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teacher, an Plato's dialogquen {1~ ’
luntrate go beantifully, must do more than
nimply start where hin sntudents are; he munt
take them somoewhora else, To do that,
]
hava some convictionn about where
thaoy thould qo, convictions, that l1s to nay, .
what in worth learning. :
Charleg Silbermean
Crintn in the Clannroom
]



IN'I‘RLJDUFT ION - ,

Thoera 18 no quoestion about the naed for basic skills that are
vedential Lo the development of an educated pnrson. There are, how-
over, somg questions about what these skills should include, how best
to teach them, and how te dotermine if they have been learned.

. Guch qm-:;t.imm'nru gseminal . Whm'n they are discussed in any de-
tall, relared quearions anop hecome np,m,rnm . For ﬂxnmpln, how great
i the present neod to improve oducation in the basics?  8Should ‘the -

faderal govornment. finance efforts in all publié schools to teach .

’

basic skille more affocfively? 1f it should, then how will the re-

sults of such a program be meansured?  Should thore pe national 7 .

standards?  Should the basics be the Bame "!'r)r all at.udonts?.

fvaryons in the teaching profesaton aqgroes that all students mast
hn.u;u an oqual opportunity to develop, within the 'limits of their
ability, the tundamontal skillg to handle lanquaqge, numbers, and other
complex fdean,  Thore s also agqreemont within the profesajon that 
such banie skilln are only a first step, but an essential first step,’
toward an educat ion,  An cducated person hatn much more than ',}u; rather
Fimited abilities necensary to cope and to survive,

Lven more fundamental questions come to mind o we probe Gtheg

- - i ’ .
anpects of the basie nkills diletmma.  Just what de we mean today ‘;y
g cducat ed perrion . Tn the Land of the Fres, bo an education, Like
a drives s permpt, a right or a privilege--to be glven or v.'n'med?.
And finally, can the teaching pamtession'n qoal of professional
excellence qurvive In o gocicty willing to legisiate minimum compe-
'

tence for it young?  “Excellence implics mope than competence, ™ gajd

John W, Gardner, "It implics a striving for the highest standards in

“
R
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every phase of -*};;lto.;.'.'rm idea for which this nation stands will not i

e Foy

survive Lf the highest qgoal free men cah ret themsolves is an.amiable
mediocrity.” (9} .

For clasnr&am toachers such questiong as ex¢ellence and equality

13

are’ often lost {n school systems that are orqganized and adminigtered
L) e

in ways that are countarproductive to all that I8 known about human
‘ *

learning. One purpose of this paper will be to consider some of these

‘limitations to learning in relation-to bapic skill . .
v Present public interest in what is udually called the back-to-the~ -
basirs movement hag reached;apidemic proportions, and it has freduently

become the occantorn for attacke on nchools apd teachers, who, it is
L)

al)wqbd, arg. not teaching the basics, Recurring attacks on public N
nehools arﬁ. nf courén. é p;rt of hmerican life, and thd present oufu
cry to qo back to the bhasics has reached a dimengion not equalled
nince 1997 when Russia beat us into gpace with Spusnik 1.
In thoase varly days of the Space Age nearly a nenerétion adao,
the reason for thios early Rusdlan triumph was clear enough to critics
of educat ian: Th; sehonls were not teaching the basics. A shocked and

"humblud America then embarked on what one observer called "a bitter

oreay of pedagogical soul-searching” gince "many of our araduates could

’
-

Darely underatand a page of kEnglash prﬁﬁvt much leas compose one " (13)
It way a4 mass reaction of pational quilt; and the preass, Congressg, and
wome Y g zen gqenups blamed thne schools for rJLxr lagging 8LACe prograr,
"What Wopnt wn,}u; viith U.%. Schaols?” and "Why Are Ve Legs Bducated
Than Pifrty Yeara Aao?" were theme questionsg for lengthy preces in

.o, tews 6 World Pepory Clane 7, 1997, and Sanuary 24, 1958) .

In ttany ways these attacks on’ the schenl s 20 yearss age wers outr o

v
all yooportaorn to the yoelatyue ampaortance of the LSoviet space achieve-
PR




-

.

© mont. But it was a time for reacti.bn,m Amarica. As happens' after
overy war--and the Korean War hAd'cnded~-we vere experiencing a
period of ncoconservatism, Hot unlike today, a New Right was call-
ing for a return to the good old days as if sBomehow a new generation:
enuld éolve its problems by qoina back to the hasics in polatics. in
raligqion, in.labor réTatiéﬁs, in economics, an& in education. Since
"ﬁ957, of course,..we have had spectacular success in space, and our

schoolg have rncexved gmall credit for that.

Without question the most tapqiblo and enduring resdlt of this
public debate about gschools was the National Defense Education ﬁct
of 195@ which, amony other, things, quickly doubled the budqet for
the t3, 5, 0ffsee of Fducation dnd heqan a neQ era of fedaral support
for education. Althouqh.hhxs landmark leqislatioﬁ had been drafted
.by the Eisenhower Administration prior to Sputnik, its chance of.bé-
coming law was not a political reality until Sputnir evoked a Great
nebate about the quallty of American ﬂduration——and only then after
the Lill wag ronamed to asgurn Conqress that its nurnogse was, after
all, for national defense,

Viere the Soviet schnnls really hetter than ours? The question
could be answered neither simply nm;\to eyeryone's sa}isfactxon.
After all, the two countries hatd rather different fosms of government.
The U.5.5.%., national goals, ecrnnomic systems, and concepts of individ-
unal rights wera rclearly antitheilcai to, those of the U.S.A. The mogt
Draqmatlc answer to this question care frop James Bryant Conante a
former president of Harvard who 1n 1997 was the farst U.S. Ambasgador
te, the Foderal Reoublle of fGermany.  The Russian space success, ob -
sorved Conant, was not a0 much that, Loviet schools were better thar

GUrs;: 1Y was simply that their Germans wepe smartoer *har. cour Herrans

Q ‘]
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* The 1960'§'bec‘ame a-time for elfucational _'in'noyatii)n as federal - -
interest and support increased. One index of this growth can be
seen in federal qgrants for educatiocnal purpoges, which grew from
$1.7 billion in 1960 to 58 billion in 1969. Dufinq this decade the
schools bécame a crazy quilt of new programs as the U. S. Office of T
Education became a buréQucratié conduit for federal funds to aupport.
such diverse innovations as new math, lanqguage laboratmriea, teach-
ing machines, and inetructional television. Behavicrism became the
name of the game and classrcom teachers, by and large, were consid-
ered a bart of the problem. Federal funds were used to develop

instructicnal packages, some of them guaranteed to be "teacher proof.”

