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New York’s Literacy Test of Voters Is Pronounced a Success

By WILLIAM J. O'SHEA, City Superintendent of New York’s Public Schools

from those who took the test have been
Usually when these

HE EYES of the nation were turned eligible voters appearing at the polls

toward New York State on the 4th was only a little over 50. Many of this surprisingly few.
of last November for at least one reason 53,000, it is true, were men and women
which had very little to do with the who had falled to register the previous tion.
Democratic or Republican capture of her year and therefore did not come from different parts of the city were oper
forty-five votes in the Electoral College. the current 60,000. But offsetting this for the test on eight different nigl
Educators, legislators and ecivic and is the fact that many persons got certifi- while on Saturday, Oect. 11, the las
pelitical leaders were critically attentive cates of literacy by going directly to the of registration, the centers were open
to see how the only State in the Union boards of election with a diploma from all day. One hundred and seventy-nine
with a test for voters prepared and ad- the eigth elementary grade or one of teachers were responsible as paid ex-

ministered by its educational authorities higher rank and did not go to the schools aminers, but these were given fine
sistance by 528 volunteers from soc

would fare during the first Presidential at all.
election in the history of its experjiment‘ Thus a first broad conelucion from the ur}d civie f)rganizai{inns all over the
Other States have so-called literacy pegults of the last election seems en- w”h_‘““ actual‘ time Sm?]?f" U.r o
tests for voters. We have had -“f‘-“«’h_ &  tirely warranted, namely: that the chal- ho.un., The (.(.“'t.?f administering the
Provision in our own Sf_-'ate "‘)“Sljltut!"“ lenge of the test, together with the con- lu‘.-:t to each individual applicant -t
since 1921. But not until the legislation  erted publicity given to it, “got out the exactly 7 cents, surely not an unwar
of January, 1922, in New York State yote” from this group more successfully ranted expenditure to g}larantev a lit
had any of these State tests been other  (han from the electorate at large. Cer- erate electorate for our city.
than a vagu.t_*. requirement Fu be uh]e‘ o  tainly t‘he fcz‘“iﬁ of those who thought OF conrse there weraldiMenlies. I
read and write or to understand a sec-  that this additional trouble would keep spite the splendid co-operation of
“_Un = t}?{f (.‘.O‘nstltutlo.n ‘m “”utlh‘a. fa.~_.h1§n many new voters from registering were press and social and civie agencies, 1
ficn ]l;f)wer to Lpl‘epm'z actual edu 'z;titmal Ten thousand two hundred and seventy- = tl‘h‘e‘ ;tef;t' .-A.]t un.u.];whio-(ilwt?;: }.'I.,il:I 2
tests and hold examinations based on four people falled to pass the examina- n_‘““"t(l rd-,hn.'! “‘i illl"'":'.u ';I
them, the Legislature of New York State tions, and were thereby declared in- Pj}‘ﬁ" y \':L‘ [:(Il'uull 'f‘-( ‘I'fu}“!nf‘] '-l‘i. Loan]
enacted a literacy test law with teeth eligible to vote. Of the 44,941 who ac- With an exceedingly disgusted look on
in it tually took the examination (8,345 re- her face. He questined her and I {
. ceived certificates without taking the that she had failed. On investi
It was generally agreed that l_f .HUCh 2 examination, on presentation of au- he found that she had endeavored to
law could be successfully administered ) ;0 evidence of literacy from either answer the questions without readin
in New York State it would be prac- ;4 ." evening schools) 23 per cent, the paragraphs at the top, on
tf.valjie elsewhere, and that‘ New A"m_‘k therefore, were unable to read and write the questions were based, and a
City held the key to success or failure. Fnglish as well as a child in the fourth Pphrase of which was the only
Many difficult problems, of course, glementary grade, for :t was on such a necessary. Many pleople similarly
exist, in connection with its ad- gcholastic standard that the tests were Ppected the examination to be a te
ministration throughout the State, but pased. This high percentage alone, it comprehension rather th:m simply
we, wi_th our enormous electnr‘aie and geems to me. demonstrates the value their abilityl to read, write and
our high precentage of foreign-born of an educational tesc administered by stand English, and had spent
naturalized voters, were considered its educational authorities. No one knows hours in studying history, civies
real testing ground. Moreover, our ex- what percentage of new voters was Our governmental institutions. One
perience, with the law the previous year {yrned down as illiterate by the boards answered all questions by writing Cor
had not been so fortunate. In the midst of election prior to the conduct of the¢ gressman LaGuardia’s name ten
of the week set aside for examination examination by the schools, nor is there confident, apparently, that this
a question was raised regarding the any such record in other States. Yet convince the examiner that he po
constitutionality of the provision of the 1 have no hesitaney in venturing that all the information necessary
law w'hlich gives]thef elLucatlonal‘z;‘u;‘i;orl— it was no such percentage as this. On an intelligent and discriminating b
ties sole control of the test. ’hile 2 the other hand, if we are to have a test ; i B i i
judicial decision clearly establishing our g4t all, is there any one who believes t\,:ll]zlthg} [“}’::;tmgiyn"fl';;‘:}’;:'::\-‘-: :\;:

