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Introduction

Reading tests operationalize reading objec-
tives. Like it or not, the tests, perhaps more than
any other element of schooling, answer the ques-
tion, “What does it mean to read,” Test behaviors
tell teachers what it ts children should be able to
do and specify the context within which that
desired behavior is to be produced. When they are
mandated and when their results determine im-
portant decisions such as student promotion or
teacher evaluation, tests necessarily become the
model for classroom instruction. Students leam
to define the reading task based on the require-
ments of the tests they take. Teachers, too, are
required by state mandates to define reading in
terms of the test,

It is imperative, therefore, that educational
objectives for reading be appropriate and that
assessment instruments which operationalize
those -objectives have both content and context
validity (Mosenthall, 1984).

The lack of consensus regarding a theoretical
view of reading makes testing of reading compre-
hension a dublous process. Tied to lack of agree-
ment over what it means to read is controversy
over the evaluation of reading as a global behavior
or as discrete subskills. Criterionreferenced tests
required for school promotion make it clear, at
least in the state of Georgia, that the subskills
approach Is favored, Within the subskill orienta-
tion of reading tests, however, there still remain
options for choosing texts and questions which
inform students and teachers that reading is a
form of communication,

Most criterlon-referenced and norm-refer-
enced reading tests provide students with a read-
Ing passage, followed by multiple cholce ques-
tions, The format for questioning helps determine
the nature of the test, but the kind of reading
material also influences the nature of the test.
Different varieties of text make different demands
onthereader, Research is iIncreasingly pointing to
the nature of text as a significant variable in
reading comprehension. In the past, educators
have attended to the readabillty of text at the word
and sentence level, Currently, however, the form
or structure of the text and its completeness as a
communication unit (discourse) are receiving at-
tention. Teaching students about the structure of
text and how to identify the sender, recetver, and
purpose of the passage are recommended by some
as essential components of reading.

Statement of Problem

Drawing from Moffett's {1983) discussion on
teaching the universe of discourse and from recent
investigations on the structure of text, the re-
searchers wanted to know how passages from
some widely used tests stack up as complete units
of communication., A second, related considera-
tion was whether test questions direct readers to
consider the sender, the recelver, and/or the
intended purpose of the message,

Review of Related Literature

According to Roser (1984), the measurement
of reading comprehension has a long history of .



using paragraphs followed by gquestions. She
added, however, that “valid measurement in the
future will depend upon application of a theory of
comprehension that will account for the effects of
reader differences, text variables, and perhapsthe
instruction that oceurred,” Johnston (1983} re-
ported that although current knowledge permits
selection of test items which discriminate among
individual performances, without a coherent,
theoretical framework for reading, test makers do
not know how to select items that “best measure
the underlying construct of reading.” (p.vil).

Moflett and Wagner (1983) described the
movement toward specific behavioral objectives in
the 1960"s as finally leading to state legislatures
“mandating minimum competencies at an unde-
fensible level of specificity,” {p.24) mandating not
only the goals of education but also the “how-to”
activities to reach those goals. Karlsen (1981)
described the management by obiectives era in
which every objective has a corresponding crite-
rion referenced test. He reported a high degree of
correlation arnong subtest scores as verification
that reading is not made up of a set of discrete
subskills but is rather a general skill. Karlsen
(1981) stated, “The most persistent and cormplex
problem for those of us who develop reading tests
is still the issue, What are the reading skills?”
(pvl.

Moffett and Wagner (1983) maintained that
research in reading and in writing demonstrates
that focusing on the parts is less successful even
in learning the parts than is focusing on discourse
wholes, They argued against the diversion of
reading comprehenslon into parts: “for a whole to
be the sum of its parts, the parts have to be fixed
and discrete, The 'parts’ of comprehending., ., are
relative and Interactive,.”

