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“Why,” a reading specialist I respect and admire asked me at an executive board meeting of the Connecticut Reading Association, “did you vote against the teacher candidate test in reading? You were a district reading administrator. Do you think new teachers come prepared to teach reading? I certainly don’t!”

“I really don’t think the universities are doing their job,” a second colleague added.

Ouch.  

I was the member of the “Preservice Elementary Education Teachers Reading Test Review Panel” who voted against adopting either of the two proposed assessments of “reading instruction knowledge and skills,” one of them (developed by Educational Testing Service [ETS]), according to the test review panel’s comments, “not a tight alignment between test and state reading competencies, although aligned with International Reading Association standards,” and the other (developed by the Evaluation Systems group of Pearson [ESP]), according to the test review panel’s comments, “built on a clearly articulated framework which aligns closely with Connecticut’s Blueprint for Reading Achievement as well as International Reading Association Standards” (McQuillan, 2008a). I agreed with the review panel’s comments about the ETS test that “some answers to [multiple choice] questions [were] too obvious….” Yet I also voted against the test that the review panel voted to accept. The open-response section of that test is similar to the Developmental Reading Assessment (Beaver & Carter, 2003) that teachers in K-3 in Connecticut Priority School districts must administer and that many elementary schools choose to administer. The open response requires candidates to analyze a student’s comprehension and word identification strengths and weaknesses, based on transcripts of a retelling and oral reading.

