NEH0524g – Tests 

Tests, tests and more tests 
7:56, ends at SOC
INTRO: 
There’s been a dramatic change in education and it’s all about numbers.  State and federal laws now require schools to measure just about everything that can be measured about the performance of their students.  The source of all these numbers is testing, and whether you think testing is good or bad, there’s no doubt it’s having a huge impact. 
Emily Hanford reports from Western Guilford High School for our series “North Carolina Voices: Studying High School.”
Testing is everywhere at Western Guilford.
ACT: montage of testing moments…. 
Students take a lot of tests because lawmakers want it that way.  North Carolina was one of the first states with a comprehensive testing program.  The federal government upped the ante five years ago with the No Child Left Behind Act.  The point is to prove that all students are learning.  Terry Grier says things were a lot different when he was a high school principal 25 years ago.
ACT: What we talked about was, were the textbooks damaged?  And did you get a nickel for each page that was torn in the text book? You talked about bus discipline. (EDIT) It was kind of like the three Bs – books, behavior and buses.   
Grier is now the superintendent of the Guilford County Schools.  He’s a passionate supporter of testing.

ACT:  It’s shining that spotlight and it’s making us transparent and people can see.  I call it the brutal facts.
The brutal facts in Guilford County are these: almost 30% of students leave high school before graduation… more than half the dropouts are African-American.  And there’s a huge gap between how white students and black students perform on standardized tests.  81% of white students pass the EOCs, or end of course tests, and fewer than half of African Americans do.   Teacher Jo Adams says the testing forces her to notice students who aren’t learning.
ACT: I think the accountability is good that you say – “what are you doing for this child?” and you make sure that you’re not just leaving a child out because you don’t like them or you just don’t want to stay after school or you just don’t want to do something.
The way No Child Left Behind enforces this “equity” is through something called Adequate Yearly Progress, or AYP.  Schools must demonstrate they’re making progress toward getting all of their students to pass the tests.  The kicker is this – not only must the average achievement level go up, but achievement must go up among each group of students.  So if not enough black students OR Latino students OR poor students pass the tests, then the whole school fails.  Western Guilford High School did not make AYP last year because three students got less than a three on an End of Course test.  Three is the score you must get to pass.  Principal Randy Shaver knows exactly what the school must do to make AYP this year.

ACT: Right now we only need to add two African-Americans in Algebra 1 who score a 3, and we have 31 students enrolled in Algebra 1 this semester.  Of those 31, 17 are African-American.  So if I can get two of them to score a 3 than we will have made adequate yearly progress and we won’t be labeled failing.
If your head is spinning, you’re not alone.  The law is incredibly complex, and regulations change.  For example, last year the state altered how it determines AYP for high schools, and Shaver didn’t know until January what tests would count.  And AYP is not the only thing he has to worry about - SAT scores matter, and so does the number of students who take Advanced Placement tests.  One teacher counted it up - his students spend 12 days in a 90 day semester taking tests.
ACT: I don’t think really anyone understands it.  We just know we have to do it.
Chelsea Sullivan and Alison James are seniors at Western Guilford.
ACT:  I feel like we all do is worry about AP tests or EOCs or benchmarks or the SAT, I mean, that’s huge.  You know, everyone’s kind of confused, like you walk into class and it’s benchmark day and no one understands why we have to do this.  Like, I know, for example, we all took a practice SAT but I don’t even know if it ever got graded.  
ACT: Awright you have your benchmark today…aww….(ambi continues under)
The list of tests got longer this year. Guilford County started requiring something called “benchmarks” in the classes that have standardized tests at the end.  Students take benchmarks every 4 ½ weeks.  
ACT:  please fill in the little bubbles fully, like when you were in kindergarten (cut to “do your best?”)(ambiance continues…)
Algebra teacher Dirk Lamberston is no fan of all this testing.  One of his biggest beefs - -- he’s required to use a pacing guide now that tells him exactly what to cover every day. (sound of classroom low under ACT, then fade…)
ACT: I started teaching 16 years ago and I enjoyed every minute of it.  It the most fun that you could ever imagine, being involved with kids every single day, and watching em grow and learn.  Now (EDIT) they give us what we are supposed to say, we’re supposed to stand in front of the class, we’re supposed to say this is what you have to do, this is what you need to know, and then we give em a test on it.
ACT: cross fade to sound loud kids in hall/ cafeteria (back to school in dramatic fashion) – teenager---- kids 
The students at Western Guilford have a lot more on their minds than test scores.  But the pressure to raise those scores is a daily stress for most teachers, and certainly for the principal.  Yet, if the school fails to make AYP this year, nothing happens.  In fact, Western Guilford could fail to make AYP year after year and the federal government wouldn’t do anything… until 2014 when every school in the entire country must demonstrate that every student is passing the tests.  Until then though, there’s the court of public opinion, which is perhaps more powerful than any government sanction.  Superintendent Terry Grier:

ACT:  It’s a matter of school pride.  I think it has a lot to do with attracting business and industry to a community.  If all of your high schools are failing high schools and none are making adequate yearly progress I think it sends a terribly wrong and mixed signal to the business community and to the community at large.
The vast majority of high schools in Guilford County - 75% - did NOT make AYP last year.  Sixty percent of the high schools in the state failed too.  One conclusion you could draw is that the high schools are terrible.  Another conclusion is that the law isn’t measuring quality very accurately.  Teacher Jo Adams thinks the bigger problem is the tests, not the school.  She says five years after North Carolina implemented its standardized testing program, she noticed a change in the way her calculus students were studying.  They wanted to know exactly what kind of examples would be on the test, and if a slightly different kind of problem was on the test…
ACT: they didn’t know what to do.  They were irate, “you didn’t tell me that was going to be on the test, you didn’t tell me…” so I had to change my entire way of reviewing because they didn’t know how to go through and study anymore, pick out what they thought would be important.
Adams says standardized tests measure how well students memorize and spit back facts; the tests don’t measure intelligence, and they don’t reward hard work or creativity.  Some of her best students fail the tests; some of her worst students can pass.  And she doesn’t think the public is aware of how much testing has taken hold of education.
ACT: And there might be lots of reasons for that, I don’t know why.  Maybe it’s better they don’t know.  I don’t know.  Decisions are made at the last minute and thrust upon educators or thrust upon parents with little or any knowledge of why things are done, why this is better for your child or not.
Adams thinks there must be a better way to hold schools accountable, but she thinks standardized tests are probably here to stay... because there’s not enough money, or political will, to do it any other way.

SOC

More testing sounds
PAGE  
1