are run down we find little justifica-

Altogether, eighty schools in
d

responsibility in the matter was rendered that the abilitvy to read and write . ! A :
before registration week was over, never- Eneolish that is iequim(l from a child in ?elr’iui ieft_ E'.t:lleguf ‘];1}]110““"": I. ;:"f"
theless the board of election in many the fourth grade is too high a standard? _lrolu“o. Hré wrbnfr (; : _]EL“ '”_"_: : ,:,E._I.i
cases accepted evidence of literacy on o ‘tla?l?tr\]:nteu 5‘:_“!"}:]':’1 :::th“é 1”[:111‘]";’ € l‘::‘\
their own resp{l{nslbillty.' There s It is estimated that 80 per cent of :1“,1”: a l'(]\:\r‘ or the invention of the
:n[’?’;til:lﬁ.('an%mn pending ‘the final those who took the test were naturalized gteamboat. A woman who after r
i e ok % citizens of foreign birth. Every one of jno the test paper tore it up as a
i B the failures came from this group. That t, her intelligence is typical
I am convinced that the result of our jlliteracy among foreign-born adults is attitude, while the stor.y of a

recent experience are so safisfactory much greater than among the native- famous opera singer, voting in
that other States will rapidly follow our phorn is well known and, in view of our York State for the first time, constitute
lead. De’gailled l‘el.anl'tri from the evening compulsory school laws for children, . most human document. This | .
school principals in charge of these ex-  easily understood. But the foreign-born the first day of registration, ru
aminations have been coming into our men and women who took this test al- the election booth demanding to be en
office. duxing tho past menth. We now - ready had passed successfully the yolled at once. Questioning on the part of
h;fwe an accurate and comprehensive citizenship examination given by the g4y election official brought out tl
picture of what took place. courts and the Bureau of Naturalization. wag casting her first vote in New York
The annual crop of new voters in New One of their 1'equirements _3150 is ability  State. He informed her that she would
York City is about 60,000. In 1923 to read and write English. We are have to take the literacy test. Righteous
during the ten days in which the schools fm"""'i to "0‘“""-“1“' therefore, that there jndignation ensued, “Go to publig
were open for the test 53,286 new voters 15 & great discrepancy between the court gchool and mingle with my servants}
presented themselves for certificates of Standards for citizenship and those for Never! The country could go—"
literacy. Such a percentage is astonish- voting as established by this State. almost anywhere. The election offi
ing. It puts to shame the efforts to Despite the usually large number of tried to point out that going to a publi
“oat out the vote” from the general people applying for certificates — three school was after all little more comme
electorate, for the entire percentage of times as many as in 1923 — complaints than casting her ballot in a public hootH




