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One of the more frequent concerns voiced about the quality of
American educators by those who have been involved in studying
educational reform has been that a significant segment of the
American teaching force is unable to demonstrate many of the
intellectual skills that are characteristic of the “well-educated person.”
This is particularly notable in the relative ability of teachers to
integrate the liberal arts and sciences into their classroom instruction
and the paucity of such transdisciplinary perspectives and practices. It
is essential that teachers not only understand their respective area(s) of
concentration and the educational needs of their students but also that
they recognize the constructs upon which curricula are predicated and
the importance of addressing classroom subjects from multiple
perspectives within multiple theoretical constructs.

There are, no doubt, many reasons for this inability of all too many
teachers to integrate the liberal arts and sciences into their practice.
Some critics point to the traditional teacher training programs offered
by institutions of higher education as the primary reason why teachers
show deficiencies in the liberal arts and sciences. They note that some
schools of education have sacrificed intellectual breadth, typically
acquired through a range of arts and sciences requirements and
electives, for an overemphasis on professional education courses.
Other critics do not cast blame on the schools of education but rather
point to a decline in the general liberal education skills of many
college students, even those majoring in traditional liberal arts fields of
study. These latter critics blame the pandemic dilution of the core
liberal arts college curriculum requirements that took place in the
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1970s as the primary cause of liberal arts and sciences deficiencies not
only among teacher education graduates but among college graduates
in general.

Regardless of the cause of the decline and fall of liberal education,
there is growing concern by both universities in general and more
specifically by teacher education colleges that those who profess to be
educators must also be educated in the broadest sense of the term. As a
result of the efforts of the Holmes Group (1986) and the principles
presented in A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century
(Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, 1986) and other
contemporary examinations of American education, there has been a
resurgence of interest in strengthening the general liberal educational
skills of prospective teachers. New York State has been at the
forefront of the effort to ensure that its candidates for teaching
certificates demonstrate satisfactory levels of mastery of the
intellectual skills that are the hallmark of an educated person. Sections
80.15 and 80.16 of Title 8 of the Codes, Rules and Regulations of the
State of New York, Regulations of the Commissioner of Education,
effective September 2, 1993, mandate for the provisional and
permanent common branch and secondary academic teaching
certificates in grades preK–6 and 7–12, respectively, requirements
inclusive of satisfactory performance on a test of the liberal arts and
sciences and a concentration in at least one of the liberal arts and
sciences.

Test Design
With the establishment of new certification requirements that are
designed to strengthen and broaden the preparation, training, and
assessment of candidates for provisional and permanent certificates as
teachers in the public elementary and secondary schools, the New
York State Education Department contracted with National Evaluation
Systems (NES) to develop a test of the liberal arts and sciences. From
the initial stages of test development for the Liberal Arts and Sciences
Test (LAST), the New York State Education Department has made it
very clear to NES what the overall philosophy of the LAST should be.
The design of the LAST is predicated on the belief that a well-
educated teacher, in addition to being exposed to the content
knowledge presented in liberal arts and sciences courses, should also
have acquired generalizable thinking skills that help that teacher see
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the connections among ideas and facts and be able to apply the
information and methods of inquiry of the major knowledge domains
to a variety of situations. For example, a social studies teacher would
benefit from having knowledge not only from the social studies
domain, but from the humanities, mathematics, natural sciences, arts,
and communication domains as well. For a social studies teacher to
effectively provide instruction on the European Renaissance, he or she
would have to integrate knowledge from the diverse disciplines noted
above and would have to be able to apply the critical thinking skills of
these disciplines to help students learn and acquire meaningful
knowledge about the Renaissance and the relative importance of this
historical period in different contexts.

Given this basic orientation, test items on the LAST will be designed
to assess one or more of the following cognitive skills.

• a general understanding of major themes, concepts, and develop-
ments in each area

• an understanding of relationships among major themes and concepts
in each area

• an ability to apply major themes and concepts to real-world issues,
problems, and examples related to each area

• an ability to apply higher-order and critical thinking skills in
contexts related to each area

• an ability to apply the fundamental methods, processes, and ways of
thinking that characterize each area

The skills noted above will be assessed across five content domains, or
test subareas, as follows.

