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Abstract
This qualitative case study addressed a suburban school district's placement of
academically at-risk English language arts (ELA) 9" graders as the district transitions
from the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJASK) to use of the
unfamiliar and controversial Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and
Careers (PARCC). Based on the theoretical frameworks of the zone of proximal
development, cognitive apprenticeship, and Bandura’s model of self-efficacy, the purpose
was to understand the characteristics of struggling (labeled “academic”) ELA students,
placement practices and perceptions of these practices, and placement improvements. A
purposeful sample was recruited of 7 staff members involved with placement and
instruction of academic ELA students in Grades 7—10 for individual interviews. Using
thematic data analysis, 4 themes emerged pertaining to the characteristics of academic
students, placement practices, the efficacy of assessments used for placement, and
improvements. Additionally, content analysis of data on academic students' standardized
test scores and grades, collected from district reports, and research on reading
assessments were conducted. Findings indicated consensus on the students’
characteristics, but no standard procedure for placing academic ELA freshmen. A
multiple measure placement matrix was created and incorporated in a white paper for the
district's stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, guidance counselors, and child
study team members. The implications for positive social change include a better
understanding of academic students, their placement, and the benefits of communication,

uniform policy, and the use of multiple measures to improve future placement practices.
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Section 1: The Problem
Introduction

Students who are struggling in language arts in middle school and high school in a
middle-class, suburban New Jersey district are often placed in what is called an academic
language arts class. As explained by the district’s English department supervisor, the
academic class is typically for general education, nonclassified students who are deemed
at risk based on poor proficiency scores on the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and
Knowledge (NJASK), which was the state standardized test (personal communication,
September 15, 2014). However, 2013-2014 was the last year that the NJASK was
administered (State of New Jersey Department of Education, n.d.), requiring the district
to find an alternative means of assessment for determining appropriate classroom
placement for at-risk students.

Definition of the Problem

Due to this change in assessment for the 2014—2015 school year, a problem
emerged in determining what data can be used as the district transitions from the previous
state standardized test, the NJASK which was administered for the last time in the spring
of 2014, to the upcoming one, the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College
and Careers (PARCC), administered in March and April-May of 2015. This study’s
findings may assist staff in determining correct placement for incoming ninth grade
academic students in language arts. Since there was no experience or familiarity with
PARCC testing and its use for placement purposes is prohibited, it was beneficial to

discover what other measures were available in the 20142015 school year to justify and



provide evidence for the appropriateness of academic placement decisions for the
following fall. A qualitative study that investigated the needs of academic students and
examined the current assessments available that could be used for placing future ninth
grade academic students, as well as identified any other measures that might be included
to provide for accurate placement in the absence of the NJASK, can benefit not only this
district, but other districts facing a similar problem.
Rationale

Evidence of the Problem

For the 20142015 school year, a new test, the PARCC, replaced the NJASK
(State of New Jersey Department of Education, n.d.). However, NJ Senate Bill 2154 was
introduced to the New Jersey legislature on June 9, 2014 to postpone using the results of
this test until the bill’s proposed Education Reform Review Task Force can evaluate New
Jersey’s use of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and PARCC assessments (NJ
Senate No. 2154, 2014). This would also provide teachers and students time to be better
acclimated to the CCSS that the PARCC will be evaluating and have a better
understanding of the PARCC assessment. Three other bills to be discussed in the
literature review regarding testing have also passed in the New Jersey assembly. As of
yet, none of these bills have been voted on by the New Jersey Senate. Even if Bill 2154
had been voted on and did not pass, resulting in the legal right to use the PARCC for
placement, teachers and students would not have had time to become familiar with the
test itself, since there have been no practice tests for the PARCC and no collection of

baseline data (McGlone, 2014; NJEA, 2014). According to the district assistant



superintendent, given these factors, the PARCC is not, at least not yet, a suitable
measurement to use for placing students for the 2015-2016 school year (personal
communication, October 17, 2014).

This reliance on English language arts (ELA) proficiency scores, derived from the
state’s standardized test, for the purpose of informing instruction also exists in many
districts throughout New Jersey, since the switch from NJASK to PARCC is occurring to
public schools across the state (Fratz, 2014; Herzog, 2014). Therefore, the dilemma
faced by the district where the research was conducted is one that is undoubtedly faced
by many New Jersey schools. In fact, districts in many states across the nation are facing
similar difficulties in transitioning from state assessments to their state’s selected
standardized assessment, typically the PARCC or Smarter Balanced Assessment
(Educational Testing Service, 2013; Sears, 2014).

Evidence of the Problem from the Professional Literature

Research supports the use of multiple measures in making decisions that impact
instruction (Brimijoin, 2009; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012;
Skalski & Romero, 2011). Yet previous academic placement practices for struggling
students in this district depended on NJASK literacy scores to determine placement of
academic students, even though this dependence on one piece of data may not provide as
complete a picture of student performance or need to facilitate placement decisions.
Furthermore, until the PARCC test is firmly established, there are no other standardized
assessments that have been used in conjunction with, or in the place of, the NJASK for

placement of academic students, as explained by the English department supervisor



(personal communication, September 15, 2014). This compounds the predicament the
district faces, as the NJASK is no longer being administered.
Definitions

Academic: A group of (generally) nonclassified students identified in this district
as struggling or at risk based mainly on their scores of below or border-line proficient on
the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJASK), according to the English
department supervisor (personal communication, September 15, 2014).

