1% increase. The num-
bers are even less favorable when Fisher
c o m p a red Texas to other states with “ yo u n g
and dive rse populations that include a sub-
stantial number of Hispanics.” Florida’s
rate grew by 0.5%; California’s, by 2.6%;
Arizona’s, by 0.8%; and New Mexico’s,
by 0.8%. It is not clear why Fisher picked
such a restricted time frame, but the num-
bers are no more favorable if one exam-
ines Table 194 of the Digest of Education
Statistics for 1999, which shows changes
from 1990 to 1997.14

Other data do not bear out the claims
for the sharply falling dropout rates that
Schrag said were “too good to be true.”
Haney found that, when TAAS became a
high-stakes test,there were declines in the
ratio of graduates to ninth-grade students
three years earlier, indicating more drop-
outs. White students recovered from the
initial decline, but blacks and Hispanics
did not. This indicates a dropout increase
for bl a cks and Hispanics, f rom wh i ch they
have not recovered.

In addition, there are other ways of
making dropouts disappear.This could be
happening in Texas.

In Texas, as elsewhere, dropouts can
be eliminated by steering students toward
a General Education Development (GED)
c e rt i fi c at e. Students in GED programs are
not dropouts, but neither are they truly
high school gra d u ates. And they don’t have
to take the TA A S. Fisher rep o rted that the
number of yo u n ger people taking the GED
in Tex a s — those who might otherwise be
in school — rose by 24% from 1990 to
1995. In the nation, there was only a 1%
increase. “In 1996,” Fisher wrote, “Texas
became the first state in the nation whose
residents had re c e ived over a million GEDs.”

Like Fisher, Haney also observed that
GED enrollers were not considered drop-
outs. Nor, he found, were those that the
Texas Education Agency (TEA) referred
to as “leavers.” Leavers are students who
have completed all coursework but have
failed the TAAS and have left. As for the

GED students, H a n ey points out that Tex a s
could be encouraging students to pursue
a program that is financially detrimental
to them. Although it is better to have a
GED than to be a dropout,it is better still,
in terms of future earnings, to have a reg-
ular diploma.

Also not counted in the TAAS results
are those labeled “in special education.”
The pro p o rtion of such students rose fro m
3.9% in 1994 to 6.3% in 1998, with the
highest proportion for any ethnic group
being for whites,7.1%. Says Haney, “It is
clear that the TEA has been playing a
Texas-sized shell game on the matter of
dropouts in the Lone Star state.”15

Some miracle.
A recent article by Jay Greene p u r-

p o rt e d ly debunks the debu n ke rs , bu t , f ra n k-
ly, this essay appears to be no more than
a plea for a position in the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education for Greene in the event
that George W. Bush is elected President.
It appears in the summer 2000 issue of
City Journal, the house organ of the M a n-
h attan Institute, wh e re Greene is employe d.

Education and the Economy

I hope by now that everyone has aban-
doned the daffy theory of economic com-
petitiveness put forth by A Nation at Risk.
After whining about incursions by the
Japanese in automobiles, by the South
Koreans in steel, and by Germans in ma-
chine tools, the authors of Risk drew this
conclusion: “If only to keep and improve
on the slim competitive edge we still re-
tain in world markets, we must dedicate
ourselves to the reform of our education
system.”16

Although it seems counterintuitive to
many of us,Alan Greenspan, chairman of
the Federal Reserve Board, contends that
the main pro blem with the economy is that
it’s too good. He and many other econo-
mists argue that the rate of growth can’t
be sustained. Sooner or later, a shortage
of labor will push up wages and cause in-
flation. Hence, Greenspan’s series of in-
t e rest rate increases. This mainstream theo-
ry is being espoused in spite of the fact
that the unemployment rate is substan-
tially lower than was considered theoret-
ically possible and that no one has spot-
ted any sign of inflation. In the years a f-
ter Wo rld War II, p ro d u c t ivity rose by more
than 2% per year. In the last 12 months
for which we currently have data, April

1999 to April 2000, productivity soared
5.1%.