a en e et e eg—
/

Since the 1960"s federal programs and support have not slackened,

and educational grants for 1977 are estimated at $17 billion. At the

L]

same time, the courts and a qrowing number 6f federal agencies have
produced a confusion of catennrical program requlations for the
schoolé. A recent study (6), repbrts that school-districts receiving
educational funds are caught betﬁeen conflicting ' directives because
federil programs sre responses Yo a“v;riety-of 0ften conflicting '

value:, ‘Many classroon teachers view the.results of all this as a

curricilum kaleldoscope, with emphasis on just about everything but

-

basic sralls.  Clearly, such developments are an imponrtant reason for
- \ * )
the NEA'S preseny strony position in favdr of a Department of Educa-

tiot and of general, rather than categorical, federal support of
- . »

ejucation,

in retrospect, most oannovations ¥ Yhe gsizties have had srall.
L}

lastang e ffernt en eodigcavingrgl tractiee . In moenge cas05, however,

these annavatiorns have each added semcthing S vhe carrioulam, whisch

continues v arow, And 1% may well be that a currienlurm bLloated wivr
1 «

’ 1!}
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1nnovativ§ leftovers is itself an obstacle for some. teachers who
would like to spend more time on basic skills. This "additive" ap-
proach to curriculum'devélopment--often by legislative mandate--is
well known to beacheig. The results of all this can be seen in
school proyrams in driver educ;tion; drug e@ucatibn. alcohol educa-
tion, tobacco education,. metric education, Qéx (and sexism) educa-

tion, family education, human grelations,and ethnic education, energy-

education, consumer education, environmental erlucation, And career

o * » . L} -. ‘
educatxon. ¢ '

Such programsg have xecently been aopplementgd by a ma;o; £ederal

effort to educate all handicapped childreh~-many of them in the requ-

lav"éfiégfgbﬁl Although such programs'ate morally souhddénd clearly
in thé public 1ntetest. they are seldom funded with any kind of
realistic uhderstanding of what they will cost, or whatithey_wili
divert}from ?ther {e.g., basic 3killsg) school programs.

More recently the Office of Education has suppor£ed'studies by

RAND and’ othex think tanks to determine what went wrbqq‘with the in-

‘novations of the sixtlies--or, as one congressman put it, "how to get

more bang for the educ.tional buck.” The answer 14 in, and £t is

quite simple: Classroom teachers were not involved in planning, they

(e _ .
were not provxded,thh proper 1n-service preparation, and as a result.

tney unders iood nelther the projects nor what was expected of them
as key partxcxpants ln the projects.

Th1s oint has Licog maéa by others. In a soul-searching evalu-
ation of 1ts relatively modest (539 million) éffﬁﬂts at eduéatxonal
inndvation {rom 1360 to 1270, the Ford Foundation r%pnfted: "With~

out systematic teacher preparation, use of new curricula and equip-

‘ment tends o b superficial, SpOrad(c, and ephemeral, i1gnoring

e

P~ -
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the poten for significant improvement in the -téaching-learning

[}
[

'process.” (1) The report concludes that teachers, students, parents,

. and'community'must be part of any process fqr serious rethinking’'

[
~

- about scnool functions. - o . 5,, R

'\ . This truism has been lost today on someg - state lawmakers who are

>

concerned about basic skills, who seem to fee} thaq literacy can be .
legislated, and who are willing to single out teachers as. scapegoats

.-

for Lhe social, econo?xc, and political problems of the day.

From Innovations to Accountability

"
- -

The 1960 s decadc was one of xnnovation in educatxon, and the

L

' 1970'5 will, moqt likely e *emembered as the Decade of hccountability

3

4

in education. For the crassroom teacher the 1960°'s deche was a time

- of surprises, often when school qpened’in’the fall--new books, new ex~

perts, new math, and new elqéirenic-qadqets;, The school library, szf

torically a reading center, became first a media ‘center and latex a

technology ,center. - L ' .
The classroom clzmatn of the 1970's is not the same. It has been

chwraater;zed by some teachers as a time for endless hours (often of

their own personal time) cof writing behavioral objectives. Cetrtainly

the present era 15 reflected by a sign on the wali bf a teacher lounge:

"Agcountability can be dangerous to your prof03519ha1 health (and

tenurce) 1f you have too many slow learners.”

tn March af 1970 President Nixon cet the tone for the new decade

rd

1n a message to Congresss. "Education for the 1970's: Renewal and
s N

/ .
Reform."” e made 1t perfectly clear that schools should be held

accountable for thewr performance. One 1nitial result of this presi-~

.denti1al messaqge was a series of federally sponsored efforts at social

L4



experimeatation in selected school districts across the country--all ;
of it under the rubric.of eéucationnl accountability. During the
first few years of the seventies, millions of dollars in federal edu-
-catxon funds were spent.on such schemes as performance contractan
with przva;e 1ndustry to tun schools, vouchers for parents, and the
use’ 1n sphools of a range of business-management gimmicks such as
program budgeting, syitems analysxs. and management by objectlves..
Early in the 1970 s state after state baqan to enact a unxque
kind of_leglslatxon known .as educational accountabxlltyfacts. Thoir..

purpose was clear enough: to make schools and teachers accountable

for the quality of ‘educational programs. In practice these laws man-

LI .

__ afed thd wronq tests for the wrong reasons. In an effort to encour-
aqe tﬁxs phenqmenon, anrd to keep track of its many provxncxal mani- ' }
fesgatlons, the U. S.-0ffice of Bducatlon establxshed the Cooperative
'Bccouobﬁblllty ﬁ}oaegt (CAP) in 1972. CAP, ih turn, established SEAR
--tha.Qtafa Edhcational.chountability Repository—-to “diéseminate . 4
accountabxlity Jnformatzon to state educatipn agemcies.? In 19?5
STEAR contalned over 1 500 documents. |

| CAP and SEAR were phaseo out 4n 1976, and since then "minimum
CompoenLe" has replaced the term "accountability" to describe a

arowing number of such stabe lays._ Public 1nterest in basic skills

oday has added ngw leq:slative impeéué to these state programs. By
and large, however, state minimum competency law's and proorams retain N
many of the undesirable-aSpecﬁs of earlidr accountability legislat[on.
-Teachg;s ard still being held accountaple for the performance of
ther students on standardized teéts and’ for other educational re-

sults cver which the teachers have no control. _ :

Durina the Decade of Accountabllity the united *eaching profes-
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sion has worked aggressively at local, state, and national levels to
protect teachers and tod‘all attention to the wrongheaded features of
such érqgrams. Michigan was o2ne of the first states to impose an

accountabilxtv system on it;\bub}i& scBools. Not only did the Michi-

.
'n.

g4&n State Department of E&bcatioh'atteqpt to use student test scores -

as the major criterion to eva}uate classroom teachers, it also withheld
. - - R N