At risk students: Students who have not achieved grade level proficiency
expectations (Kaufman & Bradbury, 1992).

Common Core State Standards (CCSS): A set of standards that outline grade level
expectations in math and English language arts (ELA) created to unify the skill level of
all students graduating from high school to improve upon skills required for college and
careers. They have been adopted by 43 states (CCSS, n.d.).

Comprehensive Testing Program 4th Edition test (CTP4): A standardized test that
compares student performance across national and district norms using scaled scores,
stanines, and percentiles. The areas measured are: reading, vocabulary, writing,
mathematics, and verbal and quantitative reasoning ability (ERB, 2011, 2014).

Multiple-measures: The use of several methods or instruments to measure student
achievement, collected at more than one point in time (FairTest, 2010).

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): The largest nationally

administered standardized test, which remains largely the same year after to year so as to
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provide an accurate picture of student achievement over time and place (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2014).

New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJASK): New Jersey’s state
standardized test designed to measure student achievement of the state’s curriculum
standards to provide information about student performance and to meet federal and state
accountability requirements, administered from 2003—-2014 (State of New Jersey
Department of Education, 2012).

Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC):
Computer-based K—12 assessments developed by Pearson and Educational Testing
Services (ETS), created by a consortium of several states and through federal funding that
measure implementation of the CCSS and student academic achievement, and meet
federal accountability requirements (Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College
and Careers [PARCC], 2013).

Placement: The practice of homogeneously grouping or tracking students based
on their academic ability (United States Congress, Office of Technology Assessment,
1992).

Standardized tests: Norm referenced assessments that are mass produced with
specific instructions and evaluation methods; they are generally used for accountability
purposes (United States Congress. Office of Technology Assessment, 1992).

Stanine: A score from 1 to 9, with 5 as the middle point, determined by dividing

all students’ scores into nine segments (ERB, 2014).



Significance

A significant number of early adolescents struggle in ELA (Allington, 2011,
Dotterer & Lowe, 2011; Kitson, 2011; McDowell, Sweeney, & Ziolkowski, 2011,
O'Reilly, Sabatini, Bruce, Pillarisetti, & McCormick, 2012; Stowe, 2014). As
demonstrated by the NAEP 2013 test, 36% of eighth grade students were reading at or
above the proficient level, and the rest were achieving at the basic level, having only
“partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills” (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2012, para. 4). Struggling adolescent readers’ and writers’ challenges are
exacerbated as the CCSS (n.d.) demand increased complexity; students are also required
to read much more complex and comprehensive texts in science, math, social studies, and
other content areas. Therefore, in order to show improvements in adolescents’ literacy
proficiency, there needs to be an identification of these students’ reading abilities that
will enable them to be college and career ready. Consequently, the identified gap in
placement practices that is occurring as districts move from one standardized state test to
another can be viewed as an opportunity to make positive changes in placement practices,
beginning with the incoming freshmen in the district under investigation.

Guiding Research Questions

In this study, I requested teachers to describe the unique characteristics of their at-
risk students and examined the placement practices and assessments used by teachers in
the district, as well as explored other evaluations that might serve to address any needs
not currently met. Through this study, the district gains insight into what measures are

beneficial in accurately placing academic students. Proper placement of academically



struggling students into appropriate educational settings is a critical step in targeting
instruction and closing the gap in literacy proficiency rates.

In alignment with the research problem and purpose, the following research
questions were posed:

RQ1: How do the teachers and guidance counselors of seventh, eighth, ninth, and
tenth grade academic ELA students describe the characteristics and needs of these
academically struggling students?

RQ2: In the absence of the NJASK, what are the assessments currently being used
in the 2014-2015 school year that could be used to assist in determining the appropriate
academic placement of incoming ninth graders in ELA classes?

RQ3: What types of assessments, if any, are needed to provide a more complete
picture of struggling students in order to more accurately place them?

Review of the Literature

This literature review begins with an overview of constructivism, the overarching
theoretical framework that guided this study. The review continues with a summary of
standards and high-stakes testing. Included is a discussion of the danger of over relying
on the results of high-stakes tests to inform instruction and placement; it is more
beneficial to use multiple measures. Also discussed are the characteristics of struggling
adolescent literacy learners and placement of these students. Finally, there is an outline
of assessments to address the needs of struggling adolescent learners and their accurate

placements.



This review of the literature was conducted using various sources, including
journal articles, reports, fact sheets, position statements, news reports, and books.
Electronic sources were located on Education Research Complete, SAGE, ProQuest
Central, and EBSCOhost. Searches were conducted via Walden University Library,
Google, and Google Scholar. Terms searched include high-stakes testing, middle school
literacy, tracking, adolescent literacy, assessments, adolescent literacy assessments, New
Jersey standardized assessments, struggling readers, Common Core State Standards, and
PARCC.

