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Knowledge for Teachers:

The Origin of the National Teacher Examinations Program

ANN E. JARVELLA WILSON, Carroll College, WaukeSha, Wisconsin

This paper explores those factors which in 1940.culminated in
the original NTE project and influenced the content an
the first exams.

form of

Based on the actual examinations and other
4.

primary documents prepared for candidates, users, private
foundations and other sponsors, the study describes and interprets
test content within the social context of its development.

.The..

construction, scope, and substance of those first exams reE.ect
assumptions abdut assessment, knowledge, and teachers which were

held by test developers of that period and which have influenced
the direction of standardized teacher testing for`-'the past fifty
years.
Sr

*

.
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/Introduction

,.Heightened public and professional concern about the quality of our nation's schools.

and the competence of the teachers who work within them has led to growing interest in
using tests for teacher- assessment and/or certification.

Althpugh agencies in some.

areas have constructed their own instruments, the use of the National Teacher.
Examinations has become increasingly popular.

The growth in test use has been

accompanied by some controversy and debate,. but for the most part both the history of

the'program and the content of the exams have received little attention
Currently prepared by the Educational Testing Service, this battery of standardized
tests for prospective teachers was first officially administered in March 1940.

.This

paper, which is drawn from a larger analytic history of the NTE program,1 explores the
sadial context and the specific content of those original exams2 designed to assess
knowledge common to all teachers.

Initiated to assist urban' school superintendents in

selecting candidates from an oversupply of teachers believed to vary considerably in
training and ability, the,original tests assessed thoSe aspects of general knowledge,
professional information, and intellectual and basic skills which the administrators
and first test developers believed all teachers should possess.' The construction,
scope, and substance of those first examinations reflect assumptions about the
competence, assessment, and knowledge of teachers which were held by test developers of
that time and which appear to have guided the direction of teacher testing"oVer the
past fifty years.

.1 Ann Jarvella Wilson, "Knowledge for Teachers: The National Teacher Examinations
Program, 1940, to 1970,," unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1984,
available from University Microfilms International as No. 84-14265.

2 Access to the NTE history files was provided
permission to cite excerpts from those files was
Council on Education--sponsor of the NTE brogram
conclusions expressed in this paper are those of
has participated in nor bears any responsibility

by'Educational Testing Service, and
granted by ETS and the American
frDm 1940 to 1949. The opinions and
the author,. and neither ETS.nor ACE
for this study.

Early .Certification 12y Examination

Originally developed to lidense or certify teachers for Modieval European churchsponsored universities, examinabions for teachers were first used .in the United States'
in colonial New England.

Potential school-masters needed to convince their local

ministers of the soundness of their faith,' of their moral as well as -scholastic
accomplishments.

With the'expansion of public schooliLg, a reliance on teacher

examinations spread throughout the nation.
Although the secular'eertifying agencies varied somewhat from locale to locale,. most

of the early exams continued to assess teaching candidates in terms of their moral
character and their ability to teach the common school subjects.

By the late 1800's, a

few examination boards attempted to assess professional or pedagogical knowledge as
,r

well.

With the expansion of college and normal school training programs, certification by
examination eventually was supplanted by the acceptance of credentials showing the
completion of a prescrilied sequence of

chool or college courses.

Although mandatory

county and state-wide examining declined over the first few decades of the twentieth
century, teacher testing persisted in a number of large cities.

Because of the demand

for urban teaching positions, hiring authorities often required examinations in
addition to the completion of a training program.

In rural areas, tests continued to

be used to grant. "emergency" low-grade licensure to candidates who had not completed
professional training.

Although there were some outspoken critics of the quality of the early examinations,
410

test use was usually seen as unavoidable.

Despite their expansion, the training

institutions did not graduate sufficient
positions.

to fill the burgeoning number of

The use 'f the exams was seen as a practical way to achieve some common,

albeit minimal, standard of teacher competence.

5

Standards and Testing. within Teacher Training Instit4tions

.During the late 1920's, concerns about the quality of teachers and of teachar
.education intensified.

A lowered national birthrate had begun to produce a leveling

off in the School popUlation.

The relatiVely higher salaries and improved conditions

instituted to combat severe teacher shortages during the war attracted,increasing
numbers of qualified novices as well as some forMer teachers who had left earlier for
better paying positions-in government and industry.
With the depressed economy of the early 1930's, non-academic job opportunities 'were

scarce, and the number of teachers and teacher candidates who left for other
occupations was greatly reduced.

ThUs, from a combination of factors

there was

actually:a,surplus of Certified teachers in many areas of the country; particularly in
the larger cities.

Same teacher educator's used the-oversupply as a rationale to call

for the elimination of certification by examination.

ofhigher standards in teacher training.

Others recommended the imposition

Some-called for increased institutional

testing.

At about this same time, nationwide emphases on efficiency and accountability and
the thriving intelligence.and achievement testing movements were. exerting considerable

pressure upon the nation's schools.

Teacher education was not spared.

Recommendationg

were made for trainee assessment in such qualities as "functional compate-ncy in

'teaching areas, general education, intelligence; professional aptitude and attitude,
scholarship, and physical and mental,health."3

Despite a number of studies which

indidated little relationship between intelligence test scores and other "measures" of
er

a

raining,program or teaching itself, the.administration.of group

IQ tests and the selection of teacher education candidates by intelligence test score

3 Alexander J. Stoddard, "A.Hundred ThouSand New Teachers Every Year," in American
Association of Teachers Colleges,. Seventeenth Yearbook (Menasha, WI: Banta, 1938).
p. 88.

6

became quite popular.

Instruments were also developed to Meas,.ire trainees' teaching

aptitude, subject matter competence,. and knowledge of testing./

....

Standardized Testing Programs for Teaching Candidates
Most of these tests had limited use outside of their authors' schools, but a few
received more widespread attention.

Three large scale teacher testing projects

appeared in the late 1920's and early 1930's--those initiated by the Bureau of Public
Personnel 'Association, by the4Teachers College Personnel Association, and by the
Carnegie'Foundation_for-the Advancement for Teaching - -and were antecedents of the

National Teacher Examinations program.

In the late 1920's, the Bureau of Public Personnel Administration offered for sale

nationally Severartests for.elementary and high school teachers.

