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APPLYING 10th GRADE ASSESSMENT RESULTS
TO CONTENT CLASSROOMS
Charles W. Peters, Ph.D.
Secondary Reading Consultant
Oakland Schools
The Michigan Educational Assessment
Program (MEAP) is no stranger to secondary teachers. Since its inception, MEAP
has generated a great deal of educational
and political acrimony. While there is less
than unanimous support for the concept
of statewide assessment, one thing is
relatively certain, MEAP will be around
for some time to come. Given this reality,
several years ago the Michigan Reading
Association (MRA) changed its focus in
regard to state assessment. Realizing that
it was impossible to influence change as
an external observer, MRA became directly involved with the Michigan Department
of Education (MDE) in a project that
produced not only new reading objectives (4th, 7th and 10th grades) but also
new instruments. The purpose of this
article is to examine those changes and
discuss the instructional implications they
have for secondary teachers.
Several years ago I wrote an article
entitled "Let the User Beware: A Comment on the Tenth Grade Assessment
Test" (Peters, 1975). In that article I
analyzed one dimension of the test, its
purported content validity and concluded
that the model it was predicated upon
was myopic in nature because the 10th
grade test perpetuates an elementary
model of reading. In the original version
of the test reading skills were not juxtaposed with a variety of content m~terials,
but rather more closely paralleled the
language arts process instead of reflecting
a variety of cognate processes; the latter
is more consistent with the various types
of cognitive demands placed upon students who must extricate meaning from
different types of text structure, i.e.,
narrative vs expository.
To illustrate this point, all one has to
do is examine the old objectives ( those
promulgated in the early 1970's). When
this is done, it is not difficult to discern
the pervasiveness of the language arts
process:
1. indicate fictional selections
2. indicate author's purpose

3. match quotation from story with
speaker
4. answer questions relating to sequence in stories
5. choose answer best describing how
character feels in story
6. answer questions relating to motivation.
Of these six objectives, only number two
is still included within the revised objectives (October 1978). 1 The new objectives, rather than being linked to any one
particular cognate area, are more reflective of the overall content reading process.
The model that is depicted in the revised
objectives is consistent with the models
advocated by many experts in the field of
secondary reading (Burmeister, 1978;
Estes and Vaughn, 1978; Hafner, 1978;
Herber, 1978; Hill, 1978; Shepherd, 1978
and Smith, Smith, and Mikulecky , 1978)
as well as many cognate specialists (Carter
and Simpson, 1978 and Lunstrum and
Taylor, 1978). Based upon the revised
objectives, it is possible to conclude that
they are more reflective of the secondary
reading process than the original objectives.
Of equal concern, when examining the
question of content validity, is the procedure utilized to operationalize the
objectives. Part of the embalance in the
original 10th grade assessment test can
be attributed to the lack of item specifications. Item specifications 1 are analogous
to blue prints for a house. It is impossible
to construct a house unless specific directions are provided. The same proposition
is true for constructing test items. For
instance, what is meant by "determining
the meaning of a word in a sentence
whose meaning has been affected by a
suffix (Objective I-E)? Should the synonym be embedded within a sentence?
Should it be presented as an isolated
word? Should it be defined in the context of the sentence? How long should
1. For a complete listing of the new objectives
see The Michigan Reading Journal, Vol. 11,
No.3,pp.96-100, 1977.
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the sentence be? If a sentence is used,
should it be from content material, newspapers, or magazines? Rather than assume
that those who will be writing the items
all concur as to what is meant by each
objective, some guidance must be given.2
The development of item specifications made it possible to deal more systematically with the following issues: the
type of material used in the test, the
difficulty level of the passages and items,
the levels of comprehension, and the focus
of the material. These issues will be used
as the basis for comparing the original
test with the revised test.

tive of those areas. In the revised test 50%
of the material is instructional and 50%
is functional.
A third major concern was that the
original 10th grade assessment test contained passages that were at difficulty
levels unrepresentative of tenth grade.
The average difficulty level of the passages
in the original test was approximately
sixth grade. In the revised test the difficulty level of the passages ranges from
seventh to ninth grade with approximately one-third at each of the three grade
levels. The difficulty level of the passages
were ascertained by using the Spache
Readability Formula. In addition to controlling the readability level of each passage, specific standards were developed
for both the stem and the alternatives.
By establishing a difficulty range ratio,
it prevented questions from being more
difficult than the passages or the alternatives being more difficult than the stem.
If such a relationship does not exist, a
student might make an incorrect response
because he/she could comprehend the
passage but not the question.
A fourth major concern dealt with the
need to systematically control the comprehension levels of the questions on the
test. In the original version of the 10th
grade test no attempt was made to balance
the questions at the literal, inferential, or
critical reading levels. In the revised 10th
grade test a balance exists between these
categories. Each of the following skills
are measured at the literal and inferential
levels: main idea, details that support the
main idea, sequence, cause and effect
relationships, and likenesses and differences. By establishing such a balance,
it allows the user to determine whether a
particular student is experiencing difficulty at the literal or inferential levels without varying the skill being assessed.
Instructional Implications
Since the revised test more accurately
reflects the process secondary students
utilize in extricating meaning from printed materials, what follows are some
examples of how teachers may infuse the
skills assessed on the MEAP into their
own content materials. Recommendations
for the following skill areas will be made:
main idea, likenesses and differences,
cause/effect, and drawing conclusions.