Theoretical Framework

The overarching framework for this study was constructivism. The leading
theorist is Vygotsky (1978). Vygotsky’s emphasis on developmentally appropriate tasks
and his concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) in which a mediator
challenges a student to gain new knowledge based on current levels of understanding are
key facets for instructing struggling students who are often unable to read and
comprehend grade-level texts. Stemming from Vygotsky’s seminal research and
continuing in the constructivist framework is the theory of cognitive apprenticeship
developed by Collins, Brown, and Newman (1987). This theory, like Vygotsky’s, stresses
the scaffolding of learning, a critical component to address the skill gaps present in many
at-risk learners. Collins et al.’s (1987) theory includes methods and sequencing of
knowledge that are critical for learning to occur. Integral to the cognitive apprenticeship
theory is that reading strategies and skills be broken into separate components, whenever

possible, to ensure mastery of skill sets and that students be given ample opportunity to
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demonstrate their thinking processes in ways that are comfortable for them (Collins et al.,
1987). This theory relies on modeling, coaching, scaffolding, articulation, reflection, and
exploration. Collins, Hawkins, and Carver (1991) also posited that the cognitive
apprenticeship theory is particularly effective for disadvantaged students because it
emphasizes the real-world connections and applications to learning while providing
needed support and guidance as students move from concrete to abstract skills, and from
teacher-modeled learning strategies to autonomous, strategic student learning.

Vygotsky’s (1978), Collins et al.’s (1987), and Collins et al.’s (1991) approaches
to learning apply to the research conducted because they support the use of tiered
learning and multiple means to determine student ability. These theorists posited that
learning does not occur unilaterally and equally for all students, and that learning is a
composite of various skills that build upon one another and through interaction. As such,
learning cannot be demonstrated at one point in time by one measure. However, existing
grade-level curriculums and state standardized tests assume students have mastered
previous grade level knowledge and skills though many have not. Therefore, by applying
constructivist theories to placement and instruction, learning can be geared to students’
actual levels.

The study also drew upon the work of Bandura’s (1977, 1993) self-efficacy
model. This explains success in terms of not just cognitive factors, but affective and
motivational considerations as well. The importance of Bandura’s (1977, 1993) work on
at-risk adolescents is noteworthy due to the large role self-perception and motivation play

on the academic progress of struggling adolescent learners. When students are in
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situations in which they feel they cannot succeed, despite the task, they engage in a self-
fulfilling prophecy of failure; conversely, if provided the opportunity to succeed and
regulate their own learning, the level of academic achievement and motivation often
increases (Bandura, 1993; Zimmerman, 2000). If struggling students are not instructed at
their level through methods that are appropriate to their developmental, social, and
emotional needs, they are likely to continue to fall further behind.
Standards and High-Stakes Tests

Standardization is not a new concept in education. Standardized tests began to be
implemented as early as the mid-1800s as U.S. cities became more populous and
education was seen as a universal right (United States Congress. Office of Technology
Assessment, 1992). These tests were not norm referenced, but standardized in that they
were mass produced with set instructions and evaluation methods. Standardized testing
continued to expand and develop in the United States with the dawn of the mental
measurement branch of psychology in the late 1900s, which became known as
psychometry or psychometrics. This, in turn, led to the creation of ability and
achievement standardized tests such as those developed by Thorndike in the early 1900s.
Although many applauded this quantification and efficient development in education,
others, such as John Dewey, feared it reduced education to averages and percentages.
Army testing for World War One was perhaps the most influential event in the rapid
widespread use of standardized testing in the United States (United States Congress.

Office of Technology Assessment, 1992).
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What is new about the current standards movement and subsequent high-stakes
tests is that previously, standards were controlled locally. The current reform policy on
the standardization of curriculum in education that has resulted in the development of a
common set of standards to be used by most if not all states (known as the CCCS) is a
federally-driven initiative to create a national standard of education. The goal is to
ensure the same quality and content of education to all students across the nation, thereby
improving the college and career skills and knowledge required to succeed after high
school graduation (CCSS Initiative, 2014).

Common Core State Standards. The CCSS initiative began in 2009 with the
support of 48 states, two territories, and the District of Columbia (CCSS Initiative, 2014;
Porter et al., 2012). State school chiefs and governors sought a way to unify across the
nation criteria for proficiency at each grade level and for high school graduation. The
purpose is to increase the educational achievement of students in the United States and
thereby produce a more successful workforce. The adoption of rigorous, common
standards K-12 in math and ELA should provide the needed knowledge for students to
“compete successfully in the global economy” (CCSS Initiative, 2014, para. 7).