The position of the Fed, I should note,
is an anti-lab o r, p ro - c apital position.
Wages are to be kept low to protect and
increase profits. But, since Wall Street is
now Main Street — more than half of the
U.S. population is invested in stocks in
one way or another — one hears few peo-
ple protesting.

M e a n wh i l e, the projections of job grow t h
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics from
1998 to 2008 indicate that the fa s t e s t - grow-
ing jobs will be a mixture of highly skilled
occupations, mostly in information tech-
nology, and not so highly skilled jobs,
such as home health-care aides and hu-
man service assistants.17

Recall,though,that rates and numbers
often paint entire ly diffe rent pictures. Wh e n
speaking of fastest-growing occupations,
we are speaking of rates. Looking at the
p rojections for those occupations with the
largest numbers of jobs, one sees mostly
unskilled and semiskilled positions: retail
sales, cashiers, and office clerks. The oc-
cupation of retail sales includes almost as
many jobs as the top 10 fastest-growing
jobs combined. Only two occupations make
both lists: systems analysts and personal
care/home health-care aides.

U.S. News & World Report for 21 Feb-
ru a ry 2000 offe red a slightly diffe rent take
on the situation,listing categories of win-
ners and losers in terms of income, be-
tween 1993 and 1998. In order, auto m e-
ch a n i c s , p hy s i c i a n s , dental assistants, p l a s-
t e re rs , and dieticians we re the big winners .
People in the traditional jobs of a manu-
fa c t u ring economy, plus fa rm e rs and those
in the large-numbers occupations (retail
s a l e s , o ffice cl e rk s , ga r b age collectors , j a n-
i t o rs , and kitchen workers) all lost.

The U.S. News article also observed
that, between 1980 and 2000, the ratio of
CEO pay to the pay of nonmanagement
workers grew from 42 to 1 to 691 to 1.
Over the same period, the share of wealth
controlled by the 1% of wealthiest house-
holds grew from 24.8% to 40.1%.

People seem more know l e d ge able these
days about the weak relationship between
e d u c ation and jobs.1 8 The specter of Jap a n ,
with its students near the top in test score s ,
m i red in recession for a decade should cer-
t a i n ly give pause to those who wrote A Na-
tion at Risk. One wo n d e rs if, when the nex t
recession appears or when some country
shoots past us in some cat ego ry of perfo rm-
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a n c e, s chools will again be the scap ego at s
of choice. Given the precedents, there is
cause to worry. Schools were blamed for
letting the Russians get into space first,
but they received almost no credit when
an A m e rican wa l ked on the moon 12 ye a rs
later.19

Similarly, schools allegedly caused the
recession of the late 1980s — but not the
recovery of the early 1990s. Indeed, crit-
ics kept up the drumbeat of failure. On 27
February 1994, the Business Section of
the Sunday New York Times carried the
headline “The American Economy, Back
on Top.” Other papers and magazines ran
similar headlines. Th ree months lat e r, I B M
CEO Louis Gerstner, Jr., penned an op-
ed in the Times with the headline “Our
Schools Are Failing.”20

Richard Rothstein used one of his New
York Times columns not only to remind us
t h at the theory propounded in A Nation at
R i s k was full of holes, but also to ask some
questions: If we had recognized sooner
the limited role schools play in determin-
ing economic success, would we have em-
b a rked on the same re fo rms? Or would ed-
u c ation policy have been less politicized,
with more tolerance for ex p e ri m e n t at i o n ?
Rothstein pointed out that Alan Green-
span and other economic theorists once held
t h at “full employ m e n t ” o c c u rred when the
u n e m p l oyment rate fell to 6%. By this re a-
s o n i n g, it was pointless to create new jobs
because there was no one suffi c i e n t ly edu-
c ated to fill them — except for people al-
ready working.The resulting competition
would only drive salaries up. But then the
u n e m p l oyment rate fell to under 4%. Say s
R o t h s t e i n , “Some three million A m e ri c a n s
suffered prolonged joblessness because
p o l i cy make rs wro n g ly assumed they we re
too poorly schooled to work.”21

The National Goals for Education

In 1989, P resident George Bush and the
nation’s governors set six national goals
for education in the year 2000. These we re
amended by President Clinton and Con-
gress in 1994, when two new ones were
added. It’s now 2000, and we didn’t get
there. Surprise.