The diversity of subtests included in various
reading tests comes from lack of professional
consensus about what is reading {Schell, 1981).
Johnston (1983) and others question the con-
struct validity of reading tests. Johnston stated
that “tests bear little relationship to actual societal
reading demands,” or as Casden declared (in
Marshall, 1984) have little “ecological validity,”

Moffett and Wagner {1983} maintained that
students handle test passages differently than
regular text. They know what is required and go
directly to the questions. The authors cited the
shortness of passages and the short time between
reading and answering questions as unrealistic
elements in the testing situation. Children may

see testing as a different task from regular reading
and not try to integrate text with schema
(Johnston, 1983}, thus affecting assessment of
their abilities. The kinds of passages and ques-
tions may cause students to react in an “unnatu-
ral" reading response.

Johnston (1983) suggested that “a closer
understanding of the relationship between reader
and text and of the nature of text itself” (p.50)
could improve the validity of standardized reading
tests, Moffett and Wagner (1983) argued that
educational activities and decisions must be
based on a philosophy of language growth, *...Raw
experience and human socializing are the ground
from which verbalization and literacy are succes-
sively derived. Without the level before the next
level is impossible” (Moffett & Wagner, 1983, p.7).
The failure to approach reading and writing as
purposeful forms of communication gives stu-
dents a distorted view of the demands of each and
ultimately creates a motivation problem.

Discourse and the Structure of Text

“The assumption underlying the more recent
analysis of text is that the text s a communicative
device, Someone has produced it in an effort to
convey meaning to someone else. This does not
seemn like a big assumption, but in reading various
passages In reading comprehension tests, it be-
comes clear that this assumption Is sometimes
violated™ {Johnston, 1983, p. 82). Halliday and
Hasan in Marshall (1984) defined the basic unit of
communication, discourse, as a *complete unit of
meaning requiring no additional linguistic elabo-
ration.” (p. 81). It includes all of communication
in the medium of language, and may be oral or
written, sent or received, Moffett (1983) described
“A discourse . . . as any plece of verbalization
complete for its original purpose.” (pp.10-11)
Moffett and Wagner {1983) held that “A complete
discourse is the only language unit worthy of being
made a learning unit.” (p.8). Goetz and
Armbruster (1980), in providing a review of the
literature on the value of connected discourse for
comprehension, found that “connected discourse
permits the construction of a highly integrated or
interconnected representation in memory that is
both easier to construct and more efficlent at
retrieval,” {p, 203 And “ . . . connected discourse
may be remembered better because it is processed
more deeply.” (p. 205).

It is the relationship between the sender and
receiver and the purpose for the message that
determines what form or structure a passage will
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take. Knowledge of “the communication trindty”
(Moflett & Wagner, 1983, p. 6 ). sender, receiver
and purpose, 1s essential to handling reading as a
communication form. Anything less sabotages
comprehension, Handling text with various struc-
tures, (Le., with different relationships between
sender and recetver and different purposes, is a
key to mature and competent reading skill,

Drum (1984) wrote that “recognition of pas-
sage structure” is one of the three primary tasks of
reading comprehension.  “Assessment texts
should include texts which are complete enough
to have macrostructures® {Johnston, 1983).
Macrostructures tell the reader about the purpose
of the passage, Story grammar is an example of
the study of the macrostructure of narrative text,
Macrostructures for expository text are more di-
verse, :

According to Irwin (1986), the study of text
structure and comprehensibility Is not new, What
is new is the analysis of text structure in units
larger than words or sentences (as was the case
with readability formulae). “. ., Psychologists (are)
studying the comprehension of connected dis-
course” (Irwin, 1986, p. 31).

Marshall (1984) described meaningful utter-
ances as having both form (structure or organiza-
tion) and function (speaker/writer's purpose for
communicating). Form may be topical or tempo-
ral, while three main functions are found in dis-
course: {1,) to affect the recelver's emotion, {2.) to
affect the recetver's behavior, (3.) to affect
receiver's knowledge (Marshall, 1984, p. 82).

