
Productive Testing

Using Tests Productively

by E. D. Hirsch, Jr.

Are Tests Driving Our Schools?

No effort to reform and improve our schools, such as this book
proposes, can ignore testing, which currently determines what
states, schools, teachers, and students do. In order to receive full

benefits from the federal government, schools are required to show ade-
quate yearly progress on reading tests for all social groups. Americans
should support this stipulation of the No Child Left Behind law—which
has proved difficult to meet—as it is a praiseworthy inducement to fair-
ness and accountability. Tests of academic progress are the only practi-
cal way to hold schools accountable for educating all children and are
therefore essential to the twin aims of quality and fairness.
Administrators who have not met the requirement often claim that lack
of federal money is the reason, but we might have expected the states,
with or without a federal law, to be concerned with whether children
are making adequate progress each year. Finding out through standard-
ized tests is not expensive. Making and giving tests is not a big part of a
state’s educational budget.

A teacher once told me that she hated standardized tests. When I
asked her, “Would you think they were so bad if your students aced
them?” she said, “No, then I’d love them.” The remark is far from cyn ical.
A teacher (and her students) should love to find out that they are mak-
ing real progress. Many of the complaints against the No Child Left
Behind law pertain to the supposedly harmful influence of intensive
preparation for the standardized reading tests. Yes, the prepping (as con-
ducted) is harmful! But a variety of other complaints against reading
tests are not justified—that they distort education, or that there is an
overemphasis on tests and accountability. These objections seem justi-
fied only because there is a lack of fit between the kind of education that
promotes significant progress in reading and the kind of education that
the schools have currently devised in their unsuccessful attempts to
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raise scores on reading tests. If the schools understood how to bring all
students to reading proficiency, they would certainly do so. Many of the
complaints against the tests and even the need to prepare for them
would then disappear.

States are now obliged to test children in reading at every grade level,
starting in third grade, in order to receive NCLB benefits. Before the law
was passed, they did not have admirable accountability requirements.
Some states gave tests only every third or fourth year, which was prob-
lematic, since each new school year brings the child a new teacher, who
needs to know where the students stand. When I taught practicing teach-
ers in an education school in a state that required tests only every third
year, they told me that few teachers wanted to teach in the grades in
which the children were to be tested, because, as they rightly surmised,
they would be blamed for the faults of their predecessors in prior grades.
Yearly testing is essential both to keep track of each student’s progress
and to encourage teachers to cooperate in providing students with a
coherent education in which each grade can build on the previous one.
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I want to outline some facts about reading tests that are not widely
known yet need to be familiar to any parent, teacher, or citizen who is
interested in educational improvement. I will cut through some of the jar-
gon surrounding testing, and I will show how we can ease standardized
tests of reading to foster a rich and formative education that will meet the
requirements of adequate yearly progress for all groups with flying colors.

The Flaws of State Tests
Here are fourth-grade guidelines for teaching and testing reading

comprehension, as published by three representative states. (All states
issue these kinds of guidelines.)

Texas
Reading/comprehension. The student comprehends selections
using a variety of strategies. The student is expected to:

(A) use his/her own knowledge and experience to comprehend;
(B) establish and adjust purposes for reading such as reading to

find out, to understand, to interpret, to enjoy, and to solve
problems;

(C) monitor his/her own comprehension and make modifications
when understanding breaks down, such as by re-reading a
portion aloud, using reference aids, searching for clues, and
asking questions;

(D) describe mental images that text descriptions evoke;
(E) use the text’s structure or progression of ideas such as cause

and effect or chronology to locate and recall information;
(F) determine a text’s main (or major) ideas and how those ideas

are supported with details;
(G) paraphrase and summarize text to recall, inform, and orga nize

ideas;
(H) draw inferences such as conclusions or generalizations and

support them with text evidence and experience.

New York
Students will listen, speak, read, and write for information and under-
standing. As listeners and readers, students will collect data, facts,
and ideas; discover relationships, concepts, and generalizations; and
use knowledge generated from oral, written, and electronically pro-
duced texts.