Originated in 1922

for his doctoral research at Teachers College, Columbia University, the tests were
modified by F.B. Knight and others at the University of Iowa.4

The exams for

elementary school teachers contained teaching aptitude sections on professional
judgment, theory and practiCe of teaching

reading comprehension, social information,

school and class management, and professional information.

Also included were subject'

placement exams which concentrated upon the pedagogical issues involved in teaching
reading, arithmetic, spelling, and writing and which were "devised and standardized on
the assumption that knowledge of techniques of teaching a given subject distinguishes a
.

good teacher. from a poor teacher in that subject.")

.

Although most of the test

developMent and standardization involved students in the'teachers colleges, subsequent

use and test sales were aimed at scho4 sysempersonnel.

School superintendentS-244sre-L--

4 For example, see F.B. Knight et al., "Standardized Tests for'Elementary TeacherS,"
Public Personnel Studies 4 (October 1926),pp. 279-298; F.B. Knight, ."The Selection of
High School Teadhe7;7131 National Sotiety of.College TeaChers of Education, Fifteenth
Yearbook (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1926), pp..35-37.

5 "Information an&Data Regarding Bureau Tests Previously Published: Standardized.
Tests for Teachers," Public Personnel Studies 5 (September 1927), p. 196.

urged to use the tests to evaluate teachers already employed as well as those applying
for new, positions.

In 1931, a cooperative testing program was initiated. by the Teachers College

Personnel AssociatiOn,,an affiliate of the American AssoCiatiok.of Teachers CollegeS
and of the Ameridan'Council on Education.6. Growing out o& an "experiment" in.teachers
college administ ation begun in the mid-1920's at Colorado.State Teachers College, it
made intelligence tests, achievement exams, and personnel record materials available
for sale to teacherS colleges. -Purchasers were encouraged to return their test results
4
,

so these could be analyzed and included in cooperative reports.

Used in Several ways by-the participating colleges7-some one hundred six between
1931 and 1939--the tests' primary function was to evaluate the quality of entering
students.?

The exams revealed that this quality varied considerably from individual to

individual and from college '6 college.

Although testing teacher candidates following

completion of professional training. was not suggested specifically in'apy of the

Teachers College Personnel Association literature, the results of the cooperative
testing program were used later by those who adyocated testing teachers prior to
employment.8

The third large scale evaluation programthat initiated in Pennsylvania by the
.Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching--was not originally conceivedto
assess teaching candidates.

However, it resulted in extensive teacher testing and led

directliy to the National Teacher Examinations program.

'6 J.D. Heilman, "The Cooperative Program of the Teachers College Personnel
Association," in American Association'of Teachers Colleges, Eighteenth Yearbook
(Menasha, WI: Banta, 1939), pp- 71-79
7 Nora A. Congdon, The 1940 Report on the Cooperative TestingProg:;:the Teachers
College Personnel Association TGreeley: Colorado -8tate-College-b17EducaffUn77940).
p. 8.

.8Ben Wood, later the director of the NTE Program, cited the cooperative testing
results along.with his own research in "Teacher Selection: Tested Intelligence andAchievement.of Teachers-in-Training;" Educational Record 17 (July 1936), pp. 374-387.,

.

The Pennsylvamia'Studi'
Begun in 1925 as a Carnegie Foundation project funded by the Carnegie Corporation,9
the Study of the Relations of Secondary and,Higher Education' in Pennsylvania evolved

from concerns of Pennsylvania's college and state level school administrators as well
as from an,earlier Carnegie Study, comparing United States and European educational
0

institutions.

-

In an attempt to assess the quality ofthe Pemnsylvania secondary and

higher educational systets, lengthy batteries of objective tests were administered to
selected high school. and college students between 1928 and 1934;

Directing the study along.with'William Learned-ofthe Carnegie Foundation staff was
Ben Wood, a national authority, on objective testing and iNhe director of Collegiate.

Educational Research at Columbia University.

His docOoral dissertation, done as a

student of Edward Thorndike and published with an introduction written by Lewis Terman,
involved the construction and analysis of a variety of objective college-level content
examinations.19

He had developed standardized exams for Columbia in.both law and

medicine and, with a previous grant from the Carnegie Corporation, had produced high
school level'objective examinations for New York State, in physics and several foreign
languages.

In May 1928, all graduating high school seniors in Pennsylvania (approiimately
'27,000) were administered a massive battery of commercial intelligence and achievement
tests.

Special comprehensive exams developed by. Wood and his colleagues at Columbia.to

"test memory, judgment, and reasoning ability through simple recognition" were given to

9 Howard X. Savage, "Educational Grants of the Carnegie Corporati on and the Carnegie
Foundation" in Carnegie Foundation. for the'Advancement of Teaching, Thirtieth Annual
Report (NewYbrkl Updike,'1935), p. 92.
10

Ben D. Wood, Measurement in Higher Education (New York:Teachers College, Columbia
University Press, 1923).

approximately 4400 college seniors that'same year."

FolloWing revision and shortening.

(down from twelve hours to eight), these exams were 'administered twice to Members'of
the 1928 high school class who went on to college--first as sophomores in 1930 and then
.

again as seniors in ;L932.

These same tests were alsogivento several grOups of high

schoolseniors in 1933 and 1934.

The exams contained matching, true-false, and
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multiple-choice items,and were designed to, assess intelligence, English (spelling,
a

grammar, punctuation, vocabulary, and literature)j mathematics, and ''general culture"
(general science,. foreign_ literature, fine arts, history and social studies).

The tests were intended to measure "kntmledge that because of some congenial use or.
welcome has been retain00, worked over, and made effective. 0.2

Speaking for himself,

and Wood in a 1933 report to the Carnegle Foundation; Learned stated: "In our judgment,
the acquisition, retention, and sound use -of thoroughly criticized and related

knowledge should be made the foundation of all formal educational effort, just as
smoothly functioning knowledge is the obvious secret of= every effective educational
result. "13

The major finding of the Pennsylvania study was the "discovery" of great variability
in tested. knowledge, variability which-was exhibited among individuals and among

institutions as well as within, classes and departmentsin

me---institution.

Neither class placement nor school grades necessarily corresponded to knowle "ge
displayed on the tests.

