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Thehreading class consists of 35.5 fifth grade students,n
ages 8.5 to‘10;5. They spend four minuteshreading."A :
Practical Gutde to Getting‘a Job" orally, in.unison.‘

The teacher rapid]y and~d{stinctly'reads tenlvocabulary
words, g1v1ng one synonym for each. Having been thus‘d
prepared for the daily selection, the ch1]dren exc1ted]y
’awa1t their favorite act1y1ty. At the s1gna], ‘they open

. their texts to page 291 and encourage their eyes'and.
minds to hurdle through the 3.2 page selection. As

' usuaT,-Perciva} Noteworthy's hand flies into the air

first and he gets his 47th go]d star on the "Captain

~ Zippc Speed Read1ng" chart Laggards are giVen ninety
seconds to comp]ete the se]ect1on, dur1ng wh1ch time

" the teacher has passed out a ten quest1on true/fa]se _
test. Ch11dren are given three minutes to comp]ete '

the exam. | g

This is what could have happened This was the idealized wave of

the early n1neteen hundreds. Educat1ona| leaders of the day envisioned
a t1me when the business of schoo]1ng became o) eff1c1ent that exactly
the right number of students wooldvbe\1n each c]assroom; when each

- teacher wou]d‘possess_the same qualities and shi]]s (those deemed most

: effective),”when children wou]d be pushed through school as quick]y as -
\poss1b1e (to lessen the per pup11 cost of- educat1on), and when the most

1mportant criterion of assessment would be speed, both for the student

and the grader. Thank goodness it didn't happen Did it?
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e Educat1on is in the throes of the Back to Bas1cs/Competcncy Testing
 movement, and no where are proponents more adamant than in the area of
) reading. Wh11e none would argue the 1mportance of the ab111ty to read,
there is continued hea]thy debate over whmch"read1ng skills are most
~essential and how these skills can best be measured. It is the conten-
tfon of this.writer that much of mhat has developed in the testing of
reading_is harkening back to the days of the. 'Cult of'Efficiency,".toﬁa!
time when speed and surface comprehension were the most highly valued
components'of the successfu] reader becauée they cou1d.be measdred most -
~-easily.i

The efficiency movement-in education in the second decade of this
century can be largely attributable to the 1ntroduct1on of scientific
management in industry (Ca]]ahan,.1962). The man most respons1b1e for
makingfa science of work, the "messiah of time and motion" (Kaw, 1979},
was Frederick Winslom Taylor (1856-1915). He spent most of .his pro-
duct1ve years study1ng time and motion, in an attempt to streamline 1n-}
dustr1a1 product1on S0 that peop]e could work as qu1ck1y and eff1c1ent1y
as poss1b1e, with no wasted motions (Kaw, 1979) The pr1nc1p1es of h1s
\ theory ga1ned w1despread acceptance in bus1ness, and disciples quickly
vformed in areas such as 1oca1 government re11g1on and educat1on
‘(Callahan, 1962).

| Taylor preached six stages of 1mp1ement1ng sc1ent1f1c management
(1) a t1me and mot1on study and the deve]oment of unit times for -
various components ‘of the job; (2) ana]ys1s and 1mprovement of the tools’

and machines; (3) standard1zat1on after the best and fastest methods
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have been developed; (4) assignment of tasks according to specific
skills; (5) a rewardland_punishment system; (6)‘functionaj.foremanshipl
(strong administration):bothbfor training of workers and control of
process. » .

‘Education embraced many of'these principles, a1though not perhaps

the one that could have been most beneficjal. In a speech in October,

1913 (Callahan, 1962), Taylor quoted John Dewey in remarking that the

“main inequality between business and education was funding for experi-

J

" mentation. Without the initjaT‘study of what methods, materia1s, rein-

forcers and theories were most effective in teaching chi]dren, there was

no hope-that~thé "Cult of Efficiency” could have a long range positive

effect on educat1on But that-didn't stop anyone. .,  §

The thrust of the movement in educat1on was cr1t1c1sm The years
of 1911 through 1913 were ones of broad denouncement, not only of pub11c

