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ABSTRACT ' '
: Reading comprehenslon tests usually contain readlng
passages fgllowed by multiple choice questlons about the passages;
-but . one potential weakness of this format is that the gquestions may
-be "passage. 1ndependent " answerable without necessarlly reading the
passage first. When examining this phenomenon by assessing a
particular test, the "Stanford Test of Academic Skills," researchers
"administered two fOrms of the test to 101 tenth graders. One group
(43 students) answered Form.A test itenms without reading the passage,
‘then read 'the Form B passage and answered those questions.: The other
group (52 . students) read the Form A passage and answered its
questions, then completed. Form B test itenms ulthout readlng the Form
B’ passage. Analysis of test scores shows that! both groups’ ‘achieéved
significantly hlgher scores -in passage—lndependent conditions than
chance ‘(normal distribution approx1matlons) would predict. These
‘results, coming in the midst®-of greater demands for tests of basic

—skills—such—as—reading— prof1c1encyr~r ise-doubts-about—the-value..of S
standardlzed readlng tests as they ar},presently constructed (RL)_
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READING PROFICIENCY AND’ STANDARDIZED TESTS:
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_ Cyrus F Smith, Jr
e . Richard .D. Western
: ' The Un1vers1ty of w1scons1n MIIwaukee
| Reading comprehension tests oftenftake'the form.of reading pas? ”.
-sages fo]]owed’by‘muItipIe choice questions about the passages Students'
. answers to the questions are taken as measures of their- read1ng.compre-
hens1dn ab111ty One potent1a1 weakness 1n such a measure of read1ng
comprehens1on 1s that comprehens1on quest1ons may be passage independent.
That is, students may be able to score reasonab]y we]l on comprehens1on
quest1ons w1thout having read the passages 1ntended to precede them. ]Ik :
Preston’ (1964) found that co]]ege students were. able to score s1gn1f1-

'cant]y h1gher than _Chance on the Cooperat1ve Eng]1sh Test _when_ depr“, ed_

of the passages to wh1ch the test quest1ons were supposed to re]ate

Weaver and B1ck1ey (1967) found that co]]ege sophomores depr1ved of read- )
1ng passage5~correct1y answered 67 percent as many comprehen51on ques- »4
t1ons as sophomores who read the passages. Tuinman (1973—1974), study-'"

. ing perfformance by fourth-, fifth-, and s1xth -grade subJects on f1ve |
highly- regarded and widely used read1ng tests, found that subJects de-
pr1ved of the read1ng passages scored h\gCer than chance on the~compre~ "

!

hen51on questﬁoms.
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This potential weakness in tradjtjona1 multiple choice measuresﬂ
of comprehension'is.important in at 1eas+1two respects. Wherever it
proves to be an actua1 weakness, it contr1butes to the argument that
performance on mu1t1p]e cho1ce tests is an 1nadequate measure of read1ng
comprehens1on . Whatever. read1ng comprehens1on is, a test that 1nvo]ves

‘no read1ng (except for reading of the test questions) cannot be taken as

-a measure of it. - Moreover, to the extent'that multiple chOice tests L

prove to-be passage independent, serious questions arise:about-the pracQ'
tice of using scores from such tests as measures of proficiency upon )
which grade Tevel promotion, or graduation, may be based. School sys-f

tems across the country are'under?increasing pressure now to make such
e . . ] . , :
uses of scores derived from multiple choice tests.

J

One such test is the Stanford Test of Academ1c Skills (hereafter, .

TASK) In its Manua] 1t is represented as a test of read1ng comprehension

- (p. 7) su1tab1e for use as a measure of prof1c1ency in the basic sk111s :.'

(p. 12). At least one 1ar§e urban schoo1 system in WWscons1n has dec1ded

to use it to determ1ne wh1ch of 1ts students w111 be e11g1b1e for an
academ1c h1gh schoo] d1p1oma The purpose of the present study is t

assess the Stanford Test of Academ1c :Skills Level 1, Forms A and B, for

passage 1ndependence..

' Method- -

' - s
.

