
May 14, 2007

Dear Pre-IB world history students,

On Wednesday of last week, I was called to the office of Mr. Victor Willis, the Dean of

Instruction at Lamar High School.  I was informed at that time that Mr. Willis did not

believe the Pre-IB final to have enough questions involving higher order thinking for Pre-

IB world history students.

I was told to increase the number of higher order questions for the Pre-IB final or to use

the departmental final for the Pre-IB classes.  In a letter to Mr. Willis, I explained that the

Pre-IB world history students have already spent considerable time with the final exam

study guide, preparing for the Pre-IB final as it stands and that to make any changes

would be extremely difficult for you.

Mr. Willis ignored everything I said in my letter and, in a return letter, directed me once

more either to change the Pre-IB final or to use the departmental final for the Pre-IB

students.

Unfortunately, there is not enough time for me to change the Pre-IB final exam and to

provide you with a new study guide before final exams begin.

It is with deep regret that I have no viable choice but to follow Mr. Willis’s directive and order copies of the departmental final for you. The department has supplied me with departmental final exam study guides that you will receive in class Tuesday and Wednesday.

As an apology to each of you I ask you and your parents please to read the following letter which I sent to Mr. Willis after my visit to his office. The letter will speak for itself.


May 11, 2007

Mr. Willis,

To begin with, I would like to establish my credentials for professionalism, competency, and dedication.

Having earned a Ph.D. from Rice University in 1981, I highly value scholarship and higher level thinking, and I strive to promote both in my classroom.  

In each of my 23 years of service as a world history teacher at Lamar, I have introduced new ideas for assignments, instruction, assessment, and for delivery of information to both students and parents.  Among my recent innovations is my website with which I deliver documents and assignments to all Pre-IB world history classes. Students and parents are never in doubt as to what was expected for the previous class or what is expected for the next class. No student, even after an absence, can come to class saying that he or she has no idea of what is expected of him or her. 

Additionally, between 1993 and 2003:


a)
I directed a seminar on The American Educational System at the University of 


Paderborn, Germany in the summer of 1993;


b)
I chaired the HISD writing committee which created a new teacher appraisal



system for the HISD—an appraisal system which was adopted unanimously



by the HISD’s Board of Education;

c)
I co-chaired for two years the state appraisal committee which led to the



development of PDAS;


d)
I was officially employed as an administrator by HISD as the lead writer for



all employee appraisal systems currently in use by HISD;


e)
I taught methodology, classroom management, and multi-cultural education



at the University of St. Thomas;


f)
I co-authored an article for Teaching World History, A Resource Book in



1996.



The article was entitled: “Buenos Dias King Tut, Mazal Tov Confucius (I’ve 


Got the Whole World in My Notebook) An Investigation into the Relationship



between Early civilizations and Their Environments.” My teaching partner at



that time, Felicia Eppley, and I had collaborated on a creative new approach to



teaching the early civilizations with new and different activities.  (The MTA



has
made such creative experimentation impossible.);


g)
I was trained and certified by the state of Texas to train principals and other



administrators in the state’s (ILD) Instructional Leadership Development



program;


h)
I trained principals and administrators throughout the HISD for the state’s



ILD program; 


i)
I have supplied nearly all of the questions for every world history departmental



final for the past five years—from the time Lamar began giving departmental



finals until this semester (I have computer date-stamped files to support this



statement.);


j)
I have taught (for 21 years, actually)—PSAT and SAT review courses for a



private tutorial service;


k)
and finally, although I am retiring at the end of this school year and although



I have a personal leave bank of over 50 days, I continue to be at school



every day not only because I am professional, but especially, because I am



dedicated and committed to my students.

I am not boasting. Until now, I have always maintained a low profile at Lamar. I have said this now because of the accelerated devaluation of the individual teacher at Lamar over the past two years and because of what has happened to me in the last two days. 

.   .   .   .   .

Two days ago, Mr. Willis, you called me to your office to inform me that you judged the Pre-IB world history final to be inferior to the departmental world history final. You based this judgment on the number of knowledge level questions present in the exam and on the number of lines that were cut short at the margin and which are, consequently, incomplete. (I was surprised at this because I proofed the exam before I printed it, and there were no incomplete lines on the computer screen.)

You praised the departmental world history final exam and told me that you would rather have the Pre-IB students take the departmental final than the Pre-IB final. You gave me a copy of the departmental final to use as a model for changes in the Pre-IB final.

When I looked at the departmental final, I first discovered that perhaps 40 of the 100 questions on the exam were actually my own—from my contributions to the common assessments. After that, I noticed that some of the lines were cut short at the margin on the departmental exam, also. When I read the departmental exam closely, I discovered no less than 115 obvious deficiencies:

1. A total of 73 lines on the departmental final did not print entirely (1 more, in fact, 
than on the Pre-IB final—There is a problem with the template.)

2. In addition to 27 accurately labeled knowledge level questions (Bloom’s 
Taxonomy), there are 24 more which are erroneously labeled as being of a higher 
level than knowledge (7,18, 21, 22, 23, 25, 28, 29, 30, 31, 36, 37, 42, 43, 44, 46, 
51, 52, 53, 56, 76, 78, 83, and 84), making a total of 51 knowledge level questions 
on the departmental exam.

3. Two questions make no sense at all: 26 and 86.

4. Two questions lack labels for objectives: 49 and 67.

5. Two questions are exactly the same: 56 and 60, although one is labeled knowledge 
while the other is labeled synthesis.
6. One question has no correct answer: 73. 

