"The Good News About U.S. Schools" 

(1) I called Gerald Bracey as soon as I'd seen the results of the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) showing American 12th‑graders at the very bottom of the rankings. I had to call Bracey. You see,  every time a new international comparison shows American youngsters to be lagging badly, Bracey is ready with the proof that it isn't so.

(2) After one such report, in 1993, Bracey pooh‑poohed the results that were troubling everybody from school reformers to the teachers' unions. American 9‑year‑olds ranked third in science but 12th and 13th in other areas.

(3) But if you look more closely at the results, the research psychologist and education writer instructed, you won't be so alarmed. You'll find Korea visibly  ahead of the pack, and Jordan clearly bringing up the rear. The rest, he said, were "pretty much bunched, with no significant differences among them."

(4) Back in 1991, while the rest of us were moaning about another "dismal" showing, Bracey, reviewing the same data, reached a different conclusion. "The evidence overwhelmingly shows that American schools have never achieved more than they currently achieve. And some indicators show them performing better than ever."

(5) Gerry's good. But as good as he is, I thought, he can't explain our public schools out of the TIMSS results. The tests were given to fourth, eighth‑ and 12th‑graders in the spring of 1995 and the results released in segments. The fourth‑grade results, released last June, showed American students somewhat above the international averages ‑‑ and were hailed as evidence that school reform was working. The eighth‑grade results, which had been released some months earlier, showed the Americans somewhat below average in math.

(6) But it was the 12th‑grade results, released in late February, that prompted my call to Bracey's Alexandria office. Not a single country scored lower than our high school seniors in physics or advanced math. In general knowledge of math, our kids outranked only Cyprus and South Africa. Fourteen countries scored higher ‑‑ and the usually top‑scoring Asians weren't even tested.

(7) Was Bracey dismayed by the results? Are you kidding? "Not at all," he told me. "In the first place, they're not true." 

(8) Not true? "Where the results are roughly comparable ‑‑ that is, where they test children of similar age for their performance after taking similar courses ‑‑ our kids are slightly above the international average if you adjust for just one variable: work."

(9) It has been established (though not satisfactorily explained), he said, that  U.S. youngsters who work at jobs 15 hours or so a week do better on such tests than those who don't work, and that those who work more than 25 hours do less well. Twenty‑eight percent of the Americans who took the TIMSS test said they worked more than 25 hours.

(10) But that's not all. The representatives of some of the countries were two to  four years older than their American counterparts, meaning, said, Bracey, that it was almost like putting our high school seniors up against their college sophomores.

(11) In the advanced math portion, he said, a technical glitch may explain a good  deal of the disparity. Each country picked the students to take the advanced math portion based on the math they had actually taken. For some reason, the Americans who had taken pre‑calculus were given a test that presumed a knowledge of calculus. "The overall international average score was 501; ours was 442," Bracey said. "But if you look at the American kids who had actually taken calculus, the average score was 492. For the advanced‑placement calculus Americans, the average was 513."

(12) He trotted out some other anomalies and fallacies before offering this clincher: "The scores don't matter."

(13) What?!

(14) "Americans have a fairly casual attitude to the high school years," he said.  "They know they can always get serious in college ‑‑ and virtually all of those  who want to have the opportunity to go to college. Contrast that with the situation in some countries where the competition for college is extremely intense ‑‑ and where getting into college is a make‑or‑break screening device ‑‑ and you see why those kids work so much harder."

(15) And finally: "Look at the actual results. The American economy is booming, in large part because our young people are brighter, more imaginative and more open to innovation than people who come of age in places where the instruction is quite rigid."

(16) I once described Bracey as education's reverse Chicken Little ‑‑ insistently  shouting that (excepting inner‑city and rural schools) the sky isn't falling. I  think you see what I mean. 