For those students who were followed longitudinally and tested
OM,

repeatedly, time in school did not always correlate with test score gains. ,In -some

11 William S. Learned and Ben D. Wood, The Student and His Knowledge: A Report to the
Carnegie Foundation on the Results of the High School and College Examinations of 1928,
1930, and 1932, Carnegie Foundation for the-Advancement of Teaching Bulletin No, 29
New
Updike, 1938), p. 372.
12 William S. Learned, "Testing College Students,"
Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, Twenty-Fifth Annual,Report of the President and of the
Treasurer (New York: Updike, 1930), p. 52.
13 William S. Learned, "Knowledge as a Factor in Education: The Tests and Their
Implications," in Carnegie Foundation'for the Advancement of Teaching, Twenty-Eighth
Annual Report of the President and of the Treasurer (New York: Updike, 1933), p. 44.

10

'7..771%11:17.5"7.1%:173
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cases, high schoOl.sehiors'showed "mare" knowledge than college-sophomores or even,:,seniors; Eventually the findings and intexpretationsobf the Pennsylirania study-led to
extensive' nationwide college and, graduate. testing
projects, One of whiPi evolvedintO
61
the Graduate Record. Examination program.

Though. not an original focus of the research, the'resul;ts of-the Pennsylvania'study
becathe widely used later to decry the academic quality of-teachers and.teaeher,
c

candidates.

.

,

As part -.of the data analysis, test score Comparisons were made of college
.:

4.

students in various pre - professional and occupational programs..

The prospective

teachers about to graduate,frowcollege as seniors in 1928-and 1111_1952 tested,
\A

particularly poorly.

"Iti.both [years] the teachers' average was below the hVerage.

total score for the entire group and was below all other group aVerages except those of
a

the business, art, agriculture, and secretarial. candidates."14

In addition, the scores of the teacher candidates wereOompted with ;those of their
prrspective pupils

seniors in the .Pennsylvania high schools.

Again there was

considerable variability, but the scores of some twelve percent of the high school

seniors did exceedthe median of the teacher group. 15

From this Learned, and Wood
______-

_

concluded that "high-school teaching attracts-re-ell-ego-Students who differ widely -in the

fundamental quality of"their abilities and who fall below a knowledge minimum in a

_je-a proportion of cases. u16 Comparison of intelligence stores confirmed the
"conclusion as to the limited mental ability of the individuals who are being specially
prepared for teaching-positions."

The teaching candidates tested were seen as
.

-

':narrower people" with "uninformed and incompetent minds," persons who might be

411

14 Learned and Wood, pp.408-39.

15 William S. Learnedyetted AchieVement of Prospective TeaChera in Pennsylvania,"in Carnegie Foundat' n for the Advancement-Of Teaching, Thirty-First Annual Report (New
York: Updike
p. 45.'
)
Learned and Wood,p. 43.

7.77V,,C.Vr

,

7777

vaF

suitable elementary .teachers but certainly would be.inadequate in,the high schools.17

Most commentaries upon the Pennsylvania study concentrated 4onteat score
Although some reviewers criticized prevailing-educational practices, most

variability.

did not comment, except briefly, upon the teacher scores.

Of course, brief mention -

could:be pernicious as in Lewis Te*rman's classification of some teachers as "Congenital
ninth.gradera.":18

I,n his lengthy.and,critical review of the Pennsylvania study, Goodwin Watson19 of

Teachers College, Colu bia University, considered the content of the exams as well as
the mediocre performance of prospective. teachers on them.
00

Althoughbelieving the exams

were carefullj and technidelly well constructed, he questioned whether they tested the
"rear: objectives of educatiOn.

It was "possible,'" lie suggested, "to-carry the

emphasis on subject matter, tou far" for other studies lied shown "very-little

relationship between academie scholarship and teaching success."29 ,Conceding that
.0

4

potential teachers needed a stronger academic foundatiOn in some abeas, Watson
.

\

recommended rafaing teacher salaries, adjusting teacher education curriculum, and
--,

changing the public's viaiOnNIteachera.
c

Higher quality persons would be. attracted
.

.

to teaching, he Iglt, when teachers were recognized as "leaders in the creatidek.
:

------,
,

inferpretation,Land evaluation Of.

.

. social policies.'"

_

For the present, poor- scores

4

by teacher candidates were inevitable for "only mediocre minds will be interested-in
classroom routines, teats, marks, and the details of education. "21

17 Ibid., pp. 35J7353.
18 Leviie .Terinan, "An' Imports

'Contribution, ' Journal of Higher Education 10

(February 1939), p. 112.

-19 Goodwin Watson, How GOod Are. Our Colleges?, Public Affairs Palphlet, No. 26
urk: Public Affairs Committee, 19-317.
20 Ibid., p. 29.
21 Ibid., pp. 29-30. _FiB. Knight, author of the Bureau of Public Personnel
Administration's teacher tests, alsO had thOught that "too much intelligence might be
disadvantageous "in the rather humdrum and steady grind of elementary school teaching."
Qualities Related to-Subcess in Elementary School-Teaehing,". Journal of Educational
["Qualities

10

Learned and Wood claimed=that the "eventual solution t6 the problem of selecting
teachers who both [knew] what toteac.hiand-[-were]--themserveb-ediicated" wouldinVolve

better programs and higher standards in the preparatory schools and colleges.22
However, in their major report on the Pennsylvania study, they put much emphasis upon
the use' of examinations for

thing candidates.

In particular, they advocated that,

IP

prior to teacher employmen

school personnel_require tests such as those then used by

0
the Providence, Rhode Island, school sYstem.25\What they did not specify was that

theseoeXaminations had been developed-by the Cooperative Test Service under Wood's
direction and were based upon the very tests used in the Pennsylvania study.

The Cooperative Test Service
The Cooperative Test Service of the-American Council on Education had been
officially organized in October 1930 with the appointment of Ben Wood, as director.

Funded with a ten year-grant from the General Education Board, a foundation established

with monies donated byJohn D. Rockefeller, the project was the culmination of almost a
decade's involvement in vocational and educational testing by the American Council on
Education and several private foundations.

Established as a test producing bureau,

service was expected to prepare multiple comparable forms of tests "in each of the
major academic subject-matter fields at the senior high school_and junior college'
levels."24

A number of exams were donated, including those'prepared for the

Pennsylvania study.25

Director Wood and other central staff were housed on the

Columbia University campus in New York City, but test construction was distributed

Research .5 (March. 1922)-, p. 214.]