Although supporters often present the standards as the solution to today’s failing
public schools, much controversy surrounds them, and it is difficult to find accurate
information about them. For example, according to the CCSS (2014) website, the
standards were developed with the input and support of teachers and professional
educational organizations. One such organization listed is the National Council of

Teachers of English (NCTE). Yet the NCTE was not involved in crafting the standards;
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it was just given the opportunity to review them and provide feedback (Williams, 2010).
Furthermore, while the NCTE does not publicly oppose the CCSS, it does not endorse
them either (Gilyard, 2012). A major reason for not endorsing them, as explained in the
NCTE’s Resolution on Teacher Expertise and the Common Core State Standards,
revolves around the risk that the CCSS does not seem to value teacher expertise and
judgment, to the detriment of students, and may conflict with the NCTE’s own policies
(2012). NCTE President Sandy Hayes formally requested that the implementation of the
CCSS move more slowly and advocated for a moratorium on standardized tests meant to
evaluate the CCSS implementation (DeWitt, 2013)

Another source of conflict has been the implementation of the CCSS. There is
concern regarding the funding and resources required by schools so that their students
can meet the high expectations of the standards (Vega, 2013). Based on Porter et al.’s
(2012) report, in 2012 only seven states had fully developed implementation plans, five
of which were Race to the Top (RttT) grant winners. This proved the 2011 Center on
Educational Policy report correct in suggesting that the states that won the RttT
competition would be at an advantage and points out another concern, that there is an
unequal distribution of federal funds. As the RttT funds were set up as a competition, the
distribution of funds only to those who won the grants created inequality by design. In a
study conducted by The Center on Education Policy (2012), most states felt they did not
have adequate funding to fully implement the CCSS and would not be ready to do so
until 20142015 or later. Inequality can also be seen in its impact on diversity.

Camangian (2011) explained that the current focus on standardization and testing



13

perpetuates social inequalities by forcing a universal curriculum on districts whose
students may have vastly different needs.

Finally, there is pushback from states’ rights advocates who are against national
standards and coercion in the form of federal Title 1 funding for adoption of these
standards, as well as from progressive educators who are against the corporatization of
education (Barth, 2014; Sheehy, 2013). These progressives believe that the CCSS or
corporate education reform are ill conceived, and wariness is growing (Au, 2011;
Tierney, 2013). Four states have pulled out of the CCSS, and six have bills pending the
same course of action (Barth, 2014).

The CCSS and New Jersey school districts. New Jersey adopted the CCSS in
2010, which replaced the math and language arts New Jersey Core Curriculum Content
Standards (NJCCCS). The NJCCCS were developed in 1996 and revised every 5 years
(NJCCCS, 2014). New Jersey schools still implement the NJCCCS for the following
subject areas: 21st-century life and careers, comprehensive health and physical education,
science, social studies, technology, visual and performing arts, and world languages. The
implementation of the new language arts and math CCSS in New Jersey is praised by
some for adding rigor and focusing on critical thinking and real world scenarios. Others
express concern that the CCSS standards may be developmentally inappropriate for some
students, especially those who are attending urban schools and may be struggling with the
existing standards (Waters, 2013).

High-stakes tests. Standardized tests have been used in public schools since the

mid-19" century. The widespread use of norm-referenced tests relied on multiple-choice
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assessments. In the 1980s, schools began to administer standardized performance based
tests, which included open-ended responses thought to increase equity, reliability, and
validity of the results (Dietl, 2011). These tests’ results were used to check student
learning, inform instruction, and guide placement decisions. These factors still hold true.
However, in 2001 the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002) was passed to improve
schooling for all children. A major component of NCLB was the annual testing of
students in Grades 3-8 and at least once in Grades 10-12 (U.S. Department of Education,
2002). These tests were used for accountability, to determine effectiveness of schools
and teachers, and for funding (Braden & Schroeder, 2004; Schul, 2011; U.S. Department
of Education, n.d.). With so much hinging on the results of the tests, they became known
as high stakes tests.

As a result of NCLB, contracts for the development and publication of
standardized tests for each state by commercial testing companies increased
exponentially. This coincided with an increase in public and private scrutiny. In efforts
to gain or maintain funding, avoid punitive measures, and be seen by their communities
as succeeding, schools began to adjust their curriculums to allow for more time to be
spent on the two tested subjects, ELA and mathematics, resulting in narrowed
curriculums geared to the test (Dietel, 2011; Musoleno & White, 2010; Reardon, 2013).
Schools placed more emphasis on ELA and mathematics despite research demonstrating
the flaws of such high-stakes testing practices (Amerin-Beardsley, Berliner, & Rideau,

2010; Assaf, 2008; David, 2011; Dietl, 2011; Supovitz, 2009; Walker, 2012).
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These reforms are continued under the current federal Race to the Top (RttT)
initiative (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Currently, the RttT initiative ties federal
funding to states’ inclusion of a rigorous set of standards, such as those standards that are
found in the CCSS, and to states’ administration of standardized testing to demonstrate
effective implementation of those standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).
These standardized tests are also being used for accountability purposes (McGuinn, 2012;
Mrowka, 2012; Walker, 2012).