-

funds from schools because 0f low test scores. This high-hanaad govern-

ment znterference called for an 1nvest1aatxon, and in 1972 the "1ch1can

Education Association and the Hational Educ :eion Association took action ®
b} . .

in what was clearly the_public interest. ' I | Ve
A blue-ribbon panel of ;;lipnally récognized authoritiesSwas

\\Sstablished'with gmplete autonomy tc evaluate the educationaf sound*
hess and.utility for-Miéhigan of the Michigan AccountabilitQ'Model.
.with a“partichlar focus on the assessment component. The fesulting
statewlde study attracted much attention and lncluded private ;nter-
views and public hearznos. The final report of the panel (1l1) led,to
signifsacant changes for the better in Michigqan's state accountability
program,- | ‘ - :

"Tést resul*< are not good measures of what 1s tatight in school,
the panel said. The Michigan report went on to indicate that "unless
one teaches the tests themselves, they are not very sensitive to school
learning.” As for the state edwcation department's practice of tying '
test results to school funding, the panel éondemned the pragctice as |
"whimsical" and "harmful."”

In the spring of 1978 a similar statewide accountsbili tudy
was made in Florida. (18) An independent evaluation panel under con-

tract to the Florida Teaching Profession-NEA and the National Educa-

tion Association took a strong position against the "detrimental” A4nd




b 8

-

. ‘e :
“demoralizinq)/use of standardized teiis. Such testing, according to
PN ’ .

the panel, has sacrificed children who dre black and poor on the altar

0of accountability. Thé study also found that the stetewide‘coméetency

testing program in Florida's high schools caused an overemphasis on

elemeptary reading and arithmetic and "resulted in neglect of high

school subjects such as science, literature, mqiic, and the acts."

The back-to-thehbaSics movement,'énd its manifestations in state
- .
after state in the .form of mimimum competency laws, is where we are

today: an extension of the Nixonian approach to better schoold’.

.
Will this be the ¢losing chapter in the Decade of Accountability?

.

And what of the future? Wwill the next decade be the Orweliian

1980's for Americfan education?
. . A
"‘\ -

-

- A burgpse of this paper is to reiate present public concern \\

about basic ‘skills to some of the underlying causes, both within the
school system and within the society which supports and controls that

system. The back-to-the-basics issues ‘cannot be limited to pedagog-

"ical practice. We already know how to ieach just about anything to

3 . ¢ 0 . K]
Just about anyone. Nor can the issue-be contained within the larger

educational community--an unbelievably complex and plﬁtalistic bu-'_

/ : .

'reaucracy with theoretical and topical supportlfrbm every knéwn field

of study. ‘ ' : .

- ~

Today the problam of basic skills and some of the related ques-

~tions already ncted have become a social issue, an economic issue,

-

a racial issue, a political issue, a legal issue, and finally, a

L . )
philosophical issue about the purposes of education. It will be

—

useful, therefore, to consider the problem of basic skills in a num-

/
ber of contexts./ ' . : .

L}
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‘ Those functions of government that touch nearly everyone--for
example, the gostal service, tax collection, and public schoolsQ;re—
ceive a great deal of critical public attention ‘in a democracy. There
are, in each realm, horrer stories about an occasxonal letter that has
been lost or delivered very late, a m1111onaire wipo has paid no’lncome
tax, or a high school graduate who has been deermned ‘illiterate.

Such exceptions to the rule are often considered as news by re-
porters who must fill space between ads i the p?int media and provide
words and bictures for the noncommercial segmentg of the b:oadcasé

media. In the world of corporate journalism, where bad news is good
news and good news is bad news, stories with depth and substance ar;
increasingly rep%aced with the flip and the flippant, gossip and fun.

This is not to say that letter carriers, tax collectors, and.
teachers are without malfeasance and above public scrutiny. WNor is
it an effort to pan news reporters who, llke teachers, are often the
victims of‘panagerial forces over whiéh they have n; control. The
analogy may, however, serve as a useful wedq? te uncaver the hidden
agendas that pfompt some of the more vocal énd perennia1~gritics of
public educatiop. ' . _ _ ' .

The quallty of public education has always been a matter of. con-
?ern for several groups. Parents have hlstorlcally seen the school
as a place where their children could make something of themselves,.a-
démocratic chaﬁnel for upward mobility.~-Some.sti11.do. More recent-
ly, however, changes in family structure, in adult . values 2nd goalg,
and in ;mployment opportunities for youth have all tended to érode

thig view of the school. Most parents today have spent more time going

to school and are better educated than were their own paren@é. As a

v »

consequence, they now have more leisure time and wider interests.

| JN
-
-,
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Some of them are more articulate and expect more from the schools

;;their children attend. .

Ar the same time, an increasing number of other parents are in-

different to such things. This growing disenchantment with education

by parents is not lost on the young. Parent apathy, in fact, has

been identified by teachers tooay as a major problem for them in
teaching basic skills, or in teaching just about anything.

Others with a continuing interest in pub}ic'ednoation include
employers, many of whom expect from the sqhools a yeajiy crop of young
people with salable skills. For over a cent;ry industrial societies
have seen the.school as a means of preparing and pre-sorting youngsters
to meet the-varied and increasingly specialized‘needs of an ekpanding

economy . As the product1v1ty of the -American economy increased, it
became apparent——apparent, at least, to dominant business interests--
that a major ‘function of the rather new public schools would be to
teach people how to earn a lxvxng in such a socxety. The business

of America was busrness, and the busxness pf its educational system
reflected_that fact. It was a time of quantxtatlve values,_measure-
ment was easy, big was best, more was moral. Majox efforts were made
to reduce humam;éxce;ience to a seriee of numbers. 'Whag‘couldn't be
measured "didn't count."

Althdugh it began in an earlier and simpler time, much of this
overemphasis on job training as the primary purpOSe of education can
still be found in some schools and in some parts of the busrﬂégz com=-
munity. Certainly it is refleoted today i~ the mlsuse of standardxzed
test scores for premature tracking of stuéents into dead-end jobs, and

in a range of efforts to substitute work.in the world of work for

ctudy in school--and to give hlgh school credit for the former. It

\ ~

7
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may a{so account for what some have:described as "The Curriculum of
Despair," with its courses in "learning to cope" or simply "survival."

%
Minimum competence, indeed.