The review panel commented that the ESP test had clear multiple choice questions that addressed practical as well as theoretical knowledge; and—although the ESP test’s constructed response was not specific enough—the test included pre-school reading competencies. The review panel commented that the test assessed content knowledge, as well as reading strategies; was built on a framework aligned closely with Connecticut’s Blueprint for Reading Achievement and International Reading Association standards; and could serve as a guide for universities to align the content of preservice courses to state standards (McQuillan, 2008a). Why, indeed, did I vote against such a test? It was hard to give my colleague a quick answer. 
Was it because, as my colleague intimated, I had been a district reading administrator and thought new teachers come prepared to teach reading? I don’t think so. When I was a district reading administrator, I eagerly applied learning from colleagues in the State Literacy Leaders group to help teachers become insightful teachers of reading; for example, analyzing assessment data to determine next instructional steps, (Reeves, 2004a). When the Connecticut Department of Education collaborated with Regional Educational Service Centers (RESCs) to create professional development modules based on the National Reading Panel’s description of essential components of reading instruction, I wholeheartedly embraced the modules, not only sending literacy leaders for the excellent training, but attending myself. I embraced the comprehension module so completely that I share it with preservice teachers. I don’t want any of them to be like the teacher I observed who was so uncertain of her ability to teach reading to the range of students in her room that she didn’t even try. Instead, she opened a basal reader teacher’s manual and read from the script. No, I didn’t reject the test because I think new teachers come well prepared to teach reading.
Was it because I think teacher candidates are over-tested? I don’t think so. It is true that Connecticut already has a requirement for all elementary teacher candidates (Grades 1 through 6—endorsement #013) to pass two subject area tests to become certified (Praxis II: Elementary Education: Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment Test, test code 0011, and Elementary Education: Content Area Exercises, test code 0012) and for all early childhood teacher candidates (nursery through Grade 3—endorsement #113 or #013), as of July 1, 2009, to pass two Praxis tests in order to become certified (Early Childhood: Content Knowledge, test code 0022, and Education of Young Children, test code 0021) (McQuillan, 2008a). However, as a National Board for Professional Teaching Standards certified teacher, I reveled in the challenge of preparing six portfolios where I videotaped and reflected on the teaching of standards, followed and reflected on the literacy growth of students, engaged parents and community members and reflected on their role in helping students develop literacy, and reflected on my contributions to the teaching profession. I didn’t even mind spending a day at an archaic computer taking four additional tests of ability to select and reflect on appropriate material, build and reflect on a lesson based on students’ strengths and challenges, and respond to and reflect on given teaching and professional scenarios. A recent study found that National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) certified teachers were responsible for higher student achievement than were non-NBPTS certified teachers (Hakel, Koenig, & Elliott, 2008, p. 7-16). No, I didn’t reject the test because I think new teaching candidates are over-tested.
Why then didn’t I vote for one of the two proposed tests? Was it because I am an assistant professor of educational reading and language arts and don’t want my curriculum determined by a state test?  I don’t think so. As a university professor I work hard to be sure that teacher candidates know how to teach state and national reading standards. I have taken to heart the “essential components of reading instruction” which the Reading First legislation (2002), based on the National Reading Panel’s summary of scientifically based reading research (2000), has defined as “phonemic awareness; phonics; vocabulary development; reading fluency, including oral reading skills; and reading comprehension strategies.” In fact, I not only teach our university’s early literacy course; but I apply the same ideas to helping my five pre-school, kindergarten, and first grade grandchildren learn how to read. As a member at various times of both the Connecticut Academic Performance Test (CAPT) and Connecticut Mastery Test (CMT) teacher advisory committees, I know that the foundation of assessment is standards and it is the standards, not the state assessment, that should determine curriculum. No, I didn’t reject the test because I don’t want the university curriculum to be determined by a state test.
Was it because I worried that neither test focused on the complete range of literacy skills identified by Michael Pressley, “the American Eagle of Reading Research,” (Harrison, 2008, p. 188)? For Pressley (2001), effective reading instruction not only addresses the five conclusions of the National Reading Panel (Phonemic awareness instruction is effective in promoting early reading… Systematic phonics instruction improves reading and spelling… Guided oral reading and repeated reading of texts increase reading fluency… A variety of methods of vocabulary instruction makes sense…Comprehension strategies instruction improves comprehension…) that were “credible, as far as they went” but includes “scientifically validated findings” the Panel didn’t address (p. 2):  
· “Instruction at home” (p. 11) because teaching parents “how to read storybooks with children” increases language skills, including knowledge of vocabulary (p. 11); 
· “Television” (p. 12) because technologies like captioning “increase children’s word recognition and vocabulary skills” and shows like Sesame Street increase “reading readiness skills” (p. 12); 
· “Community resources” (p. 12) because volunteers who tutor children in reading and community efforts such as Reading is Fundamental that make books available to children promote literacy; 
· “Whole language instruction” (p. 12) because “literature-driven instruction increases children’s autonomous reading,” because “instruction featuring strong connections between literature and concept learning increases academic curiosity and engagement,” and because “children’s comprehension of the ideas in text increase when they have conversations about literature with peers and teachers” (pp. 13 & 14); 
· “Language of instruction” (p. 14) because there is some evidence that instruction in a child’s first language might make a difference in achievement; 
· “School reform movements” (p. 14) because some reforms, for example, Hirsch’s Core Knowledge, some Title 1 successes, and Reading Recovery, have made an impact on literacy development, (p. 15); 
· “No quick fixes” (p. 15) because the advantage of reading interventions fades over time and what is needed is “long-term cognitive intervention that is always changing to match the developmentally increasing demands on the child” (p. 15). 
  Pressley also points out that the National Reading Panel ignored essential literacy skills like searching for information and writing (p. 16). He mentions, too, that “more schooling,” including early education programs, and intensifying schooling, by reducing class size to permit “more positive teacher-student contact,” are supported by well-controlled studies (p. 16). A recent large-scale study concluded that Reading First schools are not more successful in helping students comprehend than are non-Reading First schools in the same district (Gamse, Bloom, Kemple, & Jacob, 2008). In a June 23 press release responding to that study, Secretary Spellings speculated that the lack of success in Reading First schools might be attributed to the fact that schools in the same district implemented the same reforms (http://www.ed.gov/news/pressreleases/2008/06/06232008.html). Pressley’s (2001) perspective might be equally true: “scientifically validated findings” point to important practices in reading instruction that go beyond the five essentials named by The National Reading Panel (2000) and implemented in Reading First legislation (2002).
Did I reject the test because I think that while the five essential reading components determined by the National Reading Panel and implemented in Reading First legislation are well represented in the new state test, components identified by Pressley are not as well represented? To be able to answer my colleague’s question, I would have to analyze the Massachusetts Foundations of Reading Practice Test (90), part of MTEL—the Massachusetts Tests for Educational Licensure  (http://www.mtel.nesinc.com/PDFs/MA_FLD090_PRACTICE_TEST.pdf ) on which the Connecticut Foundations of Reading Test is modeled. While a complete analysis can be found in the Appendix, a synopsis of that analysis, below, does document a focus on the five essential components identified by Reading First legislation: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. 

