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By
CantironN FiNchir

The meaning of the back-to-basics movement should
be sought in the purposes of education and the opportu-
nities we might have for genuine. constructive reform in
the nation’s schools and colleges. Thure are noticeable
signs that **eclycali opal consciousness™ has been raised
and therc may be, for the first time u1 many years, 4
readiness to deal seriously and meaningfully with what s
taught and learned ynder conditions of formal instruc-
tion.

To appreciale thie circumstances and intensity of the
back-to-basic s moverment, it would help to understand
the conflicting fore 5 that have been domjnant in educa-
tionover the past guarter century, Education has under-
gone a period of growth that is unlikely to be duplicated
in the foresee able Euure. At the same time, schools and
colleges have been challenged to resolve for a demo-
cratic society one of its most difficult issues—~the divi-
siveness of caltural pluralism in a racially diverse and
ethnically conscious society tht has taken pride in the
opportunity givenits members. Educational reform must
take place, therefore. in the wake of intense efforts to
reconstruct educatipn for socjetal purposes, Reform is
needed not only because of growth that was too often
unplanned an¢undirected but because of the context of
rapid social changein which growth took place,

Given the interpliy of forces that education has been
subjected tointhe past 2§ years, the likelihood of reac-
tion should have begn evident and reaction was indeed
prognosticated in terms of * ‘backlash' or “‘revolts at the
polls. " There is disbelief, monetheless. that a return to a
simpler era or a slower educational pace is permissible.
Whatever the back-o-basics movement might be, it is
something more thap a nostalgic urge.

This paper consilers briefly the forces or pressures
that have produced 2 concern for fundamental skills of
literacy and raises a number of related questions about
bothour willingnessand our capabilities for dealing with
the issue in a deliberative, systematic manner, There
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should be no doubt that compleX issues must be resolved
in 4 period when there is a diminished confidence in
public schools. Not only ate thete suspicions of failure
hutthere are feelings of frustration, In a *‘revolution of
rising cxpectations’ we did make progress toward
equality of access but we may have been misled into
ex pecting equality of outcomes~a societal goalthat was
notarticulated sufficiently and which we could not reach
with the socicetal efforts made. 7

A major premise here is the belief that the back-to-
basics movement can be upderstood bestin terms of: (a)
the requirement of minimal corpetency testingin public
schools by state legislatures, and (b) the current concern
for basic academic competencies in general education at
thecollege level. Although the back-to-basics movement
has other facets, the restoration of basic education in the
elementary school curriculum is either the result of local
initiationinisolated cases ot the effect of state mandated
testing under the rubric of accountability. Efforts to es-
tablish the three R's as A trivium in elementary grades
and English. math, science, and history as a quadrivium
in e high school have been sporadic and sometimes
fascinating but are unlikely to sweep the country with
fervor.

In much the same manner, efforts to establish
performance-based curvicula in schools or colleges are
indirectly related to the batk-to-basics movement.
Where performance or competency-based curricula
pentain to teacher education. the relevance for elemen-
tary and secondary edueation js obvious, but for the
most past. the concern for performance or competency is
an attempt to deal with broader, morte general jssues in
education. Inbrief, itis not merely the decline in literacy
that has produced the concern with competency-based
education but a host of other dissatisfactions and frus-
trations. Competency-based ¢ducation may readily be
one of the ways in which schools or colleges deal with the
back-10-basics issue but professional education is more
lik ely to be the model than conepts of a classical educa-
tion. and competency-based education would seem more
direetly related to the emphasis placed on outcomes or

7 R ™ &, _E = 4y
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MINIMAL COMPETENCIES IN EDUCATION

The movement toward minimal competency testing
the public schools is an outgrowth of stitewide assess-
ment programs and the public’s demand for accountabil-
ity. Although statewide assessment has a varicd history,
it provides a precedent for testing thut is initinted and
funded by state agencies, it not controlled by them. Both
federal and state legislation have provided the impetus to
statewide assessment in the 1970s. Federal funds are
available under the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act, and with revisions passed by the last Congress,
funds will be available forthe improvement of busic skills
per se. Title 1T of the Act provides for assistance (o jocal
and state agencies in the development of statewide plans
for improving achievement in reading, mathenatics, and
writlen communication (Report on Education Researeh,
1978).