schoo]s but of all institutions. Cr1t1cs cried for resu]ts that cou]d

be seen and’ measured and proposed the cutt1ng of funds- where institu-

tions e1ther didn't measure their products or the products didn't measure

“up. As Callahan (1962) states in the preface to his book Educat1on and

the Cult of Eff1c1ency, "1 am now conv1nced that very much of what has

‘happened in Amer1can educat1ou s1nce 1900 can be exp1a1ned on the bas1s

of the extreme vulnerability of our schoolmen to pub11c cr1t1c1sm and

pressure and _that this vu]nerab111ty is bu11t~1nto our'pattern of local

L

' support and control." He po1nts out that it was at th1s t1me that

school boards became dom1nated by bus1nessmen where they had prev1ous1y

been,contro11ed by po11t1c1ans,
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Cr1t1c1sm of the educational system _was ev1dent 1n genera] publi-
) cat1ons such as newspaper ed1tor1a1s, books, and magaz1nes, espec1a11y
in the rampant muckrak1ng journalism of the day But perhaps the most )
intense attention was g1ven w1th1n educat1ona1 circles, in Journa1s and
endless organ1zat1ona1 meetings. In a 1905 ainual meet1ng of the Nat-
'1ona1 Educat1on Assoc1at1on, educat1on came off a distant second in a'
“Compar1son of Modern Business Methods w1th Education Methods" (Ca]]a-
han, 1962). Articles such as "Methods for. Measuring Teacher's Effi-
c1ency“ (Boyce, 1915) and "Objective Standards as.a Means. of Controlling
Instruct1on and Econom121ng Time" (Courtis, 1915) appeared monthly 1n‘
most educatJona1 journals. J. C. Bell asked in an editorial entitled
WEfficiency in the Teaching of English" -(Bell, 1915) whether the time
\ spent in teaching English was worth'the retohns.‘"He proposed.that
rather than studying grammar and reading ohaliy,dchi1dren shou]d'be
trained in lv'r‘apid and comprehending silent heading;" His-]audab1e
suggestion that children should read more books during school .time was
*supported by his content1on that the time to do- this should be taken
"by the elimination of the waste in spe111ng, wh1ch recent stud1es

have shown to be cons1derab1e One wr1ter (N11son, 1915) proposed

‘a start]1ng so]ut1on to the cost of educat1on In Minimum.ESsentials :

in E]ementary Schoo] Sub;ects Wilson- suggests shortening the schoo11ng

process by two whole years. One begins to see similarities with-the
current emphasis~on'"minimumﬂ comoetencies} |

kwi1sonfs*suggestion does not seem so dramatic in light of other

“discussions going on_about'the'Country during these years. In an annual
- /‘ ,,-- » . ) ‘ _ . . ) -

/

Pl




report of the Super1ntendent of Schoo] 1n New Orleans (Notes and News,

1915) David Hi11 points out that ”there are numerous tables and charts

_ showing ‘the number of over- aged children by schoqls, the progress of

pup11s in schools, and suggest1ons for the pract1ca1 use of the data
suggested.” Some of the suggest1ons over the years )nc]uded increasing
the numberhof pupils per classroom to save on space, never retaining a
child (extra years increased the per-puhi] cost of education), increasing

5secondary-teachers' class loads so fewer could be hired, and examing in--

" minute detail every expenditure, from paper towels to desks.

The concern-over efficiency was most fervent at the administrative

level; these people were, in the last analysis, u1timate1y accountab]e.

l'A note 1n the Journal of :ducat1ona1 Psycholqu_ ("Notes and News", 1915)

gives 1ns1ght 1nto the pervas1veness of the "Cult of Eff1C1ency" by this

_t1me

The department of Super1ntendence and other sect1ons of the
NEA and aff111ated soc1et1es will meet‘at C1nc1nnat1, February
22 c7 .[to d1scuss] the results of plans to measure efficiency
1n teaching, how shall the eff1c1ency of teachers be tested and
recorded and ‘the 1nvest1gat1on of the eff1c1ency of schoo]s and
school systems . At the meeting of the National Counc11 the
final report of the committee on tests and‘standards of effi-
'.ciency wi]] be presented. -The Natiohal Sdtiety for the Study ~
of Edutation will consider economy of time in the vartous )
school subJects - | |

