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Antidepressants Don't Work Researchers Call for NAEP to
Measure Nonacademic Goals
for Most Patients
One of the largest studies yet of modem antidepressant medications concluded
that the drugs have no effect on most patients who take them. The study looked at
data from 4 7 clinical trials submitted to
the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).
Researchers concluded that the drugs had
a clinically significant effect only on a
very small subgroup of patients, those who
were the most severely depressed. The
study appears in the online journal Public
Library of Science Medicine (PLoS).
The 4 7 clinical trials tested the four
best known antidepressants:
Prozac,
Serzone, Paxil, and Effexor. These trials,
some published and some unpublished,
had been submitted to the FDA to support
licensing applications for the drugs.
Irving Kirsch, the PLoS study's lead
author, summarized his team's results:
"There seems to be little reason to prescribe antidepressant medication to any
but the most severely depressed patients,
unless alternative treatments have failed
to provide a benefit. This study raises serious issues that need to be addressed surrounding drug licensing and how drug trial
data is reported."
The published studies are generally
more positive about the drugs' effects than
the unpublished studies. According to the
PLoS analysis, pharmaceutical companies
routinely withhold negative data on these
drugs from doctors and the public, although they must present the data to the
licensing authorities.
A report in the New England Journal
of Medicine in January reached a similar
conclusion. Of all studies of antidepressant drugs, about one-third are never published, and almost all of the unpublished
studies report that the drugs are not effective. "Selective publication can lead doctors to make inappropriate prescribing decisions that may not be in the best interest
of their patients and, thus, the public
health," the Oregon Health and Science
University research team warned. They
also found that in some of the published
studies, the final drafts "spun" the results
to make them seem far more positive than
the Oregon team judged them to be.
Antidepressants are the most commonly prescribed drugs in the United
States. Doctors issued about 118 million
prescriptions for them in 2005. Prescription of the drugs for children and teens
has proved especially controversial. The
FDA has officially approved only Prozac
for children, but doctors commonly prescribe other antidepressants for them as
well. All antidepressants now carry "black
box" warnings advising patients and doctors that the drugs can cause suicidal
thoughts or behavior in children, teens,
and young adults up to age 24. Studies
have shown that children on these medications have about a 4% chance of developing suicidal thoughts or behaviors, com-

pared to a 2% chance among children taking placebos. Testing of the effects of
these drugs on children has been extremely limited compared to testing of
their effects on adults.
"Although patients get better when
they take antidepressants, they also get
better when they take a placebo, and the
difference in improvement is not very
great. This means that depressed people
can improve without chemical treatments," said PLoS researcher Irving
Kirsch in a statement. Exercise, counseling, and therapy are among the non-pharmacological treatments that research has
shown can help some people cope with
depression. (The Independent, 2-26-08;
MSNBC, 2-26-08, 1-16-08)

The Economic
Policy Institute (EPI), a
liberal think tank, released a report calling
for the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) to go
beyond academics to
measure other goals
EPI believes schools
should embrace.
The report,
"Reassessing
the
Achievement Gap: Fully Measuring What
Students Should be Taught in School,"
argues that basic academic skills make up
only one of eight goals appropriate for
American public schools. The other seven
are: critical thinking and problem solving,
social skills and work ethic, readiness for
citizenship and community responsibility,
foundation for lifelong physical health,
foundation for lifelong emotional health,
appreciation of the arts and literature, and
preparation for skilled work
The EPI report claims there is an
achievement gap between black and white
students in each of these eight areas. In
order to close the gap, EPI states that the
government must assess students across

all of these categories
rather than assessing
only students' academic skills. Federal
and state governments must then create public policies
that will address disp ari ties in performance among different racial and economic groups.
"These goals have historically been
central to Americans' conception of education and youth development and remain
so today," claims EPL EPI bases many of
its recommendations on the original intent of the NAEP, which did aim to measure other indicators as well as academic
achievement The report advocates a return to data-collection practices the NAEP
testing program used in the 1970s, and a
major expansion of the scale and scope
of the test
Because the current NAEP gives no
data on an important segment of the population of 17-year-olds - those who have
already dropped out of high school - EPI