Taxpayers are yet another group with a continuing interest in
.public education. Often well organized, articulate, ané polit#cally
effective, this group includes a good many parents as well as repre-
sentatives from busineﬁg;and induétry who are drawn together by a
conmon fiscal bond. Local taxpayer groups often form temporary alli-
ances of convenience with other.qrganizations to defeat bond issues
of to elect sympathetic school board.memberé. The success of“ﬁhese
efforts can be seen in the fact that 79 percent bf the~2,o4l pubiic
school Bong elections in 1964-65 were passed. ‘In 1974<75, only 46
percent of such‘'elections were approved out of é ;otal of 929.
Recently,\more serious manifestations of a taxpayer revolt Have be-
come appareﬁ\
“ Hlstorlcally, taxpayers have been a dominant force 1n shaplng--
some would say “llmlting"--the‘qualhty and amount of public education.
They also get credit for a brand of limited and conservative thinMirng,
often thought but seldom expressed, that a major purpose of the school
is custodlal i.e.,'socialized babysitting and youth warehous1ng. '
This group and the two groups just mentloneii-parents and the
business communlty—Lare changing today at a time when each mﬁ;t oper-
ate in a lérger context of change. O?e result of all this can be seen
in new and mtfg>lly supportive alliances between groups that hereto-
fore have had little in common. For éxample, the idea of local prop-
erty tax as the sine qua non of school support is incfeasingly.open to
question, and for good reason. - Other educational isﬁues which are now

-

forcing political realignments include the role of the federal govern-
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ment, national standards and curriculums, the assessment of educa-

tional quality, and the goais and purposes of education.
{
\

‘ .
Some Policy Issues

As we have already noted in this paper, such issqéé as evalha-
tion, public expectations, student-perfor@ance standards, in-service
" education, and the‘punposes bf. education are integral to a better -
undersfahding of ‘the current interest in basic skills. And they point
up the neéd for educational policy. The question of basic. skills has
also béen briefly considered on the preceding pages in relation to
larger social, political, and.economic perspectives. What all of this
means to classroom teachers is that they must often proceed\with their
work in a pnlicy vacuum, often as whipping boys (persons) forfevery.
special interest group in town. ' t\ |

As a result; classroom teachers face a growing array of very real

) /
obstacles which prevent or seriouq}zﬁ;hwart their professional mission.

The "scapegoat approach" of dumping all manner of social ﬁfobigps
in the classroom. The "Band-Aid approach" to curriculum development.
The‘"big brother approach" to monitoring categorical funds. The
"aécountability approach" of blaming tea?hers for just about every-
thing. All are examples of a growing erosion of individual autonomy
within the teaching profeqéién. .There are many more examples, insti-~
tutional and'otﬁerwise, and nearly all of them are beyond the control
of individual'teachers. .

Vigofous and united acfion,'based on &olid information,;yill help
a gpod many teachers. At the same time~~ané perhaps more important in
the long run--it will call public attention ito the'need for some hard

thinking about the more basic policy questions that opened this paper.
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Three groups outside of the teaching profession, each with a
special jinterest in public education, were described earlier: parents,
employers, and taxpayersl At various times, in various places, and

‘ *
for various reasons, such groups have become heavily involved in the

'_politics of education. Since Sputnik the'uniteJ teaching profession

has chanqged re than anything e}se in American education, and today
it has become a significant political force. -

with this newfound power the proféssiqn is now in a.much stronyger
position "to inflnence_débeloping public‘poliéies on educattion.” (18)_
This is both a complex and a politically diffiéult_teéponaiﬁility'for
tliose who must lead aFd govern the world's largént and most demdcratié
professiénal union. )

It is a complex responsibility because recent edugational policy

in the United States has been developed largely by defaultt More
¢!

often than not what passes for policy is an incons}stent amalgam of
court decisions, taxpayer revolts, congpessionq} pcﬁiqq (er inaction),
federal regulations, special-interest groups, and bad research: Such-
complexity is further comnounded by nntional traditions of politic%} |
fluidity and social diversity in an économy of continuing'technplogical
change. | ' : '

It is a polltlcally difficult resvonqxblllty since publlc educa-
ﬁion remains a state and local responsibility. Dlverszty and plurallsm
are not educational policies, although éhey are often used as substi-
tutes for policy'or as excuses for no policy. Local ;chool board
membars and state legislators, many of whom would not recognize an
eduéational policy if they saw one, often have more immediate political

concerns. Policy statements, after all, can become very dangerous

things for politicians--after they have been elected.

4
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The effect of the abasence of ‘policy was discussed in 1958 by %
ﬁobert Oppenheimer: "There is a widespread impression that we live
from aafonishment to sutpriae; and fpom surprige to astonishment,
never adeguataly forewarned’or forearmed, and, more often than nat,
phoosing between evils. when forethought and foreaction migﬁ% have
provided happier alternatives." (17) | |

what is educational policy? |
i Thé‘need for. thoughtful attention to this question is illustrated
by the popular—-and vastly 6versimplifiea--issue of going back to the
basics. There are, of ¢ourse, other issues: - educ§tion for .all handi-'
capped childreﬁ, cl&ssroom discipline, class size,land in-service
education, fdr_ekample. However, an analysis of almost Qny'classroom
problem today will lead us back to the same kinds of fundamental
questions. 'Whatlére ingtructional imperatives?

' Sshall we go back? Or 8hall we go forward? The difference be-
tween "cons€rvative" and "libéral”--peéple. parties, policies, or

whatever--is the differenée in how much faith one has in the past and

how much faith one has in the future.

¢

Nothing is more reactiovnary in its consequenges than
the effort to live according to the ideas, principles,
customs, habits, or ingtitutions which at some time in
the past represented a change for the better but which
in the present constitute factors in the problems con-
fronting us....New problems demand for their intelli-
gent solution the projection’ of new purposes, new ends -
in view; and new ends necessitate the development of
new means and methods. {5)

This quote is from John Dewey's last published essay (1952) on
education. Although Dewey was spared the educational fiascw of Sput-
nik, his words contain some support for those who do not want to go

‘back to the basics. They also seem an appropriate bridge between

- 21
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this introSuction and what follows it.

A final linkage in this introduction has to do with student
Y

4

dents, asg éVéry teacher knows, Qary in ability, motivation, speed,

and temperament. This, of course, is the reason why some students do

not learn "the basics” as wzll or as soon as other students.

’

Some of these otheswise normal students will qualify as "iearning
diéabled; under PL 9{;142--tbe Educailon for All Handicapped Children
Act. ' Late in i977 supplementary federal regulations gor PL 94-142
were issued "for the evaluation of children suspected ?f having a spe-
cific learning disability.” In 3}500 words of bureaucratic jargon we

are toid, among other things, that the determination of a learning

disability "is made based on whether a child does not achieve commen-

-

surate with his or her age and ability whensprovided with épbfopriate

*
"

educational experiences....

.

‘1 learning basic skills,is to be an individual right for all

students, ;hen'those who need special treatment must have it. This

"raises questions about dollars-#nd children. At what point, for ex-

ample, are the basics cost-effective? ,

. e

£
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WHAT ARE THE BASICS?

had

. Cleari§ there is a lack of public dgreement'on just what éte *the
basics.” The'most recent An?ual Survey of the Public's Attitudes To-
ward the Puble Schools by tha Gallup Poll bnd the Charles Kettering
Foundation asked the question: "bo you favor or oppose the [back-to-
the-basics) ﬁovement?” Of those who responded, 83.g§rcent were in
fﬁ?or, 11 percent were opposed, and 6 percent gave no answer.