Frank11n Bobc1tt, an 1nstructor 1n educat10na1 adm1n1strat1on at the
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UniVersity of Chicago, was very direct in his charge to administrators
concern1ng their respons1b111ty He be]ieved"like'Taylor »that
efficiency depends on "centra11zat1on of authority and def1n1te d1rect1on
'by the superv1sor of all processes performed...so that there can never be
any m1sunderstand1ng as to what 1s expected of a teacher in the way of
results or in the matter of method" (Callahan, 1962) If these expectat1ons

'of teachers seem r1g1d one can imagine what would then be expected of

students "W.C. Bagley, in C]assroom Manaqement, 1nstructed teachers that

"unquestioned obed1ence" vas the "first ru]e of efficient serv1ce“ (Bag]ey,-
1910). It is on]y fair to ask if th1s is an extreme react1on to Taylor's
“funct1ona1 foremanship" model of the strong supervisor. However Tay]or,
i embraces such an educatiOna]_phiTosophy in his belief that "...on1y by -
. requiring workers to subnit to the authority of those laws, and thereby to
surrendér a]] claims to autonomy or'discretion in their work, could the -
full potential of the industrial revolution be rea]ized" (Kaw, 1979).
It dis we]] documented through Journal articles of the per1od what
" an extensive effect the "Cult of Eff1c1ency" had on the th1nk1ng of
educationa’ 1eaders. It is harder to document what 1ast1ng.effects may
- have crept into related areas of education such as testing. However, it
“is more than coincidence ean account for to note that the birth of
'standard1zed tests in subJect areas occurred around 1910, when Taylor
e and his educat1ona1 followers were most vocal In fact, some ear]y
educat1ona1 testing probably gave 1mpetus to the barrage of cr1t1C1sm
previously mentioned.. JosephVM. Rﬂce,-_a phys1c1an-turned-educator

administered tests in arithmetic and spelling to thousands of children
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between'1895 and 1913. Although critics have pointed out that he lacked
even'a'basic knew1edge of statistics and‘that heﬁcould,not,suppiy the
~data to support his published results, his f1nd1ngs that the ch11dren
had performed poorly were widely Jccepted and d1scussed tCallahan, 1962),
Leaders in the field of measurement such as E. L. Thornd1ke and his
students began developing instruments'for measuring achievement in many
skill subjects, and by j910,,severa1 of these tests had been standardized..

A concurrent area of testing; and one closely related to standard-
jzation, was the objective test,.which came to the forefront and has rea119
never left either the classroom or the professiOnal testing field. One
of the raging debates of the day was'betweentthose who defended the old

essay tests and proponents of the new

jective test.. Impetus was given
to the 1atter group by studjes done b BDaniel Starch and E. C. Elliott
"proving" that essay tests were poor measuring instruments because of
grader variabi]ity However a current expert in tests and measurement
(Ebel, 1972) points out that Starch and E11iott "...did not answer the
main charge aga1nst objective tests [that\they could not measure some
important factors] and they did nothing t6'sunnert the belief of some
test specialists that anything an essay test can do an objeétive test
“can do better." Ebel discusses the debate that was at its»heights in
1912, the same year Taylor engoyed his w1dest public response (Kaw,
1979). Fhose who were trying to! counter the wave of efficiency 1n
testing (Ebel, 1972) argued that |

ObJect1ve tests were charact;r1zed as fragmentary and superf1c1a1

su1tab1e perhaps for testfhg memory of factual deta11s but wholly

.




,1nadequate for measuring the higher mental processes-of 1og1ca1
reasoning, critical evaluat1on, or creative synthesis. 0n1y an
essay test, sa1d the opponents, can adequately test a student s
deve]opment of these more complex and far more 1mportant educa- .

tional outcomes.