(See NAEP, page 4)

California Court Says Homeschoolers
Must Have Certified Teachers
In a widely protested ruling, a California court of appeal said on February
28 that only parents who are certified
teachers can homeschooL The Second
District Court of Appeal in Los Angeles
ruled on a child welfare case involving
two of Phillip and Mary Long's eight
children, all of whom the Longs have
homeschooled. When one of the children
accused his father of physical abuse, a
lawyer requested a trial court to order
the children enrolled in public school,
so that they could be monitored more
closely. The trial court refused, and the
lawyer appealed the ruling.
The appeals court ruling, written
by Justice Walter Croskey, declares that parents "do not have a
constitutional right to
homeschool their children." According to
the court, only teachers certified and licensed by the state
may legally educate
their children at home.
Non-credentialed parents must send their children to full-time
public or private school or pay for a credentialed tutor to teach their children at
home. Croskey also wrote that "keeping
the children at home deprived them of
situations where ... they could develop
emotionally in a broader world than the

parents' 'cloistered setting."'
"In the annals of judicial imperialism,
we have arrived at a strange new chapter," opined the Wall Street Journal (3-2208). The Journal editorial went on to explain why the rate of homeschooling increased nationally by 29% between 1999
and 2003: "That so many families tum to
homeschooling is a market solution to a
market failure - namely the dismal performance of the local education monopoly." Homeschoolers as a group outscore
public school students on standardized
tests by as much as 30 percentile points
in some subjects.
"A single case of parental abuse is being used to
promote the registration of
all parents who crack a
book for their kids," wrote
the editors of the Journal.
"If this strikes some readers as a tad East German,
,1
we 1mow how you feel."
In California, where an
estimated 166,000 children
are homeschooled, the Department
of Education recognizes homeschooling as
a type of private education. No state law
specifically addresses homeschooling. In
2002, Superintendent of Public Instruction
Delaine Eastin declared that it was illegal
to educate children at home, and that she
would enforce the law. She asked the legislature to address the issue, which it de-

clined to do. Eastin's replacement, Jack
O'Connell, is friendlier to homeschooling
and has not interfered with the practice. In
response to the recent appeal court ruling,
O'Connell said that he supports "parental
choice when it comes to homeschooling."
The California Teachers Association,
an NEA affiliate, applauded the ruling.
"We're happy," said Lloyd Porter, who
sits on CTA's board of directors. "We
always think students should be taught
by credentialed teachers, no matter what
the setting."
The Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA) gathered a quarter of
a million signatures within ten days on a
petition protesting the ruling. California
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger also
spoke out in favor of homeschooling and
against the court's decision. "Parents
should not be penalized for acting in the
best interests of their children's education,"
said Schwarzenegger. "This outrageous
ruling must be overturned by the courts,
and if the courts don't protect parents'
rights then, as elected officials, we will."
On March 25, the court of appeal
granted a motion to rehear this controversial case.
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Citizens for a Responsible Curriculum (CRC) will not appeal a
circuit court's decision in favor of
the controversial sex ed curriculum now in place in Montgomery
County, Maryland.
"We think
there are other avenues that would
be more timely and have a greater
impact," said a CRC spokeswoman. "We realize that we're not going to get the outcome we're looking for in a Montgomery County
court." The group will focus instead
on distributing information that
challenges the curriculum's content,
and on lobbying for the state legislature and board of education to
clarify the law CRC believes the
curriculum violates. Maryland law
prohibits sex ed courses from teaching "erotic techniques," but currently
leaves it up to school districts to define that term. (Washington Post, 3-7-08)
The nation's top anti-drug official
encouraged educators at a regional summit to perform random drug
testing on students in public
schools. Drug testing, said John
Walters of the White House Office of
National Drug Control Policy, helps
to identify students with drug problems and deters students from trying
drugs. "The testing is another reason
I can say to my friends, when I get
tempted, 'I can't because I could be
tested,"' he said. About 1,000 school
districts already perform random drug
tests. (Indianapolis Star, 2-20-08)