• interpret and analyze information from textbooks and nonfic-
tion books for young adults, as well as reference materials,
audio and media presentations, oral interviews, graphs, charts,
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diagrams, and electronic databases intended for a general
audience

• compare and synthesize information from different sources
• use a wide variety of strategies for selecting, organizing, and

cat egorizing information
• distinguish between relevant and irrelevant information and

between fact and opinion
• relate new information to prior knowledge and experience
• understand and use the text features that make information

accessible and usable, such as format, sequence, level of dic-
tion, and relevance of details.

Florida
The student constructs meaning from a wide range of texts.

1. reads text and determines the main idea or essential message,
identifies relevant supporting details and facts, and arranges
events in chronological order.

2. identifies the author’s purpose in a simple text.
3. recognizes when a text is primarily intended to persuade.
4. identifies specific personal preferences relative to fiction and

nonfiction reading.
5. reads and organizes information for a variety of purposes,

including making a report, conducting interviews, taking a
test, and performing an authentic task.

6. recognizes the difference between fact and opinion presented
in a text.

Given such guidelines, consider the Kafkaesque predicament of
schools and students under the current accountability arrangements.
The tests are coming! We don’t know what topics the children will be
asked to read about. The tests will probe reading comprehension skills,
so we must teach those skills!

Here are some examples of questions that appear in the fourth-grade
tests put out by these states. As you will see, all of them dutifully follow
the criterion that the student should be able to identify the main idea.

Texas
Paragraph 4 is mainly about

• how hard it is to become a mahout 
• how elephants move trees 
• how the mahouts control the elephants 
• how mahouts protect the sanctuary
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New York
This article is mostly about

• how the Appalachian Trail came to exist 
• when people can visit the Appalachian Trail 
• who hikes the most on the Appalachian Trail 
• why people work together on the Appalachian Trail

Florida
Which detail supports the author’s main idea?

• Orcas ruin his fishing profits
• Killer whales travel in pods
• Orcas prey in the ocean depths
• Killer whales are intelligent

How does one prepare students to take this kind of test? The schools
have decided, on the advice of experts, that they must train students in
the kinds of procedures elicited by the test: Clarify what the passage
means. Question the author. Find the main idea. Make inferences about
the passage. Study the meanings of words. Consider which event in the
narrative comes first, and which next—all the sorts of deadening exer-
cises that Linda Perlstein observed in her report. I call the situation
Kafkaesque because, like characters in Kafka, the students and teachers
are doing all the things they are supposed to do, and yet after the scores
are totted up, despite their dutiful efforts, they have not fulfilled the mys-
terious requirements demanded by the authorities: reading scores have
not improved significantly. That is because the tests are not testing com-
prehension strategies, as the states and test-makers suppose. They are
testing comprehension, which is a different matter altogether. Reading
comprehension is em phatically not a universal, repeatable skill like
sounding out words or throwing a ball through a hoop. General reading
comprehension is a simplified conception for something complex. It is
an abstraction that stands for a whole array of separate, content-consti-
tuted skills, like the skill of reading about the Appalachian Mountains or
the skill of reading about the Civil War. Unlike formal decoding skill, pro-
ficiency in one reading comprehension task does not necessarily predict
skill in another.1

The Nature of Reading Tests
As we have seen, a student’s actual ability to find the main idea of a

passage is not a formal ability to follow procedures that will elicit the
main idea but the ability to understand what the text says. Let’s look at
a characteristic bit of prose from one of these reading tests.
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There is a path that starts in Maine and ends in Georgia, 2,167
miles later. This path is called the Appalachian Trail. If you want,
you can walk the whole way, although only some people who
try to do this actually make it, because it is so far, and they get
tired. The idea for the trail came from a man named Benton
MacKaye. In 1921 he wrote an article about how people need-
ed a nearby place where they could enjoy nature and take a
break from work. He thought the Appalachian Mountains would
be perfect for this.

