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ABSTRACT.
Reading comprehension tests usually contain reading

passages f011owed by multiple choice questions about the passages;
but .one potential weak1,ness of this format is that the questions may
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questions, 'then completed Form B.test items without reading the Form
B passage. AnalysiS of test scores ,shOwS'thatbOth,giOupi'achieved
significantly higher scores -.in pasSage-independent conditions than
ch4nce '(normal 'distribution approXimations) would 'predict. These
'results, coming in the midstof.greater demands for tests of basic
-ski-1-1-s;--such--as-reading-proficiency,--r ise-doubts=abaut-th-e-lralue of
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Reading comprehension tests often-take the form of reading pas-

, sages followed by multiple choice questions about the passages. Students'

answers to the questions are taken as measures, of their' reading compre-

hension ability. One potential weakness in such a measure of reading

comprehension js that comprehension questions may be passage independent.

That is, students may be able to score reasonably well on comprehension

questions without having read the passages intended to precede them.

Preston0964) found thatcollege,ttudents were.able to:score.signifi-

cantly-hi0er than chance on the Cooperative English:Test_when_deprived
1 ,

of the passages to which the test questions were supposed to relate.

Weaver and Bickley (1967) found that college sophomores deprived of read-

ing-past'aget-cOrrectly -answered 67 perCent as many comprehension ques7_

tions as sophomores who read .the passages. Tuinman ,0973-1974), study-

ing p ormance by fourth, fifth -,'and tixth-grade subjects on five

highly-regarded and widely used reading.tests, found that subjects de-
,.

prived of the reading passages scored gher than chance on the-compre-

hension questions.
.

*Paper presented at the Twenty-Eighth Annual Meeting of the
National Reading Conference, St. Petersburg, Florida, December 2, 1978.
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This potential weakness in traditional multiple choice measureS

of comprehension is important in at least'two respects. Wherever it

proves to be an actual weakness, it contributes to the argument that

performance on multiple choice tests is an inadequate measure of 'reading

comprehenSion. ,Whatever reading-comprehension is, a test that involves
, .

'no reading (except for reading of the test questions) cannot be taken as

a measure of it. Moreover, to the extent that multiple choice tests

prove to be "passage independent, serious questions arise about the prac-
,,

tice of using scores from such tests as measures of proficiency upon

which grade level promotion, or graduation, may be based. School sys-

tems across the country are under: increasing pressure now' to make such

uses of scores derived from multiple choice tests.

One such test is the Stanford Test of Academic Skills (hereafter,

TASK). In its Manual it is represented as a test of reading comprehension

(p. 7) suitable for use as a measure of proficiency in the basic skills

(p. 12). At least one large urban school system in Wisconsin has decided

to use it to determine which of its students will be eligible for an

academic high school diploma. The purpose of the present study 'is to

assess the Stanford Test of AcademidSkills Level 1, Forms A and B, for

passage independence. .

Method.

Subjects for the study were ln; tenth graders randomly selected

-----from-an academically heterogeneous population of 489 tenth g.raders in one

of two high schools.in a middle -size- Wisconsin city.

.c
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Materials for the study were developed from TASK Level 1, Form

A (questions 1-42), and Form B (questions_ 1-42). Each subject received

a package of materials consisting of two parts: (1) a passage-out com-
,

ponent (either Form A or Pn.mB)that is, the publisher's questions with-

out the reading passages; and, (2) a passage-in component'(either Form A

or Form B)--that is, the publisher's reading passages followed by ques-

tions. Forty-nine subjects received the. 42 comprehension items for. Form

A (passage-out condition) plus the reading passages and the comprehension

items for Form B (passage-in condition). Fifty-two subjects received,

Form B passage-out plus Form A passage-in.

The experimenters administered TASK, Level 1, Forms A and B (with

alterations as described above), inOctober, 1977. Following roughly the

example described by Tuinman (1973-74), they used standard directions as

follows:

a. An announcement that the tests were being used to get informa-

tion on the tests, not..on_the_subjects.

b. An explanation of the two -fold. character of the test: the

. --f-i-rs-t-half-a test with questions only; the second, a test7of

the usual sort with passages as well at-questions.

c. A statement that results would not be reported to teachers or

. to other school offiCials.

d. A plea for cooperation.

The administration of the test under,the:passage-out and passage-
.

in conditions lasted from. 35-50 minutes. All 101 subjects completed their

tasks in \the time allotted:
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Analysis and Results

The study attempted,-to determine whether subjects, as a group,

could achieve raw scores greater than_the chance score. Each form of

the Stanford Test of Academic Skills, Level 1,contains 42 multiple choice

items which are based upon reading-passages. Since each item has four

choices, the expected chance score is 10.5:

Of the 49 subjects wha took Level 1, Form A, in the passage-out

condition, 91.8 percent exceeded the chance mean score. The observed

mean scorelor this group was 15.9. Analysis by a one-tailed t-test,

t=2.269, shows this mean tilibe significantly greater (p<0.025) than the

expected chance mean.. 'Fifty7two subjects took Level 1, Form B, in the

passage-out condition. One hundred percent exceeded the.expected chance

mean score. .The observed.mean score for this group -was 18.0. Analysis by

a one-tailed t-test, t=2.048, shows this mean to be significantly greater

(p <0.025) than the expected chance mean score.