Although statewide assessment programs have been
widely adopted., there is no little confusion of purposes
that should be served by such efforts. Some programs
were established in response (o a need for statewide
management information systems, improved budgeting
systems, and the assessment of individual cognitive
skills. The inconsistency of vhjectives is shown in re-
sponses that indicated some states wanted Lo improve
instruction: others wanted to improve guidance and class
placement: while still others were secking to help stu-
dents identify problems und special talents that may
otherwise go unnoticed (ETS, [971).

The popularity of minimum competency testing is seen
in the rapidity with which a majority of states have
mandated minimal standards for promotion or gradua-
tionin public schoals. Atone count, at Jeast 33 states had
adopted some kind of requirement thit public school
students take and/or pass some kind of test that would
ensure their competency in basic skills. There appears o
be, at least for the moment. un appreciable consensus
that minimal standards are matters for the separate
states, and there is strong advocacy that as much defer-
ence as possible be shown to local or district needs.
Whatever form minimal competency may take. there
does not seem to be a strong indication that it will be
defined by the federal government. Despite the fact that
the federal government is now more supportive of “na-
tional testing programs’ than at any lime since enact-
ment of the National Defense Education Act in 1958,
there is little reason to expect the development of na-
tionaltests with national standards or criteria for uniform
application across the nation's schools.

While lhe details of many state programs are stiil
vague, their enforceability in many cases unknown, and
their success or failure yet to be determined, substantial
agreement on the desirability of improving basic skills
can be detected. A majority of the adult population now
believes that high schoul students should pass a standard
test of minimal competency hefore receiving a high
school diploma (Gallup, 1978). The general public
further believes that if siudents fail the test, they should
receive instruction in courses specially designed to help
them and should not merely repeat the test. The test
should not be a national test but should bedevelopedona

stige or docal tevel and should be based on minimal
requirernents that are set with local or state needs in
view,

Extensive efforts are currently underway to develop
tests or assessment techniques that will enable stte
agencies. school districts, and concerned parents to de-
termine il minimal requirements or standardy are met.
Edue ational Testing Service not only is developing lests
for the assessment of basic skills in reading. writing. and
mathematics but has issued a set of guidelines for basic
skills assessment. Tests should be used carly in the stu-
dent's school career for diagnostic purposes and several
times hereafter to assess progress. Basic skills should
not be asyessed for graduation purposes unless ample
remedial assistance has been offercd and students have
had multiple opportunity to take the test. Minimum
scures should be clearly defined, aand usage of such tests
should be based on an understanding that reading, writ-
ing. :nd mathematics are separate but related =kills
(ETS. 19774).

The gist must surcly be that if statewide assessment
offorts in the carly 1970s were broad-ranging and con-
fused. minimal competency testing in the later years of
the decude shows an appreciable convergence of pur-
pose. The language of state legislation has a celain
toughness in its requirement that standards be set and
that students be required to meel those standards. Ttisa
definile change from most legislation of the 19505 and
1960s (hat specified requircments in terms of teaching
loads . course credits, and facilities. The pressureis un-
doubtedly on schools to provide, in some acceptable
manner, forms of instruction that will ensure readingand
writing skills in their graduates. It is this particular pres-
sure that gives the back-to-basics movement its sub-
stanceand its likelihood of eventual effect on educational
policies and practices. Advocacy of a return to basic
educztion in a traditional sense will continue to be an
upstream swim and is unlikely to become anything like
the pressure for minimum competency testing.

BASIC ACADEMIC COMPETENCIES
IN EDUCATION -

The push for basic academic compelencies in higher
education is part of the same picture andcan bes be seen
in the requirement of systemwide testing at the college
and university level. The University System of Georgia
has required, for several years, reading and writing tests’
for students in the closing quarter of their lower division
work. Failure rates on the test vary appreciably from
college to college, but a close generalization would be
that approximately one-third of the students taking the
tests 4o not pass them on the first attempt. It has been
observed, however, that those taking the tests a second
time are now more likely to pass than they were in the
first years the tests were required, The policy decision
concerning the reading and writing tests for “rising
juniors™ was made in 1969 and was specifically set to
assure other units in the University System that transfer-
ring students “‘possess the basic competence of aca-
demic literacy, that is, certain minimum skills of reading
and writing,”’
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Othey pressures for the chgluplncnl of basie gen-
demic competencies can be seen in the Carnegic Found-
ation for the Advapcement of Teaching’s reeent recom-
mendations that: (1) specinl effort be given to the deyel-
opment of busic sakills by primary. secondiry. and post-
seconduty inslitutions: (b) comprehensive examinations
be given to gricliating seniors; and (¢) general edueitjon
be improved h} placing greater emphusis on advanged
learning skills. Both Educational Testing Serviccandthe
Ametican College Testing Program (ACT) are develop-
ing measures of basic academic competencies (hat
should be expected from general education at thecollege
level. Thplu is appreciable agreement with the Carpegic
Foundation s assessment of general or liberal educujon
as a disaster sven.”” and many colleges ave apparently
seeking ways tostrengthen or undergird the general edu-