As Rothstein put it, “Some ‘Goals 2000’
were ridiculous in the first place. Others
required substantial resources to accom-
plish, and these were not provided. Still
others required far more than 11 years to
achieve.”22

When you put it that way, Bush, Clin-
t o n , the gove rn o rs , and Congress look pre t t y
dumb. Do you suppose their inability to
set realistic goals or to provide the re-
s o u rces to attain the ones that might have
been attainable is another example of the
fa i l u re of A m e rican public education? Did
p u blic schooling leave our Pre s i d e n t s , gov-
e rn o rs , and members of Congress too fee-
ble-minded to put forth a logical, reason-
able, useful set of goals?

Korea Goes Fuzzy

Korea had the second-highest math
scores among the 41 nations in TIMSS
and finished ninth in the 1998 Interna-
tional Mathematics Olympiad (IMO). For
what it’s worth, the U.S. always finishes
higher than Korea in the IMO and remains
the only nation ever to finish first with all
members of the team attaining perfect
scores.

Despite the high rankings in TIMSS,
Ko rean educat o rs have fretted over the na-
t i on’s math program. Professor Hee-chan
Lew of the Korean National University of
E d u c ation outlined the pro blem (and,
though not in colloquial English,his con-
cern comes through clearly enough): “At
the outwa rd ap p e a ra n c e, m at h e m at i c s
education of Korea seems to make a suc-
cess. Very recently, Korea was ranked 2nd
in TIMSS and 9th in the IMO. Although
this result needs to be analyzed closely,
too many problems are being raised from
the so called skill- and fact-oriented u n-
fl ex i ble curriculum. Most students believe
that mathematics is meaningless and on-
ly some specific students’possessions.”23

Among the pro bl e m s , on the 10th-gra d e
Ko rean national mat h e m atics test, ave rage
scores hovered in the 35% correct range.
On the multiple-choice college entrance
ex a m i n at i o n , ave rage scores we re only 25%
correct, which, as Lew points out, is no
better than chance (the equivalent of ran-
dom guessing or filling in an answer sheet
without even looking at the questions).

What apparently worried Korean edu-
cators even more was that students could
not connect their math knowledge to the
real wo rl d. Most K ap p a n re a d e rs are pro b-
ably aware of the infamous NAEP prob-
lem that goes something like this: 1,190
soldiers need transportation by bus; each
bus holds 38 soldiers. How many buses
a re needed? Many A m e rican students give
an answer like 31, remainder 12. Korean

students outdid A m e ricans in failing to see
the practical constraints on mathematical
questions. Given a mat h e m atical operat i o n
and the task of creating a word problem
t h at used it, Ko rean students cre ated ari t h-
metically correct problems unrelated to
reality. They created problems in which
the father of a 6-year-old girl was himself
only 2 years old or in which a zoo pur-
chased 3/4 of a gorilla.

A c c o rding to Lew, the mat h e m atics cur-
riculum of Ko rea relies on lectures “to tra n s-
fer fragmentary pieces of knowledge. The
d e s i g n e rs of the new curriculum think that
Korean mathematics education is in total
crisis and that the main culprit is this c u r-
riculum wh i ch fo rces students to learn mat h-
e m atics meaninglessly” (here and later, I
have rendered Lew’s comments in more
traditional English). The curriculum d e-
s i g n e rs based their effo rts on the standard s
from the National Council of Teachers of
M at h e m atics (NCTM) and on the Nat i o n a l
Curriculum of the United Kingdom. They
also consider that mat h e m atics instru c t i o n
should further social goals to help “con-
struct the advanced civilized society with
rapid circ u l ation of info rm at i o n ,h i g h ly de-
veloped technology, and openness to oth-
er cultures.” Consequently, the new cur-
riculum

should focus on cultivating manpower
with the following abilities:

• creativity in problem solving,
• rational communication with oth-

er people,
• openness to the ideas of other peo-

ple,
• s e l f - c o n t rol or metacognition in the

problem-solving process,
• autonomy in learning,
• mathematical power to synthesize

aspects of mathematics in the problem-
solving process,

• appreciation of mathematics as a
tool for solving problems.