No repetitions of classroom exercises will help the test-taker who
does not know what hiking is, or what low, tree-covered mountains are
like (they are not like the snow-covered Himalaya-type mountains most
often pictured in books), or where Maine and Georgia are. Classroom
practice in strategies cannot make up for the student’s lack of the back-
ground knowledge needed to understand this passage, and no instruc-
tion in strategies is required to answer the questions quickly and
accurately if the student knows about hiking, the Appalachians, Maine,
and Georgia. The inferences that we make when we hear or read speech
are based on a situation model particular to that utterance, derived from
relevant knowledge about the domain of the passage. The comprehen-
sion skills that students are supposed to learn by practicing “compre-
hension skills” cannot lead to high test performance, because they do
not lead to actual comprehension. If students really could gain isolated
“inferencing” abilities from their strategy exercises, they would not be in
their Kafkaesque trap.

In principle, there is nothing wrong with the format of most state
reading tests as measures of general reading ability. But because the tests
have been presented as tests of formal comprehension skills, they are
unwittingly unfair, because these skills are not what they are really test-
ing. The tests favor children who happen to have domain knowledge rel-
evant to the passages in the test. Many test-makers go to some lengths to
provide the background knowledge that they believe is needed within
the tests themselves. They supply pictures. They define key words
before the passage starts. But these efforts do not succeed in leveling the
playing field, because students who are unfamiliar with a text’s subject
matter are slowed down by assimilating and applying the new back-
ground information before they consciously apply strategies to try to fig-
ure out the right answer.

Conscious strategizing is slow and cumbersome. Moreover, as we
have seen, it takes the mind much longer to process meanings of a text
on an unfamiliar topic. Speed is slower and scores are lower for unfamil-
iar topics than for familiar ones. This is true for all readers.2
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Tests are time-sensitive, as reading comprehension itself is, because
slowness implies mental overload, and mental overload impairs under-
standing. The mental speed that is bestowed by topic familiarity is
important not just for completing the test on time but also for getting
the answers right. In sum, a child who already knows about the
Appalachian Trail, who has heard or read about it or seen or walked on
or read about similar trails, will process the passage much faster and
more accurately than a child to whom such things are unfamiliar, even
though the two children have identical decoding and strategizing skills.
They are equally smart. They have learned equally well the lessons that
the classroom has taught. Yet these two students make vastly different
scores on the reading test, because one student possesses more general
knowledge than the other.

There are various ways of looking at the unfairness that results when
two children who have the same school-taught strategy skills receive very
different scores on a reading test. Some have argued that these suppos-
edly neutral tests are culturally biased, which is certainly true. While the
test-makers attempt to be fair by making the tests knowledge-neutral,
they do not succeed in this aim. Language comprehension can never be
knowledge neutral. A more accurate way of perceiving the inherent
unfairness of these tests is to concede that although they cannot possibly
be knowledge-neutral and therefore fair to students who don’t have the
needed knowledge, they are perfectly appropriate as tests of reading abil-
ity. That is, their unfairness resides in the pretense that formal reading
skills are being tested when in fact relevant background knowledge is
being tested. Ultimately, the unfairness resides in the failure of schools to
impart to all children the background knowledge they need to under-
stand the passages on the test and similar passages in real life.

The lack of connection between the knowledge-constituted charac-
ter of reading and the skills pretense of the state tests is glossed over in
the technical jargon of testing, which amply confuses the general public
as well as many educators. One of the main examples is the technical
distinction between “norm-referenced” and “criterion-referenced” tests.
The state tests from which I just extracted some main-idea items are cri-
terion-referenced, because students in Texas, New York, and Florida are
not to be measured against each other on a percentile scale, as happens
with norm-referenced tests; they are to be measured against a definite
criterion, namely whether they have achieved the learning goals set
forth in the state guidelines for the fourth grade. They either do or don’t
meet the specified standard. So instead of being scored in percentiles,
they are scored according to a standard of acceptability or nonaccept-
ability, such as “proficient” and “below proficient.” The point that lies
between “proficient” and “below proficient” is labeled the “cut score.”
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This characteristic of criterion-referenced tests supposedly makes them
fair and educationally productive, since everyone knows the criterion
and in theory can study for it. The schools are supposed to teach to the
criterion and the tests to test it.