cation coempopent of the updergradume curriculum.
Several calleges in Tennessee, for example. e con-
ducting projecrs specifically designed to identify *per-
formance ipdicaiors’ for basic academic competencgies.
A commendable effort has been made to define the
minimal compelencies that should be txpected of all
college graduares, regardless of their area of specinliza-
tion. This effortis in keeping with the Carnegie Founda-
tion's contentioy thut while basic skills are the responsi-
bility of elementary und secondary schools, colleges ynd
universities must assist the public schools in the teaching

of basic skills and must continue 10 meet the needs of

students for general skills in reading and writing at the
advanced levels usually associated  with  college
achievement (Branscomb et al. 1977).

Other efforts to deal with the “crisis in literacy ™ ¢an be
seen in the increasing number of colleges and univer-
sities that are adepting some kind of performance or
proficiency tese that will demonstrate functional or bysic
literacy, The varioys attempts to establish core curricula
or common curticular requirements for undergraduates
usually give particular concern 1o reading and wriling
competen<iés. In all probability. more experimentaljon
and sytematic study of basic sKills is tuking place atthe
present time thqr‘! at any time in the nation’s hi\lmy

In brief, the concern for minimal competency in the
public schools and the attention given basic academic
competencies on college campuses imply a pérvasive
belief that the status of literacy in the 19705 is deplorable.

Skeptics are frequently heard, and many will argue that
literacy is not ima state of decline: that the back-to- bagics
niovement is a bit of wishful thinking for a past that
probably never existed: and that if there is a decline in
reading, writing, and mathematical skills, it will not be
retarded by further testing in school. A different per-

spective is available—and can be supported. The con-
cern for basic skills of literacy is both healthy and con-
structive. It reffects a continuing belief in education, ynd
despite the disappointments and frustrations of recent
years, therg {5 an expectation that schools and colleges
will remedy the situation. State legislation for minimal
competency testing is a direct and fairly clear way of
expressing public expectations for public schools. Test-
ing réqulfén’l\;nis and remedial coursework at the college
level is a sirong indication that a serious issue has been

: récognlzed and that institutions of postsecondary edu-

ciltion are trying to deil with the problen as it now
e XSS,

BACK-TO-BASICS-ISSUES

There are, of course, numerous guestions that should
e answered, and there will undoubtedly be unantici-
pated and ugintended outcomes. The sitilalion is, by no
means. free of ambiguities. and the attitude of many
teachers and instructors must surely be ambivalent,
Some of the questions or issues that are involved may be
identitied as follows:

I What is the evidence for a decline in literacy?

Can everyone in a pluralistic socicty master com-

mon reading. writing, and computational skills? Is

it even desitable that they do so?

3, Cunschoolsand colleges actually teach reading and
writing”? Do school and college faculties Pave the
resonrces, methods, and capabilities to actually do
s07

4. 1s there uny genuine evidence that colleges can do
what schools have obviously not done? That is. can
basic skills actually be taught at the college level it
they have not been mastered in 12 years of public
schooling?

&)

Other questions are easily raised—some in disbelief and
others in a tactical sense: Will not teachers *“teach the
test'” und forget about other more important matters? If
minimal competencies are defined, will they not then
become the only ,s_.icmls and objectives of cducation? Who
is to decide what minimal competencies are—and how
they shall be measured? Does not minimal competency
testing place additional power and/or influence in the

hands of national testmg agencies that are already too
dominant in American education? And lastly, are they
{air?

WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE?