The Missouri legislature is poised
to approve a new pathway to
teacher certification,
enabling
qualified candidates to change careers to teaching more easily. The
American Board for Certification of
Teacher Excellence (ABCTE) would
train and certify career changers to
enter Missouri schools. The ABCTE
program tests prospective teachers'
knowledge of their subject areas, and
requires them to take a teaching
methods course and to spend 60
hours training in a classroom.
ABCTE already certifies teachers in
seven other states. (St. Louis Post-Dis-

Scientists are 'Not Allowed to Think Book of the Month
Thoughts about an Intelligent Creator'
Two-thirds of scientists at elite research universities believe in God, according to a 2005 survey by a Rice University
sociologist. Yet Intelligent Design, the
theory that a designing agent best
explains some features of
living things, is
so taboo in the
academy that
scientists who
even consider it
risk losing their
jobs. In a new
documentary,
Expelled: No Intelligence
Allowed,
Ben
Stein investigates
the suppression of free
inquiry when it comes to Intelligent Design (ID).
Stein interviews scientists and other
academics who have lost their reputations,
their chances of tenure, or their jobs because they failed to denounce ID with the
passion of Richard Dawkins. Perhaps the
most famous case involved Dr. Richard
Sternberg, formerly of the Smithsonian's
Museum of Natural History. As editor of
the journal Proceedings of the Biological
Society of Washington, Sternberg published a peer-reviewed paper that questioned neo-Darwinist orthodoxy. Smithsonian officials quickly sought a legitimate reason to dismiss Sternberg from the
institution. When they couldn't find one,
they took numerous steps to make his
working environment intolerable so that
he would resign.
"It is clear that I was targeted for retaliation and harassment explicitly because I failed in an unstated requirement

in my role as editor of a scientific journal," writes Sternberg on his website. "I
was supposed to be a gatekeeper turning
away unpopular, controversial, or conceptually challenging
explanations
of
puzzling natural
phenomena. Instead, I allowed
a scientific article to be published critical
ofneo-Darwinism, and that
was considered
an unpardonable heresy."
Expelled interviews a number of other scientists
and academics with similar stories. The
film also looks at neo-Darwinism's philosophical underpinnings, and their consequences. Stein demonstrates that instead
of merely investigating life's origins and
history, Darwinism functions as an allencompassing worldview with its own
complete set of answers to life's most important questions.
The answers Darwinism gives hold
little promise for humanity's future. The
movie explores the connections between
Darwinism and eugenics. Misguided ideas
about the "survival of the fittest" and the
betterment of the human race through
"helping evolution along" have led to
forced sterilization campaigns, murder of
the disabled and the elderly, and ultimately
to the Nazi death camps.
Expelled opens in theaters on April
18. Visit www.expelledthemovie.com for
more information.
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U.Se Federal Court Admits
Vaccines 'Aggravated' Autism

patch, 2-28-08)
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Several of the vaccines in the case
For the first time, a federal court has
contained thimerosal, a
conceded a link between
mercury-based
preservative
autism and vaccinations, a
once found in most vaclink some parents, as well
cines. Because mercury is
as organizations such as
a toxic substance, authorithe National Autism Assoties
have recommended that
ciation, have suspected for
vaccine manufacturers stop
years. While the federal
using it. It is still found,
Department of Health and
may contain
however, in most flu shots
Human Services mainand in some other vaccines.
mercury
tains that vaccines have no
Those who suspect vaceffect on autism, The U.S.
cines of causing autism are
Court of Federal Claims
most
concerned
about the presence of
ruled in favor of a child who regressed
thimerosal
in
these
shots.
into autism, apparently as a result of
(See Vaccine, page 3)
vaccmes.