But recall what the state criteria are: “draw inferences such as con-
clusions or generalizations,” “determine a text’s main (or major) ideas.”
On these empty standards, any reading test, past or present (including
any norm-referenced test, as I shall show in a moment), could be con-
sidered a criterion-referenced test. Any passage on the test and its
accompanying questions would fulfill the criterion as long as they
include items asking the student to find the main idea and so on, and all
reading tests do this. Thus, in the case of reading, the phrase “criterion-
referenced,” suggesting that the state tests are somehow based on the
curriculum in a meaningful way, is very misleading. Texas reading tests
would automatically meet Michigan criteria and vice versa; Florida read-
ing tests could be used in New York and automatically meet its criteria.
Why not? The state standards for reading comprehension describe
empty processes. These abstract, knowledge-evasive criteria do not
reflect the knowledge-based character of reading comprehension. Even
if these tests were valid and reliable (an issue somewhat in doubt), they
would still be inadequate when conceived as criterion-referenced tests
that could productively guide schooling.3
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Given the unfair variations in scoring from one state to another as
well as the variations in the quality of state reading tests, it is worth tak-
ing a look at the makeup of well-established norm-referenced tests of
reading, such as the California Test of Basic Skills (CTBS), the Stanford 9,
the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests, the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS),
and others.4 These tests can be (and have been) used as criterion-refer-
enced tests of reading comprehension simply by us ing students’ actual
scores instead of their percentile standings. Unlike the state tests, whose
comparability with other tests is largely unknown, these standardized
tests have been refined technically for many years and yield similar
results when compared with one another. In reading comprehension
they exhibit a correlation coefficient of around 0.8, and the correlations
are even higher in the middle range of scores comprising 75 percent of
students—around 0.9.5 These high intertest correlations show that they
are highly reliable—that is, they yield similar results with similar popu-
lations of test-takers. They have also been determined to be valid as
measures of reading ability. (Validity means they really do measure what
they claim to measure, and reliability means the scores are consistently
similar with similar populations.) Their consistency has been measured
carefully and at great expense. Their accuracy in measuring real-world
abilities has been determined from their high correlation with a number
of real-world competencies. For example, test scores in early grades pre-
dict scores in later years. Scores predict school grades. Scores predict
job perfor mance and income.6

If we compare the reading comprehension sections of these nation-
wide tests with the reading comprehension sections of the less well cal-
ibrated state tests, we find that though the tests are called by different
names, they are structurally the same. The individual stu dent’s scores on
any state test could be reported in percentiles, just as her scores on any
percentile-reported test could be reported as being above or below a
determined cut score. None of this reporting activ ity would change the
actual score or the underlying nature of the test.

What are these tests like? Let’s look at the fourth-grade reading com-
prehension section of one of these standard tests—the ITBS. It contains
nine short passages of different genres: fiction about a bird, a biography,
some lyric poetry, fiction about sports, exposition about another coun-
try, fiction about a TV program, exposition about the habits of an animal,
exposition about the lives of Native Americans, exposition about a reli-
gious sect. The prose passages are short—150 to 290 words—and each
is followed by around four multiple-choice questions. Now let’s look at
the reading comprehension component of a highly regarded state test,
the FCAT of Florida. The test items have very similar characteristics—
ten short, heterogeneous passages, each followed by multiple-choice
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questions similar to those on the ITBS. The ITBS probably has some
technical advantages, owing to its continued refinement over many
years, but it is very likely that the FCAT and the ITBS will yield similar
results in reading comprehension. Structurally, they are the same.