According to Marshall (1984) six types of dis-
course are most commonly found: (1.) narration,
(2.) lyric (prese and poetry describing personal
perception), (3.) directions, (4.) persuasion, (5.)
temporal exposition, and (6.} topical exposition,

Children will comprehend better when they
discern the type of discourse (form) used, Catter-
son (1979) suggested that teachers should guide
students in the analysis of “whole selections of real
discourse,” teaching them to flrst scan the piece to
determine what form is being used. She said that
“Fragments of discourse analysis in workbooks do
not produce the articulated thought processes
rieeded for reading in the real world of textbooks”
{Catterson, 1979, p. 6),

Bruce, as cited by Johnston {1983), has hy-
pothesized a social interactive model of reading.
Text “analysls thus requires us to consider the

goals and belief of the interactants, which is in
turn one type of social interaction.” This model
elaborates on reading as communication and may
be helpful in better understanding the demands of
reading. It is related to the work of use-oriented
text grammarians who regard "the text as a com-
municative unit that occurs in and depends on a
socio-communicative context™ (Morgan, & Sellner,
1987, p. 171). This view of reading as social
interaction must impact on the nature of testing.
... Recognizing that different types of text tend
torepresent different tasks and different problems
for the reader, we need to draw test passages from
different domains of text and need to be able to
specify the characteristics of the domalns”
(Johnston, 1983, p. 26).

According to Schell (1981), the Metropolitan
Reading Tests, the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills and
the Gates-MacGinite Readings Tests are among
those published survey tests which are adequately
constructed and standardized. Schell said that
people make the mistake of assuming this is true
of all reading tests. Still, the question remains,
even for those well-constructed and standardized
tests: Is reading treated as communication,
analysis of discourse, evidenced by the complete-
ness of the reading passages presented. For, as
Johnston (1983) pointed out, a student's “per-
formance on the test will depend on characteris-
tics of the text, the nature of the task, and the
context, as well as the person's reading abilities
and prior knowledge.” Goodman (cited in
Johnston, 1983, p.20). stated that “weakness or
deficiency in the tests is reflected in weakness in
decisions and judgments based on them." (p. tv).
Tests provide empirical data which influence
decision making regarding educational objectives,
They are politically powerful instruments and
therefore, must elicit the best possible sample of
student knowledge.

Design of the Study

Inorderto determine whether test passages or
questions formed complete units of communica-
tion, all items from the reading sections of the
following tests were analyzed:

1,) One commonly used norm-
referenced test, the Iowa Tests
qf Basic Skills , Level 11 (fifth
gradel. -

2,) One cumulative test from a
basal series, the HBJ Bookmark
Reading Program Curnulative
Test, Level 11 (fifth grade).



3.) One criterion-referenced test,
the Georgla Criterion
Referenced Test, (CRT) Edition 3
(fourth grade)._

For the purposes of this study discourse was
defined to mean that the sender, receiver, and
purpose of the text could be identifled. Thus an
item designated as discourse would be considered
a complete unit of communication if all three of
these elements could be inferred from the passage.

Each passage or question item was independ-
ently reviewed by two examiners to determine
whether or not the sender, receiver, and purpose
were apparent from reading it. In cases where the
two examiners’ codings disagreed, a third reading
professional coded the item. (See the appendix,
where Sample X and Samples Y and Z illustrate
the differences In Items considered discourse and
those not considered discourse,

In one respect all items on a test have exami-
nation as their purpose. Some items, similar to
Sample Y, are written by the examiner exclusively
for the purpose of testing the examinee. Inthese
cases, the question itself formed the text to be
considered, Otheritems, similar to Sample Z, use
text written for a purpose other than testing and
build directions and questions around it. Codings
of items with examination as the only purpose
{question as text) and those with primary and
secondary purposes (passage as text) were ana-
lyzed separately. When coding the latter, only the
text, not the question, were coded.

The examiners also reviewed questions to
identify those which would cause students to
consider the sender, receiver, or purpose; i.e., to
consider the piece as a unit of commumnication,

Percentage of discourse passages as com-
pared to total passages was calculated for each of
the three tests. Sender, receiver, and purpose
related questions were tabulated and constdered
in proportion to all other types of questions for
each test examined.

Findings

Table 1 indicates that the highest percentage
of discourse passages were found in the norm-
referenced IOWA test while the lowest percentage
of discourse passages were in the criterion-refer-
enced test, with a difference of 49.4%. The HBJ

basal serles cumulative test showed a respectable
64.5% of Its passages to be complete units of
communication.