Comparing the Two Instruments
One of the major problems with the
original 10th grade assessment test was
that it contained far too much narrative
material. Since over 90% of the printed
material read by secondary students is
expository, one very important change
was to select passages that more closely
paralleled tenth grade curricular materials.
In addition, as research investigating text
comprehension (Kintsch, 1972; Kintsch
and van Dike, 1978; Marshall and Glock,
1978-79; Meyer, 1975; Peters, 1978; and
Rumelhart , 1978; cogently illustrates, not
only do structural features cause material
to vary (narrative vs. expository) but also
the differences within each material type
further contributes to that variance (poetry compared with short stories, social
studies compared with mathematics). Such
findings have important implications for
test construction; because as these results
suggest, the different text structures
require the reader to use a variety of different cognitive processing skills. Therefore, if the 10th grade test is to adequately reflect . the curricular materials
and the cognitive processing skills required
to comprehend a variety of material, it
must contain a representative sampling of
those materials. In the revised test over
90% of the selections are expository
(science, math, social studies) and 10%
narrative (stories, poetry) materials.
A second major concern was to establish a good balance _b etween instructional
and functional materials, e.g. ,__ newspapers,
job application forms, and advertisements.
It was felt that if educators are successful
in teaching students to process all types
of materials, as they must do as accomplished adult readers, then a significant
portion of that material must be reflec-

2. For a copy of· the "Reading Test Item
Specification", write the Michigan State
Department of Education.
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Main Idea
There are many ways to incorporate
main idea strategies into content materials.
One of the most direct methods is to
utilize textual materials. Using the passage in Figure 1, it is possible to develop
several different strategies. First, once
the student has read the page, he could
be asked to generate a statement of main
idea. Second, the student could be asked
to generate a main idea statement based
upon the figure in the upper right hand
corner of the page. Third, the student
could translate the main idea statement
in the first activity into ma th symbols
thus requiring him/her to see the equivalency in meaning between the two language systems.
A similar process can be applied to
Science. Once students have completed
reading a section or chapter, they could
be asked to develop a structured overview.3 For example, the following structured overview of "What Is Chemistry"
(see Figure 2) represents the major ideas
presented in that chapter. In this particular activity not only must the student be
able to identify the major ideas, but must
also illustrate the relationships that exist
between them. This activity is also a good
alternative to questioning; because generally when students are given questions
the first thing they attempt is to answer
the questions without reading the en~ire
chapter. Developing a structured overview
requires the student to comprehend the
information first and then construct the
overview.
Likeness and Difference
The process of recognizing likenesses
and differences is commonly referred as
perceiving comparative/contrastive relationships. Like recognizing the main ideas
in a selection, perceiving likenesses and
differences is a process that can be applied
to any cognate area. In the following
example, the concepts "old imperialism"
and "new imperialism" are being compared and contrasted (see Figure 3). To
insure that the student focuses upon the
distinguishing attributes of each concept,
cards containing that information are
given to the student. The following list
contains examples of the information
placed on the cards:
1. establish mercantilistic system
2. desire to control raw materials

3. desire to bring christianity to the
"natives"
4. need of markets for manufactured
goods
5. desire for gold and silver
The task is to sort them into the categories of "old imperialism" and "new imperialism". Once this is done, the student
develops statements that reflect the similarities and differences that exist between
the two concepts. Finally, the student
would draw conclusions based upon his/
her understanding of "old" and "new"
imperialism. For instance, one might conclude that "old imperialism" was concerned more with extracting raw materials
from new countries than finding markets
for manufactured goods.
Cause and Effect
Discerning cause and effect relationships is another cognitive process that
can be applied to most curricular mater-·
ials. As the two examples shown below
illustrate, there are many different ways
to incorporate this process into content
materials. The first example is taken
from a short story entitled "Rehabilitation on Death Row" written by Ronald
Baily. After the student has read the
story, he/she must supply the following
information:
1. Given an event in the story (convicts riot in prison), can the student
provide the cause and the effect?
2. Given an effect. (The Warden,
reduces emphasis on punishment),
can the student identify the cause
and the event?
3. Given a cause, (Warden supports
Crump's efforts to change his sentence), can the student identify the
event and the effect?
The following format can be utilized:
1. Event: Convicts riot in prison
Cause:
Effect:
2. Event:
Cause:
Effect: The Warden reduces emphasis on punishment.
3. Event :
Cause: Warden supports Crump's
efforts to change his sentence.
3. For a detailed explanation of the structured
overview see Herber's Teaching Reading in
Content Areas (2nd Edition), Chapter 6.
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Effect:
The second example is taken from
"The Pushcart War" by Jean Merrill (see
Figure 4). In this activity some distinction is made between immediate and
long term effects, because some effects
are compounded over long periods of
time. After reading the story, the student
must first identify to which side each
character belonged; second, decide what
caused the pushcart war; third, cite the
reasons given to support those beliefs;
fourth, decide what effect the pushcart
war had on the community (immediate
effect); and fifth, ascertain the outcome
of the war (long term effect).