The curriculum that Lew descri b e s
should be in place by now. Of course, it
is one thing to say wh at a curriculum should
focus on but quite another to actually de-
velop a curriculum that embodies that in-
tention — and it is yet another to get peo-
ple to use it properly.

The No Excuses Report

In the spring of 2000, the Heri t age Fo u n-
d ation published No Excuses, a study that
deserved neglect but received substantial
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p u bl i c i t y, i n cluding two art i cles and a col-
umn in the Washington Post. Written by
Samuel Casey Carter, a theology student
s t u dying the phenomenology of Jacob Klein
for his doctorate, this study purported to
find 21 schools that had high poverty and
high ach i evement. These schools had 75%
or more of their students eligible for free
or re d u c e d - p rice lunches and standard i ze d
test scores at the 65th percentile or high-
er. No doubt the report garnered so much
media attention (but not nearly enough
s kepticism) because these findings run coun-
ter to the conventional wisdom.

Press releases and the introduction to
the rep o rt contended that , n ow that we have
found 21 such schools, there is no reason
why all low-income schools can’t ach i eve
high scores. The report claimed to refute
the “ l i b e ral view ” t h at demograp hy is des-
t i ny. I have never heard a liberal espouse
such a simplistic doctrine, but it has be-
come a new attack phrase for the Right.
For some, the fact that the study was able
to locate o n ly 21 such schools among thou-
sands and thousands says a great deal.

Chief among the report’s findings was
that all these schools had “strong” prin-
cipals who exercised their wills on the
s ch o o ls’ c u rricula and teach e rs. Indeed, s o
prominent was this message that Geneva
Overholser’s glowing (and naive) column
in the Washington Post was titled simply,
“Free the Principal.”24

But even the highly unsystemat i c
study itself provided evidence that it takes
more than a strong principal to get test
s c o res up in high-pove rty schools. For one
t h i n g, a quarter of the schools we re privat e,
and one wo n d e rs wh at public schools could
t a ke away from the ex p e rience of such dif-
fe rent institutions. These schools charged
$4,500 to $6,000 annual tuition, leaving
one to wonder about the accuracy of clas-
sifying them as low-income schools.

Some schools had 11-month ye a rs , a n d
many had test-oriented after-school pro-
grams. Some even had Sat u rd ay progra m s .
Some of the schools had more money than
public schools in the same geographical
area. All of them seemed to test their stu-
dents to death. Most were small. For ex-
a m p l e, one had 152 ch i l d ren in seven gra d e s ,
and another had 285 in 14 grades (pre-
K–12).

Some schools rep o rted implausible test
scores — averages for a grade as high as
the 98th percentile in one Detroit school.
When I pointed out to Kenneth Cooper, a

Washington Po s t rep o rt e r, and Peggy Wa l s h -
S a rn e ck i , a D e t roit Free Pre s s rep o rt e r, t h at
not even the most affluent schools score
this high on ave rage, their reactions we re
a s t o n i s h i n g. Wa l s h - S a rn e cki said simply,
“We must celebrate our victories,” while
Cooper virtually called me a racist for, in
his eye s , d e nying that bl a ck students could
s c o re as high as whites. Such naiveté ab o u t
test scores in education reporters is very
disturbing.

The principals described in the report
h a rd ly appear “ f re e.” “ O b s e s s e d ” might be
a better description. Th ey put in wo rk we e k s
that most people would not and demand
similar commitment from their teachers.
One school gives its students cell phones
and the teachers’ phone numbers. It ex-
pects teachers to be accessible at any time.

Indeed, the report itself includes ad-
missions that any attempt to reproduce
these schools on a larger scale would face
immense difficulties. Two principals told
Carter that to replicate their schools on a
national scale “would require a pool of
educators that does not exist today.” In a
fo rewo rd, Adam Meye rs o n , vice pre s i d e n t
for educational affa i rs at Heri t age, d e cl a re s ,
“Most of the principals of high-poverty
s chools do not come close to the standard
set byNo Excuses principals. They should
be rep l a c e d.” In ex a s p e rated re s p o n s e, o n e
can only ask, “By whom?”