Two testing consortiums were created to design tests to assess each state’s
implementation of the CCSS, receiving $360 million in RttT funds (National Conference
of State Legislatures [NCSL], n.d.; Strauss, 2015b). They are Partnership for Assessment
of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment
Consortium (Smarter Balanced) (CCSS Initiative, 2014). Similar to the CCSS, there was
great initial support for these assessments, but as more information has become available,
support has dwindled. Initially, 24 states and DC joined PARCC, including New Jersey
(NCSL, n.d.; Schneider, 2014); however, many have withdrawn (PARCC, 2014; Strauss,
2015). Getting a clear picture of just how many states remain in PARCC is difficult. The
PARCC website states there are 11 states and DC (PARCC, 2015a). On the PARCC
Computer-Based Administrator Survey, 10 states plus DC are included (HUmRRO,
2015). Mississippi is one state included. However, Mississippi’s Board of Education
voted to withdraw from PARCC in January of 2015 (Wright, 2015). In addition,
Massachusetts, another listed PARCC state, is allowing districts to choose which test to

administer, PARCC or its own state standardized test, the MCAS; it is the only state
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allowing this choice (Gewertz, 2015). It is reported that slightly more than half of

Massachusetts districts that are K-8 administered PARCC, while that number fell to
about a quarter of districts with a high school administering PARCC (Rocheleau, 2015).
Gewertz’s (2015) updated map of testing demonstrates 10 states plus DC administering
PARCC.

To further complicate issues and demonstrate the discord surrounding high-stakes
state standardized tests, the U.S. House of Representatives agreed in a voice vote to
permit local agencies to administer their own assessments instead of state tests (Johnson,
2015). Although it is not believed that this will become law, it does demonstrate the
growing concern over state testing. These concerns revolve around worries that the tests
are too hard, take too much time, cost too much, and infringe on state’s rights (Bidwell,
2015; Johnson, 2015; Tatter, 2015). To address the concern of time, PARCC states voted
to shorten testing time by 90 minutes and simplify administration; instead of the test
being administered twice a year, it will be given only once, somewhere after 75% of the
school year is completed, but before 90% (PARCC, 2015b). Policymakers in 24 states
have delayed the use of several consequences of high-stakes testing as well (Weingarten,
2015).

High-stakes tests and New Jersey. In New Jersey, standardized testing began
in1978 with Minimum Basic Skills (MBS) tests in Grades 3, 6, and 9, and a graduation
test requirement (State of New Jersey Department of Education, 2009). In 1988, the
Early Warning Test (EWT) was added to Grade 8. The purpose of the EWT was to

determine which students might have trouble on the Grade 11 test required for graduation
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(Crown & Rosenstein, n.d.). The NJCCCS resulted in the creation of the fourth grade

test, the Elementary School Proficiency Assessment (ESPA), administered from 1997—
2002. The EWT was then replaced by the Grade Eight Proficiency Assessment (GEPA),
which was administered through 2007. The High School Proficiency Assessment
(HSPA) became the graduation test requirement (State of New Jersey Department of
Education, 2009).

NCLB brought more changes and more testing to New Jersey. NCLB required
that students in Grades 3 through 8 be tested. The Elementary School Proficiency
Assessment (ESPA) and Grade Eight Proficiency Assessment (GEPA) were replaced
with the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJASK), which was
administered once a year to students in Grades 3 through 8 (State of New Jersey
Department of Education, 2009). This test was in use from 2003 to 2014. RttT ushered in
the CCSS, and New Jersey administered the PARCC twice in the 2014-2015 school year,
to students in Grades 3 through 11 (PARCC, 2013).

The administration of PARCC in New Jersey is not without complications. Karp
(2014) of the Education Law Center explained several concerns after the PARCC field
tests were administered in New Jersey. There are worries that schools do not have the
technology and infrastructure needed to administer this computer-based test or the
financial funding to obtain what is needed. Governor Christie proposed $10 per student
in PARCC aid (State of New Jersey Department of Education, 2014a), which is a
nominal amount believed to exist just so PARCC would be considered a funded mandate

(Karp, 2014). The actual cost of PARCC in New Jersey is unclear, as state officials
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cannot state how much its 4-year contract with PARCC will cost. It is estimated near
$108 million dollars, not including money spent on getting technology up to date and on
training and resources. This cost cannot be determined in part because it depends on how
many students take the test, no longer an easy estimate due to parental refusals (Kachmer,
2015). In Montclair, New Jersey, 42.6% of students refused the test (Kaulessar, 2015),
though this may be the highest refusal rate in the state. PARCC stated it expected 5
million students nationwide to take its test this year (Bidwell, 2015). The cost of the
contracts can increase if other states opt out of their PARCC contracts, a valid concern as
support dwindles (Kachmer, 2015).

There are additional concerns about how much time will be devoted to the test, in
both the amount of time spent taking the test and the time spent preparing for it.
Concerns also exist in the accountability measures that attach students’ results on these
tests to teacher evaluations and also affect school standings. Finally, there are concerns
about the “educational impact of the longer, more difficult tests on curriculum,
instruction and student experience in schools” (Karp, 2014, para. 7). Such concerns have
prompted efforts to slow down PARCC.