22 Learned and Wood, p.

65.
0

23 Ibid., pp. 64-65.
24 Ben D. Wood, "Ten Years of the Cooperative Test Service," Educational Record 21
-(July 1940), p. 371`.

25 Max McConn, "The Co-operative Test Service," Journal of Hi her Education 2 (May
1931-), pp. 231-232.-
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the

1

a rou-h-d' 'the c oah t ry

un-iversity

with-uubjec t=tatter-spe c i al t ies colleen-b.-pat

affiliated testing bureaus.

Although itsinitial mission was test construction, from the beginning the
Cooperative Test Service did. more than produce academic examinations.

One of its,

earliest projects, begun in 1932, extended the work of the Pennsylvania study witl the
development and coordination of the college sophomore testing program. 26

Using certain

of the tests donated by the Carnegie Foundation, the first year's program called for
the administration of intelligence, English, and general culture exams (general.

science, foreign literature, fine arts, and history and social studies) to more than
18;000 students in one hundred forty participating institutions.27
In that same year, "the school authorities of Providatce, Rhode Island, asked the
Cooperative Test Service for a special edition of its tests for use as one phase of
their teacher selection procedure.
cities also began using the exams.

28

The. bureau complied

and soon several other

By the late 1930's, the test service was providing

new versions for teacher selection yearly to some fifteen or twenty cities including
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh

and Cleveland.29

In 1938, the Cooperative Test Service informed participating school officials that

its subsidizing grant would expire in 940and thus it could no longer supply them with
"new and unused tests suitable for competitive exam purposes:"30

The school

superintendents then conferred with the American Council on Education; and a National.

26.

Ibid.
410.

27 J.B. Johnston et al., "The 1932 College Sophomore Testing Program," Educational
,Record 13 (October 1932), pp. 294-296.
28-Matthew J. Downey,-Ben D.. Wood: Educational Reformer (Princeton: Educatibnal
Testing Servic
1965), p. 60.

29HoWard H. Long et al., Principles and Procedures in Teacher Selection
(Philadelphia: American Association of Examiners and Administrators of -Educational
Personnel, 1951), p. 15.
30 Wood, "Ten Years of the Cooperative'Test Service," pp. 374 -375.

14

Committee on Teacher'Examinations was appointed.

The National Committee on Teacher Examinations

Composed primarily of superintendents whose urban school systems had been using the
tests provided previously, the committee held its first meeting in September 1939.

Its

ten members were to serve as advisors to-a teacher examination prOjeot affiliated with
the Cooperative Test Service.
chosen as Chairman.

Superintendent Alexander J. Stoddard ofPhiladelphia was

Having directed Providence's schools as superintendent from 1929

to 1937, he had been instrumental in initiating teacher testing there.
.

Early in the meeting, the history of the prOject and current accomplishments werereviewed.

Funding for the project had been secured by the American Council on

Education with a grant from the Carnegie Corporation through the Carnegie Foundation.
Under the supervision of Ben Wood as.project director, the tasks of constructing,
administering, and scoring the exams were assigned to. the Cooperative Test Servioj
4

Suggestions for exam design and content had been solidited at preliminary conferences
for school superintendents, during personal visits to "school administrators and other
interested individuals" in seventeen cities nationwide,'31 and from a questionnaire

circulated to a larger number of superintendents in the spring of 1939.32

From these,

the Cooperative Test Service staff had developed "expanded outlines" which were shared
.

with the committee at the meeting.

II,

The "central core,for all teachers would consist

of five parts--English comprehension and expression, reasoning, general culture
(history and social studies, current social problems

literature, fine arts, science,'

10

and mathematics), professional information, and contemporary affairs.

Also

31 Donald J. Shank, "Minutes of the Meeting of the National Committee on Teacher
Examinations, September 23-24, 1939, New York City," confidential unpublished doctiment
from NTE History File, p. 3.
Ben D. Wood, "Examinations for Teachers of Business Education," in National
Association of Business Teacher-Training Institutions, Proceedings of the Fourteenth
Annual Conference, Bulletin No. 22 (Chicago: the Association, May 19407P. 5.

Cr

."
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comprehensive subject area_tests_would be developed -in the traditional high school

subjects and for elementary school teachers.33
After some consideration, the Committee agreed:

(1) that the examinations "should.

be based primarily upon the objectives of school-systems," using descriptions of what
"good teachers should know "obtained from "all. cooperating school systems"

(2) that

the five basic examinations were more important to the administrators than the subjectmatter exams in specific fields;

(3) that the basic tests should be "functional-in

nature" and should not overlap in subject-matter with the survey exim3; and (4) that
included in the basic examinations should bemeasuresvof "how much teachers know about.
the personal, psychological, emotional, and physical development of boys and girls."34

Promotion of the Teacher Examination ServiceJust two months after the meeting, in November 1939, "an announcement of a teacher
examination .service"35 written by Ben Wood was issued by the National Committee..

Containing'a rationale and justification for the program. as well as descriptions of the
Service and of the exams, it set. forth the basic assumptions and standard arguments

repeatedly used later by Wood and other exam advocates.

Emphasizing the importanceof

teaching and thus of teacher selection, it pointed to difficulties stemming from a
variety of standards at institutions of teacher preparation and from the complexity of
factors contributing to good teaching.

'Great stress was placed upon using the tests as

only "one phase" of teacher selection.

It was suggested that use of the exams could

result in school authorities paying greater attention to other crucial factors because
participation in the national program would save the time and expense of constructing,

33 Shank, pp. 2-3.

34 Ibid., p. 5.

35 Ben D. Wood, An Announcement of a Teacher_ Examination Service (New York: National
Committee on Teacher Examinations of the American Council on Education, November 1939).

16

administering, and scoring loCal tests.36

Although the service was admittedly

developed primarily to assist'superintendents,.it was also suggested that "the
opportunity to 'register' talents on a national scale" would. be advantageous to

candidates and to institutions preparing teachers.37
Since the mid 1930's, Ben Wood bad been attempting to garner teacher educators'
support for the testing project.

His initial report on the mediocre performance of

teaching candidates in Pennsylvania,had-been originally presented to an audience of.
1/.

teacher trainers.

It had described the examination program in Providence.and suggested

that teacher educators work cooperatively with the Teachers College Personnel
Association and the American Council on Education.