The Design of
Life, William A.
Dembski
and
Jonathan Wells,
Foundation
for
Thought and Ethics, 2008, 339 pp.,
$35.00
Many scientists find the idea oflntelligent Design so threatening that they
refuse to admit the wealmesses of pure
materialism or neo- Darwinism. They
prefer any explanation, however farfetched, to the possibility that some features of the natural world might have
been designed.
This approach, among other effects,
impoverishes the study of the natural sciences. Anyone who admires the incredible complexity of living things seems
to in1ply that time and chance might not
be enough to explain their origins - and
that smacks of "creationism." The Design of Life explores that amazing complexity and the many mysteries that Darwinism leaves unsolved, inviting readers to a new appreciation of exactly how
much any theory of the origins and development of life has to explain.
The authors, mathematician William Dembski and biologist Jonathan
Wells, are senior fellows of the Discovery Institute's Center for Science and
Culture, and leaders of the Intelligent
Design movement. Together they have
written a textbook capable of introducing readers both with and without a
background in science to the theory of
Intelligent Design, its strengths and neoDarwinism's weaknesses, and its bearing on several key areas of biology.
The chapter on the fossil record is
especially interesting, because the fossil record continues to call Darwin's explanation of the origin of species into
serious doubt. The persistent lack of
intermediary forms between known organisms presents a problem for even the
most committed Darwinists. "Even in
the most favorable circumstances, paleontologists have consistently failed to
discover the missing links that would
connect organisms from higher levels
of classification," the authors report.
There should be hundreds of fossils
linking major animal divisions, but instead, the record shows the major animal phyla as discrete categories that appeared during the Cambrian Explosion,
within "a remarkably brief period of
time, geologically speaking." Also fascinating is the discussion of similar features among animals with no common
ancestor, a phenomenon difficult for
evolutionists to explain.
Even for a reader who found Intelligent Design unacceptable, The Design of Life would still merit reading
for its interesting introductions to such
subjects as the microscopic world
within an "ordinary" cell, the problem
of the origin of life from nonliving
things, and the limitations of modem
evolutionary science.
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A report from Common Core,
written by Frederick M. Hess
EXCERPTS FROMALETTERFROM

THE EXECUTIVEDIRECTOR
Senator Joseph McCarthy investigated people who protested the war in Vietnam, better known as the Second World
Wm~Fortunately, that war was over before Christopher Columbus sailed to
America; otherwise, we might have never experienced the Renaissance.
Anew survey of 17-year-olds reveals
that, to many, the paragraph above sounds
only slightly strange. Almost 20% of
1,200 respondents to a national telephone
survey do not know who our enemy was
in World War II, and more than a quarter
think Columbus sailed after 1750. Half do
not know whom Sen. McCarthy investigated or what the Renaissance was.
It is easy to make light of such ignorance. In reality, however, a deep lack of
lmowledge is neither humorous nor trivial. What we lmow helps to determine how
successful we are likely to be in life, and
how many career paths we can choose
from. It also affects our contribution as
democratic citizens. Unfortunately, too
many young Americans do not possess the
kind of basic knowledge they need. When
asked fundamental questions about U.S.
history and culture, they score a D and
exhibit stunning knowledge gaps ....
There are parents all over America for
whom this is no surprise. They know that
the focus of their child's school day is increasingly on preparing for basic skills
tests, not on learning history or geography, reading literature, or participating in
the arts. And their child's teacher often
shares in their frustration ....
When students graduate without
knowing what Brown v. Board of Education decided or who told them to "ask not
what your country can do for you," they
are being left behind in the worst way.
Everyone's children deserve to receive a
comprehensive, content-rich education in
the liberal arts and sciences. Of course
they must be able to read and compute.
But they must also possess real knowledge about important things, lmowledge
of civics, biology, geography, art history,
languages - the full range of subjects that
comprise a complete education. Any reform idea that diminishes the ability of
schools and teachers to provide students
with such an education is narrowing children's futures, not expanding them.
Lynne Munson,
Executive Director, Common Core

Vaccine

••

STILL AT RIS *•
What Students Don't Know, Even Now
What do 17-Year-Olds Know?

Overall, how did today's 17-year-olds fare? On the whole, students answered 67%
of the 33 questions correctly, earning a cumulative grade ofD. On the history section,
they earned a C, answering 73% of questions correctly. When it came to literature, they
earned an F, correctly answering just 57% of the questions.

HISTORY
Complete Weighted Correct Results for History
The Civil War was between 1850 and 1900.

43%

The purpose of The Federalist Papers was to gain ratification of
the Constitution.

50%

The controversy surrounding Senator Joseph McCarthy focused
on Communism.

51%

The First World War was between 1900 and 1950.

60%

The Renaissance was the period in European history noted
for cultural and technological advances.