These efforts have manifested in the passing of several bills in the New Jersey
State Assembly. One is the NJ Assembly Bill A3081, which passed with bipartisan
support in June of 2014. This bill called for an Education Reform Review Task Force to
analyze the CCSS and PARCC testing and remove student test performance from teacher
evaluations until the Task Force analysis is complete or two years after the bill’s effective

date (govtrack, 2014). The bill was received in the NJ Senate on June 16, 2014, but the
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vote on Senate Bill 2154 has been postponed (govtrack, 2014; NJ Senate No. 2154, 2014;

Ujifusa, 2014). In addition, Bill A3077 passed, which requires schools to inform parents
by October 1 what tests students will be taking, who requires the test (federal, state,
district), how they will be used and their cost (Clark, 2015a). Bills A3079 and A4190
also passed, which prohibit standardized tests that are not mandated by state or federal
law in Grades K-2 and delays the use of PARCC in student placement and teacher
evaluation until 2016, respectively (Clark, 2015a). Finally, Bill 4165 passed on March
26, which permits parents to opt-out their children (D’ Amico, 2015). None of these bills
have been voted on in the Senate.

Another adjustment to PARCC implementation in relation to these concerns has
been to adjust the percentage of influence the PARCC results will have on teacher
evaluations. Initially, tested-area teachers were to have 30% of their effectiveness rating
based on PARCC results; now, the PARCC tests will count for 10% of a teacher's
evaluation in 2014-2015 and 20% in 2015-16 (Ujifusa, 2014). Governor Christie also
announced in July of 2014 the creation of a task force to evaluate the CCSS and PARCC,
comprised of nine members he appointed (Ujifusa, 2014). The most recent, and only,
press release regarding this task force was made on July 14, 2014, announcing Governor
Christie’s creation of the Task Force (Drewniak, 2014). Almost four months after his
announcement, on November 10, 2014, Christie announced the nine appointed members,
who presented an interim report at the end of 2014 (Mooney, 2014). On December 31,
2014, an interim report was published explaining its progress to date, which mainly

entailed presentations regarding assessments and evaluations, and an outline of its work
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plan for January through July, 2015 (State of New Jersey Department of Education,

2014b).
Dangers of High-Stakes Tests

Standardized tests serve a needed purpose in education. These tests can act as a
barometer for progress. They allow comparisons among students, schools, and districts.
Also, they provide a means to demonstrate trends among student populations by sorting
data by population. Information from the tests can be used to help target those students
who need special services, such as remediation or enrichment. They also hold schools
and districts accountable for meeting all learners’ needs (Center for Public Education,
2006). Yet when too much depends on one test score, the high stakes assigned to these
tests can create negative consequences.

Au (2011) pointed to the problematic philosophy that guides the whole system of
standardization. According to this view, applying the principles of scientific
management to education results in treating students as products, carefully instructed
according to the standardized tests, which drive curriculum. Ravitch (n.d.), an education
historian and professor at New York University, is one of many who is critical of treating
education according to a business model. Dangers of this framework of reform are that it
narrows curriculum, reduces teacher morale, puts undue pressure on students, and can
result in erroneous assumptions (William, 2010).

The current trend to focus on tested subjects at the expense of other disciplines as
a result of standardized high-stakes testing is well documented (Au, 2011; David, 2011;

Mason, 2010, Musoleno & White, 2010). This focus on tested subjects narrows the
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curriculum and has resulted in teaching to the test (Musoleno & White, 2010; Supovitz,
2010). The stakes are so high to do well that they also can result in unethical behaviors
(Williams, 2010). Amrein-Beardsley, Berliner, and Rideau (2010), Dietl (2011), and
Giambo (2010) explored how misinterpretation of data and cheating by scoring
companies and schools occur to avoid punitive measures. Williams’s (2010) research
reflects Campbell’s Law, in which the results of a test that has been made the focus of
political and public attention improve; yet those results do not necessarily improve on
related measures, such as SATs or NAEP tests. Campbell’s Law stems from the work of
Campbell (1976) who documented how data can be skewed to suit a purpose required;
when programs are being evaluated and the stakes are high, the evaluation process can
become corrupted to ensure desired results.

Moreover, standardized tests such as the NJASK are not designed to be used for
the wide range of purposes they serve in many schools. This calls into question the
validity and reliability of such practices. In fact, Mandinach and Jackson (2012)
considered the use of such “dead on arrival” or DOA data to be flawed, since data that
can influence such crucial decisions such as placement of students occurs months after
the testing date and sometimes too late in the school year for the data to be of any use in
decision-making. This problem also exists with PARCC testing, as the “PARCC
consortium will not determine what scores are considered passing for this year’s test until
the summer, so students and schools won’t receive scores until October” (Clark, 2015b).
This is also documented by McDowell, Sweeney, and Ziolkowski (2011). Mandinach

and Jackson (2012) explained the distinction between assessments for learning, and
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assessments of learning; a state standardized test is a summative assessment of learning
test that is best used for accountability measures, whereas assessments for learning are
specifically designed to help drive and inform instruction (Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).

Another concern regarding testing validity was revealed when it was discovered
that Pearson, the PARCC test developer, was monitoring social media for information
about the test. Validity could be compromised by the sharing of testing content. More
importantly, perhaps, was the extent of student apathy found; if a large number of
students are not trying to answer the questions correctly, an accurate baseline cannot be
found (Wall, 2015).