Some respondents to the poll said they considergd “the basics?
to be simply reauing, writing, and arithmetic. However, a substantial

) LY
number.said that to them "basics”™ were such traditional va;ueq-au re-

spect for teachers, good manners, obedience, propei.dregg (whatever
that may be), and é.return to "s;rqptured classrooms” and to "the old
ways of teaching.” ¢ )
It' would seem, then,'that some parents want “"basic skills" while
other parents want "basic behavipr:“' More than 1iﬁei§, many want

both. This lack of agreement about what are the basics is n9t'limit-

ed to parents and ;he general public. -’ ‘

The slogan “"back to the bagics”.has na more meaning in ‘education
than it would have in any other field, according to 300 elementary
school teachers in a Maréh 1978 open lefter to President Carter.
-Their statement’ was an outgrowth of th National Conference on Lan-
guage Arts in the Elementary School held last spring in Indianagplis.
and it is.typical of reactihns from within the ptofessipn to the cur-~
rent emphasis on basics,

"what is basic in-{EEcation," Stated the opeﬁ letter, "is meet-

ing the need for all people in Bociety to rn to the fullest extent

of tﬁei; needs, desires, and capabilitieg§."” Drafted by Kenneth Good-

2
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man of i:hb't)n{\’euity of Arizona., the letter also points out that o
"testing has become the Frankenstein monster of contemporary American
educatzon, larqely throuqh federal quidelines....Ironically, the state .
of the art of language testing is suca that it makes bad programs 190k
good and good programs look ineffective....” .

Earlier this year ;n washington,'Kénneth Clark opened'a series of
public seminars on Edgcétion-in America sponsored by the U. S. Office
of Education. When asked about basics, Clark said that the basics v
are what schools are for and that beyond the three R's the basics
ghould include respect for law and an understanding of and sensitiv- -
ity to others, as well as humaneness. Clark also had sume observa-
tions about the misuse of standardized tests, which he said should be
used only for diagngstic purposes. This point, gf course, is not un- .
relaéed to oéher concerns aboﬁt basics, sihce in some states ;the
basics" haye been defined solely by the standardized tests that are

commercially available and, according to their vendors, will do the

A

* "job. - ' ‘ :

There seems to be no end to the question of what should be basic

in education for the last quarter of the twentieth century. "I'm for

o

basics, " says James L. Jarrett (12), "assuming, of course, that you

: , - TN
agree with me on what they are." Accordirg to Jarrett, "The trouble

is that the word (basics] seems to mean too littly, sometimes -too
much. It means too little 1f the implication 1s that the schcols..

should teach nothin? but the three R's...."

The question of what is more basic than the basics has been
raised py a number of educators, 1nclu&inq Fdward J. Meade®, Jr., of
the Ford Foundation. With the resources available to us; Meade sees

universal literacy as only a matter of public and national resolve and
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priority. .But beyond literacy.zhe feels that éuch "bgsiqs‘ as hones-

% L]

ty ‘and trust are even more esseptial for seciety in general. Caring

. S

) L P R T
W B S,
fa . N

. for others, according to Meade, is the most important basic of all: L P

-

Even if without the ingredient.of cariing for .
others the-so-called "back to basics” movement wag -
successful, it would be a hollow victory. For chil-
dren to achieve a basic literacy in reading, writing,
computing and thinking without our demonstrating our
care for them as persons and instilling in them the
desire and ability to care for others is hardly prog
reass in tivilization. (14) - .

Although Meade's concept of caring will strike some today as a
-~ -+ fresh and necessary goal--a basié--it is as old ‘as the idea of formal
schosling. In fact, the major purpose of education in the early days
of our Republic was salvétion, which in a secular se&se meant moral and
ethical training. “The fact that it is now necessary to resurrect quqﬁ
"basics" as hénesty, trust, and caring is in itself a comment on the i
moral climate of today--jn and out of the classroom. -
We confuse vérbal behavior with all behavior, moral and other-
wise. This has led to some of the confusion over what are the basics. '
“A child who does not learn the 3R's in school is unlikely to learn
them anywhere else," says Arthur W. Foshay. (8) "This obvious fact,”
observes Foshay, ?has led many people to cqnclude that education in
the 3R's is the sole, main, most important function of school. Such
pecople consider the 3R's basic, which of course they are, and also
sufficient, which of course they are not." Foshay feels that the
three R's do not offer an adequate base for living a life; nor aume
.théy the only uniéue oﬁferinqs in school.
Foshay; a respected and longtime student of curriculum, has
pointed out four curricular areas which he considers to be equally

important and equally .bas)a:

e
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1. Copingggkills, which include the three R's but which also ' < ‘e

- include such skills as social interactidbn and emotional

qrowth. EmphASis on skill: development. accordinq tQ Foshay. .

R N
,ugqjﬁ to- inhibit understanding, i.e., "know-why. ' . -
2. Character, which involves ethics-~a knowledqe and a dis-

¢ \
" position to act on a° distinction between right and wrong.

LY

It involves self-direction, dependability, honest dealings,

and a clear sense of justice. . ‘ I

»

3. Citigenship, which is of'che essence in public.educatioa-{ e

T
»

and FoShay points out' that this has always.been $o;' It is °

individual action based.on a feelihg of.affiliatidﬁj&ithf'

the nation. i . .

(1 ]

4. Private realization.  Anyone who is wholly defined by the .

opinions of others is doomed tp have no personal'senée of .

4

worth. . "By private foalization," says Foshay, "I refer to Co

- - Y
- el

. that complex of unde"standinge, attitudes, and. perceptions
that make up my assertion that I am. I am, apart from others

and their beliefs about me. I know myself incompletely, but . ?-i

more fully than others know me. ne

. \ e
Among his four curriculum basics, Foshay's “private realization”
. - o .
is rather new.as an educational concern. It is also en'important con-~
cern. When the present alienation of students {and parents, and tax-
payers, et al.) is considered, it may well be toat more attention in
school ﬁust be given to the personal/integrbgya ;he‘feelinq of sclf:
worth, nf every studept. In a society diven co growth and ¢ompetition,

where learning 1s sometimes confused with test-passing, @ growing num-

Dy
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ber ofgyoundséérs are able to find peer approval--a kind of pseudo-

self-esteem, at best--only through vioience. PN
"Private realization,” accdrd}ng to Foshay, "requires that ali..;

aspeéts of what it is to be a human 5ein§ be atten@ed to by all the

¢ i .
persons and institutions that influence the child."” In this regard,

Foshay finds much in the present back-to—ﬁhe—basics movement that is -

counterproductive: - : ' '