TABLE 1.--Summary of Results: Passage Out
Condition, Stanford Test of Academic Skills,

Level 1, Forms A and B

TASK _TASK
Fo-rm A Form B
Passage,Out ..Passage -Out

)7(- 15.9 18.0

Chance- X. 10.5 10.5

n 49 52

2.379 3.662



Cyrus F. Smith, Jr.
Richard D. Western

Calculations based upon a normal.approximation to the binominal

distribution (where p=.25 and n=42) were conducted for each group of

'scores. Acco'rding to these calculations, only 1 percent of the sample

was expected to achieve a raw score higher 'than 17.05. However, 34.7 per-

cent of the Form A sample and 51.9 percent of the Form B sample exceeded

the expected score of 17.05. These data are presented in. Table 2.

TABLE 2.--Percentages of Subjects Who Beat Chance4tanford Test
of Academic Skills, Level 1, Form A and B

% of
-Chance Sample
Raw Expected to
Score , Exceed Chance

TASK Form A,
Passage Out.
% of Sample
Exceeding Chance
(n=49)

TASK Form B,
Passage Out.
%. of Sample
Exceeding Chance
(n=52)

10.50 50.0 91.8 100.0.

12.41 25.0 73.5 90.1

14.09 10.0 51.0 69.2

16.01 2.5 38.8 57.7

17.05 1.0 34.7 51.9

Finally, Pearson-Product Moment correlations were calculated-

upon those scores achieved by subjects in either the Form A passage out- -

Form B passage-in condition or the Form B passage out--Form_A passage-.

.in-condition. Significant correlation coefficient (p<.01) of .5753 and

.7457 were obtained for the former and latter conditions'respectively.'

These data are presented in Table 3.



Cyrus F. Smith, Jr.
Richard D. Western

-6-

TABLE 3.--Pearson-Product Moment Correlations of Passage Out and
Passage In Conditions, Stanford Test of Academic Skills, Level 1

Forms A and B

Condition s.d.

TASK Form A, Passage Out

TASK Form B Passage In

TASK FORM B, Passage Out

TASK Form A, Passage In

49

49

52

52

15.9.

g7.2

18.0

28.5

4.44*

9.09'

4.39

10.87

.5753**

.7457**

** p<.01

Discussion

This study is generally consistent with the findings of Preston

(1964), Weaver (1967), and Tuinman (1973-1974). Taken together, these

-studies show that subjects have been able to perform quite well in a pass-

age-out condition on a variety of standardized tests of reading comprehen-

sion. This information, coupled with the enactment of reading proficiency

requirements by various school systems, gives new point to.an old concern-

regarding valid measurement of reading comprehension. Traditionally, read-
.

ing comprehension has been defined utilizing the passage -in model.. That

is to say, subjects are confronted with a reading text and comprehension

of that text is assessed by multiple choice questions. It might.be argued

that.reading of the sort done under the passage-out condition also involves°

reading comprehension, since, subjects do at least read the questions. How-

ever, the fallacy of this line of reasoning, at least as applied to pro_._

ficiency testing, can be seen wnen one considers the different roles of



...

Cyrus F. Smith, Jr.
Richard D. Western

background knowledge, experience, thinking ability, and the like in the

two situations.

In passage-in type reading, background knowledge, experience, and
. e

so forth are probably necessary conditions (Tuinman, 1973-1974) for compre-
r-.

hension in that they help the reader interpret the text. In passage-out

reading, however, background knowledge, experience, thinking ability, and

so forth are sufficient conditions for comprehension in that the questions

send the reader not to an examination of the text but away from the text

to an examination of matters exclusive of it. Inconsequence, the word

"reading" is apparently used in two radically different senses-depending

upon whether the passage-in or passage -out condition .obtains. The corre-

lation coefficients of .5753 and .7457 (see Table.3) calculated from the

comprehension scores of subjects in the passage-in and.passage-out condi-
,

tions provide some evidence forthis contention. These coefficients, when

squared, show that the passage-in reading condition accounts for only 33

percent and 55 percent of the .variance in the comprehension scores -re-

spectively for Form A and B of the Stanford Test of Academic Skills, Level 1.

periple demanding_tects of ready ng-pronciency as tests of basic

reading skills almost certainly mean reading in the passage-in sense. For

measures of such proficiency, therefore, a test on .which results may be

seriously confounded with passage-out reading ability Is clearly inade.

quate.- It is inadequate in that-it-does not--"separate-out-those,elements-------

that are unique to reading, and those that depend_but little.on reading"

(Calfee, 1976:42). A test that did make such a separation might be, as

,Calfee suggests, an entirely new sort of test.
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Continued academic analysis-of "comprehension" and declining stu-

dent populations make the present a likely time for school districts to

begin an exitiloration for new means of measurement. Unfortunately, the mood

of concern' being; spread by the back-to-basics movement apparently is forc-

ing school districts in-the direction of expediency, not exploration. This

probably means that use of passage independent tests will, continue in that

tests of, this type create the illusion that reading proficiency is_being

assessed. ,
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