It might actually turn out that much of
the No Excuses rep o rt unravels. At Earhart
E l e m e n t a ry School in Chicago , for instance,
the highest-scoring students are usually
first-graders. This would mean that the
s chools are selecting high-scoring students,
not creating them (Earhart is part of a Chi-
cago program in which selection is per-

mitted). In one extreme example, students
who ave raged at the 98th percentile as fi rs t -
gra d e rs had fallen to the 47th as third-
gra d e rs. At Chicago ’s George Wa s h i n g t o n
Elementary, ethnic trends look like those
in Serbian villages. The pro p o rtion of bl a ck
students there fell eve ry year from 15.2%
in 1990 to 1.3% in 1999.

Most important, neither school is test-
ing anywhere near all its students. Earhart
has about 33 students per grade, but often
tests only 21 or 22. Washington has 74
pupils per grade, but only in sixth grade
did it test any wh e re near that number (66),
while in third grade it tested only 48. Lim-
ited English might ex clude some at Wa s h-
ington, but not at Earhart, which reports
zero cases. These considerations are not
d e s p e rate attempts to make the results dis-
ap p e a r. Th ey describe fa c t o rs that any com-
petent researcher would have examined.

The schools described in No Excuses
do appear to have some good qualities,al-
though the rep o rt does not ex t ract them as
general properties. Reading the vignettes
about the schools,though,one senses that
they build a sense of community in both
the ch i l d ren and their parents and that they
instill the idea of “a possible future” in
the students. The notion that one has a fu-
ture and that it has a chance of being good
does not come automatically to children.
I n d e e d, a c c o rding to a number of books, i t
ap p e a rs to be completely absent or wh o l-
ly distorted in children coping with mean
streets. (My complete analysis of the re-
port is available from the Center for Edu-
c ation Research , A n a ly s i s , and Innovat i o n ,
University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, at
http://uwm.edu/Dept/CERAI.)

The RAND Study, NAEP Trends,
And the Presidential Election

In her August speech to the Republi-
can National Conve n t i o n , L a u ra Bush said,
“ The highly respected nonpartisan RAND
study released just last week found that
education reforms in Texas have resulted
in some of the highest achievement gains
in the country among all racial,socioeco-
nomic, and family backgrounds.” It hap-
pened, she said, “because George led the
way.” Just a few weeks earlier, scientists
had rep o rted a phenomenon moving fa s t e r
than the speed of light and thus leaving
the experimental apparatus before it had
entered it. Perhaps something similar is
happening here, as Laura Bush has her
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husband’s agenda working backward in
time. The RAND study examines NAEP
trends between 1990 and 1996. George
W. Bush became governor only in 1995.25

As I noted above, if anything has hap-
pened in Tex a s , it has more to do with Ross
Pe ro t , M a rk Wh i t e, and Ann Rich a rds than
with anyone else. And the RAND study
emphasizes that results take time — that
is, years — to show up. In addition, the
re fo rms RAND implicated in the improve-
ments a re not those proposed by Gov. Bush.

The RAND study found that, nation-
ally, NAEP math scores had been rising
during the 1990-96 period. If NAEP were
a standardized achievement test, scores
would have been heading up about one
p e rcentile rank per ye a r. Some states showe d
no gains. Others, including Texas, North
Carolina, Michigan, Indiana, and Mary-
land, gained about two percentile ranks
per year. When the study compared stu-
dents from families with similar demo-
graphic characteristics, Texas topped the
nation,and California was last. Although
senior author David Grissmer indicated that
the study could not provide causal infe re n c-
e s , the gains seemed to be linked to small-
er class sizes, increased preschool e d u c a-
t i o n , and increased instructional re s o u rc e s
for teachers.