61%

The guarantee of freedom of speech and religion is
found in the Bill of Rights.

67%

President John F. Kennedy said, "And so my fellow Americans,
ask not what your country can do for you; ask what
you can do for your country."

70%

In its Brown v. Board of Education decision, the Supreme
Court ruled segregation unconstitutional.

71%

The Declaration of Independence says, "We hold these truths
to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness."

73%

Japanese-Americans were forced into relocation camps during
the Second World War.

73%

Christopher Columbus sailed for the New World before 1750.

74%

The Watergate investigations resulted in the resignation of
President Richard Nixon.

74%

Adolf Hitler was the Chancellor of Germany during the Second
World War.

77%

Jamestown was the first permanent English colony in North America. 77%
George Washington was the commander of the American army
in the Revolutionary War.

77%

The idea that each branch of the federal government should keep
the other branches from becoming too strong is called checks
and balances.

80%

The major enemies of the United States during the Second
World War were Germany and Japan.

82%

President Abraham Lincoln wrote the Emancipation Proclamation.

82%

Plato and Aristotle were Greek philosophers.

86%

Thomas Jefferson was the primary author of the Declaration
of Independence.

87%

The bombing of Pearl Harbor led to the entry of the
United States into the Second World War.

88%

The "I have a dream" speech was given by Martin Luther King, Jr.

97%

Average:

73%

(Continued.from page 2)-----------------------------

The child in this case had a mitochondrial disorder, which the vaccines she received "aggravated," leading ultimately to
a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder.
David Kirby, author of Evidence of Harm:
Mercury in Vaccines and the Autism Epidemic, a Medical Controversy, wrote about
the decision for the Hufjington Post. "This
concession could conceivably make it more

3

difficult for some officials to continue insisting there is 'absolutely no link' between
vaccines and autism .... The United States
government is compensating at least one
child for vaccine injuries that resulted in a
diagnosis of autism. And that is big news,
no matter how you want to say it."
Wendy Fournier, president of the National Autism Association, agreed on the

importance of the court's decision. "This
case echoes the stories of thousands of children across the country," she said. "With
almost 5,000 similar cases pending in vaccine court, we are confident that this is just
the first of many that will confirm what we
have believed for so long - vaccines can
and do cause children to regress into autism." (WorldNetDaily, 2-29-08)

In reference to the
Federalist Papers, just
half of the respondents answered
that they were intended to gain
ratification of the
United States Constitution, whereas 26% said
that they were intended to
"establish a strong, free
press in the colonies,"
12% that they sought "to
win foreign approval for
the Revolutionary War,"
and 11% that they aimed to
"confirm George Washington's election as the first president."
Two of the questions on which students performed most poorly asked respondents to identify the approximate
period in which historic events took
place, aiming to discover if young people have any remote grasp of when important events occurred. As it turns out,
not many do. Fewer than 60% could identify the correct period in which World
War I occurred, and less than half could
do so for the Civil War. These questions
did not ask for an exact year; they offered broad 50-year windows. Only 43%
of respondents lmew the Civil War was
fought between 1850 and 1900. 30%
thought it had taken place between 1800
and 1850, 21 % that it happened before
1800, and 6% that it happened after 1900.
Respondents were slightly less creative
when it came to World War I, with 60%
indicating that the war took place between 1900 and 1950, 13% placing it
between 1850 and 1900, 9% between
1800 and 1850, 16% before 1800, and
2% after 1950-placing
it after the conclusion of the Second World War.
When asked when Columbus
"sail[ ed] for the New World," 74% ofrespondents answered that it was before
1750, while 13% thought it was between
1750 and 1800, and another 13% indicated it was since 1800. In other words, more
than one-fourth of 17-year-olds believe
that Columbus sailed after 1750 - more
than 250 years after his actual crossing in
1492. (In an interesting bit of alternate
history, 2% of respondents reported that
Columbus set sail after 1950!)
Two questions asked about particular
design features of the U.S. government.
When asked to put a name to the notion
"that each branch of the federal government should keep the other branches from
becoming too strong," 80% correctly identified "checks and balances." The source
of"the guarantee of freedom of speech and
religion" in American life was correctly
identified as the Bill of Rights by 67%.
Freedom of speech and religion are foundational principles in American culture, but
a third of respondents haven't a clue where
these freedoms originate.
(See Students, page 4)
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lnterVarsity Graduate and
Faculty Ministries Seeks to
Renew Academy
Since 1861, InterVarsity has ministered to college students and encouraged
them to grow in Christian faith. From its
beginnings at Oxford and Cambridge, the
ministry came to the United States in
1938, and is now present on over 560
American campuses.
While Inter Varsity is best known for
its work with undergraduate students,
IV's Graduate and Faculty Ministry
serves those students' current and future
professors. "God loves the university,
and therefore InterVarsity loves the university," the group explains. "This love
compels us to acknowledge the ways the
university is failing in its mission, and
seek renewal. Unfortunately, many of
today's universities are virtual wastelands when it comes to promoting truth,
beauty, and justice."
When universities fail to promote or
value truth, beauty, or justice, it is difficult for these things to flourish anywhere
else. IV's Graduate and Faculty Ministry
seeks to renew the academy so that some
day, many more scholars who are both ex-

