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ATLANTA — For years,
they were the picture of soli-
darity: the four children of
Martin Luther King Jr. carry-
ing on the legacy of the civil
rights icon.

But a lawsuit over how
their father’s estate is being
run has left a rift in one of the
world’s most famous families.
And it may now be up to a
judge to get the King children
in the same room.

“Strong parents have
strong children, and strong
children have strong opin-
ions, and that usually leads to
conflicts that they have diffi-
culty reconciling,” said An-
drew Young, the former con-
gressman and Atlanta mayor
who worked alongside Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. during the
civil rights movement and re-
mains close to the family.

The lawsuit filed July 10
claims that Dexter King, ad-
ministrator of his father’s es-
tate, has failed to provide his
surviving siblings with essen-
tial documents, including fi-
nancial records and con-
tracts.

It claims that he and the
estate “con-
verted sub-
stantial
funds from
the estate’s
financial ac-
count … for
their own
use” on June
20 without
notifying his
sister and
brother. It is
not about
money but

instead is a last-resort effort
to talk to Dexter King about
the family’s affairs, even if it’s
through a judge, Mr. Young
said.

“It’s simply a matter of
asking for help,” he said.
“That’s consistent with the
civil rights movement. Every-
thing we did, we went to
judges to reconcile the differ-
ences. I don’t think there’s
any animosity or hostility in-
volved in it.”

Bernice and Martin Lu-
ther King III both declined to
be interviewed for this story
but issued a statement Satur-
day through attorney Jock
Smith.

“We love our brother, yet
we cannot ignore our respon-
sibility to ensure that the cor-
poration we are all share-
holders and directors of is
properly managed,” the state-
ment said.

“Our right to obtain corpo-
rate documents that we have
personally requested in the
past few years, and more re-
cently in the lawsuit that we
have filed, has been continu-
ously ignored,” it added. “Du-
ty obligates us to preserve and
protect the corporation and
the legacy from arbitrary, sin-
gular and seemingly self-
serving decision-making.”

Dexter King did not re-
spond to an interview re-
quest.

In their joint statement,
his siblings also expressed
their disapproval of Dexter
King’s public comments re-
garding the case.

“We invite our brother to
refrain from using the media
to air his grievances with the
lawsuit,” the statement add-
ed. “Instead of avoiding being
served, we hope that he will
respond to the lawsuit, to the
court and to us with answers.”

Dexter was absent from
the King holiday celebration
in January and the 40th an-
niversary of his father’s assas-
sination in April.

Errin Haines,
The Associated Press
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Then they must support
those ideas with evidence from
the text in a well-written re-
sponse.

It’s a challenge that’s vexing
high school students and their
teachers.

Students are passing the
ninth-, 10th- and 11th-grade
language arts TAKS at higher
rates than ever. Some even post
near-perfect passing rates. 

But on the short-response
portion, fewer than half of
North Texas students pass.

In Highland Park ISD, for
example, every 11th-grader
passed the overall language
arts TAKS. But just less than
half wrote satisfactory answers
on the short-response portion.

The section trips up stu-
dents across the state, from
low-performing districts to
high-achieving ones.

Some educators and testing
experts say the low scores re-
veal a troubling lack of critical
thinking and communication
skills.

“Can your kids identify and
state a main idea? If not, you
need to teach them strategies
to think through the text,” said
Patricia Mathes, director of
Southern Methodist Universi-
ty’s Institute for Reading Re-
search in Dallas. “The real is-
sue is not waiting until high
school to teach these skills. If
we teach our kids well, they
will do well on these tests.”

But some classroom teach-
ers are frustrated, saying they
teach the material the way
they’ve been trained. Scoring
on that section is too tough,
they say, and doesn’t truly mea-
sure what students know. 

“The methods we’ve been
told to use fail when it comes to
the short-answer test,” Rock-
wall High School English
teacher Melissa Nelson said.
“We feel like we’re banging our
heads against the wall.”

Testing experts say exams
should include sections that
expose such academic cracks.

But rarely do Texas Assess-
ment of Knowledge and Skills
tests ask students to do more
than fill in a bubble. 

The fourth- and seventh-
grade writing tests each in-
clude one essay question, typi-

cally asking students to write
about a personal experience.
The 10th- and 11th-grade Eng-
lish language arts tests include
a similar essay assignment. 

High school students gen-
erally score much higher on the
free-form essay than on the
short-response writing assign-
ments, which require them to
analyze something they’ve
read.

Texas Education Agency of-
ficials say the short-response
questions provide a better win-
dow into how well students can
think, communicate and write.

“This paints a much differ-
ent picture for teachers and
parents than the multiple-
choice test,” said Victoria
Young, a testing official with
TEA. “You’re finding out two
very different things about
kids.”

Long list of reasons
Teachers and testing ex-

perts say they see several rea-
sons for the low short-response
scores.

They point to students’
shorter attention spans, due in
part to cellphones, video games
and less reading for fun. 

Also, the TAKS doesn’t test
the skills often. The short-re-
sponse questions appear only
on the language arts tests in
three high school grades, and
the section accounts for just 25
percent of those tests’ overall
scores. 