The evidence for a decline in literacy is a mixture of
test results, ual-but-widespread observation, and
numerous-but-indirect inferences. Both test score de-
cline and grade inflation have been much cited as evi-
dence of erading standards, Critics counter that the
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). the best known test of
awademic ability. is not actually a test of basic skills and
should be used primarily to predict college grades. What
such critics may ignore is the decline in vxrtually all
ability and achievement test scores. Decline is not quite
as evident in a few achievement tests, such as science,
but decline is clearly evident in tests purporting lo mea-
sure vocabulary, reading comprehension, and general
knowledge. Studies of the SAT support the contention
thiatit has been a constant in a period of rapid change (On
Further Examinction, 1977).

The evidence for a decline in writing skills is mostly
observational but nonetheless substantial. There are rea-
sons to believe that the American reading and writing
public has always been a small proportion of the general
population. Census data clearly show an increase in

l,i




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

literscy that is quite remarkable when taken at face
value. Most indices of literacy, however. are pegged to
years of schooling and are not based on either ohservie-
tion or measurement of peading and writing per se. Con-
parisons with the past must be adjusted for the fucl tha
years of schooling have definitely increased. Massive, if
not universal, edueation did become iureality in the kasi
decade, It is thisfuct, plus the lack of evidence for any
increasc in literacy, that accounts for much of the disap-
pointment. {f four years of formal schooling was onee
thought to establish basic literacy. it is now unrealistic to
assume thit 8ix years is sufficient,

The cause tor concern is not whether contemporary
students read or write ay well as their grandparents——but
whether they reaid and write as well as parents, employ-
ers, neighbors, tax payers, and other publics have aright
to expect them toread and write. Given the commitimen
that has been made to pubiic education in Americn
society and given the conditions under which schools
have met the challenge of rapid social change. there
should be little dou bt thut something has happened to our
notions of literacy in the past 20 years. Indeed. the most
telling phrase in the SAT panel report is “a decade of
distraction.” Schools have been successtul in doing
whul they are asked to do; in recent years they have not
been asked to stress or emphasize reading and writing,

CAN EVERYONE LEARN?

Whether cveryone cen and shodd learn to read and

write a common language is not the foolish guestion it
There is not only the question of

might appear (o be.
whether the fundamental skills of literacy are beyond the
grasp of some, surely small. segment of the American
population but whether there is o willingness to learn
common skills and knowledge by some groups who fear
the loss of cultural diversity. Black English, bilingual
education. and some forms of alternative schooling ure
obviously a rejection of standard English as the first
priority of education. There is no contention that certain
students mn’rmt learn standard English. but some *~pre-
fer notto.” Since language and culture are so obviously
intertwined, the sociocultural backgrounds of many stu-
dents in a pluralistic society pose asevere barrier to their
efforts to learn what might be regarded as common pat-
terns of speaking, reading. and writing. If public schools
have been perceived as a means of cultural assimilation
inthe past, there have been definite pressures on schools
not to insist too strongly on common skills, knowledge,
and values in the past 10 or 15 years.

Motivation is a much abused and misunderstood con-
cept in education, but it should have better explanatory
value for understanding the decline in literacy than
human capacities that may be too limited for educational
purposes, Failure to master fundamental or basic skills
would not seem ihe results of inability as much as the
lack of motives, incentives, and other values that may or
may not stem from linguistic or cultural barriers. In many
cases. it may easily be the lack of social support and
reinforcement from family, friends, and community that
determines the extent to which basic skills are learned.
There is much in social learning theory. to suggest that

aspirations and expectitions are as important as abilities
and much more of a sociocultural determinant of the
leaming that takes place in school.

CAN EVERYONE TEACH?

To inquire seriously about the capabilities ol schools
and colleges Tor instruction in busic skills is to gquestion
the availability of methods, resources, and technology
for the task. Many experiences with compensatory, re-
medial, or developmental edueation at the college level
indicale quite strongly that reading, writing, and other
tasic skills cannot casily be re-cycled, Students who
have not acquired fundamental skills in 12 yeurs of public
schooling are unlikely candidates for review or re-hash
conrses pegeed to a 10 ar 12 week quarter. An aceeler-
aled coverupe of coneepts and principles that have not
been grasped in the past is unlikely to help students who
ha ve been sectioned or placed in special courses for that
purpose,

A primary rcason for gquestioning instructional
cupabilities is the [act that few teachers have been
trained or prepared for the task. Education is a profes-
sion that has become specialized and advinced just as
oliter professions have. As taught in most universities,
teaicher education progrims are an amazing array of
specialties and subdisciplines that students enter in pur-
suit of their own interests and preferences, Certification

oy state agencies often requires courses that are highly
specialized rather than courses that are general or com-
mon. In other words. most teachers in the public schools
dare not pr;pdred to teach reading and writing but En-
glish. science, mathematics, or history.

