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WIT & WISDOM®Testing and Wit & Wisdom 

Research Review 

from “Inside the Common Core Reading Tests:
Why the Best Prep Is a Knowledge-Rich Curriculum”

by Ruth Wattenberg 

[T]he ability to process multiple details in a reading passage is severely restricted
when readers aren’t familiar with the topic(s) in the passage; cognitive scientist Daniel
Willingham says that without adequate background knowledge, “chains of logic more
than two or three steps long” can’t be well comprehended. (2)

. . . For the knowledgeable student, many of the details [in the article “Life in a Deep 
Freeze”] will be easy to process because they will fall automatically into familiar 
categories—related to adaptation, camouflage, winter coats, stores of fat, warm-
bloodedness, and so on. For the student who knows about bears and hibernation, the 
entire first paragraph . . . is a review, not a set of new, hard-to-follow details about his 
sleep, fat, changing body temperature, and heart rate. For the student who knows the 
role of blubber, all that’s new in the second paragraph is applying it to the walrus.
And, so on. For these students, plenty of brain power is available to think about how 
the characteristics connect to the categories. The question is not an easy one, but it is 
manageable. (10)

For the third-grader with limited prior knowledge—who is facing dozens of new 
facts and therefore minimal means to organize them—this is a daunting task of 
comprehension and analysis, requiring the student to track, process, and
categorize dozens of details. (10)

. . . when we know a little about a topic (e.g., that Alaska is freezing cold), we use that bit 
to generate a picture in our mind that helps us make sense of a related passage (e.g., that 
animals without heavy coats or other means of staying warm will struggle to survive in 
Alaska). (2–3)

. . . when we already know much of what’s in a passage, we don’t have to focus on its 
basics, and we can think critically: Does this passage make sense? Do I agree with its 
argument? How do the different items and ideas in this or several passages relate to each 
other? (2–3)
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Directions: Closely read the excerpts and consider what they tell you about best practices for test preparation.
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from Put Reading First
by the National Institute for Literacy 

Vocabulary refers to the words we must know to communicate effectively. In general, 
vocabulary can be described as oral vocabulary or reading vocabulary. Oral vocabulary 
refers to words that we use in speaking or recognize in listening. Reading vocabulary 
refers to words we recognize or use in print. (29)

Vocabulary plays an important part in learning to read. (29)

Vocabulary also is very important to reading comprehension. Readers cannot understand 
what they are reading without knowing what most of the words mean. As children learn 
to read more advanced texts, they must learn the meaning of new words that are not part 
of their oral vocabulary. (29)

Four different kinds of word learning have been identified:
• learning a new meaning for a known word;
• learning the meaning for a new word representing a known concept;
• learning the meaning of a new word representing an unknown concept; and
• clarifying and enriching the meaning of a known word. (38)

These types vary in difficulty. One of the most common, yet challenging, is the third 
type: learning the meaning of a new word representing an unknown concept. Much of 
learning in the content areas involves this type of word learning. As students learn about 
deserts, hurricanes, and immigrants, they may be learning both new concepts and new
words. Learning words and concepts in science, social studies, and mathematics is even 
more challenging because each major concept often is associated with many other new 
concepts. For example, the concept deserts is often associated with other concepts that 
may be unfamiliar, such as cactus, plateau, and mesa. (38–39)

National Institute for Literacy. Put Reading First, Kindergarten through Grade 3: The Research Building Blocks for Teaching Children to Read  
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from the NAEP Reading Report Card
by the U.S. Department of Education 

The chart below shows the average reading scores and percentages of students grouped 
by how often their teachers reported placing emphasis on integration and interpretation 
(for example, making comparisons, explaining character motivation, or examining 
relations of ideas) when they taught informational and literary texts in class. In 2017, 
students whose teachers reported placing higher levels of emphasis on integrating and 
interpreting texts in class performed better in the reading assessment. For example, 
seventy-nine percent of fourth-grade students in the nation had teachers who reported 
placing quite a bit to a lot of emphasis on integrating and interpreting informational and 
literary texts. Students whose teachers reported placing quite a bit to a lot of emphasis 
on this skill (224) had a higher average reading score than those whose teachers reported 
placing some emphasis or less (219).

