Put to the Test: PRX

Part 3

7:36

Piece begins with ambi (basketball game); Piece ends with actuality

There is no reporter SOC on any of the pieces in this series; you can bring up music and go straight to HOST OUTRO below, or bring up music and have your host do a back ID “That was Emily Hanford reporting” and then go to HOST OUTRO 

HOST INTRO:

Today we continue a series exploring the impact of the “No Child Left Behind” Law.

We’re reporting from Western Guilford High School in Greensboro.  Yesterday, we met two struggling 9th graders, Jessica Giardullo and RJ McLaughlin.  The 2005 school year is underway.  Western is under intense pressure to raise test scores.  And the school has put RJ, Jessica and 83 other freshmen in a special set of classes designed to bring them up to speed, fast.   

Emily Hanford has part 3 of our series “Put to the Test.”

HOST OUTRO:

Tomorrow, we return to Western Guilford High School to hear what happens with student RJ McLaughlin as the end of year tests draw near ... and we catch up with our other struggling 9th grader, Jessica Giardullo.

“Put to the Test” is joint project of North Carolina Public Radio and American RadioWorks, the documentary unit of American Public Media.   

 [basketball sounds, cheerleaders, buzzer]

Hanford: It's the middle of the school year now, basketball season, and 9th grader RJ McLaughlin has made the team. Tonight the Western Guilford Hornets are playing their rival, the Dudley High School Panthers.

Gale McLaughlin: RJ, don't let 23 have no more free open threes. 

Reggie McLaughlin: Hey, come here! 

Gale McLaughlin: RJ, no more, 23, no more threes!

Hanford: That's RJ's mother cheering for him, and his father too. His little sister and his grandparents are also here. They come to all of his games. The basketball court is where RJ feels good about himself.

McLaughlin: I love it when it's a big crowd and people booin' you and people want you to lose and stuff like that. So then you can just prove everybody wrong.

Hanford: RJ has always loved basketball says his mother Gale McLaughlin. He could dribble when he was a toddler. And he had another big interest back then, she says, science, nature, especially reptiles, dinosaurs.

Gale McLaughlin: Even as a little boy he could tell you every dinosaur, as a little boy, like three, four, he could tell you names. He be like momma that's a Tyrannosaurus Rex or say something. BEGIN CUT In the country when we go home in the summers at my parents, he be lookin' for snakes. If somebody say they see a snake, he's out the door.

Hanford: McLaughlin and her husband grew up together in a small town south of Greensboro. She's a nurse now; he's a manager at a company that makes gas pumps. END CUT McLaughlin says she and her husband worry about RJ in school. She's especially upset about the way he was treated in middle school. RJ's mother calls her son Ryan, his given name.

Gale McLaughlin: When we were in Texas, I think Ryan got a bum steer because they labeled him a certain way and I said, “Ryan's not no dumb kid. I don't think he need all this stuff you all puttin' on him.”  He just never had teachers who cared.

Hanford: RJ's mother says the school in Texas wanted her to sign papers saying he had attention deficit order. But she refused. She said there was nothing wrong with him, he was just bored. And to her relief, this is what Jo Adams and other teachers at Western have started saying too. By the middle of the year, RJ's still not very interested in school, but he's not getting in trouble as much. And even though he rarely does homework, he has As and Bs on his report card. And a new attitude about his teachers:

McLaughlin: The teachers care enough to help you. They're not going to let you get a zero. They'll make you come in there for the whole school year until you get it done. You still might not get like a 100, you might get a one. But they're going to make you do the work.

Hanford: No Child Left Behind is pushing schools to focus on low-achieving students, and what's happening, at least here at Western, is that students who were once ignored, are getting a second look. And sometimes, what the school sees now is not a student who is slow, but a student who needs a bigger challenge. The school's job is to deliver that challenge in a way that matters to the students. BEGIN CUT engage them, make it interesting, help them care END CUT. But at the same time, the school has to deliver on a more immediate goal too.

Adams: Now, let me ask you a question as far as test-taking skills.

Hanford: By January, math teacher Jo Adams is spending a lot of class time on test prep.

Adams: The government has said standardized testing is the way to determine if you know information or not. And it's not just what you know, but how fast can you give it to me. Alright, so you've got to learn how to be the best at it.

