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Waukegan High School’s scores on state tests have been traditionally dismal since the 1980s. Teachers are berated about the students’ performance and charged with improving scores. Although we are rarely given specific strategies or ordered to conform to a uniform, test-oriented method of instruction, teachers are expected to come up with something constructive to meet this responsibility. Many teachers ignore this administrative directive and continue to teach in their time-honored manner; i.e., teaching whatever they want to teach however they want to teach it and state scores be damned. For those of us who feel obliged to devote curricular time to the Prairie State and ACT tests, the burden of improvement falls doubly heavy on English teachers: the ACT is half language, with English and Reading sections; the Prairie State is 2/5 language with Writing and Reading sections. 

Because I have no qualifications as a teacher of reading, and because I am impeded by my own love of a skill that comes easily to me, I choose to focus most strongly on the writing (PSAE) and grammar (ACT English) portions in my instruction of juniors. I cover reading with some practice Reading ACTs and I can give the kids some tips, but as of yet I have not found more time to devote to reading strategies at the expense of other topics. I teach grammar sporadically throughout the year and writing two or three times a week. During the month of April, as the tests get closer, I cease teaching any literature and I only teach the ACT and Prairie State writing. I give the students four or five writing prompts from previous Prairie State writing tests and one or two of my own prompts. We discuss structure and format and outline each paper. After the students turn in a finished product, I type up 4 – 6 examples and the classes grade and analyze each essay. This process results in better overall papers for the students who try to improve. However, although I can judge based on my own criteria that the students improve over the month of writing instruction, I had no data to support this judgment besides my own analysis. Therefore, I decided to study the actual scores of the juniors to evaluate whether taking a month to practice actually helps the scores. 

In order to make this study viable, I needed a control group who did not have a month of intensive writing and ACT practice before the test. My control is the group of students I had in Regular Sophomore Lit/Comp during the school year 2001 – 2002. The Sophomores ’01 – ’02 and the Juniors ’02 – ’03 took the same Prairie State and ACT exams in April 2003. All factors are the same demographically and ability-wise (based on placement in Lit/Comp at Waukegan; all students were on the regular level). The Sophomores ’01 – ’02 received instruction from various junior teachers and I have no way of knowing what type of writing instruction, if any, that they had. (I am fairly certain that if they didn’t have Chris Morris or me, their specific PSAE writing instruction was minimal at best.) For the five or six students who had the pleasure of having me as both a sophomore and a junior, I counted them in Juniors ’02 – ’03 because they did receive the Prairie State and ACT instruction. 

There were 38 students in the Sophomores ’01 – ’02 group. (This is sad, considering I taught 105 sophomores that year: only 38 were left or showed up to take the test.) There were 37 students in the Juniors ’02 – ’03 group out of a potential 50 students. On the Prairie State Writing and Reading tests, students can score within one of four categories: Exceeds Standards, Meets Standards, Below Standards, and Academic Warning. On the Writing test, the Sophomores ’01 – ’02 received 4 Warnings, or 10% of the total; 29 Belows, or 76%; and 5 Meets, or 13%. The Juniors ’02 – ’03, on the Writing test, received no Warnings; 24 Belows, or 65%; and 13 Meets, or 34%. Therefore, there is a 10% difference in amount of Warnings; I’m relieved that no junior who received writing instruction earned a Warning. Belows decreased by 11%; fortunately because the lack of Belows translated to a 21% gain in Meets between the no-instruction students and students who wrote for a month. Because both groups of students have the same overall ability level and prior educational background with the only differing factor being the intensive writing instruction, it seems clear that significant gains in scores were made because of the writing instruction. 

The Prairie State Reading data shows similar information. The Sophomores ’01 – ’02 had 2 Warnings, or 5%; 27 Belows, or 71%; and 9 Meets, or 23%. The Juniors ’02 – ’03 had 2 Warnings, or 5 %; 20 Belows, or 54%; and 15 Meets, or 40%. The amount of Warnings were the same for both groups, but the number of Meets increased by 17% for the Juniors. Again, given similar educational backgrounds, it seems that the Juniors ’02 – ’03 may have been more successful from working on ACT-style Reading practice in class. 

For the ACT portion of the test, the two groups’ performances were almost identical on the Reading test, with the Sophomores ’01 – ’02 scoring an average of 15.89 out of a possible 36 and the Juniors ’02 – ’03 scoring an average of 15.97. There was a larger disparity on the English portion. The Sophomores ’01 – ’02 scored an average of 13.21 on English; the highest individual score was a 21 and the lowest was an 8. The Juniors ’02 – ’03 scored an average of 15.94 on English; there were four students earning a 23 and one earning a 9. This is a 2.73 gain in score for the Juniors ’02 – ’03 which is especially impressive given the school-wide average of 15.4. Again, it could be pure coincidence, but the Juniors ’02 – ’03 scored higher than the Sophomores ’01 – ’02 on every test with significant gains on PSAE Writing and Reading, and ACT English. 

While I feel a bit arrogant asserting that it was my instruction that brought about the higher scores, I believe that there has to be some explanation for the higher scores. This significant increase validates the month that I devote to ACT and PSAE prpe every year, and encourages me to do more prep next year. Additionally, I would like to step up the sophomores’ preparation for the test although I can’t be certain this growth will continue through the junior year as the students move on to other teachers who do not teach PSAE and ACT. The bottom line is that it is in our power as teachers to help the kids – and the schools – raise test scores. Teachers can argue until they pass out that the scores are arbitrary and do not truly reflect the scope of a student’s learning, but the fact remains that our school is judged upon the scores and continual failure will affect the school’s ability to stay independent of government interference. Although I resent the implication that it is somehow the teachers’ faults that the scores are poor, I believe we need to look past this and try harder to help the kids learn how to be successful on these tests. After four years in Waukegan, I can attest to the fact that the students have the ability; it is our responsibility to give them the skills. 