7. Two questions refer to non-existent charts, yet have nothing to do with charts: 90 
and 91.

8.
Finally, 9 questions—3 referring to a chart, 3 referring to a map and 3 referring


to a poster—are embarrassingly too easy to present a challenge to the


Pre-IB world history students. These questions do not rise even to the level of


similar problems on the TAKS exam. These questions are elementary because


they were produced by a commercial test generator and were never intended for


testing gifted and talented students. (Excluding my own 40 or so questions,


most of the departmental final was, in fact—and this is by Margaret Badeaux’s


own admission—created by John Smallwood, using a commercial test generator.

.   .   .   .   .

Now I would like to address the matter of the exclusive use of Bloom’s Taxonomy to establish validity for questions on world history common assessments and final exams.

Multiple choice questions for high school world history courses tend to be at Bloom’s level of knowledge. After subtracting a week for final exams each semester, and after subtracting all the time lost to TAKS, Stanford 10, HCC testing, PSAT testing, etc., such survey courses are afforded no more than 45 days of quality instructional time per year. The informational content in such a course is, by nature, superficial. There are literally thousands of informational points to cover—just look at the index of any high school world history text. 

In light of the tendency toward knowledge level multiple-choice questions in world history, it is no wonder that during the world history Subject Area Team meetings, teachers working on common assessments and looking for higher level questions, tend to dress up knowledge level questions with language which suggests that the questions are of a higher order. This is the result of relying exclusively on Bloom to reveal good questions.

Fortunately Bloom is not the only tool for measuring the quality of questions that test student learning. Dr. Lyn Erikson, in her book, Concept-Based Curriculum and Instruction, has developed another effective yardstick, the Structure of Knowledge. A question scored at the knowledge level of Bloom, for example, might very well score at the generalization level of Erikson—a relatively high level by that standard.

In-school administrators throughout Texas are required to be trained in the state’s Instructional Leadership Development (ILD) program.  This program teaches in-school administrators to use not only Bloom’s Taxonomy but also Lyn Erikson’s equally valid Structure of Knowledge to ascertain the quality of instruction. Using Bloom and Erikson in 

conjunction with one another provides much better evaluations of instructional and assessment materials. ILD training stresses Erikson as an exceptional tool. The ILD training is basically about understanding Erikson and implementing the Structure of Knowledge in Texas schools.

Because of the limitations of Bloom and the tendency of multiple-choice world history questions to be of the knowledge type, I do not intend to adjust the content of the questions on the Pre-IB world history final exam. Moreover, the Pre-IB world history students have already been working on the final exam study guide for two weeks.  To throw them a curve at this point is unacceptable. I also have no intention of reworking the template for the Pre-IB world history final. That would mean preparing the same work for yet a third time. It is unreasonable to require people to struggle with an electronic template which requires repeated adjustments and which, therefore, requires duplication of the same work by teachers who are trying their best to bring a professional close to the school year for their classes.  Perhaps, the template would have worked better if teachers had been trained in the use of Infopath, the program underlying the template and if a much earlier start had been made with the whole idea of an electronic template. The last minute requirement to use this template, with all of its short comings, is a demonstration of poor planning by the administration. I intend to use the original of the Pre-IB world history final exam—the one used to make the template version. I have an A form and a B form for this exam—to discourage cheating.  Unlike the template version, both forms are neat and clean, and they consist of only 7 pages as compared to 36 pages using the template.

.   .   .   .   .

Finally, I am puzzled as to why the Pre IB final underwent such scrutiny by the

administration so quickly after I turned it in to Margaret Badeaux, the chairperson of the

department and leader of the Subject Area Team. I gave the Pre-IB final to Margaret at

approximately 3:00 on Tuesday afternoon and by 8:15 the next morning, you had emailed

me to please come to your office (to talk about the final as it turned out). That is the fastest

response I have ever seen in such a matter.  I suspect that Margaret Badeaux looked over the

Pre IB final as quickly as possible and passed it on to you with notions of what she

thought were problems. (It is interesting that Margaret did not treat the departmental final with similar scrutiny.)

I suspect that Margaret Badeaux wished to discredit the IB Final and consequently me, since she knows that I designed the Pre-IB final. Margaret  expressed irritation when I gave her the Pre-IB final and explained that I did not wish to use the departmental final for my Pre-IB students.  Before I saw the departmental final and discovered the quality of work that it represented, I had three reasons for not using the departmental final:


1)
The departmental final employs only 4 answer choices per question instead of 5.



Four answer choices are not sufficiently challenging to Pre IB students—or to



any high school student, for that matter, who will be looking at five answer



choices on the SAT and/or ACT college entrance exam.


2)
Margaret Badeaux, again by her own admission, has always followed a policy



of using a student to type the final exam and to prepare a final exam study



guide. I know that the template version of the exam was prepared by John



Smallwood this time, but one look at the final exam study guide strongly



suggests that it was typed by someone inexperienced in preparing study



guides—clearly not a teacher.  To have typed the study guide, the student



would



have had to use one of the preliminary, pre-template versions of the final. I



have



argued with Margaret Badeaux about this practice for two years and I have



addressed the problem to you but to no avail.  Margaret has continued to send



common assessments and answer keys to my classroom by a student.  I have



good reason to suspect that copies of the departmental final exam questions



are



already in the hands of many of the students who will be taking the exam.


3)
The Pre-IB classes have covered more of the curriculum than the regular



classes.

I believe that the criticism of the Pre-IB final exam is nothing less than pure discrimination, personally motivated and initiated by Margaret Badeaux and carried out by you.  I say this based on the fact that neither you nor Margaret actually read the departmental final before you called me in to present it to me as a model for changing the Pre-IB final.

I presented my credentials at the start of this letter in order to provide support for arguing that the Pre-IB final exam is a quality instrument.  I do not claim that it is perfect, but it does what a final exam should do; it to forces students to tie loose ends together and to develop a sense of the big picture of the history they studied. I question what your credentials are that you question my scholarship and competence.

George Camp