Table 1

Percentage of discourse {tems
on reading tests

Discourse
Name of Test Yes No
Iowa tests of Baslc Skills 86.6 14.4

HBJ Cumulative Test 64.5 35.5
Georgla Criterlon-Referenced 36.2 63.8

Since the CRT included mixed item types.
items with primary and secondary purposes were
analyzed separately from those written for test
purposes only, Seventy-one percent of the 69
items on the CRT utilized a passage as text while
29% (20 items) had questions as the only text, The
percentage of complete communication units in
these two categories differed considerably (see
Table 2). When the passage was analyzed as the
text, only 24.5% of the items were considered
discourse; when the question was the only text,
65% were considered discourse,

Table 2
Discourse as related to type of item
on the Georgla CRT

Discourse

Percentage
Type of tem fems on Test Yes  No
Passage s text 7.0 U5 755
Question as text 200 650 350

Analysis of the questions accompanying the
items (Table 3) indicated that all three tests in-
cluded some questions which addressed the pur-
pose while less than one percent directly ad-
dressed the recetver of the communication. Only
the norm-referenced test included any sizeable
proportion of questions which referred to the
sender. '
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Table 3
Percentage of Questions
Addressing Communication Trinity
Number of  Addressed Addressed Addressed
Name of test Questions Sender Receiver Purpose
lowa Test of Basic Skills 53 22.6 0.0 18.8
HBJ Cumulative Test a1 0.0 0.0 21.9
GA Criterion-Referenced 107 .009 009 40.2

Narrative, topical exposition, directions and
temporal exposition were the most commonly
used text structures included in the test passages.
While direction and topical exposition sections
generally met the conditions for discourse, the
narrative and temporal exposition passages were
least likely to be coded as complete units of
communication,

The arrangement of test items in the Georgia
Criteriont-Referenced test differed from the lowa
Test of Basic Skills and from the HBJ Bookmark
Reading Program Cumulative Test. Within the
CRT specific skills questions, including phonermnic
elements and vocabulary and detall questions
about a single sentence, were interspersed among
items comprised of longer passages and multiple
questions about the passage. For the first two
tests, items on the reading sections were generally
these longer passages which appeared to be writ-
ten for a purpose other than the test and then
adopted for use as test items.

Conclusions

1.}). The lowa Test of Basic Skills appears to
embody the spirit of discourse and a broader
definition of reading than the Georgla CRT. The
HBJ tests, too, recognize discourse as important
in reading passages.

2.) School districts give significant messages
to teachers about what is to be taught by the
nature of the required tests. The message given by
the Georgia CRT is that reading need not be
governed by the rules of good communication and
that fragmented passages are sultable material for
measuring reading comprehension..

3.) The mixture of one sentence items with
longer passages on the Georgia CRT may unnec-
essarily tax the student by requiring frequent
shifts in purpose. Sometimes the student must
respond to items whose sole purpose is examina-
tion, and other times to itemns with an original
purpose other than examination,

4) For abulk of the discourse items on the
Georgla CRT the sender was the examiner, the
receiver was the examinee, and the purpose was to
measure a specific competency. Two messages to
students and teachers resulted:

a. students should spend a significant
portion of their time learning to read and respond
as examinees; and

b. subskill study helds an important
position, alongside comprehension of meaningful
wholes,

B.) If test passages are to complete units of
communication, special consideration needs tobe
given to the completeness of narrative passages
used on tests. Longer segments or introductory
paragraphs which establish the context of the
passage could insure that narrative passages
meet the requirements for connected discourse,

6.) Recent research from linguistics and psy-
chology on the nature of text, reading as one form
of discourse, and the social-interactive model of
reading should be considered by school districts
in forming a defensible theory of reading, estab-
lishing reading objectives, and developing the-
tests which measure those objectives. :

7.) An over-emphasis on competency-based
subskill assessment can result In tests which
evaluate behaviors that have little to do with the
natural act of reading,