This was not; however,‘a prevai]ing opinion. The essayitestfdied~~”~““““"9 -
quick]y'and was enthusiastically replaced with multip]e‘choice, fil1-in--
the-blank, and true/false tests that took little time to complete and _
" less time to‘grede. E11wood P. Cubberly, Dean of the School of Education

at Stanford and ccrusader for the efficiency movement, was a promineht name

jn the fﬁe1d of educational testing. -In the "Editor's Introduction” to

Modern Methdds fn-written Examinations (Lang, 1930}, Cubberly states_the
| widely-held doctrine’oé efficiency in testing: ."Aigood.blass test is one
by'means of -which the pupils may be tested widely, scored objedtive]y, and ". -
renked relatively and with the possibility of but a small degree of error...
these would have... the advantages-of... wide range of testing; rapidfty e
of scor1ng, and objectivity." o '

Mehrens and Lehrman (1969) point out that "H1stor1ca11y, there is

" much s1m1]ar1ty in the- deve]opment of standord1zed tests, whether they

be individual 1nte111gence tests, aptitude or ach1evement tests,.because

_they all receive their maJOr 1mpetus from a source other than the concern

of the individual pupil per se." This v1ewpo1nt was not totally without |

its defendants at the time§ John Dewey (a frequent critic of Tay]or) tr1ed

to persuade educators that tests. shou]d be.used for diagnostic purposes, e

to provide a better understand1ng of children,- and not as a "conven1ent
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means of classitying and standardizing students" (Dewey, 1922). Another o -
defendant of the written eXam, Horace Mann, had spoken much earlier. He
was Secretary offthe MassachusettsvState Board of Education when the first
written'exams were given‘in the Boston public schools in 1345. -Mann
praised tre.whitten'exam for precisely the same reason later proponents
of the obJect1ve exam would promote their tool: teacher accountabf]ity
He be11eved that "if pupils answer quest1ons of book facts readily and
accurately but fail in those questions involving relations and app11cat1ons
of princip]es, then the.blame should pe placed uppn the teacher" (Ca]dwe]l ‘
& Courtis, 1923). It is interesting that he recognizedhthatbthe minimalrg..
competency of fact/retegéion was. not a sufficient measure of a meaningful )
_education. , | | '
Surprisin§1ye giveh)the important position readirg has a]ways held

in education, the first standardized reading- test did not appear until

1915, several years after tests in spelling, handwr1t1ng and arithmetic.

——The-most106gical” exp]anat1on on of th1s fact is expressed in American

- Reading Instruction (Smith, 1934). Nila B. Smith expt;}ns that reading S
was such a pomp1icated, many-faceted skill, that test makers were forced ‘ B ///
‘ to construct instruments that assessed speed and comprehension because '/////‘
they Qere “:..highiy jmportant and at the same time-testable features ///l e
-of the reading process." That first reading test was writtes and re-
:searched by Daniel Starch, mentioned earlier.as a leader in estab]ishing
the objective test as the pr1mary assessment technique. In . the introduction

to the report on h1s test and its standard1zat1on, Starch (1915) reiterates

his strong support of objective testing as a too] for "...examining various
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aspects of efficiency of_instructjon and administration of school systems.'

e This first instrument deserves close scrutiny; it wii] be shown thata
the ph11soophy behind it dominated reading testing for many years. In

\h1s rat1ona1e for skills tested; Starch (1915) states’ that " .the chief .
e]ements in reading are (1) the comprehension of the ‘material read, (2) the
speed of reading, and (3) the correctness of‘pronunciatioh.. He d1scounted ‘

, the th1rd faccor as "re1ative1y insignificant." He does not define com- |

_ prehens1on, however,. accord1ng to his scor1ng procedure, it is anyth1ng a
child remembers from the passage. .Thus a literal transfer of words--a
test of specific short term memory--is measured,‘where'1nterpretat1on, .
ana]ys1s and other aspects of er1t1ca1 thinking are not. These twojski1]s,
speed and factual recall, reflect the emphas1s on eff1c1ency and measurab]e'_
products, they also represent the two most widely tested aspects of read1ng,,

v

through 1930, when the test1ng movement first rece1ved cr1t1ca1 appra1sa1

/

_”M,m_._"(Thornd1ke ~&— Hagen7_1969)“‘”l """"""" T o S

/

In order to fully understand the effects of this emphas1s, it is:

he]pfu] to look at the instructions to teachers (Starch 1915):
Exp1a1n to the pup11s that they are to read s11ent1y as rapidly
as they can and at the same time to grasp as-much as they can,
and that they w111 be asked to write down,.not necessar11y in
the same words, as much as they w1117remember of what they read.