The media reaction to this story can be
taken either as a projective test or as weak
evidence for a constru c t ivist theory of cog-
n i t i o n : different media saw very different
things in the results. The Washington Post
didn’t see anything at all and carried no
s t o ry. Jodi Wi l go ren of the N ew Yo rk Ti m e s
saw a national study and addressed the
impact of education reforms, such as in-
creased funding and smaller class size.
Gail Chaddock of the Christian Science
Monitor also emphasized the national re-
sults, but she brought in the usual conser-
vative commentators (Chester E. Finn,Jr.,
Eric Hanushek, Douglas Carnine) to spin
the data in a given way. Chaddock also
used the word “dismal” to characterize
California’s performance. I thought that
she and I had agreed on the phone that
“dismal” was not an appropriate descrip-
tion.

The Los Angeles Times headlined its
story “California Near Bottom in Educa-
tion,Says RAND Report.” Times reporter
Richard Colvin emphasized the differ-
ences between California and Texas but
pointed out that Califo rnia had made ab ove -
ave rage gains. He also observed that the

reforms that appeared to make the differ-
ence were those emphasized by Gore, not
the “tough accountability measure s ” ch a m-
pioned by Bush.

Anjetta McQueen of the A s s o c i ated Pre s s
gave lots of attention to comparisons be-
t ween Texas and Califo rn i a , but she did man-
age in the opening paragraph to summari ze
the major national fi n d i n g s : “ S t ates that re-
duce class size s , e n roll more kids in publ i c
preschool, give teachers more classroom
materials, and target additional money to
poor children are improving the lot of all
s t u d e n t s .”2 6 Ta m a ra Henry emphasized an-
other outcome in USA Today: “Minority
Students Making Strides in Mat h .” E d u c a-
tion We e k re l egated Deb ra Vi a d e ro’s ex c e l-
lent story to its “ R e s e a rch ” section on page
8. On the same page,Viadero summarized
the AERA statement on high-stakes test-
ing.

Heather May, in the Salt Lake Tribune,
observed that, while students in Utah do
well on tests,they are not improving. Not
surprisingly, the Texas media came down
on the side of Lone Star superi o ri t y : “ Tex-
as R a n ked at Top in U. S. Education Study,”
claimed the Houston Chronicle. At least
the opening paragraph mentioned Perot
and White.

While Colvin and the LA Times sulked
over California’s low estate, an unbylined
story in the San Jose Mercury News took
the “ g l a s s - i s - h a l f - f u l l ” t a ck. It took solace
in the fact that the reforms that produced
the gains in test scores in other states were
the same reforms that California had re-
cently put into place.

Vouchers and Charters

I expected to have large sections on
these two areas in this year’s report, but
neither has seen much action in the past
12 months. The Ohio vo u cher program has
been declared unconstitutional by a state
judge whose decision, naturally, is under
appeal. Meanwhile, the students already
in the program are being allowed to con-
tinue to attend private schools.

Similarly, Florida’s statewide voucher
p rogram was decl a red unconstitutional and
ap p e a l e d. At the moment, t h o u g h , the pro-
gram has ground to a halt. In Flori d a , vo u ch-
e rs come into play only if a school re c e ive s
a grade of F two years in a row. Then its
students become eligible for state-spon-
sored vouchers that they can use to attend
p rivate schools. Last ye a r, o n ly two sch o o l s

earned an F for the second time, and 53
of their students left. This ye a r, 78 sch o o l s
brought an F rating into the testing from
the previous year. But all managed to do
better, leaving only four new schools with
an F grade for the first time.

Both sides claimed victory. Florida teach-
e rs ,though,as in other states,said that im-
p roved test scores had been bought by elim-
i n ating breadth of instruction. “ Th ey’re wa l k-
ing talking test scores,” said one. A bit of
c og n i t ive dissonance was introduced ab o u t
the rating system when one school ga rn e re d
b e s t - i n - t h e - n ation in ratings by N ew swe e k
but received only a C from the state.

The Florida program contains an in-
teresting asymmetry:once students leave
a public school, the school has no direct
way of getting them back. Even if an F
school moves up to A, it can do no more
than try to cajole students to return.