Analysis of the Massachusetts Foundations of Reading Practice Test (90) 
on which the Connecticut Foundations of Reading Test is modeled
 “Reading First” Focus

The multiple choice section of the Massachusetts Foundations of Reading Practice Test (90) test, on which the Connecticut Foundations of Reading Test is modeled, focuses on the five components of the Reading First initiative (phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension) as well as on assessment and multiple approaches to instruction. Each focus of the test is described below.

Questions devoted to phonemic awareness. Twelve questions concern phonemic awareness, focusing on such matters as: ending sounds, first sounds, phoneme blending, onsets and rimes, sound substitutions, naming all the sounds in a word or picture, sounds used in English but not a child’s primary language, words that differ by one phoneme, and the importance of phonemic awareness; i.e. being able to identify sounds that can be mapped to letters.
Questions focused on phonics. Eleven questions revolve around phonics, and two questions feature the alphabetic principle, assessing knowledge such as: letters corresponding to initial sounds, initial phonemes on consonant posters, decoding words that don’t have exact letter-sound correspondence (e.g., dime), relationship between decoding and comprehension, consistent phonics generalizations, words/word parts in environmental print, comparing parts of multisyllable words with known single syllable words, administering spelling inventories to assess phonics knowledge, relationship of oral vocabulary knowledge and decoding, analyzing miscues, explicit phonics instruction for students adept at context clues but not at sounding out letters, and the ability to segment and blend phonemes as a sign of readiness for phonics instruction.
Questions centered on fluency. Only two questions focus on fluency, and both also address phonics: rapid automatic decoding as a facilitator of fluency and comprehension and first assessing decoding when fluency isn’t present.
Questions highlighting vocabulary. Fifteen questions concentrate on vocabulary: dictionary use for words without context clues, developing expressive and receptive vocabularies related to a text’s topic, developing oral language by listening to a description, providing examples in context, ascertaining vocabulary development when students can sound out words but cannot comprehend sentences, preteaching conceptually challenging words before beginning a unit, extending vocabulary by discussing meanings of words with the same affixes or roots, understanding what to do when context does not supply sufficient clues, using semantic maps, activating ELL students’ prior knowledge about a topic, and brainstorming words and concepts related to a topic.
Questions about Word Analysis. Eight questions address word analysis: using word webs to develop awareness of morphemic structure, using word sets to develop understanding of structural analysis, verifying an ELL student’s understanding of s as a plural marker when the student leaves s off a plural word, using syntax to understand word choice possibilities in a sentence, appreciating the reliability of the spelling of suffixes, understanding the concept of compound words, using structural analysis as an aid to understanding the meaning of multisyllable words, and understanding how to use homographs.
Questions Addressing Assessment. Fifteen questions focus on assessment: using spelling inventories to assess phonics, listening for miscues as a student reads aloud, determining if a student can read words in context but not in isolation; ascertaining the level of a child’s vocabulary when s/he can sound out and write phonetically but cannot comprehend; determining whether a child who lacks fluency can decode; determining if a child can recognize a literary allusion; listening to an oral reading performance to determine if a child needs instruction in decoding; knowing the kind of information a norm-referenced survey provides, knowing that test validity relates to measuring the content specified; knowing that fluctuating scores in different test administrations indicate a lack of reliability; measuring a child’s level of phonemic awareness; knowing that an important purpose of an Informal Reading Inventory is to establish reading levels; knowing that portfolios and scoring rubrics promote self-assessment; knowing that the value of a “retelling” is to construct a description of a passage independently of the examiner; knowing the criteria to use when selecting leveled texts for assessments and guided reading; knowing that repeated phrases, rhymes, and sentences enhance predictability; and knowing that determining vocabulary and background knowledge is a first step to take when an ELL student reads with accuracy but cannot comprehend.
Questions addressing comprehension. Twenty-three questions relate to reading comprehension: modeling the question-asking process to demonstrate interacting with text to construct meaning; creating personal interpretations; developing literary response skills via teacher-student dialogue journals, journal prompts, and concept maps of main events; brainstorming knowledge related to a topic before reading; recognizing literary allusions; preteaching key vocabulary and developing schema; drawing inferences through answering “The passage suggests” statements; analyzing point of view through considering questions about the author; modeling metacognitive comprehension strategies; skimming to preview a chapter in a textbook; providing questions to evaluate a Web site; identifying the table of contents as a useful feature for previewing informational texts; understanding fluent readers’ ability to focus on meaning; using reading guides as aids to challenging passages; recognizing when two students have used different comprehension strategies, e.g., when one student recalls details but has difficulty with the gist and the other gives a summary but does not remember specific facts; understanding the benefit of ELL students’ use of metacognitive reading strategies with texts written in English; using a timeline to become aware of text structure; and employing a map to enhance visualization of places mentioned in a chapter.
Questions devoted to other areas of reading. Pre-K and K concepts of print questions address the following: pretend reading as a sign of understanding that print carries meaning; knowing that the function of print is different from the function of pictures; scribing to demonstrate that speech can be represented by writing; labeling classroom objects and displaying posters and big books to develop awareness of print; developing awareness of left-to-right directionality by following print with finger while reading aloud; developing book handling skills by pointing to beginning, middle, and end of book before reading aloud; saying the name of a letter while children trace its shape to foster recognition of alphabet letters; and fostering letter formation skills through letter tracing in sand.