Ambitious attempts at curricular reformin science and
mathematics during the 1960s suggest that it is, by no
means. easy to train and prepare teachers for mission-
oriented purposes. It would appear much more easy to
develop instructional materials and courses such as was
done in the biological and physical sciences and in
mathematics, Should the back-to-basics movement be-
come an educational mission for which society and
school were willing to gear, it would require not only
resources in the form of materials and equipment but it
would take revisions in the incentive-and-reward sys-
temns of most schools and teaching faculties. The current
status of teacher *professionalization’” or militancy
further suggests that the task will not be easy.

CAN COLLEGES DO BETTER?

The difficulties of teacher education are compounded
inthe preparation of college instructors. Specialization is
far more pronounced and subdisciplines are a particular
function of intellectual interests and needs. Teaching
students with “‘reading and writing difficulties’ tends to
be the lowest rung on academic ladders that are prized
for the lofty ascent they permit. C'ullf;ge instructors are
drawn to fundamental courses in reading and writing
either by interests and concerns that their colleagues
may not understand or by the absence of opportunity to
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teich anything else. Such courses tend to be sufficiently
challenging for three or four years only. and turnover in
personnel is the bane of all instruction at the freshman,
introductory, or **fundamentals™ level.

The absence of formal preparation is particularly
noticeable at the college level. Too frequently instructors
are assigned remedial or review courses without teach-
ing competencies that are specially related to the ding-
nosis of learning difficulties. developmental concepls
and procedures, or assessment techniques as such. Suc-
cessful instructors will often spend a great deal of time
re-inventing the wheel or learning through trial-und-error
whichapproaches and procedures are effective with st~
dents. Too frequently college instructors will find
courses al the remedial and introductory levels in
conflict with their reasons for seeking a teaching position
and a contradiction of what they studied in their own
graduate programs. Perhaps no better cxample of the
conflict can be given than the perennial clash between
language and literature. Almost without exception,
teaching interests will center on the latter while learning
needs fall in the former. :

There is little evidence, then, that colleges can do o
better job of teaching fundamental or basic skills thun
public schools—and a greal deal of evidence that read-
ing. wriling. and computational skills should be more
thoroughly mastered in the early years of formal school-
ing. Social promotion policies are only a partial explanit-
tion of why one level of education has passed along its
“failures and mistakes " to the next level. Given a sociely
in which social and economic mobility is so important
and given a social system in which education is the
primary steppingstone in upward mobility. it would have
been impossible to adopt hard and fast”" standards for
student advancement during the past 10 or 15 years.
Colleges and universities have no alternative bul to do
the best they can with problems that have been accruing
for quite some lime.

OTHER QUESTIONS AND ISSUES

The argument that the test may become the objective
is too thin to worry about. There are definite possibilities
that teachers may emphasize too much the student’s
preparation for the test—but if. in doing so, the teacher
actually assists the student in developing basic skills. the
purpose of the test will be served and education should
be improved. The point is that minimal compelency tests
must be designed to bring out the kinds of performance
they should help improve. Itis highly relevant that in the
development of skills such as reading and writing. stu-
dents should not only be tested before and after instruc-
tion but frequently in-between.

The possibility that minimal competency tests will
define only the floor and give no help with other stan-
dards is a real one. Perhaps it is best to emphasize at all
stages of minimal competency testing that it is only a
beginning and must necessarily define standards of per-
formance to which later standards and expectations can
be tied. With success in mesting minimal competencies,
both students and teachers would be expected to “'raise

their sights.” This, oo, is explained by social learning
theory. Otherwise, itis difficult to buy the argument that
hecause society now expects students w meet minimal
competency standards, teachers will teach only minimal
competencies and nothing else.

The question of who is to decide minimal competen-
cies is, perhaps. the most difficuit of all, Some of us
would like 1o respond that minimal competencies should
be defined by professional teachers and educators and
should be based on careful. systematic study of student
capabilities and societal expectations. Given the political
context in which educationzl decisions are increasingly
made, however, it is wise lo recognize the pressures for
participatory democracy and to provide tor representa-
tive deliberation as a means of formulating public policy.
In short, minimal competencies in education must have
“political validity " ais well as edueational relevance and
value. 1t will be necessary to define minimal competen-
cies in a deliberative process that is acceptable to all
affected by the outcome.