They should be told not to read anyth1ng over aga1n, but to read .

. on cont1nuous1y as rap1d1y as 1s cons1stent w1th graspxng what

they read.

[~

Starch goes on to 1nstruct teachers to allow ‘exactly 30 seconds

] . . -

- 1
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for the reading of each of eight graded passages. Children.are to make

a mark afte- the 1ast word read, then to write on the ‘back everyth1ng
that they can remember. Teachers are told to_co nt " ..the number of

words written which correctly reproduce the“thdught.“_ They are to cross
_ out any incorrect or added ideas. One can only gssume that if a child

[

makes an—inferrence; it would lower his or her score.’ '

To his credit, Starch anticipated-some reserVations about many of -
the obvious weak ooints in his test. In a section entﬁtled I’A;Critic'a] {
Points Concern1ng the Re11ab111ty of the tests" he-addressed several of |
these reservat1ons He defended the arb1trary 30 second t1me 11m1t by \
pointing out that ... the necessary test for th1s 1nterva1 cou]d be - ./
printed on a sheet of paper about the size of an ordinary page of a

. _reader..'(Starch 1915) 0ne must quest1on whether this was out of a
concern for studen+ fam111ar1ty, or a des1re for a un1form format. _He
a]so was concerned that a 1onger 1nterva1 of t1me would make it more
d1ff1cu]t to score the resu]ts, Starch was fair in noting that first
grade students would be at 7 disadvantage because of 1ess-deve1oped
wr1t1ng sk11]s.- He decided: that th1s wasn't really a problem however,
. sjnce“the first grade wou]o not,be compared ‘with other grades. he
“went-on in- the article'to'compare a11'gradesf
Starch was we]] anned in h1s defense aga1nst those who might attack
his strange assessment of comprehens1on - He had conducted a study-w1th
On1neteen pup11s to test the quest1on -answer format over blanket wr1tten

recall These e1ghth graders answered ten quest1ons on passages seven and

. e1ght, in the a11otted time which was. 4 the per1od requ1red for the- qu1ckest

.13;"
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pupi] to finish." (Starch 1915) He found that the question-answer
method was "...less accurate as well as more difficult to score." This
isa very unusual statement from the champion of the obJect1ve test.
Apparently, by this time, he had decided that mere]y counting words was
even more efficient than any of the obJect1ve techn1ques His conc]us%on
was that counting words was adopted because it was “... s1mp]e rap1d and
objective." He did concede that it might be better to count "ideas" but.

| that they were too hard to determine. |
In report1ng the results of wide test1ng for standard1zat1on Starch
(1915),presents some interesting graphs. The graph on reading rate has
a pronounced positive skew, indicating a few students who fe11 well above'
~ the mean.” The graph for comprehenS1on is qu1te flat, indicating a very
“ wide range and a 1arge standard deV1at1on However, when the two scores

are combined, the resu]t is almost a normal curve. How many children

f /7

‘were he1d~up to this standard, established. by cOmbining very fast readers

uho may not have comprehended and those readers with good verbatdm

‘x~_ memor1es7 How many future tests were compared to this 1n1t1a1‘standard7
‘Even a cursory 1ook at the reading tests used in the f1fteen to

twenty years following the Starch test confirms the susp1c1on that h1s

underlying philosophy was extremely 1nf1uent1a1. The Buros Menta]

‘Measurements Yearbooks prov1de endless examp1es, both .in text descr1pt1ons_

and expert rev1ews, for by 1938, when the f1rst yearbook was pub11shed
most educators were seriously quest1on1ng the rate/bas1c reca11 philosophy.
George Spache ‘(Buros, 1949), in rev1ew1ng the Gates Bas1c Reading Tests