The vision of a scliool we all share is of a place

full of life, where people act with purpose on their

own, The present "back to basics" movement in its

narrow focus on a few of the coping skills, moves us

away from such an ideal. What we need is a recogni-

tion of what is, in fact, basic¢c to gaining an educa-

tion and living a life. C e

As. for citizenship education, it now seems to be in a decline.’
Early this year the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
released a study of Changes in Political Knowledge and Attitudes among
teenagers from 1969 to 1976. Tne findings are mixed, but declines are
reported in knowledge of the structure and function of government as
well as in "understanding and willingness to participate in the polit-
ical process.” .EBEducators quoted in the NAEP release say that these-
findings require "prompt and drastic attention by the public and edu-
cators alike...to preserve cur system of government”; and one of them
cuggested that citizenship should ke added to the three R's as an
equally impertant basic skill.
Otnhers took a different viz.i of the NAEP findings and said that

the tresent overemphasis on the three R's was in fact the reason for .
the decline 1n teenagers' knowledge cf politics and citizenship., In

this camp a nunmkber of educatcrs saw the NAEP study as once again

is 0f ¢the rack-tc-the-basics movement.

—
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and Curriculum Development, was quoted in the press on this matter: .
"1f we persist in narrowing the.focus_of'schbol curriculum to fnclude

or emphasize only such skills as readiug, writing, and math-we should

gxpect to see further declines in student knpwledge of other skills

equally essential, such as citizenship and political knowledge.” (4) .

Another point'of view on the 'NAEP discovery that teenagers do
not understendhgovernment was expressed by Howard D. Mehlinger (15),
d%rector of the Social Studies bevelopment Cester at Indiana Univer-
sity: Parents' attitudes toward government are affecting the young;

Accordiné to Mehlinger, the NAEP findinqs were antipipated by a Lewis

Harris poll that showed adult confldence in the executlve branch of

L

the Lederal government slipping from 41 percent in 1966 to 23 percent

in 1977. During this same perlod adult confldeqce in the U. S§. Con-
gress fell from 47 pei;ent to 17 percent.

"Schools alone are not to blame for the falling test scores re-
ported by NAEP," said Mehlinger. "If American parents hold such atti-
tudes, can we be surprised that their children show indifference to

pnlltlcal affairs?" Related to thHis is Mehlinqen's observatioh that

citizenship education has no uowerful lobby demanding its improvement

and that, as a result, it has dropped out of style duriung the past
two decades.
How basic is citizenship? The guestion is difficult to answer
k]
because of 1 crowded curriculum. Mehlinger's commert on this will be
of particular interest to teache.s:
The schools are amona 'the most burdened instity-
tions in American socieAy. As various interest groups
compete for time and space in t lassroom, decisions
are made as often ir response, fto notitical and mone-

tary pressures as they are jin rosponse to the needs of
society and the students.

*2
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Just one example of this curriculum overload will. | :
llustrate the heights, or the depths, to which the e
problem can go. In dne school, the research guide * N
) for English and the social studies says: ‘

s . : i
' "In the 10th grade, study is concentrated on the

. growth of democracy, and espeeially on the form of

. A, ‘

government which developed. Such a study should L
be brief and to the point in order to allow time .
for the unit on drjver education.” . T T
’ v ] X ] . . .
' J

H

skills and Frills

) :Any attempt to answer the question of what are the basics (and -
how to go back to them) mfust give some attention to the Political
realities 6f declining eﬁrollmenés and fiscal austeri?y cauSed‘by a
genefal tagpayer revolt. 1n this Fontext, "ﬁack-to-the-b§siés“'is
an embty slogan--a code word for gutting school budgéis. It is a -
more.immed}ate ang.a far more digcogcértibg issue than a public
debate a?out educational goals apd curriculum.

v Fred M. Hechinger (10) raises this i;sue in the February/March *

1978 NEA journal, Today's Education. He points out that those who

simply want to cut school E:dget5~have joined ﬁgrces-—undér the ban-
ner of basics--with ponservatibes {both polit{cai and educational).
Back-to-thg-basics becomes a demand for qutting ouf the frills" when
these twqQ groups work together, says Hechinger, who sees this as both
a revolkt against high property taxes and an effort to supﬁoft the
puritanical view of education. In such a context, the first "frills"
to go are usually music and art. .

The fallacy of this tendency, according to Hech;nger,lis that
"¢the stripped-down, no-frills basic curriculum allows fgr too little

transfer of skills to other areas--creative, artistic, or just plain

interesting. The harm that can be done to the three R's by the

] .
- 24¢ -
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eliminatxonuof school newspapers or other extracurricular actrvxties
that require basic skills should be evident to everyone concerned "

" ' i
Hechinger and other 1nformed commentators agree that basic

'

~—

sk;lls are/basic and essent1a1 starting points for an educated per-
san. “They also agree that parents, tQo, Pave a responsibility for
such  skill development in their children. In his NEA article

Hechingfr puts it this way: - ' -

* .

Any successful new emphasis on the basic skills--

' and liberals as well as conservatives should demand .
such emphasis~--ought to begin with an analysis of the
major causes of contemporary deficiencies 1n these
skills. Some of the contributing factors, such as
lack of stress on the\g;;g:eb)word cannot be cor-
rected by the schools a The parent who cannot
or will not read to a child at an early age as part
of the daily intellectual diet takes the first step
in undermlnlng that child's foundation in the basic
skills. A So does the parent who uses televisian as
a pacifier, without helping to create the links be-. -
tween viewing, reading, and thinking. .

Hechinger is a member of the Editorial Board of the New York

8

Times, and the piece quoted above, from Today's Education, had an

obvious influence on a first-rate editorial in that newspaper_ on .
‘April 12, 1978. It was called "kewards and Risks of ‘Back to |
Basics,'" and it said, in part, that "the United States is not so
poor that the only way it ‘can reform the teaching of basic skills
is toltgaéh nothing else." '

The question of defining the basics of American education is a
policy issue of the highest ordel for the teaching profession and for

the future of our country. The question is not a sxmple one and, as

wé/bave seen, there is little agreement about how it should be answered.

Ben Brodinsky (2) has reported on a prestigious conference last year

which krought together 40 national leaders in education to examine

~ o
I . "



the state of bdiié\skills in-Anerican education. After three days of .