The problems of measurement will most likely be in-
tensified before they are solved. For the moment, advo-
cates of both crilerion-referenced testing and norm-
referenced testing can be heard in full insistence that the
other is wrong. It will help both groups of advocates if
they remember that the American public is uninterested
in the technical merits of tests and is demanding, at least
for the moment, useful results. It will also help if they
remember that whatever shape or form minimal compe-
tency testing might take, it must meet certain expecta-
tions of rational development and use. To be acceptable,
to have “‘political validity.” tests must serve rational,
logical, or fairly direct purposes and must be recogniza-
ble as measures of the basic skills actually taught in
school.

The increasing influence of national testing agencies
must be dealt with in the same way that “unwanted
bigness' is countered in other areas of education. Na-
tional testing agencies are influentiai because they have
professional and technical resources that are desired by
educational consumers and users. State agencies can
seldom duplicate or matchthe expertise that is so readily
purchased from testing organizations. Some colleges and
universities may well have the resources, facilities, and
personnel to develop such tests as they may need, but
few schools or local school districts are likely to have
such. All things considered, it is most unlikely that
minimal compelency tests can be developed in such a
way as to carry either the prestige or the influence of the
SAT. Minimal competency tests must be far more utilita-
rian. and it is most unlikely that any testing agency can
corner the market.

The final question of fairness is one that deserves full
consideration. It is the basis of litigation over compe-
tency testing in Florida and will become even more of a
central question as other slates implement legislative
mandates for minimal competency testing. There is no
doubt that paper-and-pencil tests continue to reveal ra-
cial and ethnic group differences that are unwanted. And
there is nothing in minimal competency testing or mea-
sures of basic academic competencies that gives immua-
ity from charges of bias.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

A perennial issue in education is the disiinction that

must be made between education that is instrumental in
the sense of facilitating further learning-——and education
that is consummatory or terminal. One is valued in its
own right and need not lead anywhere: the other is
valued for what it permits at a later stage of development.
The back-to-basics issue is, in a sense, based on that
distinction. Competencies in reading, writing, and com-
putation are believed to be crucial for the continued
learning that full participation in contemporary society
appears to demand. Basic literacy has been thought to
have a special meaning in democratic societies, and free-
dom of the press is predicated on the rights of individual
citizens or voters to read and consider the political
choices they must make. There is a traditional argument
that the history of western civilization is encoded in print
and those who would understand the Judeo-Hellenic-
European lineage of their ideas and values must read in
order to do so. There is a religious argument concerning
the individual conscience and the right to read the Holy
Scriptures. There is the highly pmgmuu; dargument that
reading and writing are essential in a world of work, in
daily living, and in fulfilling community or ¢ivic respon-
sibilities.

Basic skills or competencies are thus seen as mstru-
mental to virtually all that comes later. A decline in
fundamental skills of literacy. real or imagined. is seen
therefore as a crucial issue by many critics and observers
of American education, There are expressions of con-
cern at all levels of education about the lack of adequate
preparation for the quality of instruction that level pro-
vides. Neither graduate nor professional education is
immune to complaints that students cannot read or
write—and eachlower level passes the complaint along.

At a time when the American public has been con-
vinced that it was raising educational standards and

adiyer shnﬁ n:n]nhlpﬁ s} J" u!hn wnle s.F‘rL Hi;

making educatior
benefits, there has been, many critics believe, a continu-
ous erosion of those competencies or skills most firmly
believed to make further education possible. To some it
has become a paradox of unbelievable dimensions—and
to others it has become the shame of American educa-
tion, fulfilling the age-old prophecy that when you give
something away, no one appreciates it.

The challenge to schools and colleges is to define or
refurbish a workable concept of functional literacy in a
democratic society with many pluralistic features. Stan-
dards must be set that are realistic, acceptable, and
useful—and such standards must be reconciled with
concepts of fairness that have been, in recent years.
particularly strong. Time must be taken to develop a
suitable philosophy or theory of teaching and learning
that will permit and encourage the mastery of basic liter-
ary competencies. A confusion of purposes and means
must be lessened—and there must be an increased wil-
lingness to work with the pmblem even thaugh someone
else is responsible for it, There is nothing in the national
experience of the past two decades to suggest that the
challenge can be easily met. At the same time, there is no
*hard and fast’* evidence that it can’t be met.
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