Hanford: In a few days, the students in Adams' algebra class will take something called a benchmark test - practice for the big state test that comes at the end of the year. Most students in this school take benchmarks every four and a half weeks. The school needs to know how they're doing, so students who aren't passing can get extra help. And Adams' students are not doing well. Their average score on the last benchmark: 16 percent.  In other words, her students, on average, got only 16 out of 100 questions right. Adams and her colleagues are stressed, and they're doing everything they can to bring the scores up.

Adams: We're seeing that test come down the road. And we know that for the state and for the administration downtown, that is the do-all, that is the God.

Hanford: And there's an urgency about passing the tests this year that goes beyond how the teachers or the school will be judged. A new county policy says students must pass the end of course test in order to graduate from high school. It's making RJ McLaughlin really nervous.

McLaughlin: I'm not a big test taker. I can get a 100 or anything on any homework or anything we do in class. But just the word “test” does something and I like crunch up and I'll pass, but it'll be skim, I barely pass it.

Hanford: RJ's been haunted by this test-taking problem for years. And all the class time spent on test taking skills hasn't made RJ a master of the multiple-choice exam.

McLaughlin: BEGIN CUT I like to stay on one problem END CUT I'll go in order - one, two, three, four, if I get stuck on five, I'm going to sit on five for a while 'til I get it right. I hate skipping around. But you're looking at the clock saying 20 minutes, 10 minutes, five minutes, so you just start guessing cause time is going by.

Adams: Any other questions? Ahh, remember, those of you that make level three or four on the benchmark, there's movie and pizza. OK? So give it your best shot.

Hanford: By the day of the benchmark exam, Jo Adams knows her students will not do well. The test comes from the county; it covers what every algebra student is supposed to know by the middle of the year. But Adams is behind; she hasn't had time to teach everything that will be on the test. She knows she's behind because the county gives her something called a pacing guide that tells her exactly what she's supposed to teach every single day.

Adams: This is what you're supposed to do Day one, Day two, Day three, Day four, Day five and you know, if you're not on Day four, why aren't you on Day four? Well. I'm sorry, the students I have, it might take three days to learn how to solve equations, and solving equations is the basis for every other math level they're going to take.

Hanford: Adams took this assignment with the low performing 9th graders because she liked the idea of having a small group of students, working with them one-on-one, trying new approaches to get them interested in math. But by January, it's clear that this experiment is going to look like a failure unless the test scores go up.

Shaver: Is this everybody? 

Teachers: Whoa!  Everybody that’s anybody.

Shaver:  Oh, you're good, stay.

Hanford: A few weeks later, principal Randy Shaver, Jo Adams and four other teachers are gathering around a large table in the staff workroom. The benchmark results have come back, and not surprisingly, Adams' students failed. They got 22 percent right this time, better than 16 percent, but far from good enough.

Shaver: We're going to do a little focus group, let me grab another chair

Hanford: Shaver has called this meeting because benchmark scores school-wide are low too.  He says just 65 percent of students are on track to pass the end of course tests. BEGIN CUT Five years ago, when No Child Left Behind was signed, test scores were higher END CUT  Shaver must do something. So he's proposing a change in the school schedule.  Rather than taking eight classes a year, students would take six. It's a narrowing of the curriculum that would give students more time in classes that have state tests at the end. One of the teachers confronts Shaver with a question about the schedule change.

Male teacher: Um, what's that going to do to our elective courses, art and chorus and…?

Shaver: Bottom line is, I don't know. We may not offer three levels of drama, but we'll still have a drama program. Um, we certainly have to look at where we're not performing, and that seems to be in the core.

Male teacher: We're test driven.

Shaver: Yeah, we are, there's no doubt, yup!

Hanford: Randy Shaver's job as a principal is to carry out the policies that come from above him. But, he has concerns about whether all of this testing is really the right direction for education:

Shaver: We understand that in order to be a successful school that we have to meet the measures that are established for us, BEGIN CUT we have to meet those bars END CUT And the way that we do that sometimes is not to teach the total curriculum. Instead we teach the things that we know will be on the test, and we teach them in the manner that we know they'll be presented on the test. So yes, we are raising a generation of students who are going to be excellent at taking tests. I hope they're going to learn what they need to learn along the way.

Hanford: And what happens to kids who just aren’t good at tests?

Shaver: Well hopefully they become better at tests.  ADD: (draw back the next phrase which is something like “not only important for us but for them too”)

[music up for host outro]