\-

erudlte papers, h;gh-level discussion, and splrlte debate, the con-

ference ended on a final note from one of its sponsors, James G,

[

Cook, pre91dent of the Thomas Alva Edison Foundation. Cook, accord-.

ing to Brodinsky, had been a hardliner on basics throughout the mee t~

ing, where he espoused the conservative views of the busimess commu~- 6
nity and stressed the importance of the thee R's. But Cook had been

moved to view the basics from new angles before. the conference ended, -

and this was his valedictory: ’ ‘

R My notion of the basics.assumes that’ our school-
ing system should be concerned with literacy' in words
and numbers. It also acknowledges that our educa- '
tional system will be moving toward another set of
basits: truth, beauty, justice, love, and faith.
Character-rooted passions are required fqr ‘the sur-
vival of a.democracy. We want children to be not
only competent but also compassionate; in Daq Ham-
marskjold's words, "to become truer, kinder, gentler,
warmer, guieter, humbler, so that they can become
firmer, stronger, and wiser."

) \_) g
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| \ THE BASIC SKILLS AND UNIVERSAL 'LITERAcg
: N . : .
The preceding section of this paper raised the question of what

are the basics in edhcation. In the present section, it should be

g

noted that "the basics" are llmlted to the basic skllls of reading,
wrltlng, and arithmetic, the ‘so-called three R's. As stated earlier,

there is complete agreement about ‘the need for these,fundamental

skills. - a . | St
. : . , o .
The questlon of how well the three R's are belng taught\today

L= -

must be considered first.in relation tc a more ba31c questlon- To -

whom? The New York Times editorial (cited on page 24) addresses this

question with eloquence: "For the first time -in American history,

~

teachers are being asked to educate all children, including many who

in the"past would simply have been allowed to drop by the wayside."

b

. In 1920, only one of every five teenagers in the United States went

to_hlgh schogl. At the start of this decade, more than 92 percent of
our teenagers were in high school.

As our goal of universai, }ree education comes closer to reality,
it bringsﬁyith it changes in the student body. And some of these .
changes, #pcidentally, account for'most~of the declines in sc¢b6bres on
group standardized tests. For fohe; who would like to go back to the
basics~ (and to the good eldtdaxs), the elitism of the past has much
appeal. Tﬁere is, of cou?se, much more to be said in fdor of the
greater democracy of the present. |

"Many of -the nation's present difficulties arise from its ‘past
successes," said John Cogley. (3) "We are in trouble today not be-

. cause the democratic system has failed but in large part because it

has succeeded in breaking down the class, religious, and racial

Ay
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barriers of the past, thereby creating expectatibns.unknown to ear- * .t

0

lier generations." Anyone who would like to better undégstand what
- * . the press calls "declining test scores® will'be‘interested in this

excerpt from Cogley's essay: -

An increasingly more democratic seciety cannot enjoy
the tranquility and high cultural level that were avail-
able t® American society when it was managed by, and
largely ‘for, a ruling glite. The more democratic the
common denominator, the lower it is likely to be.' This
is a fact of life in present-day America. It has to be

o . taken account of by educators, politicians, journal- .
" .ists, Hroadcasters, and everyone else appealing to the
public Inevitably, it does not sit well with those- who
once ehjoyed the benefits of elitism and remain haunted
by  the memory of a time when only the privileged had'to
be consideved and standards could be set high for that
favored few. . .

»

Test Scores as News

As we have already'noted, the problem of repofting test scores
/

from -a large and plurallstlc student population is difficult. (Most

)

*

of the tests, of coursg, are a waste of time and money, butsthat 1s
_another story and beyond the scope of this paper.) With disturbing-
frequency, editors responsible for reporting such test ;esults to the

- -

public in understandable terms are interested.in sensationalism, bad °
" news, and sweeping generalities. * |
A Récentiy the major news'stories abbut testing have been based on
news releases and press coa}erences generated b§ NAEP, “the U..S.
Office ef Educaticn, the Ed"cational Testing Service, or similar
groups. The }eleases'sometimes include.a great‘dealiof teehnical
g test’data. They are written as news stories by the sponsoring agency
and handed out or mailed to reporters. At a good news conference
good reporters ask good questions and get-good answers. What most

local newspapers and broadcasters get from all this is a story "on

“I‘}
-
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{.". ¢ .the wire" from the Associated Press, United Press International, or

[

some other wire service. : , o ‘

N

Before we.constésr an actual wire story on testing in some de- -

tail, it will be useful‘to-point out another aspect‘of the wire serv-

ice tradition of American journalism. Such stories are written in

. : #
the "inverted pyramld" style with the most important, essent1a1 facts

in descending order of lmportance. with the least significant infor-
~

mation at the end. If a story is to bé cut, the local edltonbstarts
cuttzng at the bottom of the story. When space is very short, read-

_eFs get only the lead paragraph whlch in theory, will glve them thajf///<:

"+ essential facts. - : - . . Cy T

\’ . - \ ‘ . . . . ' .
Here is a recent example of how an.important story on testing

. : ; . _ {

was handleé under{this s&stemr; On thé morning of June iG,'1978;.the
NAEP held a press conference in Washington to annoﬁnceuthe'results
of its reoent assessmept'of science know;edqs}among 72,000 elementary. 0 -
and secondary SCbool pdprls. At 2:44 that afternoonfthe Associated

Press put on the wire a IG-paragraph.story with the following lead:

rd

washrngton (AP) =-In the decade since America
landed Jnen on the moon, knowledge of scienceée has 2
N declined steadily among the nation's l?-?ear-olds,
' a government survey shows.

© _ Just another test story about what a bad job the schools are

'doing. Not quite.‘ For those few readers whose papers ran all the

story and who were perszstent enough to read the first 14 paragraphs,

there was an 1nterest1ng quallflcatlon (contradlction, if you will)

4

near the “end:

The tests found that, in gesneral, certain groups
tended to perform above the national level. These
were boys, whites, those with at least.one parent who
went to college and those living in the Northeast,
big-city ‘suburbs or well-to-do urban areas.
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This was followed in. the AP gtory by paragraph ﬁB. 15, which is

.quoted below to add another dimension of medning hot in the 'lead:

Those generally below the natiénal 1eve1 vere
girls, blacks, those whose parents did not graduaie
from high school ‘and students in the. Southeast, big
cities, or poor urban areas.

This kind of infornation, buried 'in paragraphs 14 and 15 in a
+l6~paragraph story, gives much new meaning to the first paragraph in
the story. Does the "lead" mislead readers? Since there is almpst
no national testing as such,‘the Journalistic tendency to spot national'
trends in testing stories usually overshadows’ the far more significant

4

regional, ethnic, and socioeconomic data that are necessary for a ;'
redsonable pubfic understanding of such stories. This kind of report-
ing would also expose some of the limitations of such tests.
There is, of course, good news about test rssults.today, but it
is seldom "played up" ito use a newspaper term) _Qne examp&e of'this
can be seen in a UPI story of April 14, 1978, from Indianapolis-<
"Today's public school chlidren are better reade;s -than their parenfs;
"were 30 years ago....“ Jt was a brief story of six paragraphs.