NAEP

cellent at what
they do and
strongly committed to Christ
will take their
places at the academic table. Inter Varsity pursues this aim
through its Emerging Scholars Network,
which encourages and supports Christians
pursuing careers in academia, and through
Christian faculty communities and conferences. Conferences and other resources for Christian faculty help them to grow
in their faith, to integrate their faith with
their work, and to be "a redeeming presence among the people, ideas and structures" of their universities.
"InterVarsity Faculty Ministry is
about equipping, encouraging, challenging, and teaming with Christian scholars
in order to have a redemptive influence
within higher education," says Dr. Byron
Johnson of Baylor University. "It is this
kind of strategic investment that will help
us change our nation's colleges and universities." For more information, visit
www.facultyministry.org.

(Continuedfrom page 1) ----------------

recommends that NAEP survey questions
be administered to teenagers by household
rather than in schools.
EPI also wants the NAEP to survey
young adults ages 20 to 25 across all demographic groups, because
"data
on
whether
y o u n g
people have
achieved the
outcomes
sought by
schools and
other institutions of
youth development are
often
not
meaningful

1
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until several years after young
people have left school. For example, if a goal of civics education is to prepare and motivate
young people to vote, we cannot
know whether this goal has been
achieved until we determine
whether they actually register and
vote in the years immediately after their end of schooling. If
schooling aims to develop an appreciation of literature and the
arts, we cannot know whether
this goal has been achieved until
we determine whether young
people read for pleasure or are
engaged in the arts after schooling has ended. Likewise, the effect of physical education programs cannot be observed with
accuracy until we know whether
young adults exercise regularly."
The original design for the NAEP did
call for testing of young adults, for similar reasons to those the EPI report gives.
The NAEP sampled young adults between
the ages of 25 and 35 until the 1970s.

Broadening the reach and scope of the
NAEP doesn't sound wise to critics who
already think the test overreaches its
proper bounds. "The upshot here is that
pupils are being tested on what they believe (cognitive) as opposed to what they
know (academics), via psychological "gotcha"
questions deftly
interspersed
throughout testscum-surveys like
NAEP," warns
author Beverly
Eakman, an ex pert on psychological testing
and psychiatric
• .,,.
:;<,~.,.-i
drugs. "We are
creating a psycho-behavioral minefield for
students later on when they try to apply
to a college or get a job, unless their opinions mesh with whatever happens to be
the prevailing wisdom."
According to Ealunan, the Economic
Policy Institute is not alone in its eagerness to test nonacademic indicators
through the NAEP. "The No Child Left
BehindAct, as well as the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, remain mired
in non-academic pursuits, far removed
from proficiency or diagnostics in the basics," she says. "The goal is psychological profiling, not 'cognitive testing' in the
classical sense of that tenn. I say 'classical' because the definition of cognitive
was expanded in 1986 to include 'belief
system' as well as the traditional 'intellectual component,' thereby allowing the
assessment of attitudes and opinions as
part of 'cognitive testing.' The purpose of
this expanded definition for 'cognitive'
reflects a decision to include 'emotional'
content as inherent in every piece of
lmowledge."