/

‘(]926-1943~rev1s1on), po1nts out that the test is normed for only speed

‘
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and accuracy, although it is intended to measure d1fferent types of |
read1ng sk11]s. ‘Frederick Davis's review of the Iowa Silent Reading
Tests (1927-1943) states that these tests "...do not pretend to measure
the most subt1e aspects of comprehension..." and that their use.";..
must tehd to reward unduly the repid, superficial reader who is in the
habit of skimming along ahd parroting a phrase'cr two of the writer."
(Buros, 1949) -One recogniies the star of the Starch test: William
Turnbull further comments on the Iowa tests that "...it is prcbable
that-the factor of reading?rate enters all sections of the tests."
(Buros, 1949) |

The folly of_tying everything to reading'rate wés'recognized by
reading experts who reviewed the tests,. if not by the l‘expe'rts“ who"
,wrote the tests. Albert Harris (Buros,']9?9) complains that ",.;a
‘sﬁhg1e score is obtained, which deuends.partly upon ccmprehehsion and
partly on rate..." in:the Purdue Reading Test (1928) In the unsigned
rev1ew of the Buffalo Reading Test for Speed and Comprehens1on (1933),
the reviewer bemoans the test as a ref]ect1on of the whole structure of
education where "...the student who stores away the most facts is the
most h1gh1y educated " (Buros, 1949) Freder1ck Davis discounts the
compos1te score of the Traxler S11ent Reading Test (1932) because of the
heavy we1ght1ng of the rate score (Buros, 1938). The assistant director 1J

of the research division of the National Educat1on Assocwat1on,/Ivan

. /
Booker cr1t1c1zed that many reading tests y1e1d "o.o.a score 1n which
rate.and comprehens1on are 1nseparab1y tang]ed " (Euros, 1949) ‘Yhen

the widely pra1sed Cooperat1ve Reading Comprehens1on Test was pub11shed
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in 1941, it was hera]ded not only" because of its broad interpretation of
comprehenSion skiiis, but because speed was a. separate score, not_ -
affecting the other areas (Buros, 1949).

It has been'an accepted assumption up to this point that speed is

not an ample measure of reading abiiity.‘ Research ooth past and present
seems to confirm this assumption The first research study of note on i
comprehenSion, and one still quoted and respected was ‘conducted by
Edward L. Thorndike in 1917. After obserVing that many students cou]d
not.reason, or make inferences about maceriai they read, Thorndike
developed a three-part theory of comorehension. He believed that people
who read with good comprehensionvproduced a correct meaning for each
word, weighed each word in relation to other words, and “examined and |
vaiidated“ their suppositions about what was read and adJusted them when
necessary (Thorndike, 1917). - It is obvious. that the processes of weighing
and examining cannot be done during forced rapid reading, but require
time for thinking and possibiy rereading material. This idea is supported
by some research by McConkie, Rayner andaMeyer (Gibson & Lev1n, 1975) |
which found that chi]drenfs rates were fastest when they vere 1ooking“
~ for speciiic, objective answers and_siowest_when they had been asked
higher order questions. In her extensive indictment of comprehension
instruction in the American schooi, Deiores Durkin {1978+ 79) substantiates
the undesirahie effects on an emphasis on speed. She feels that it
promotes guessing, retention of trivia and compietion rather.than'under-.
standing of assigned readings | ' | R

The question that must concern today s educators is whether ve are

15
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»return1ng to the ph1losophy of- efF1c1ency Are minimal competency exams
1n read1ng concerned w1th anyth1ng other than who can get the facts and
how fast they can get them7 Are tests composed that are easy to take
.and simple to grade, But not indicative of 1mportant educat1ona1 ob-
~jectives such as critical thinking’ N111'test1ng so that districts can -
rece1ve fund1ng,_or recogn1t1on, or A" marks from the schoo] boards
take prec1dence over test1ng to improve 1nd1v1dua] ga1ns in know]edge?
If the answers to these quest1ons are "yes,". then the state of American
education may not be very different from the mental state of those most
“adversely affected by the "Cult of Eff1c1ency. b Those whose first concerr;a
is children mayffind themse]ves.1amenting with,a critic of Frederick
fay]or A. J. Portenar (Raw, 1979): ' "It depresses me horribly. The
whole thing looms up vaguely before.me.as an inhuman inexorable mach1ne,

g]1d1ng smoothly on its way, but crush1ng not on]y a]] in its way, but -

'sapp1ng the vitality of all connected with 1t "

Ay
[}

.
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