Questions devoted to multiple approaches to instruction. Multiple approaches to instruction questions include the following: phonics; building schema; building motivation; building vocabulary and concepts; intervention, including trade books as one of a variety of genres in order to learn text structure; frequent oral reading to promote reading development through engagement and love of reading; encouraging parents and students to read together regularly to develop an interest in independent reading outside of school; and reading electronic texts as a way to scaffold learning by providing a high level of interactivity. 
Non-Reading First Elements of Test
Of the 100 questions on the adopted test, several are not part of the focuses of the Reading First mandate: two questions address the love of reading, one question deals with critically evaluating a web site, one question focuses on electronic texts, and one question concerns the development of independent reading through reading with parents. None of the questions addresses Pressley’s (2001) list of “scientifically-validated findings” not considered by the National Reading Panel (p. 2):
· “Instruction at home” (p. 11),
· “Television” (p. 12),
· “Community resources” (p. 12),
· “Whole language instruction” (p. 12),
· “Language of instruction” (p. 14),
· “School reform movements” (p. 14),
· “No quick fixes” (p. 15),
· “Searching for information: (p. 16),
· Writing” (p. 16), or
· “More schooling” or reducing class size to permit “more positive teacher-student contact” (p. 16). 

In another context, reporting on effective primary grades literacy instruction, Metsala, Wharton-McDonald, Rankin, Mistretta, Yokoi, & Ettenberger (1997) name the following as the “characteristics of highly effective first-grade literacy teachers”:
· Instructional balance,
· Instructional density,
· Extensive use of scaffolding,
· Encouragement of self-regulation,
· Thorough integration of reading and writing activities,
· Masterful classroom management,
· High expectations for all students,
· Awareness of purpose (p. 520).

But, my colleague might ask me, even if the 100 multiple choice questions included ample coverage of Pressley’s additional components of literacy and Metsala et. al.’s characteristics of highly effective literacy teachers, would I have voted for the test? To answer my colleague’s question, I would have to review what I know about authentic, performance-based assessment.
Authentic, Performance-Based Assessment