Brimijoin (2009) and Dennis (2009, 2013) noted that using high-stakes tests to
place students is erroneous, as such tests are only a snapshot of a child’s achievement and
do not reflect the whole child. This is particularly true for students whose cultural or
socioeconomic status might present an additional challenge when taking large-scale
standardized test that do not consider their ways of knowing (Nelson-Barber, 2010).
These testing practices often result in homogeneously grouping students who in actuality
have different needs. Perhaps part of this problem is that when teachers receive the
results of standardized tests, those tests are not properly disaggregated or available in a
timely manner (Ronka, Lachat, Slaughter, & Meltzer, 2009). Dennis (2013), Supovitz
(2010), and WestEd (2014) further explained that standardized tests often do not provide
individualized information that is required to determine needs and target future

instruction.
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Benefits of Multiple Measures

Conversely, multiple measures can provide greater depth and range of student
ability and need. More than one measure of ability should be used to inform decisions
that impact instruction, such as determining student placement (Mandinach & Jackson,
2012; Spielhagen, 2010; WestEd., 2014). FairTest (2010) defined multiple measures as
“the use of multiple indicators and sources of evidence of student learning, of varying
kinds, gathered at multiple points in time, within and across subject areas” (para. 1).
Mandinach and Jackson (2012) called the use of multiple data sources triangulating.
They explained that data usage must align with its purpose and be accessible and timely.
FairTest (2010) explained further that as a result of NCLB, many states purport to use
multiple measures, but are really just manipulating standardized test data for a variety of
purposes. Other research demonstrated that a standardized test score can be useful as an
initial cut-off, but then multivariate measures are needed to determine pattern of abilities
and areas of weakness for accurate placement (Connor, Alberto, Compton, & O’Connor,
2014; Dennis, 2013). Overall, it is important to have several reliable and valid
assessments for placing struggling students, not simply one (Connor et al., 2014).

To accurately employ multiple measures and get a better picture of student ability,
both formative and summative assessments should be used (Brimijoin, 2009). Supovtiz
(2010) expanded on this idea, explaining that different cycles of assessments, short,
medium, and long, should serve different purposes. Cycles of assessment typically refer
to the amount of content covered that each assessment is measuring; a short cycle might

occur at the end of a 10 minute mini-lesson or day’s lesson, whereas a long cycle would
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assess what has been learned at the end of a month-long unit or an entire year (Herman,
2013). Although state standardized tests (long) can serve accountability purposes, it is
district (medium) and class assessments (medium and short) that define and target
improvement and intervention (Herman, 2013; Supovitz, 2010). Other important sources
of data to consider when determining practice are demographics, behavior, teacher survey
data, and student status, such as LEP (Mandinach & Jackson, 2012; Ronka et al., 2009).

Another largely absent piece of data important for placement is student input.
Enriquez (2011) made a good point when he proposed that to best address the needs of
struggling adolescents, one must first understand their goals and perceptions of reading
and of themselves as readers. Reading success is not just a cognitive process. It is also an
emotional process, particularly for adolescents (Enriquez, 2011). It is also imperative to
note that teaching and testing need to be adaptive. That is, as student populations change
and become more diverse and engage in multiliteracies, such as participating in
discussion forums, weblogs, or texting, all aspects of education, including testing, need to
reflect these changes. However, current high-stakes tests fail to reflect those changing
forms of literacy (Jacobs, 2013; Powell, Cantrell, & Rightmyer, 2013).

Although it was difficult to find research on multiple measures and placement
practices for the age group of this study, there were many studies on this topic at the
college level. In order to reflect the inability of one standardized test to accurately place
students, California forbids the practice of basing community college developmental
placement decisions on one standardized test score (Ngo, Kwon, Melguizo, Prather, &

Bos, 2013). Instead, developmental placement decisions must be based on multiple
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measures, as it is believed equity and accuracy in placement practices will improve as a
result (Ngo et al., 2013; Texas Toolbox, 2013). In Ngo et al.’s (2013) study to test this
belief, it was found that the students who were placed into higher level courses based on
the results of multiple measures, but who would have been excluded based on their
standardized score alone, achieved the same rates of success as their peers who had the
standardized scores to place in the same course. This gives credibility to the notion that
using multiple measures to place students can result in improved accuracy of placement
and student achievement (Ngo et al., 2013). A study conducted by Hodara, Jaggars, and
Karp (2012) reached similar conclusions. Hodara et al. (2012) found that using one
standardized test score as a criterion for placing incoming college freshmen in certain
classes was not as valid as a predictor of achievement as considering the students’ GPAs.