However, he also had stated that

many teaching candidates belonged to "the horde of semi- literates who flaunt their

diplomas before the credulous eyes of employer superintendents."38
Similarly uncomplimentary and revealing comments by. Wood about teachers had been

published earlier that year.' An article written with F.S. Beers of the University of
Georgia39 had suggested that "large proportions" of teachers could not think and that
many could not "even learn or understand .

bare facts and simple relations,"4° that

children could better learn "if their teachers would condescend both to learnand to
teach knowledge appropriate to the abilities, interests 'and real needs of their
studenta,"41 and that ".

.

. education classes are as much if not more amply populated

36 Ibid., p. 12.
37 Ibid., p. 4.

38 Wood, "Teacher Selection," p. 381.
39 Ben D. Wood andfF.S. Beers, "Knowledge versus Thinking?," Teachers College Record
37 (March 1936), pp. 487-499.
40

bid., p. 487.

41 Ibid., P. 496.
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with morons than other departments .

"42
.

.

Given published statements like these, it
-

is not surprising that educators viewed. Wood and his suggestions with some reservation.

Apperently.the Carnegie Foundation was not unaware of the potential animosity with
which teachers and their educators might react to Wood's testing proposal.

Although he

had been attempting to secure funding for a nationwide program for a number of years,
.

the Foundation "anticipated a furious reaction from many teachers and teachers colleges
and was not' eager to get involved."43

The promotional campaign launched for the first test administration was aimed both
at attracting support from city school system officials and at reassuring teachers and
training personnel.

In a presentation to the prestigious yet potentially hostile

*merican Association of Teachers.Colleges, Wood delivered an impassioned plea for exam
use as "one phase" of teacher selection.44

"In a world," he argued, "in whiCh peoples

squander billions on the gleam in some politician's eye,

which great nations Tevert---- --4

to barbarism in worship of, a maniacal super-salesman, in which American planes' and
bombs rain death on the innocent men, women and children of, friendly nat4.ons, and in

which we Are confused by dozens of similar paradoxes, the only possible hope-for our
children lies in having them educated, so far As possible, by persons who are
the

lves educated.

I believe that the wise and judicious use of examinations such as

those provided by the National Committee on Teacher Examinations will help assute this
_boon for our school children."45

42 Ibid., p. 498.

43 Downey, Ben D. Wood, p. 60. According to Downey, hood's ETS biographer, he
'finally did succeed in 1938 in a'chance meeting with the president-of the Carnegie
Foundation, Walter Jessup, in Paris.
44 Ben D. Wood, "Making Use of the Objective Examination as a Phase of Teacher
Selection,"-in American Association of Teachers Colleges, Nineteenth Yearbook (Menasha,
WI: Banta, 1940), pp. 15-19.
45 Ibid., p. 19.

1.

He stressed that "objective examinations do not and cannot Measure the total subtle
.

.

complex which we call teaching abi/ity"46 and.argued'against "the naive error of
judging

.

. validity:.

. in terms of [the tests'] correlation with available

criteria of teaching success."47

Over the next few years, numerous papers focusing on the examination progr

were_

ptesented-at national-cCaferences and piibiished in educational journals and yearbooks.
The exams were both praised and condemned.

Throughout the debate, those responsible

for the tests emphasized a critical relationship between test validity and test
content.

Again and again, Wood argued that the Value of the exams could not be Judged:

by correlating them with "available criteria."

Since teaching ability waa'a complex

'

'combination ofnumerous interacting factors, it was not "reasonable to expect any one
of the essential factors to correlate highly with the total,complei."48

Instead, Wood

-declared that the tests should be judged by how accurately they measured those parts of
,teaching they,., were "designed to measure .

."42

Although, Wood maintained that "the

relevance ofithe content] to teaching fitness must be left to the judgment of the
Selecting authorities, acting at least partly on a priori and common sense

considerations,"5 heemphabized.the importance of exam construction and content
selection.

46 Ibid., p. 15.
47 Ibid., p. 16.

48
49

Ben Wood, "Dr. Wood's Statement," Progressive Education 17 (March 1940), p. 156.
Wood, "Making Use of the Objective Examination," p. 19.

-3° Ibid.
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Construction of-the 1940 National Teacher Examinations
The first forms of the National. Teacher-Examinations were prepared .under the

direction of. the staff of the Cooperative. Test Service during the fall and winter of
1939;

Following procedures-originally-usad-by-Wid-in the Pennsylvania study, staff
_

editors developed preliminary test outlines and tentative item specifications.

The

general suggestions gathered earlier from school administrators and from.the National
Committee on Teacher Examinations were supplemented with data gleaned in analyses of
courses of study, textbooks', journal articles, and reports of professional
organizations.

Outlines were sent

review and criticism.

teacher trainers and school system personnel for

Incorporating the reviewers' suggestions, test.service personnel

revised the specifications and prepared items which were-tried Out-An several teacher
training institutions in December 1939.

Items described as "weak," "ambiguous," or

"too easy or too difficult" Were eliminated.51

Following
another review by practi in
x.

,t

educators and final editing bk test Service personnel, the exams were ready for
printing.

Based on the assumption that "admission to the profession in any capacity should be
restricted to those above a.certain minimum in intelligence, culture, and professional
knowledge, "52 a lengthy Common examination was designed for all prospective teachers.
,

Working time alone for it was eight hours.

Total testing time for the'combination of.

common and optional tests approached twelve hours, and two full days were required.
Despite the involvement of so many diverse groups in their planning and
construction, the first .National Teacher Examinations bore a striking resemblance to

those related tests which preceded them and had precipitated their creation.

They

51 John Flanagan,'"An Analysis of the Results from the First Annual Administrationof
the National Teacher Examinations," Journal of Experimental Education 9 (March 1941),
p. 238.

52 Wood, An Announcement As Teacher Examination Service, p. 7.
10.

certainly owed their titles, their comprehensive nature, and their exhaustive, length to
the exams developed by. Ben Wood for the. Pennsylvania study.