Every highly valid and reliable reading test contains several different
passages sampling several knowledge areas and kinds of writing. That
fact in itself gives away the knowledge-based character of reading, since
if reading comprehension were a set of all-purpose formal strategies, a
single passage would test reading skill perfectly well. But because gen-
eral reading skill requires broad general knowledge, a valid test must
sample several genres and areas of knowledge. Because of this sampling
requirement, there will be no structural difference between well-
designed state or national tests of reading comprehension. In short,
there is no inherent difference between criterion-referenced and norm-
referenced reading tests. Standardized tests like ITBS are inherently cri-
terion-referenced, if we regard the criterion as “general reading
comprehension ability.” The several domains on a valid reading test are
chosen not because they directly reflect what is taught in school but
because they reflect an ability to read passages from an unpredictable
diversity of domains. In order to read a wide array of passages in differ-
ent domains, a person must have a wide array of knowledge. This is a key
point, and it is currently missed in conceptualizing these tests and the
instruction to prepare for them.7

What Kinds of Tests Will Enhance Education?
How can we calm the frantic and ineffectual test preparations of the

schools and enable them to meet the adequate-yearly-progress require-
ment much more readily? Students and teachers cannot directly prepare
for a reading test. No one should be able to predict the subject matter of
the passages on such a test and specifically learn about it. That would be
cheating. It would defeat the test’s purpose, which is to discover how
well the test-taker can be expected to read an unpredictable array of
texts in and out of school. The essence of such a test is its unpre-
dictability. But if you cannot predict a valid reading test, how can you
prepare for it? You can’t, and therefore you shouldn’t try. You should pre-
pare for a reading test indirectly, by becoming a good reader of a broad
range of texts—an ability that requires broad general knowledge. 

The standard reading comprehension tests, then, though ade quate as
reading tests, have severe shortcomings when used to mea sure yearly stu-
dent progress in the early grades. Their two most dam aging flaws are,
first, that they do not positively influence instruction, since they are unre-
lated to any content curriculum, and second, that they cannot accurately
measure yearly progress. Standard reading tests are not appropriate for

educational HORIZONS   Winter 2007

106



fine-scale diagnoses of the precise areas of a student’s deficiencies, nor
are they reliable guides to the curriculum that students should be receiv-
ing to improve their background knowledge for reading. In the early
grades especially, when children are making irregular, desultory progress
in knowledge and vocabulary that cannot be sensitively measured by
such tests, general reading tests are quite inadequate gauges.

Like all tests, a reading comprehension test is a sampling device. It
doesn’t test the whole range of possible knowledge domains or kinds of
text. That would make it far too long. It offers a few typical samples from
a few typical domains, and students’ performance on these samples is
taken to predict their reading comprehension over the whole universe of
reading tasks that confront the general reader. The best of the tests do a
very good job of making that prediction. Al though imparting the general
knowledge needed for general reading ability is a multiyear project, cov-
ering at least the first six years of schooling and beyond, real progress in
reading comprehension can occur in the early grades without sampling
that knowledge on a reading test. If a student has just learned about the
Civil War, he may not make a noticeably better grade on a short reading
test that samples domains far removed from that subject. But he will
nonetheless be able to read passages about Grant and Lee and Lincoln
with more comprehension than he did before, even if the test does not
measure that progress. He will also be able to read about events related
to war and history with greater comprehension. He will know what a
regi ment is and what the word bloodshed means, though these are not on
the test. He may have learned more about some of the words on the test
and still not be able to answer correctly, because some of his gradual gains
in word understanding, a slow, subliminal process re quiring many expo-
sures to a word, do not reach the measurement threshold of the test.

Let me quickly say that this is not an attack on these tests, and espe-
cially not on the best of them, like the ITBS. In fact, it would be sound pol-
icy to use these more established and reliable tests to mea sure reading
ability instead of those currently made and used by the states. My real
point is more radical, and, I hope, more interesting than simply criticizing
tests, which are inherently necessary in education. If schools wish to meet
the adequate-yearly-progress require ment, they should systematically
teach and then test for the general knowledge that leads to proficient
reading comprehension. The moni tors of NCLB compliance should rec-
ognize that adequate yearly progress in early reading is in fact occurring if
students show that they are not only decoding well but also gaining gen-
eral knowledge, as demonstrated on curriculum-based tests of specific
knowledge rather than simply on reading tests. Behind the current con-
ception of reading, measurable, linear progress seems to be assumed. That
is a reasonably correct model for the repeated, mechanical aspects of read-
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ing, such as decoding. (One of the best measures of decoding skill is the
ability to sound out combinations of letters that don’t have any meaning
at all.) But adequate yearly progress in reading comprehension cannot be
accurately measured in early grades by these cur rent tests, because much
relevant learning is still latent, and the tests do not necessarily sample the
knowledge areas in which progress in comprehension may have occurred.