Subjects for the study were 10% tenth graders randomly selected

~from-an academica11y heterogeneous popu]ation'of 489 tenth graders in one
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Mater1als for the study were developed from TASK Level 1, Form
A (quest1ons 1 42), and Form B (quest1ons 1-42). Each subJect rece1ved '
" a package of mater1a1s cons1st1ng of two parts. ( ) a pg__ ge—out com-
ponent (e1+her Form A or annB)*that is, the pub]isher s quest1ons With-
out the read1ng passages, and, (2) a passage in component (either Form A
or Form Bj--that is, the pub11sher s read1ng passages followed by ques-
,t1ons Forty nine subJects rece1ved the 42 comprehens1on 1tems for Form ~
A (Eassage -out cond1t1on) plus the read1ng passages and the comprehen51on
items for Form B (Qassage-1n cond1t1on) Fthy-two_subJects received -
‘Form B Eassage-ou_ plus Form A'passage-in. | | |
. _ * The experimentersiadministered TASK Levei 1, 'Forms A and B . (with"
a1terat1ons as descr1bed above), 1n October,, 1977 Fo]]ow1ng roughly the

example described by Tu1nman (1973- 74), they used standarﬁ d1rect1ons as

follows:

a. An announcement that the tests were being used to get 1nforma-

\, -
_t1on on the tests, not on.. the subJects ‘

b. 'An explanation of the two- fo]d character of the test: fthe
. —First- haﬂf a test with questions only, the—second—”a—test“of
| the usua1 sort with passages as we]] as’ quest1ons o
c. A statement that resu1ts wou]d not be reported to teachers or 3
to other school off1c1a1s. |

- d. A plea for cooperatiOn

" The adm1n1strat1on of the test under the’ passage out and passage-

in cond1t1ons 1asted from 35-50 m1nutes. A1l 101 squects completed ,heﬂr

tasks 1n_the t1me a11otted L "_1,7,,- . _ . . -
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-The study attempted to determine whether subJects, as a group,

cou]d ach1eve raw scores greater than. the chance score Each

3

form of -

the Stanford Test of- Academ1c Sk111$, Leve] 1, conta1ns 42 mu1t1p1e cho1ce

items whlch are based upon read1ng passages

| chorces, the expected chance score is 10 5

0f the 49 subJects who took Level 1
-condition, 91.8 percent exceeded the~chance’mean score

mean_score'for this group was 15.9.

Ana1y51$ by a one-~ ta11ed t-test,

Since each 1tem has four ,

» Form A, in the passage-out -

The- obServed

.

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

- expected chance mean.

~ passage-out condition

Fifty- two subJects took Leve] 1

Form B, in the

One hundred percent exceeded the expected chance

mean score . The. observed mean score for th1s group was’ 18 0.

- Analysis by

~a one- ta11ed t- test t—2 048, shows th1s mean to be s1gn1f1cant1y greater

(p <0. 025) than the expected chance mean score.

TABLE 1.

--Summary of Resu]ts

Passage Out

Cond1t1on Stanford Test of Academ1c Sk11ls,

Leve] 1, Forms'A and B

. |:'SK
Form A _
- Passage-Qut

. TASK
Form B
..Passage—Out

5.9
10.5
49
2 379

~»¥1s;of-
10.5.
,52',
3.662
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Calculations based upon a normalfapproximatfon to the;binominal
'distributionﬂ(where P=.25 and n=42) were conducted for each group of
lscores Accord1ng to these ca1cu1at1ons, on]y 1 percent of the samp]e
‘was’ expected to ach1eve a raw score. h1gher ‘than 17 05 However, 34 7 per-

".cent of. the Form A samp]e 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 Chance\§tanf0rd Test
- of Academ1c Skills, Level 1, Form A and B .

TASK Form A, - TASK Form B,

o % of . I_ Passage Out. Passage Out. -

-Chance Sample % of Sample % of Sample .

Raw Expected to . - Exceeding Chance Exceeding Chance

Score . Exceed Chance " (n=49) - (n=52) '

10.50 . . -50.0 .- . - - 91.8°" -~ 100.0.

1241 250 . . 735 .- 901

14.09°  10.0 . sl.0 . 69:2 '
R | 7 01 25 . - 38 . -+ . 517

7.05 1.0 347 . 519,

hd

“ Finally, Pearson-Product Moment correlations were ca]culatedj

.Upbn'those scores achieved by subjects in either the'Form A'passage out--

Form- B passage-in cond1t1on or the Form B passage out--Form A passage-

T eine cond1t1on S1gn1f1cant corre]at1on coeff1c1ent (p< 01) of 5753 and
- .7457 were obta1ned for the former and 1atter cond1t10ns respect1ve1y
‘_These data«are presented in Tab]e 3