In the second activity (see Figure 6)
the student must determine which of the
following statements are valid conclusions.
1. After the Civil War, slavery declined
in the south.
2. Between 1840 and 1850 the slave
population in the United States
grew more than the total population.
3. In 1830 more than half the people
in the South were slaves.
4. In 1850 there were more slaves in
the South than people in the North.
5. There was as many slaves in 1860
as people in 1796.
6. As slavery increased, so did cotton
production.
7. More slaves arrived from Africa in
1800 than in 183 0.

Drawing Conclusions
As was indicated in the compare/contrast activity on "old" and "new imperialism", drawing conclusions generally requires the student to structure information first and then attempt to formulate
conclusions based upon those relationships. As the two activities that follow
demonstrate, "non-printed" materials can
also be utilized to teach these skills. The
first activity (see Figure 5) requires the
student to label each bone structure and
then draw conclusions based upon those
structures. For example, one might conclude that in order to have an appendage,
the structure must first have a shoulder
blade; or while each structure has a "hand
and wrist", only one appears not to
possess fingers.

Conclusion
As this article has attempted to demonstrate, the revised instrument is reflective
of the secondary reading process. Therefore, content teachers can use the results
as one means for determining mastery of
the skills that are essential for processing
printed information in each of their disciplines. If students lack certain competencies, then it is incumbent upon the content teacher to teach that process. This is
not to say that content teachers should
become surrogate reading teachers, but
rather there is more to teaching content
materials than mere content. A balance
must exist between the teaching of content and process.

Figure 1
El21rt Rule of Pythagoras*

An important mathematical principle used in finding distances by indirect
means i.$ the hypotenuse rule., sometimes called the rule of Pythagoras.
It expresses the relationship of the
B
sides. of a right triangle. A right
triangle.is a triangle having a right
angle. The side opposite the right
angle is called the hypotenuse. The
other two sides or legs are the altitude
and base of the triangle.
The area of the square drawn on the
hypotenuse illustrated in the diagram
is 25 square units and is equal to
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Find the hypotenuse of .a
right triangle if the altitude is
4 inches and the
base is 3 inches.

tl
3•

Find the altitude of a right

triangle if the hypotenuse is
5 inches and the
base is 3 inches.

Ll

h=Va 2 +b 2
h=-V16+9

l

h=V25

b = 5 in.

a= 4 in.

h = 5 in.
...
b = 3 in.
h=?
Answer: 5 inches

a =Vh 2 -b 2
a=-V25 -9
a =v'i6
a= 4 in.

h = 3 in.

a=?
Answer: 4 inches

Find the ba.5e of a right h = 39 ft. b=-.Jh1-a2
triangl~ if the l>ypotrn.u~e is a::-: ID f t .. ti =-= '\/j"521~2"iti
39 feet and the altitude lS b=?
b~=yfa95
15 feet~
b = 36 ft•.
~•s•
'i,

Answer: 36 feet.

• Pythagoras. a Greek mathematician. lived about 550 B.c.
s. s.: Old and
New lmpe rial ism
Pattern:
Compare

Figure 3
Africa

North America

~

List points from
Old and New
Imperialism that
apply to each

country

Give examples
from textbook
that support
the above points
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South America

Asia

Figure 2

WHAT

IS CHEMISTRY

I
I
DowN

CHANGE

~

BREAKING

ELEMENTS

DISSOLVE

~

SEPARATE

I
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DIGE~CHEMICALS/l[QU!DS

~

ELE.>RECULE

ELEME~ULES
SOLID

LIQUID

CARBON

MERCURY HELIUM

l

I

FORMS

GAS

~,~

I
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I

CARBON
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I
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~
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l'igure 4

English1
Pattern:

The Pushcart War by Jean Merrill
Cause/Effect

Side They Belonged to

Characters
Names

Truck
Drivers

Pushcart
People

Panel
Expert!

What each
believed
caused the
war

Your reasons

What the
response
(effect)
of each
side was

Outcome

Morris the Florist
Albert Mack
Robert A. Wrightson
Alexander Wolfson
Dr. Wolf Alexander
Joey J<afflis
Big Moe
Little Miltie
Louis Livergreen
Carlos
Mr. Jerusalem

Figure 6

SLAVE POPULATION*

Graph 1: Population Growth in the United States,

1790-1860
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Graph 2:

The Slave Population.of the United States,
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