Put to the Test: PRX

Part 1 

6:19

Piece begins with ambi (voices, hub-bub); Piece ends with reporter track

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:

Six years ago, President George W. Bush signed “No Child Left Behind”  - a law that requires states to create testing programs to measure student progress in school.  The goal is to get every student to pass the tests by the year 2014. 

The clock is ticking, and so far the results are mixed. There’s evidence that elementary students are doing better on national tests in math, but little to show much improvement at the high school level.  And some studies actually show a decline in reading skills since No Child Left Behind was passed.

What’s going on?  Are the tests helping? Is education getting better? 

To look for answers, reporters from North Carolina Public Radio-W-U-N-C teamed up with American RadioWorks, the documentary unit of American Public Media.  They spent two years at one North Carolina high school to observe up-close how “No Child Left Behind” is working.

Emily Hanford has part one of our series from Western Guilford High School in Greensboro, North Carolina.

HOST OUTRO:

Tomorrow, in part two of our series … we’ll find out what Western is doing to try to raise test scores.  We’ll also meet two struggling students, and their teacher…

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

ambi fades up: party noises, laughing]

Angela Johnson: Hey, how are you? I didn't know you were comin'. Yes, well how sweet of you to come, yes.

Emily Hanford: Angela Johnson is seeing people today she hasn't seen in years, former students, colleagues from her early days of teaching. They're all gathering in the media center at Western Guilford High School.

[people chatting, laughing]

Hanford: Everyone is here to say goodbye. After 30 years as an English teacher, Angela Johnson is calling it quits, abruptly, in the middle of the school year. Someone hands her a microphone, and she pulls her glasses up onto her nose, the prepared English teacher, ready with a speech.

Johnson: I have had much difficulty shaping my thoughts about teaching into words. But I have cobbled together a few pearls of wisdom.

Hanford: It's January of 2006, four years after President Bush signed No Child Left Behind. And Johnson does not like what standardized testing is doing to education. 

Johnson: I believe that students are drowning in information and starving for knowledge. I believe that what is planted into a student, not what is poured into him, matters more. And I believe that we have lost our way today because we have forgotten or failed to remember those truths.

[applause]

Hanford: Angela Johnson doesn't really want to retire. She's still in her early 50s. But she says teaching has changed, it's no longer the job she once loved. In the quiet of her classroom, on her last day of teaching, she talks about this:

Johnson: Why you want to teach is because you love a subject, you love the children, you want them to grow to love it too. And when it's boiled down to a 100 multiple-choice questions, that's not it.

Hanford: Johnson shakes her head and sighs. She says schools are becoming so focused on test results that education is being reduced to what can fit on a multiple choice exam.

Johnson: And to me it's taken the joy, the absolute joy out of learning and teaching because the students begin to see learning as just an end, that you must do this to get to that point. And I don't think we’re producing more educated children. I think we are producing more astute test-takers. In fact, now we have classes where we teach children how to take a test. I don't know, it doesn't sound right , does it? We should be teaching children material, literature, math, science. Not how to take a particular test, do you think?

Hanford: Ask any teacher what they think of all the standardized testing that's come with No Child Left Behind, and they're likely to sound a lot like Johnson: They don't like it. Ask the principal at Western Guilford High School what he thinks, and he'll tell you, the testing is absolutely necessary.

Randy Shaver: Good morning, how are you ladies? Good, how are you?

Hanford: Randy Shaver is a small man, friendly but firm. He starts his day with a can of Tab in one hand, a walkie-talkie in the other. He wanders into the sea of students milling around outside the cafeteria.

Shaver: What you all doing with those cards out?

Hanford: Western Guilford High School is a sprawling brick building, shiny tiled halls, fluorescent lights. It was originally built in 1968 for 300 students; back then, this was a rural area, almost all white, surrounded by farms. Now the school sits at the suburban edge of the city of Greensboro, there are apartment complexes on those former farms, and shopping plazas, gas stations and big box stores down the road.

[students talking with Shaver]

Hanford: In the fall of 2005, when our story begins, there are nearly 1500 students at Western. Shaver knows many of them by name.

Shaver: Hey Kyle. Doin' well?  

Student: Yeah.

Shaver: That's good 

Hanford: Everyone's waiting for the morning bell, gathering in groups along the walls. White students are still the majority here, 60 percent. The rest are mostly African-American, with a small but rapidly growing population of Latinos and foreign-born students. Shaver wants to know what everyone is up to.

Shaver: So what are you taking this semester?

Student: Bridge Math 1, and I'm set to graduate this year.

Hanford: Shaver was a teacher for 21 years before becoming a principal; this is his third year at Western. He says every student deserves a chance at a good education.

Shaver: Even the worst kid. The ones that we have in here on a regular basis we call our frequent flyers because of discipline problems. They all have a story. And if you don't love every one of them, and you don't want to find a better life for them, then like I tell all my teachers and administrators, if you don't bring that with you to this setting, then go sell insurance.

(8:08) Hanford: This is basically the message of No Child Left Behind. Every student, black, white, rich, poor, students who don't speak English, students with learning disabilities, they all must learn. And everyone in education will tell you that for a long time, schools didn't serve all kids. Especially high schools, says Shaver.  They focused on the top, students who were easy to teach, up-to-speed, motivated.

Shaver: And the rest of the kids we just said, "Well you know we are going to give you a diploma that will allow you to join the workforce or go to the military. Hope you enjoyed your high school experience." And a lot of them, we know, left without being able to read or write at a literate level, and that's not fair to them.

@ 9:00 

NEW “TRACK 1”

Look at the test scores, and you'll see what Shaver's talking about: 82 percent of white students at Western passed the state standardized tests, but only 54 percent of low income students did, and 51 percent of African Americans. This is the achievement gap that education experts talk about, and there are gaps like this at most schools. The goal of No Child Left Behind is to eliminate these gaps. And Shaver says testing is essential… you can’t help failing students, he says, until you know who they are.  His job is to find them, help them, and prove that he helped them by raising their test scores.  And he is under intense pressure to do it – fast.  Last year, Western did not make Adequate Yearly Progress, the federal government's testing goal under No Child Left Behind. Miss AYP two years in a row and the government says you're a failing school. Shaver's job is to get Western to make AYP. 

[Music up]

