“Reasons to De-Test the Schools”

by Jacques Barzun

Many things have been urged upon the beleaguered public schools: install computers; reduce class size; pay teachers better and respect them more; . . . reform teacher training; . . . purge the bureaucracy and cut down paperwork; . . . stick to the basics; . . . set up remedial clinics . . .

[These] recommendations all have merit and some are being tried.  But to the best of my knowledge, the central feature of modern schooling has never been singled out for critical discussion.  I mean the use of multiple-choice tests.


This type of test and its variants—filling in words, rearranging items, matching diagrams, choosing summary statements and so on—dominates every mind in the classroom, the teacher’s as well as the student’s. . . .


I think its use harmful to teaching and learning, both.  I know all the arguments in favor of these so-called objective tests.  They are easy to grade.  Uniformity and unmistakable answers secure fairness.  With such tests one can compare performance over time and space and gauge the results of programs and devices.  The questions and answers themselves are tested by the statistics of scores achieved and these again matched against later academic success.


If the tests do test what is supposed, these advantages look overwhelming and it must seem perverse to call the scheme harmful.  But certainly, since its adoption the result of the huge outlay and effort of public schooling has been less and less satisfactory . . . High school graduates cannot read or write acceptably, hardly know any history or geography, and are unable to cope with mathematics, science, and foreign languages.


What has this to do with mechanical testing?  What does the practice contribute to the failure?  Simply this: the device tests nothing but recognition knowledge.  This is the knowledge at the far side of the memory, where shapes are dim. . . .

Knowing something—really knowing it—means being able to summon it up out of the blue; the facts must be produced in their right relations and with their correct significance.  When you know something, you can tell it to somebody else.  It is these profound platitudes that condemn mechanical testing and its influence on the learning mind.  Imagine the two different actions: it is one thing to pick out Valley Forge and not Albany or Little Rock as the place where Washington made his winter quarters; it is another, first to think of Valley Forge and then to say why he chose it instead of Philadelphia, where it was warmer. . . .


In subjects that require something other than information, namely the development of skill, as in reading, writing, and arithmetic, the effort to find a plausible answer among the four choices vouchsafed from on high is even less instructional.  Nobody ever learned to write better by filling in blanks with proffered verbs and adjectives.  To write is to fill a totally blank sheet with words or your own . . .


The worst feature of this game of choosing the ready-made instead of producing the fresh idea is that it breaks up the unity of what has been learned and isolates the pieces.  In going through the 50 or 100 questions nothing follows on anything else.  It is the negation of the normal pattern-making of the mind.  True testing issues a call for patterns, and this is the virtue of the essay examination.  Both preparing for it and taking it reinforce the pattern originally formed, and degrees of ability show themselves not in the number of lucky hits, but in the scope, coherence, and verbal accuracy of each whole answer.


Science and mathematics consist of similar clusters of truths: in every subject, to show a grasp of any portion means making organized statements or constructing logical demonstrations, and to do this calls for full-blown thinking.  Objective tests ask only for sorting. . . .

Of course, teachers in most schools today would be appalled at the idea of giving only, or mainly, essay examinations.  Large classes and the load of extraneous paperwork make it impossible to read and correct several batches of papers each time a test is appropriate.  This obstacle cannot, indeed, be got over.  But what it means is not that objective tests are good; it means that present school arrangements are bad. . . .


The truth is, when all is said and done, one does not teach a subject, one teaches a student how to learn it.  Teaching may look like administering a dose, but even a dose must be worked on by the body if it is to cure.  Each individual must cure his or her own ignorance. . . .


Can nothing be said, then, in favor of multiple-choice as indicators of some part of school performance?  Yes, they are serviceable and convenient as quizzes.  When the teacher wants to know whether some reading assignment has been done, a mechanical test of any sort—true-false, multiple choice, or the simple identification of names and terms—gives an indication; and the knowledge that such a test will be given also inspires the eager and rouses the laggards [i.e., slackers].  But passing this exercise gives no measure of the student’s understanding, only of his recent memory, and the test should count for little if anything in the final grade. . . .

Instead of forcing [students] to concentrate their lives on endless form-filling exercises till it seems natural to equate knowledge with “Take a chance and choose,” the schools would be well advised to stop and heed Emerson’s advice: “Tell us what you know.”
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1) In your own words [no quoting please], explain the major point(s) of this article.

Please write in complete sentences with clear, concise English.

2) Evaluate Barzun's argument.  Do you agree or disagree?  Explain. Justify your position.  Why are we doing this assignment?  Explain.