This analysis suggests that there are far better indications of ade-
quate yearly progress in early schooling than general reading tests that
have no direct connection with the content of the school curriculum. In
the early grades especially, reading tests cannot be highly sensitive meas-
ures of adequate progress in school. They are not designed to measure
progress in schooling; they are designed to measure general reading abil-
ity from a sampling of subject matter that may not correspond directly
to the schooling that has been provided during the year. There is a lack
of fit between what needs to be taught and what is being measured.

The key to an improved test policy is to continue to use tests like
ITBS and CTBS at the end of the year, as partial indicators of progress in
general reading ability, especially in decoding, but to supplement them
with curriculum-based tests that determine how well students have
learned the well-defined content of the year’s curriculum in all objects.
We need this second kind of test to measure adequate yearly progress
accurately and sensitively. Such tests would be truly criterion-based, in
fact as well as in name. And they would have a powerfully beneficial
effect on reading ability and on education in general. This mode of test-
ing will encourage students and schools to learn the words and things
that over time lead to reading proficiency, and at the same time it will
ensure that students get proper credit for what they have actually
learned and the progress they have actually made. Such knowledge-
based tests are also needed to encourage and ensure long-range improve-
ment in reading comprehension, which, as we have shown, is a skill that
depends on students acquiring a wide range of general knowledge.

These content tests should be specifically tied to the knowledge
goals of a sound education in literature, science, history, and the arts, for
these are the large domains that constitute the background knowledge
required for reading comprehension. Ideally, the curricula to which the
tests are tied should be focused on the knowledge that is most impor-
tant and enabling from the standpoint of later learning and reading abil-
ity. It takes several years of systematic, cumulative learning before
schoolchildren can gain the general knowledge and conceptual fluency
they need to be good readers. To those who might object that I am rec-
ommending more rather than less testing, I reply that content testing
leads to engaging, productive, and interesting teaching, whereas drill-
and-kill process testing does not. 
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John Bishop, of Cornell University, has shown that educational sys-
tems which require definite content standards and use curriculum-
based content tests to determine whether the curriculum has been
learned greatly improve achievement for all students, including those
from less advantaged backgrounds.8 Additional evidence in support of
curriculum-based content testing comes from the recent finding that
gains in reading are directly proportional to the completeness with
which a school implements a coherent, content-rich curriculum.9 A sys-
tem of specific content standards coupled with curriculum-based tests
will cause achievement on non-curriculum -based tests to rise over time.
It will result in higher achievement overall and a narrowing of the aca-
demic gap between rich and poor. 

We should abandon the formalistic conception behind current testing
policy in reading comprehension. It is a self-defeating policy based on mis-
taken ideas, and it should be replaced by a testing policy that encourages
schools to teach the general knowledge that will lead to proficient reading
comprehension. Breadth of knowledge is the single factor within human
control that contributes most to academic achievement and general cog-
nitive competence. In contradiction to the theory of social determinism,
breadth of knowledge is a far greater factor in achievement than socioe-
conomic status. The positive correlation between achieved ability and
socioeconomic status is only half the correlation between achieved abili-
ty and the possession of general information. That is to say, being “smart”
is more dependent on possessing general knowledge than on family back-
ground per se.10 This little-known and quite momentous fact means that
imparting broad knowledge to all children is the single most effective way
to narrow the competence gap between demographic groups through
schooling. The tests we give should reflect our understanding of this truth.

E. D. Hirsch, Jr., is the author of the best-selling Cultural Literacy. He is
the founder of the Core Knowledge Foundation, to which all his pro-
ceeds from The Knowledge Deficit will go, and a fellow of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

This article is excerpted from chapter 6 of The Knowledge Deficit, copyright ©
2006 by the author and published by Houghton Mifflin.
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