I. Scientific and Mathematical Processes

II. Historical and Social Scientific Awareness

III. Artistic Expression and the Humanities

IV. Communication Skills

V. Written Analysis and Expression
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Examples of Representative LAST Assessment Materials
Across the five LAST content domains, there will be a total of 21 test
objectives. All LAST test items will be written to match a specific test
objective. To demonstrate the types and levels of content and skills
assessed by the LAST, a sample test objective is presented below.

Understand the interrelatedness of historical, geographic,
cultural, economic, political, and social issues and factors.

The focus of the assessment of this test objective would likely include
the following dimensions.

• assessing the likely effects of human activities or trends (described
in written or graphic form) on the local, regional, or global
environment

• assessing ways in which major transformations related to human
work, thought, and belief (e.g., industrialization, the scientific
revolution, the development and spread of Islam) have affected
human society

• inferring aspects of a society’s social structure or group interactions
based on information presented in an excerpt

• assessing the social or economic implications of political views
presented in an excerpt

Each test objective and the focus statements associated with each test
objective would be widely circulated to New York State teacher
preparation institutions and to prospective examinees, to facilitate
college planning and examinee preparation for the LAST.

Item Types and Formats
A variety of item types and formats will be included on the LAST as
indicated below.

Multiple Choice Items
In the multiple choice portion of the test, examinees will be expected
to demonstrate the following.

• knowledge of scientific and mathematical processes

• historical and social science awareness
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• familiarity with artistic expression and the humanities

• skills of communication

In some multiple choice items, a stimulus is included to ensure
that examinees are given adequate background information to display
their knowledge, regardless of their academic major or area of
specialization. Stimuli may be presented either singly or, for
comparison purposes, in sets. Sets of stimuli may be presented in
similar modes (e.g., two excerpts from historical texts) or in different
modes (e.g., a textual excerpt, a graph, or a table). More than one item
may be related to a single stimulus or set of stimuli; items so grouped
may come from different test objectives or subareas.

Written Assignment
The written assignment calls upon examinees to demonstrate the
ability to communicate their thinking about a particular stimulus or set
of stimuli called a prompt, using the conventions of edited American
English. Examinee responses will be approximately 300 to 600 words.
The audience for the communication is to be a general audience of
educated adults rather than an audience educated in the same discipline
as the writer. Prompts may comprise the following.

• one or more statements or excerpts relating to an issue of current
concern

• information presented in written, pictorial, graphic, or tabular form

• hypothetical situations involving ethical or value-related
considerations

Examinees’ tasks may include the following.

• analyzing the information in the prompt

• explaining the information in the prompt

• discussing ideas and issues related to the prompt

• comparing or contrasting separate sources of information presented
in the prompt

• persuading the reader of an opinion or course of action relating to
issues presented in the prompt
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LAST Sensitivity to Diversity
The representation of cultural diversity in test stimuli and items is
a major goal of the LAST. Stimuli and items will reflect the cultural
diversity of the national and state populations. Historical and
contemporary contributions and perspectives of women and minority
groups will be addressed. When selecting item stimuli, reading
passages should (1) relate to a variety of time periods and regions;
(2) reflect gender and cultural diversity in content and authorship;
(3) be free of bias; (4) represent individuals in positive roles as well as
negative; and (5) not appear to endorse points of view that could be
considered offensive.

Summary
The New York State Liberal Arts and Sciences Test will, hopefully,
play an integral role in helping to ensure that candidates for
provisional teaching certificates possess the intellectual skills and
associated knowledge that are reflective of a broadly educated person.
More importantly, the LAST may help to ensure that certified teachers
in New York State draw upon the knowledge and skills acquired from
their liberal arts and sciences background to enrich the overall quality
of their instruction from the perspectives of content, student
motivation, breadth of student cognitive skills elicited during
instruction, and inclusion of elements of cultural diversity into the
public school curriculum. The LAST is an ambitious assessment effort
that will likely have a significant impact on future teacher certification
testing in New York State and in other states that are concerned about
preparing well-educated persons to provide instruction to elementary,
middle, and secondary school students.
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