U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 

NAEP Reading Report Card: Student Experiences. 2017 Reading Assessment. http://witeng.link/0893. Accessed 26 Feb. 2019. 
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students assessed in NAEP reading, by the 

extent to which their teachers emphasize 

integrating and interpreting text when teaching 

informational and literary texts in class: 2017
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from “Best Practices in Writing about Text”
by Timothy Shanahan 

Of all the instructional approaches to connecting reading and writing studied so far, 
writing about text has been the most successful as an avenue to improving reading 
achievement, and such integrated approaches have been valuable in stimulating higher 
quality writing outcomes too. (335)

Research has shown that writing about reading can have a powerful and positive impact 
on learning. Students who engage in writing about reading usually improve their reading 
and writing skills, as well as increasing their knowledge of the content. Having students 
create their own texts based on existing models, summarizing what they read, writing
answers to questions about texts that require extended analysis or evaluation of the text 
information, or synthesizing multiple texts to write reports or essays based upon the 
combination of information from those sources into original compositions—all exert 
powerful impacts on student reading and writing achievement. (347)

Shanahan, Timothy. “Best Practices in Writing about Text.” In Best Practices in Writing Instruction, Second Edition, Steve Graham, Charles MacArthur, and  

Jill Fitzgerald (eds.), The Guilford Press, 2013, pp. 334–50. 
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from “My Principal Wants to Improve Test Scores . . . Is He Right?”
by Timothy Shanahan 

[The] “theory”—and it is just a theory—is that one can raise reading scores through 
targeted teaching of particular comprehension skills. Teachers are to use the results 
of their state accountability tests to look for fine-grained weaknesses in reading 
achievement—or to try to identify which educational standards the kids aren’t meeting.

This idea makes sense, perhaps, in mathematics. If kids perform well on the addition 
and subtraction problems but screw up on the multiplication ones, then focusing more 
heavily on multiplication MIGHT make sense. . . .

Question types are not skills (e.g., main idea, supporting details, drawing conclusions, 
inferencing). In math, 3 × 9 is going to be 27 every doggone time. But the main idea of 
a short story? That is going to depend upon the content of the story and how the author 
constructed the tale. In other words, the answer is going to be different with each text.

Practicing skills is fine, but if what you are practicing is not repeatable, then it is 
not a skill.

Shanahan, Timothy. “My Principal Wants to Improve Test Scores . . . Is He Right?” Shanahan on Literacy. 17 Dec. 2018. http://witeng.link/0894. 
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from “Ethical and Appropriate High-Stakes Test Preparation in Middle School”
by Steven L. Turner

There is widespread agreement between educators and measurement specialists that 
middle school students need instruction in test-taking strategies before the test is 
proctored ( Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003; Popham, 2008; Volante, 2006). Teachers 
can assure that students are familiar with test-taking skills and strategies such as correctly 
marking answer sheets, making optimal guesses on certain types of items, and carefully 
allocating test-taking time (Miyasaka, 2000; Powell, 1999). Review of test-taking 
strategies is essential to help minimize variance in students’ scores and is important in 
giving all students an equal opportunity to perform ( Jones, Jones, & Hargrove, 2003; 
Miyasaka, 2000). (40)

Turner, Steven L. “Ethical and Appropriate High-Stakes Test Preparation in Middle School: Five Methods That Matter.” Middle School Journal, 
vol. 41, no. 1, Sept. 2009, pp. 36–45.

from “Toward Appropriate Preparation for Standardized Achievement Testing”
by Louis Volante

[O]ne should not confuse or associate all test-taking skill efforts with shortcuts to
success. Perhaps the simplest test-taking skill—reading the question properly—is
one that eludes many students. Studying various types of questions can be a useful
endeavor for future test takers. Calkins, Montgomery, and Santman, (1999) point out
that questions such as “how was the central problem resolved?” or “which statement
is NOT true about the narrator?” are typically not the types of questions children are
asking themselves when they read. Students should also have the opportunity to take
different types of multiple-choice item formats that assess different levels of cognition
(e.g., comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, etc.). Awareness of the structure
of common standardized questions and the diversity of item formats helps students
understand precisely what is being asked and assessed. (134)

Volante, Louis. “Toward Appropriate Preparation for Standardized Achievement Testing.” Journal of Educational Thought, vol. 40, no. 2, 2006. pp. 129--144.
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from “Inside the Common Core Reading Tests:
Why the Best Prep Is a Knowledge-Rich Curriculum”

by Ruth Wattenberg

When students score poorly on these Common Core-aligned tests, a typical response in 
many schools and districts is to double down on reading instruction and give students 
extra time and support in learning and practicing these skills. In elementary schools, 
time for science, social studies, and arts is often squeezed out in favor of more time for 
reading. At the middle and high school levels, students who continue to struggle with 
reading may get enrolled in special reading skills classes, reducing yet again the time 
available to them for other courses. (2)

[However,] these reading tests tap, to a very substantial degree, students’ content 
knowledge. Preparing students to score well on these tests requires systematically and 
deliberately exposing them to and instructing them in a rich, broad curriculum of 
science, history, geography, and (at least some) arts, starting at the earliest grades and 
continuing through every grade. Need I say: This is essentially the same curriculum 
that will prepare them well for their middle and high school classes in social studies 
and science. If the world of schools better understood that these assessments are 
substantially—even primarily—tests of knowledge, not just skills, they would realize 
that the best test prep for all our students is engaging instruction based on a rich, well-
rounded curriculum. (12)

Wattenberg, Ruth. “Inside the Common Core Reading Tests: Why the Best Prep Is a Knowledge-Rich Curriculum.” Knowledge Matters, 
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