Further additions and

,

refinements had occurred before the inception of the National Teacher Examinations
_
_ _ _ _

_ . _

__Pr-aje-c-t,however.i.--The -Pennsylvania tests had been modified during the early 1930'-s by.
,

the Cooperative Test Service, and it was these new tests which were .used "unofficially" :\

to screen teaching candidates for the remainder of that decade:

It was the anticil,':ed

discontinuation of this program which had.piompted the superintendents to seek
alternative testing arrangements and eventually to form the National Committee on
'Teacher Ekaminations.

Consequently, it is not surprising that many sections of the

teacher exams closely resembled the earlier tests.
Although a variety of "objective-:type

items, including "true-false," "matching," 41*

and "fill -in- the - blank," ha&been included on the Pennsylyania and earlier.Cooperative

tests, all of the questions on the teacher examinations were "multiple choice" in
*4*

nature.

For ail bat a few items, gendidates needed to select a single, correct or

best, answer from five choices presented.

d

The Central Core of Knowledge for All Teachers:
The C6mmon Examination
The preparation of the common examination involved the development of:fourteen
distinct sections.

The titles and contributing portions to the "common examination

total score" were as follows:
1.

4.

Reasoning

10 percent

English Comprehension

10'percent

lish Expression

10 percent

Conte orary Affairs
General

10 percent.

ulture:

5.

Current Social

6.

History and Social

ob.lems

.

dies.

.!

.

u

'5 percent.

5 percent

.

Literature.

.

.

5 percent

8.. Science

5 percent
5 percent

ArtaTO.

5-percent

Mathematics
Professional Information:

11.

Education and.Social Policy .

12.

Child Development and Educational
Psychology

13.

Guidance

.

7.5 percent

".

7.5 percent

and Individual and Group

Analysis

1

.

"v

7.5 percent

Elementary School Methods or
Secondary School Methods. . 7.5 percent

Study of the candtdatts
underlying triad.

practice booklet 4adA
oaf the tests th
. v

elves reveals an

The common examinations -were surely based upon those three

"minimums"' which Ben Wood assumed could be measured and had- stressed that all teachers

needed--basic intellectual and communication skills, cultural and contempora*
background, and professfonal information,
longevity.

Wood's choices have shown remarkable

Despite several intervening revistons, the current National Teacher,

Examinations also focus oethese three areas.53\

/

53 Although the three separate tests which-comprise the current core battery do MA.
yield a combined "total score," they appear to sample content very similar to the
'original common exam and consist of the following three sections:
(1) a test of
___T communication skills -- listening, reading,-and both "multiple choice" and "essay"
writing sections; (2) a test of general knowledge--literature and fine arts,
mathematics, science, acid social studies; and (3) a test of professional knowledge.
[Educational Testing Service, NTE Programs: Core Battery Tests (Princeton: ETS, 1982).]'

Assessment of "Intellectual Performance"
Those original tests included'to measure the candidates! "general quality of
intellectual performance"54 were "Reasoning," "English Comprehension," and "English

Expression."

Designed to "sample quantitative non-verbal mentalabilitieW55 the

Reasoning test was similar to the non-verbal'componente of other intelligence tests of
the time, including those used earlier to evaluate students in teacher training
institutions.

In the "figure gr 4ing" section, the candidate was requited to indicate
(:)

which of five geometric shapes did not possess a Characteristic common to the other
four.

the test taker had tq indicate which digits were

In. they "number series" sectio

missing-from an arithMetic sequence;

The "pattern ana ogi

cand

c task requim

rtes

to Se ect approprkpe geometric figures to. complete pictorial analogies.
The first of the-two English tests, "English' Comprehension,
ability..

assessed re

g

It combined forty "comprehension items based upon passages selected from

books, magazines, [and] professional journals"56 with a vocabulary test.
e skill in the correct

Developed to

of the English language, the "English Expression" test
0
41i,

included short sections on graiMatical usage, pumstUation,

"active vocabulary

sentence structure

alization,spelling,
speing,

and organization.

Assessment of General Cultural and Contemporary Background.

Like those who had assessed n
the other NTE developers assumed

chool and college candidates earlier, Wood and
reasoning.and verbal skills were key requirements

for teaching.-The knowledge they Val4ed-most\however, was that comprising the second
major emphasis of the exams -- knowledge of cultural and contemporary matters, of facts,
.

.

.

.

'54 Rational Committee on TeacherExaminations of the American Council on Education,
`Practice Booklet for Examinees (New York: Cooperative Test Service, 1940), p. 6.

5 Ib4.
56 Ibid., p. 7.

.

ideas, and concepts.

The report of the Pennsylvania study,'The Student and His

Knowledge, had emphasized this-kind of knowledge for it was highly valued by William
Learned as well as by Ben Wood.
personality .

Although "intelligence, an infectious_

., serious and instinctive devotion .

.

.

,

depth and richness of

experience, all contribute -to produce a person from whom one can profitably hope to

learn matters of importance

.

,".Learned had written in 1936, "afgenuine teacher

was never known to arise except from the soil of definite; abundant knowledge. "57

Assessment in this component occupied half of the total working time, involved half
of the total items,.and contributed forty percent to the common examination total
,

score.

Included were the general culture test which concentrated upon."the broad

spective .

fosied by a good general education"58 and the'tesi of contemporary

.

affairs which assessed its current manifestations.
Clea

these exams were modeled almost directly after those of the same names

developed previously for coiNe stude t

The Cooperative General Culture test, first

published in 1934 to sample "tatraditional [content of

liberal arts college

curriculum,"59 followed the precedent established in the Pennsylvania,study and was

Ai
composed of discrete subject matter exams.

The teach

test consisted of six sections, five of which were modeled after the
.

previous coopers

ve versions?-H

and S

1 Studies, Literature, Fine Arts,

14

cience, and Mathematics--and a sixthCurrent Social Problems--itich was added to the
lk
more gelieral exam in 1941. Many of the teachlFs' items and virtually all of those in
tire---Lit-6riehire.an-d-Fine Arts sections required candidates to identify or define

particular persons, objects, or terms by'matching them with corresponding
\

57 Leaned, "Tested Achievement of Prospective Teachers,"

. 31.

.58 National Committee, p. 8.

59 F.S. Beers, "cooperative General'Culture Test," in The 1938 Mental Measurements
Yearbook, Oscar K. Buros, ed. (New Brunswickautgers University Press, 1938), p. 21.
.
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characteristics or terms.6°

There were some questions which called for ability to draw

For

inferences -prom factS, particularly in the History and Social Studies section.

example, in one of the sample questions, candidates needed to compare the problems of
Britain "in the years following the WorldWar"..with "thoSe of imperial Rome."