B}
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: TABLE 3. -—Pearson Product Moment Correlations of Passage Qut and
Passage In Cond1t1ons, Stanford Test of Academic Sk111s, Leve] 1
_Forms A and B :

-

Condition - n X sd. - oro
TASK Form A, Passage Out -~ 49  15.9 ©  4.44 5753
'TASK Form B, Passage In 49  27.2 . 9.09°
TASK FORM B, Passage Qut 52~ 18.0 4.39 L7457
TASK Form A, Rassage In 52 28.5  10.87 .
' **p<.01_

Discussion

Th1s study is genera11y cons1stent w1th the findings of Preston
(1964) Neaver (1967), and’ Tu1nman (1973-1974).° Taken together, these
‘stud1es show that subJects have been ab]e to perform qu1te we11 1n a Bas§; i
ge-ou cond1t1onvon a variety of standard1zed tests of. read1ng comprehen-A
sion. Th1s 1nformat1on coup]ed w1th the enactment of read1ng prof1c1ency

e . &

requ1rements by various schoo] systems, g1ves new po1nt to- an old concern-

-=;t regardlng valid measurement of read1ng comprehens1on Trad1t1ona11y, read-

ing comprehen51on has been deflned ut111z1ng the passage-1n mode1 That
+is to say, subJects are confronted with a read1ng text and comprehens1on
" of that text 1s assessed by mu1t1p1e cho1ce quest1ons It m1ght be argued ;

'that read1ng of the sort done under the passage-out cond1t1on a1so 1nvolve5°-

read1ng comprehens1on, s1nce SubJeCtS do at 1east read the quest1ons How-' '

ever, the fa]]acy of th1s line of reason1ng, at 1east as app11ed to pro-~

o f1c1ency test1ng, can be seen. when one con51ders the d1fferent ro1es of
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background knowledge, experience, thinking ability, and the like‘in'the .

two situations. . .
“ In3gassage-in tube reading,'background knouTedge experience, and e
" “so forth are probably necessary conditiohs (Tu1nman, 1973 1974) for: compre:“_’/{/(%/i
hension in that they he]p the reader 1nterpret the text. In gassage- ut '
75read1ng, however, background knowledge, exper1ence, th1nk1ng ab111ty, and
S0 forth are suff1c1ent conditions for: comprehens1on in that the questions
send the redader not to an exam1nat1on of the text but away from the text
“to an examination of matters;exclusive of 1t.\:In'consequence, the word

i

readlng" is apparent]y used in two rad1ca11y different senses ‘depending

* upon whether the passage-1n or passage out cond1t1on obta1ns The corre-

]at1on coeff1c1ents of .5753 and .7457 (see Tab]e 3) ca]cu]ated from the

comprehenslon scores of subJects in the Q;ssage-1n and passage-out cond1- ',v’ -
j . e b ] . i

‘-_t1ons prov1de some ev1dence for th1s content1on. These coeff1c1ents when

squared show that ‘the Eassage in read1ng cond1t10n accounts for on]y 33

jpercent and 55 percent of the var1ance 1n the comprehens1on scores re-

spect1ve1y for Form A and B of ‘the Stanford Test of- Academ1c Sk111s Leve1 1

Peaple demand1na tests nf_readqng—proflcqency as tests. of bas1c | L
readlng skxl]s a1most certa1n1y mean read1ng 1n the Eassage-1n sense. ~ For
measures of such prof1c1ency, therefore, a test on which resu]ts may be

K ser1ous]y confounded W1th passage-out read1ng ab111ty 1s clear]y inade~

3~quate —Jt -is- 1nadequate in- that it does not "separate out-those e]ements l -
;that are un1que to read1ng, and those that depend but 11tt1e on reao1ng“
(Ca]fee, 1976 42) A test that d1d make such a separat1on m1ght be as

u;Calfee suggests, an entlrely new sort of test
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Contlnued academic. analysus of “comprehons1on" and dec11n1ng stu-
dent populations make the present a lTikely time for school d1str1cts to ‘
begin an exp]orat1on for new means.of measurement Unfortunate]y, the mood

',,of concern be1ng spread by the back- to bas1cs movement apparently is forc-

ing schoo1 d1str1cts in the d1rect1on of exped1ency, not exp]orat1on. Th1s

‘probably means that use.of paSsage 1ndependent tests w111 contxnue in that o

tests of this type‘create the 111us1on.tnat reed1ng proficiency is.being

© -assessed.
- )
“-':.“'
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