Illiteracy *

The term “functional literate"-—like "the basios“—-is badly used
and y}deiy misunderstood; -yet it is considered by the public as the
cutoff point for those who havelnot learrned the ‘three R's. DeSpite
the oft-quoted estimate that the illiteracy rate in the United States
has dropped from 11.3 percent to 1.2 percent since 1900, there is a
great disagreement among exoerts, and just about everybody else, about
what it means to be "literate" or "illiterate" and the degree to which

each condition is "functional."

. . . . e Q)'
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This almost ludicrous confusion abouts the fheaning of functional
literacy (or illiteracy) is illustrated in an excellent survey of |
research by Donald L. Fisher (7) He quotes aniEducationaerestIng

Service study which found that "14 percent of the adult population

Q

at the profeésxonal-management level were functxonal illiterates.

-

\y
Flsher concludes "that the functional literacy label has been applied

1nappropr1ately to individuals in the professxonal—managerxal class.

N ld

Even if a significant, proportion of this class nes.difffculty reading,

: . -
the problem has not held them back. Their "illiteracy" does not hig-

-

der their successful functioning. R ' .

The ETS measurement of illiteracy is typical of such studies .
\ ¢

wwhere ‘the literhcy or illiteracy rate is simply a function of the per-

centage of the populatlon that can be expected to give a correct or
’ ’
an 1ncorrect response to a test item. “As an absolute measure of

illiteracy rates," observes Fisher, -"such a procedure is not easily

\

interpretable.” It is also clear, he says, "that the methods used to

estimate :the number of illiterates are biased in the direction of

overestimation."

Fisher estimjtes that in any report of literacy based on test

]

evidence "between 5 and 11 percent of any’population or group are

misclassified." Taking this into consideration, says Fisher,'“we _
found that it was possible to infer thqy’few‘if any functional illit-
erates were-actually awarded high scheool™diplomas." , |
Fisher's survey of research on measuring literacy is-competent,
comprehensive, and complex. Supported and published by the National
Institute of Education, much of it is wrltten in the technlcal 3angou
of research. It is not easy to read. But it obyiously represents a

point of view that has not had much attention in the pregs. 1In the
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5.  abstract of E&sﬁstudy'%p.-vﬁi), Fisher comments on hin.findinqs,qpout
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The surve{ results have irecipitatedtn rash . of cdﬁ-

cerns. The first sactions qf this paper analyze the
legitimacy of these concexns and the accusations which

 have evolved....Two accusations stand foremost. First, ~ .

high schoolg havé been aceused of 2raduatiﬂgfthousanqs$
even millions of illiterates. .At first.glanée, this

claim is supported by numerous surveys and-observations. -
For example, the surveys referred: to in this p;per'ré— '
port that anywhere:between 2 and 13 percent of the -
populatfon with a_twelfth grade education are func-
tionally illiterate. We will argue that the uppex
estimate is greatly.inflated,” and more often than nob

‘ misinterpreted. 1In general, we see no solid basis for -

the first accusation in any of the surveys of func- s
tional literacy administered to date.. JIn fact, the ' ¢

.evidence from the surveys points. in just the opposite

direction, -

" The second accusation centers 6ﬁithe effectiveness
of today's schools. - The schools of today are accused °.
of being less effective than ther schools of" yegterday.

‘Individuals or groups who level this accusation be-

lieve that-education in general has deteriorated. Some
claim that tHe value of a setonddry .education has de-
creased. Others place the blame on primary education. |
An analysis of the survey data does not support these
claims. ' . :

* -3

L)

Such surveys"of eduycational research provide a better uhder-

)

standing of how well the three R's are being ;aughé today. They also

illuminate the aﬁount of misunderstandiﬁg of whaz:it means to be

literate in today's world. .

3
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 CONCLUSION . ‘

| There is ood reason to believe that much of the present public

" clamor for schools to get back to the baaics has less to do with the

three R's than with other, not so visible agendas ‘for public educa-

L4

.4 " .
ture of taxpayer groups, fundamentalists, and a few unreconstructed

tion. One example Tf this is the néoconservative New Right, a mix-~.
rdcists who want to cut school budgets and preserée'the'socioeqonomic
statys quo. Despite their -extreme position, such groups are dathering.

support for their efforts to limit the role of education as a change

L)

agent in society. .

.

Another/leés extreme but even more perﬁosive trend-is che affort,
on the part of many groups, to solve toe social, political, and eco-
nomic probleﬁs of the larger society by dumpiné;them3oh-the schools.
This "curriculum lobby" is responsible for much in todéy;s course
of study that is anything but basic. One réason for the more or less’
uncontrolle& currlculum expansion is the lack of educational policy
and cloarly stated éoals and purposes of. education.

~This is not to say that the curriculum should be frozen anduthat
the basics of yesterday yfli solve the problems today's students must
face as adults in the year 2000. It may well be, as Foshay suggests,
that today's students will need something more than the hard, eaéily
méasured ocademic subjects.. When one cohsiders the present school
problems of discipline and violence, the idea\of developing in students
stronger feelings of self-worth and self-identity may be the most
fundamental of educaoional basics; .

Beyond the fundamental skills of the Qhree R;s, there is little

agreement about what should be basic in education. And this lack of

4
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agreement seems to be as widespread within the profession?gs it is in .
the public doﬁain. What édmg peoble-conéideé s}ills. others consider h
frills. Some. consider student deportment, dré&s, and attitude to be
a basic. Others are of the opinion‘Fhat the arts and humanities are
}lso~basic, and that they are necessary to grOvide the motivét{on,
substﬁnce. and interest necessary for students to learn the thtegvn's.
Language, after all, is not very important for those on haée nothing
to say, and addition is a bleak exercisé for those who have nothing"'
to add. | ) |

The public and its lawmakers do not have a.balipced view of the
facts about literacy and such basic skills as the three R'S. Althouqh'
it is easy to blame the'news media for thig state of affairs, there
are more fundamental cau?es. After all, both the press and the
scﬂools reflect the society in which they exist. This'laék of public
understanding, of course, is a major reason for. efforts iﬁﬁ;taté
after state to legislate literacy in"terms of minimum'competency 1aws.‘
Well inteniioncd as it may be,.mosé of this legislative effort simply
compounds the problems presented in thié paper. . /,/’

It is impossible ﬁp isolate the present back-to-the~basics move-
ment from a great mény other issubs facing teachers. There is little
agreement, for example, on what is basic, and even less on what an
educated person should know. Yet in this convext, classroom teachers
must proceed each da: in a ciimate charged with conflicting public
expectations for both excellence ard eqﬁallty. Like such goals as
universal public heath and equal justice fcr all, the idea of a free
and un}versal educational system with equal opportunity for everyone

is something yet to be achieved. Although 1t is something we <annot

go back to, it may be our most important bas:ic.

-
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