Zimmerman (1993) described performance assessment as authentic assessment “that requires students to perform a task rather than select an answer from a ready-made list,” with experienced raters judging the quality of the student’s work “based on an agreed-upon set of criteria” (p. 1). Zimmerman pointed out that “there is a big difference between answering multiple choice questions on how to make an oral presentation and actually making an oral presentation.” Wiggins (1998) coined the term “touchstone task” for challenges “that induct the student into or point to the essence of the discipline or subject matter proper” (p. 142-143) and asserted that all multiple-choice questions “lack authenticity” (p. 142). Reeves (2004b) listed the qualities of standards-based performance assessments as “open, not secret... designed so that a large number of students—ideally every student—can achieve proficiency.” Such an assessment, according to Reeves, would “involve a demonstration of proficiency, not a guess on a multiple-choice test… recognize the fact that there is not a single ‘right’ answer on a number of test items… and force educators to come to grips with the central question: ‘What do we expect of our students?’” (p. 187).

Reflecting on what I know about performance-based assessment, I think I can answer my colleague’s question, “Why did you vote against the teacher candidate test in reading?” I voted against adopting the “Connecticut Foundations of Reading Test—One of Three Requirements for Early Childhood and Elementary Education Teacher Certification” (McQuillan, 2008b) because I would like to measure a candidate’s qualifications through a touchstone task, standardized and administered over time, as part of a preservice university course—rather than as part of a single day’s test. Such a task would imitate the instructional reading demands that new Priority Schools teachers are called on to manage during the course of a day; for example, intervene in a student’s lack of reading progress, challenge a precocious reader, scaffold the learning of children recently-arrived from Albania and a multitude of South American countries, incorporate reading comprehension strategies into the reading of science tradebooks—all tasks which the comparatively new and definitely wonderful Priority School district fourth grade teachers in whose classroom I research students’ use of comprehension strategies are called on to perform daily—but not in a four hour sitting in response to 100 multiple choice and two open response questions. Rather, these accomplished, although fairly new, teachers read professional literature (Calkins, 2001); consult with each other, the reading specialist, and the district language arts and science coordinators (Barth, 1991); examine the data to make instructional decisions (Reeves, 2004a); work with me to teach the metacognitive reading comprehension strategies of visualizing, self-questioning, inferring, synthesizing, monitoring comprehension, determining importance, and making connections highlighted by the National Reading Panel (2000); teach to students’ differentiated needs (Tomlinson & Eidson, 2003); integrate reading and writing, as well as incorporate writing workshop (Calkins, 1994); and—until all the batteries in the laptop mobile cart died and there was no budget to replace them—developed students’ new literacies (Coiro & Dobler, 2007; Leu, 2006; Warschauer 2006).

An excellent way to find out if new teacher candidates can accomplish such a heroic feat would be to have them create a portfolio in response to a touchstone task on which college, state, and school educators collaborated to create and assess. Universities already have common assessments based on Connecticut’s Blueprint for Reading Achievement (http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2618&q=320850) and Beyond the Blueprint: Literacy in Grades 4-12 (www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2618&Q=321834) as a requirement for accreditation. Collaborating on a touchstone task would anchor those common assessments. Ladson-Billings (2005) once described a colleague’s perspective on a “‘we’ career” in education versus a “‘me’ career” as “about helping people; it’s about giving them a vision for what might be possible” (p.108). I think that an authentic performance-based assessment of a teaching candidate’s ability to perform a touchstone task, such as differentiating reading instruction for a typical Priority Schools classroom, would not only give new teacher candidates a vision of what might be possible but would also give them an indication of what is absolutely necessary. Such an assessment would “induct the student into or point to the essence of the discipline or subject matter proper” (Wiggins, 1998, p. 142-143). Such an assessment would acknowledge that “there is a big difference between answering multiple choice questions on how to make an oral presentation and actually making an oral presentation” (Zimmerman, 1993, p. 2)—or between answering multiple choice questions about the teaching of reading and actually showing in an authentic performance-based assessment what one knows about teaching reading to a diverse and striving group. Such an assessment, like the creation of portfolios by National Board for Professional Teaching Standards teachers that shape teachers who can raise student achievement (Hakel, Koenig, & Elliott, 2008), would accomplish what all of us—whether proponents of multiple choice or performance-based assessment—want for our new teacher candidates, the ability to raise student achievement (and enough magic to create lifelong lovers of reading, Tompkins, 2006).
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