Although

the tests primarily sampled content taught in college, some of the items in each
seetion but Mathematics dealt with knowledge.of a contemporary origin or application.
Some involved applying traditionally acquired facts to a contemporary situation.61
Dealing,entirely, with current situations was the Contemporary Affairs test.

The

original Cooperative'version had been developed-in 1934 at the University of Minnesota
'%04.measurethe extent ,to which college students keep abreast of significant current

events."62 :"The content of the [original] test was seledte&on the basis of a survey

of articlesn twenty7five current magazines and journals .

.

. found tO,haVe the

widest appeal on the junior college level,"63-Intended to be "a measure of the
__individual's acquaintance with.cUrrenthappeningP, "64 the teacher version emphaSized
very recent newsworthy content and.was organized into three sections, one concentrating
upon pOlitic7.1 news, the second on economic and social concerns, and thethird'on items
from. the fields of science, literature, and the arts.

Unsurprisingly, about half of.

political items on-the 1940 exam were military in content.

Candidates were expected; to

know that "the present European war" had begun with an air raid on Poland and that the

arith

60 The following example was included in the candidates' practice booklet:'
Chippendale is a name designAtting.a style of---(1) architecture; (2) porcelain;
(3) silverware; (4) furniture; (5) brocade44
61 For example: "DeStruction of the Panama Canal by bombers in. tite of war would be'..
000.
most serious to'the.United States in that it would .
. make it diffic4,ult for.,, warships
14:40,
to get from the Atlantictolphe.Pacific."--'
-

.

62 H.E. Hawkes,."Report on the Cooperative Test Servide,-" The EducOtional.RecorA t5

(July 1934), p. 366.

.

63 Padl Limbert, "Cooperative.ContempOrary Affairs Test fotCpllege Students," in The
1938 .Mental Measurements Yearbook,
.

64 National Committee, p. 10.
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Graf Spee had.been."scuttled by its crew."
"4-

-grerall, the exams'of general and contemporary culture emphasized the .beliefs of the
,

test makers that teachers nead'7to-poseessa broad. background of facts, i'deaS, and

concepts from both traditional subject-&-fie and contemparary.social Scienows.

T

comprehensive.emphaeis.was especially indicated in revealing comments-made by John:

Flanagan, associate project directorin his post-!teat analysis of the first
examinations.

Despite the test makers' disclaimers.about-potential influences on

training-curricula, Flanagan indicated that although the reading comprehension tes

correlated highly with many of theother sectione'"it would be very dangerous to
abandon the use of the other tests.

If it were known in advahce that the test
0

contained nothing but Reading'CoMpreheneion,-there wound be grave.danger that other
'factors in the training of candidates would be.slighted:"65

Assessment of Professional Information
Stressing that "only two hours of the total examination time of twelve" would be
devoted to professional education subject matter, Wood's prOmotional anno
de-emphasized the third test component.66
. .

cement had

*

Stating that "the committee [w 1 anxious

4.

.to avoid any undesirable influence on- the teacher training curriculum " he .had reported

that an emphasis would.be pieced on "functional knowledge" and "the commoni-,
fundamentals."67
Determining the common fundamentals must have been a difficult task.

Many teacher.

educators of the time believed that there Was little professional agreement-in this

Flanagan, "An Analysis of the Results," p. 246.

66 Wood, An Announcemeht'of a Teacher Examination Service
67 Ibid
-

e-
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p.e.

a

4,

area

Studies bf-extuti-fig pLugiams-found-few-oommon requirements.69

The exam included four pewiy created subtests.

The first, designed to "measure the

candidate's understanding of.,the implications' of modernsocial trends foi education and
his familiarity -with significant philosophical and historical developments relating tog.

present day education,"70 was talled "Education and Social Policy."

Primarily a test

of the candidate's ability to recognize trends or "most commonly held" educational
beliefs, it eMphaiized facts-and concepts related to issues of social concern and:
-..social responsibility.

Candidates were asked to identify significant persons, agencies, and relationships.,

TheyweL
.4

expected to know that John Dewey was "the chief contemporary exponent of the\
-

4, -

experimental method in; philosophy`" and that someone other than. he was the U.S.
,

Commissioner of EduCatiOn.

They needed to identify "the W?A," "the U.S. Office of

cr,.

and, the "4H.

They were expected to know,that the_highest illiteracy rate

was in the rural south and tbat'tonstitutionally education was a function of the state.
-4
'Candidates were asked 'to identify specific criticisms made by others of current and
.

past practices.

,

They needed to be familiar with-the titles Of a variety of. progressive

literaturSP=Democrady and Education, The. Child-Centered School, The EdatatiOnal
.

Frontier--

4

.

tihot necessarily with the application of principles espoused.

policy was

Social

e'determined .on the basis Of factualinformation which was already

established and recognized.

..4-+%;",,

I

68 For example, s
Charles J#dd, "The Curriculum of-the Teachers College," in
American Associa
of Teachm& Colleges, Eighteenth Yearbook (Menashai, WI: Banta,
1926),. pp. 75-82. He
(p. 7
ber ved this was the case even of fellow
participants in
s Collage
s nnel Association's ,cooperative testing
-program.

69 E.S. Even
in a State. Tea

"WilrtSUrses in Education.A're Desirable in a Four-Year Curriculum
ers Colleges ?, What Should Be Their Scope?," in American Association of
n,

Teachers Colleges,, Fifth YearbAk (0007NI:1-Banta, 1926), p: 61.
_

7Q National Committee; p. 9.

'
t

1-;

The second test, "Child Development and Educational Nychology," covered that
content common to most existing training programs and dealt "with the psychological
background of classroom, teaching and with the child's physical, emotional, and
intellectual background."71

Questions on social-emotional and personality development

were generally ..related "functionally" to such matters as classroom control and "mental

hygiene."

Candidates were to be aware of adolescents' desire for-"social approval" as

"the 'most effective aid" in controlling them and to recognize that asking the pupils to

"note something down" was a "desirable and effective method ofrecapturing the
wandering attention of a class."