Once again,California voters will vote
on a voucher referendum. Sponsored by
Timothy Draper, a Silicon Valley venture
c ap i t a l i s t , the measure would provide $4,000
of taxpayer money to anyone who at t e n d s
a private sch o o l ,i n cluding the 600,000 stu-
dents alre a dy in private schools. Draper ex-
pects to spend at least $20 million of his
own money to push the measure. While
supporters claim that a win will give par-
ents “total freedom of choice,” they have
yet to explain how the existing private sch o o l
s y s t e m — or even a rap i d ly expanding one
— can accommodate the 6,000,000 stu-
dents California currently enrolls in pub-
lic schools.

In the online Znet Commentaries of Z
magazine, Noam Chomsky produced an
argument against vouchers that I had not
heard before: they will destroy a sense of
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c o m mu n i t y. Chomsky saw vo u ch e rs as re-
flecting the spirit of the time: gain wealth,
fo rgetting all but self. “A public educat i o n
system,” Chomsky wrote, “is based on the
p rinciple that you care whether the kid dow n
the street gets an education.”27

In the absence of new data about vo u ch-
e rs , I would like to cite an important older
comment from Te rry Moe’s P rivate Vo u ch-
e rs. A dvo c ates of vo u ch e rs usually pre s e n t
them in terms of an unfe t t e red market and
in an either/or situat i o n : either vo u ch e rs or
the monopoly of “government” schools.
Such a naive approach ignores complexi-
ties on both sides of the issue. Certainly,
the presence of many magnet schools give s
the lie to the charge of monopoly. On the
voucher side, Moe has this to say:

Ideology aside, perhaps the most
vexing problem [of voucher research]
is that few researchers who carry out
studies of school choice are sensitive to
issues of institutional design or contex t .
Th ey proceed as though their case stud-
ies reveal something ge n e ral ab o u t
choice or markets when, in fact — as
the Milwaukee case graphically testi -
fies — much of what they observe is
due to the specific rules, restrictions,
and control mechanisms that shape how
choice and markets happen to operate
in a particular setting.

As any economist would be quick
to point out, the effects of choice and
markets vary, sometimes enormously,
depending on the institutional context.
The empirical literat u re on sch o o l
choice does little to shed light on these
contingencies and, indeed, by portray-
ing choice and markets as generic re-
forms with general effects,often breeds
more confusion than understanding.28

In other wo rd s , one cannot immediat e-
ly generalize from the research findings
in one setting to other settings without ex-
amining the comparability of the two set-
tings. Pro- or anti-voucher findings from
one study may have nothing to say in a
larger or different context.

The state of ch a rter schools has ch a n ge d
little since last year’s report, which dis-
cussed a number of evaluations in Cali-
fornia, Michigan, and Arizona. The idea
remains popular with many Americans,
notably Bill Clinton.

A ‘Lighter’ Matter

Robert Marzano and his colleagues at

the Mid-Continent Regional Education
L ab o rat o ry estimate that the standards put
forth by professional organizations could
possibly be learned by the brightest stu-
dents by the age of 27. Perhaps as a result
of seeing this figure, some newspapers
h ave been asking wh at the standards we re
doing for the weight of student back p a ck s .
In a nonscientific sample, the F l o rida Ti m e s
U n i o n in Ja ck s o nville found that some ele-
m e n t a ry schoolers were toting as much as
16 pounds on their shoulders, while high
schoolers stooped under weights as high
as 29 pounds.29

The Philadelphia Inquire r o b t a i n e d
similar results. After finding that more
than half of parents surveyed said that they
had to help their ch i l d ren get the packs on
their back s , the I n q u i re r decided to ch e ck
into the medical ra m i fi c ations of tex t b o o k
toting. “The pediatric part of our practice
is exploding,” said one chiropractor.30 The
American Academy of Orthopedic Sur-
geons reported that the heavy backpacks
can cause medical problems such as mus-
cle fatigue, scoliosis, and spondylitis (an
inflammation of the spine). “As the twig
is bent, so grows the tree,” said another
chiropractor. “If these kids are hunched
over like peasants now, i m agine wh at they
will look like in a few years.”
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