Educators feel pressure to
teach the skills most empha-
sized on the tests, because the
fate of schools, teachers and
students can rest on TAKS per-
formance.

Those factors challenge
even the best teachers: How do
you engage uninterested stu-
dents, help them think for
themselves and still ensure
that they test well?

Sue Warriner, a seventh-
grade English teacher at
McKamy Middle School in
Flower Mound, said this type
of teaching takes constant
work.

“They can read, but they
can’t think critically about
what they’ve read and apply it
to the world around them,” she
said. “You have to make that
connection with the kids.

That’s the biggest challenge:
making it relevant.”

Richard Kouri of the Texas
State Teachers Association said
curriculum doesn’t have the
depth it used to because teach-
ers are pulled in so many differ-
ent directions by the TAKS de-
mands.

“To teach these students
what they really need to know,
you have to have teachers who
are willing to take a risk,” he
said. “And with that risk comes
not doing well on the test.” 

Enough questions?
Some teachers say the essay

and short-answer portions do
reveal how well students think
critically and write. The prob-
lem, they say, is that there
aren’t enough of those types of
questions. 

Why not have more?
Multiple-choice tests are

scored by computer. Trained
human beings have to grade
written answers, and that takes
more time and money. 

Plus, in the time it takes stu-
dents to write one essay, they
can answer several multiple-
choice questions, covering
more academic ground.

Several states ask students
to tackle short-response ques-
tions in multiple subjects and
grades. Missouri’s sixth-grade
math test asks students to cal-
culate the cost of a dozen ap-
ples based on a chart showing
prices for other quantities and
explain their answers in writ-
ing. 

Connecticut’s 10th-grade
science test asks students to
analyze data about how en-
zymes affect apple juice pro-
duction and write about their
conclusions.

College professors who
teach incoming freshmen say
those skills should be demand-
ed sooner. About 15 percent of
incoming freshmen at Texas
public colleges and universities
need remedial writing, and
about 20 percent need remedi-
al reading.

Harryette Brown, an Eng-
lish professor at Eastfield Col-
lege in Mesquite who’s written
three writing textbooks, said
she’s noticed a steady decline in
students’ skills.

In fact, she says she can’t tell
based on their writing ability
whether students graduated
from a top-rated or low-rated
high school.

English professors at four-
year universities have noticed
deficiencies, too.

“I don’t put any blame on
the high school teachers, but I
am becomingly increasingly
concerned that students are
lacking a basic familiarity with
some basic issues,” said John
Gooch, director of rhetoric and
writing at the University of
Texas at Dallas.

Teaching to think
The frustration with the

short-response section hasn’t
kept teachers from trying to
help students improve their
scores.

“We’re seeing a lot more
middle school and high school
teachers saying, ‘Prove it. Show
me. Justify your thinking,’ ”
said Jayne Knighton, the read-
ing and language arts coordi-
nator at the state’s regional ed-
ucation center in Richardson.
She trains teachers to prepare
students for the short-re-
sponse questions. 

Experts say teachers must
teach more than just the con-
tent students need to pass the
TAKS that year.

“They’re sometimes afraid
to engage kids in complex
thinking and problem solving
or extended writing, because
they think they’ll be hurting
their chances to do well on the
test,” said Joan Herman, direc-
tor of a testing research center
at the University of California-
Los Angeles.

“We ought to be asking
whether we’re testing the right
stuff. I suspect we’re not.”

Taking the TAKS

A question students must answer:
In “A Horse for Matthew,” what do Matthew and Sundance have in common? Explain 
your answer and support it with evidence from the selection.

Students receive between 0 and 3 points for their answer. Examples of each score are 
shown below.

Nearly all of the TAKS tests consist of multiple-choice questions. Only on the high 
school English language arts exams must students write short answers to questions 
that test their reading comprehension. This is an example from the ninth-grade test in 
2006. Students read a 41/2-page story about the relationship between a boy named 
Matthew and his horse, Sundance. Matthew has been hurt by a horse, and Sundance 
has been mistreated by a human. The two must learn to overcome their fears and trust 
each other.

DAMEON RUNNELS/Staff ArtistSOURCE: Texas Education Agency

Assessing language arts skills
High school students do well overall on the English language arts TAKS, which is mostly multiple-choice, and the 
essay portion. But when they’re asked to read a short passage and write critically about it, they do much worse. The 
overall passing rate is calculated from scores on three parts: multiple-choice questions, which carry the most weight,
the short-response questions and an essay. The passing rate for an individual section can be higher than the overall
rate. Critics argue that the short-answer portions are graded on a tougher scale than the essay portion. Here's a
sampling of local district passing rates on the 2008 exam:

1. Carroll 2. Dallas 3. Garland 4. Highland Park 5. Richardson

TOM SETZER/Staff ArtistSOURCE: Dallas Morning News analysis of testing data from Pearson Educational Measurement

*Passing rates are based on the average scores of three short-answer questions that are asked. 
**Passing rates are based on the percentage of students giving “somewhat,” “generally” or “highly” effective answers.
NOTE: The essay portion does not apply to the ninth grade. 
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English teacher Shonda McNeil helps Angel Mejia with a
vocabulary exercise at Irving High School. 
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