Othellquestions inquired about children Who were "shy

and WithdraWn," who used "bad laneuageand_ who demonstrated "persi
'Those items about intellectual deVelopment sampled such topics as-intelligence testing,
.qualities of:- "precocious" and "exceptionally bright" children, and the adequacy of

"traditional" schoOl policies in dealing with high and low achieving pupils. About"
half of the questions dealt with what one of the items had defined as "the most
important single topic in the field.of educational psychology"--"human learning."7:-.

Candidates were required't6 match the names of prominentpsyChologisis to.their major
beliefs and to identify terms relating to 'past and currently popular views of learning.
As in the first section, most of the. items were presented with a sense of

unqualified certainty.

The questions suggested the existence-of a set of rules or

_prescriptions which candidates were expected to possess.

It was implied that classroOm7

decisions could be made on a standard or uniform basis if one knew the facts about "the
best" or "the most effective" or "the most desirable" way t6 proceed.

The third section of the professional examination dealt with certainty of a
different type--that gained from "the general principles of measurement

71 ibid., p. 9..

,

.

. and the
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Although guidance and measurement wv:Lseen as

interpretation of test resultd."72

closely entwined as the title. "Guidance, and Individual and Group Analysis"

measurement alone was the focus of most items.
principles of guidance.

In fact, only three dealt with

Another considered the superiority "in most respects" of

children "of high intelligence," and the remaining fifty-sik concerned aspecti of
"indi,vidual and. group analysis."

Teachers were expected to.possess a great deal of

technical knowledge about testing--knowledge which would -allow 'them to construct their'

own exams and conduct their own testing'programs as well to use the results of testing.
done by others.

They were asked the meaning-of "correlation coefficient,"
/.

"percentile;" .-"scatter diagram-t- and "norm" an well -a-s-the-proeetitt-res-fo-r-produ

these-from given data.

They needed to interpret the results-of testing--both generally

and in "case study" type items in which the "best" academic and vocational decisions
for fictitious students were to be selected on the basiS of test data-provided.

The final professional information test was the only portion of the common
examination which was not completely "common" to all teachers.

It was assumed that

teachers preparing to teach at different levels would need to possess different
knowledge of teaching principles.

Thus, there were two versions of the final test--one

Of "elementary school.methods" and one of "secOnikry school methods."
distindtran..; however

--t-

-

Despite this

the:_tests-were-qui-teiiiilarTt&thteiliihiiized "present day

developments in school-management, classroom organization, and various aspects of the
curriculum"73 and included general_ questions about classroom management, planning and
selecting materials,-and evaluation.

All candidates needed-to know how to seat pupils

with respect to'"the principal source of daylight" and had to consider the:influence a_
pupil's poor attendance record should have on his scholastic rating. -

72 Ibid.

73 Ibid., p

10.
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Comments'in articles published after the .first administration indicated that; on the

whole, the testers were quite pleased with the professional exam.

It was felt that

"the fact that the Reasoning test correlated more highly with [it] than any other of
the common- examinations except the Mathematics section" indicated "some confirmation"
--,
.

.

that it measured "-reasoned understanding of school practicet."74

AlsO, it was believed.

that the'wide range of candidatts- scores indicated that there was "a genuine need
among teacher training institutions. for agreement on what constitutes an essential body

of professional educational information and on methods for assuring that their students
will have mastered at least this body of essentials before they become candidates for
,

teaching positions. r75

That the multiple choi

"one best answer" format might not bt

appropriate or that the test Might reflect "questions ofvaldeirather than ,"questions
of fact" as has been suggested by critic#of both the original and current exams76 were
not considered.

:Conc usions

though officially initiated with the March 1940 administration,. impetus for the

Nati nalTetcher Examinations prOject had been aeveloping for several decades prior to

that ate.
past

The testing program evolved 'from a number of related factors including the

se of -examinations for teacher certification, concern about standards and growing

relia ce upon testing in many phases of education, and an existing surplus of teachers
which was bplieVed to vary considerably in ability and training.

The availability. Of

74. Wlliam,Crissy, "The National Teacher Examinations," Phi Delta Kappan 24 (May
1942), p. 355,
75 F ederick Davis, "The MeasureMent of ProfeSsional Information among Candidates for.
Teachi g Positions," Educational Administration and Supervision 27 (February 1941),
p. 106.
for example, John Pilley,."The National Teacher Examination Service, " School
76 Se
Review 9 (March 1941), pp. 177-186 and Marleen Pigach andJames.Raths, "Testing
Teacher:: Analysis and Recommendations," Journal Of-Teacher Education 34 .(JanuaryFebrua
1983), pp. 37-43
,
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private foundation funds with which to subsidize the original project and the.exiatence
of prepared examinations which had been used' previously to screen teacher candidates
were additional, contributing factors.

Reflected in. hose first examinations are assumptions about-teach/1 competence,
assessment, and knoWledge which were held by test developers of that period and which

have influenced teacher testing since thattime.

Clearly, Ben Wood and his

collaborators sought to reform both the schools and the larger society.

The means to

this end; they believed, was the improvement and upgrading of the teaching force.
Practicing teachers were assumed to possess

Mediocreminds," to be unintelligent, un-

-,

.or under-educated in the liberal arts, and poorly or incorrectly trained in'pedagogy.

Similarly, those responsible for existing teacher education programs were Seen'as

ineffectiveiisguided, or incompetent.

Some critics of that time, like Goodiin

.Watson,.called for raising. teacher salaries to enhance'educators

attract candidates of 'higher quality."

public esteem and to

However; many reformers; then like now, saw

teacher testing as, a necessary and-laudable measure.

Like present -day school

admilaiStrators and public officials whoseek to control who teaches in schools, Ben
.

.

Wood and his supporters saw theris.elves as strengthening.both teaching and teacher
,

.

education through the creation o,f a common, although admittedly minimal, standard.

Some variations in the foci and perimeters of that standard have occurred in the
past five decades.

Certainly, the State of Arkansas's controversial mandated program

of minimal competency testing and Albert Shanker's proposal for a 'rigorous

national
.

professional examination: reflect current variations.

,

HoweVer, the assumptions that

significant school and societal reforms will be achieved through "the improvement" of a

mediocre teaching force and that this will.be acComplished.by he administratibn of
paper and pencil tests focusing upon "minimal" basic skills, "elite" liberal arts
knowledge, and/or "established" professional or pedagogical information have persisted.
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