LITERATURE
Complete Weighted Correct Results for Literature
Geoffrey Chaucer wrote the Canterbury Tales, a poem written
in Middle English and containing stories told by people on a
pilgrimage.

38%

Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison is about a young man's growing up
in the South and then moving to Harlem.

41%

Oedipus is the character in an ancient Greek play who unknowingly
kills his father and marries his mother.

45%

In the Bible, Job is known for his patience in suffering.

50%

The novel 1984 is about a dictatorship in which every citizen is
watched in order to stamp out all individuality.

52%

The Scarlet Letter is the story of a woman who was unfaithful.

56%

Dickens's novel A Tale of Two Cities took place during the
French Revolution.

57%

Odysseus demonstrates his bravery and cunning during his long
journey homeward after fighting in the Trojan War.

60%

Walt Whitman wrote the volume of poetry Leaves of Grass,
which includes the line "I celebrate myself, and sing myself."

72%

Uncle Tom's Cabin helped the anti-slavery movement by
depicting the evils of slavery.

77%

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee is about two children
who were affected by the conflict in their community when
their father defended a black man.

79%

Average:

57%

Students

(Continuedfrom page 3)

When it came to George Orwell's
classic 1984, 21 % thought it was a novel about the destruction of the human race
through nuclear war, and 18% thought
that it was about time travel. It is indeed
ironic that 17-year-olds know so little
about 1984 that many think it a backward-looking tale about time travel rather
than a future-oriented work of dystopian
fiction. Students unfamiliar with Orwell's oeuvre or the history that produced
it will be hard-put to understand public
debates that reference "big brother,"
much less the evocation of twentieth-century experiences with communism and
totalitarianism.
Just 45% lmew that Oedipus is the
character in an ancient Greek play who
"unknowingly killed his father and married his mother," with more than half of
the respondents naming either Agamemnon, Orestes, or Prometheus.
One question addressed the Bible.
Just 50% ofrespondents correctly identified Job as known for his patience in
the face of suffering. Apparently, and
somewhat incomprehensibly, 20% think
that "prophetic ability" is the point being made when they hear references to
the trials of Job.
Six of the eleven literature questions
dealt with novels. Just 41 % could identify the plot of Ralph Ellison's Invisible
Man. Only 57% !mew that Charles Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities took place during the French Revolution, with nearly
half of respondents incorrectly stating
that it took place during the Crimean War,
War of the Roses, or English Civil War.
Respondents fared best when asked
to identify the plot of Harper Lee's novel,
To Kill a Mockingbird, for which 79%
correctly identified the theme. The literature question on which respondents fared
second best asked them to identify the
novel that "helped the anti-slavery move-

ment by depicting the evils of slavery."
77% correctly identified Uncle Toms
Cabin, by Harriet Beecher Stowe. Worth
noting is the intriguing result that in the
cases of both history and literature, respondents posted their best scores on
questions deeply intertwined with the history of American race relations.

A HALF-EMPTY GLASS
The problems that the above results
pose for civic discourse are neither murky
nor obscure. One need not search far to
find attacks on anti-terrorism measures
that draw upon imagery from 1984 or that
use the term "Orwellian." Pundits, novelists, and j oumalists routinely wield references to Job or Oedipus in making
points about the trials of a public figure
or the complexities of familial relationships. High school graduates unacquainted with these terms are handicapped when
it comes to engaging in such public debates, perhaps recognizing the terms and
phrases but lacking comprehension of the
assumptions and associations that lend
them meaning. What's worse is that these
students lack the lmowledge and wisdom
that historical information provides and
that artistic works contain.
In summarizing the results of the
1986 A Nation at Risk report, Ravitch and
Finn concluded that "the glass is almost
half empty ....
We cannot tell from a
'snapshot' assessment of this kind whether
today's students lmow more or less about
history and literature than their predecessors often, twenty, or fifty years ago. We
do conclude, however, that they do not
know enough." More than twenty years
later, it is safe to say that the story remains disheartening.
Excerpts from this report reprinted with
permission from Common Core.