Despite these flaws, however, many schools continue to rely on one standardized
test score for placement because it is efficient to do so. It is true that standardized tests
do have a role in placement practices, as long as they are part of other metrics (Texas
Toolbox, 2013). Many educators recognize that using multiple measures is more
effective, even though the measures may be too cumbersome to administer and interpret.
(Hodara et al., 2012). The rationale behind the benefits of using multiple measures to
better place college freshmen could also apply to the placement of high school freshmen,
such as those involved with this study.
Struggling Adolescent Literacy Learners and Their Placement

Early adolescence is a time when many students’ academic achievement suffers

(Dotterer & Lowe, 2011; Kitson, 2011). Data from the past decade of NAEP scores
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demonstrated that a significant number of eighth graders are reading below grade level
(Allington, 2011; McDowell, Sweeney, & Ziolkowski, 2011; O'Reilly, Sabatini, Bruce,
Pillarisetti, & McCormick, 2012; Stowe, 2014; The Nation’s Report Card, n.d.). This
drop in literacy achievement that occurs in early adolescence is often seen as a result of
increased focus on higher level skills and critical thinking activities. At this age, students
are no longer learning to read, but rather must read increasingly complex texts of
different genres and structures in order to learn. Therefore, those who did not fully grasp
the skills and strategies needed to be proficient readers fall further behind their peers
(Brasseur-Hock, Hocka, Kiefferb, Biancarosac, & Deshlera, 2011; Flynn, Zheng, &
Swanson, 2012; Kitson, 2011; Snyder, 2010). Unfortunately, the future is grim for many
of these struggling literacy learners; research demonstrates that students who do not
succeed in the ELA are more likely to drop out of school and wind up in the juvenile
justice system (Berkley et al., 2012; Connor et al., 2014).

Wang and Eccles’s (2012) research demonstrated the decline in engagement,
participation, and achievement that occurs between grades seven and eleven. This
decline can also be attributed to the unique nature of adolescence, in which puberty and
social status diminish the importance of academics for many students; the characteristics
of the school environment as students change from elementary to secondary may not be
developmentally appropriate for young teens (Musoleno & White, 2010; Wang & Eccles,
2012). McDowell, Sweeney and Ziolkowski (2011) noted the extant research which
demonstrates the decline in motivation and decline in reading during this stage of

development. These issues are exacerbated by home lives that cannot foster education,
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such as can be found in low-income, single parent homes with irregular work schedules
(Layton, 2015). Placement for struggling youths must take into consideration the unique
nature of adolescent learning (Lindstrom, Nealy, & Stagliano, 2012). Enriquez (2011)
explained that identifying struggling readers is more complex than determining a cut off
score on a test. He further explained that deciding on the placement, level of support and
instruction depends on a multitude of factors, including classroom performance. Another
complication is that most literacy interventions are designed for the elementary level and
do not reflect the complex contexts and purposes for reading that adolescents must
engage in (Flynn et al., 2012).

Adolescent perceptions. There is enough research to support the important role
of affective factors in learning that it can be taken for granted that those who feel
positively about a task are more likely to engage and succeed in the task than those who
do not (Henk, Marinak & Melnik, 2012). This is particularly true for adolescents.
Adolescents who enjoy literacy tasks are more likely to read and write and thus do well in
ELA (Henk et al., 2012). Unfortunately, the opposite is also true. Teens who do not
have positive experiences with ELA will avoid such tasks, which often contribute to
future failures and greater avoidance. Therefore, it is helpful to understand students’
perceptions and feelings towards ELA, especially when trying to improve the
achievement of struggling readers (Henk et al., 2012).

Marin (2009) and Enriquez (2011) conducted case studies examining struggling
adolescent readers’ perceptions of themselves. A common theme is the notion that

reading is something to be avoided whenever possible. Allington (2011) cited research
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that found struggling middle-grade students spend only minutes a day actively engaged in
reading. It is interesting to note that the students who did read for pleasure — things like
sports or web articles — did not consider this “reading”; “reading” was relegated to what
was mandatory for school (Marin, 2009). Students would rather spend time finding
summaries of books or gathering information from others’ conversations on the books
than actually reading the books assigned (Enriquez, 2011; Marin, 2009). To do nothing
and still pass was the goal and was continued even though success with this strategy
rarely occurred. As Henk et al. (2012) and Allington (2011) determined, for many
struggling readers, reading is not viewed as an intrinsically satisfying activity.

Another common theme among struggling adolescents studied was the students’
belief that their poor achievement was the result of being lazy or not practicing, not an
issue of ability (Enriquez, 2011; Marin, 2009). Outside factors were to be blamed for
lack of success. Their lack of follow through on tasks, a significant concern of the
teachers involved, was often viewed in a positive light by the students, as if being lazy
were something to be proud of. It seems clear that this is a defense mechanism; failing
because one does not try is easier to deal with than failing when one does try.

Enriquez’s (2011) study portrayed two types of struggling students who both
exhibit avoidance behaviors. One avoidance behavior is the student who “flies under the
radar” and does just enough in class to be left alone, and the other is the behavior
problem who tries to engage with classmates with limited or no success and is often seen
as disruptive. This type of resistance is largely an adolescent phenomenon, in which

students who have been struggling now for years have decided they would rather be seen
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as “bad” than “dumb” (Laureate Education, Inc., n.d.). This can also help reduce the
shame many struggling readers feel (Kearns, 2011).

Much work with struggling readers stems from a deficit perspective, which
focuses on weakness (Barton & Stepanek, 2009; Enriquez, 2011). By labeling students,
the notion of being “no good at reading” becomes part of their identity, a concept also
supported by Henk et al. (2012). Instead, progress can be made if the approach changes
to capitalize on strengths, such as allowing for more social interaction, providing adapted
versions of grade level texts or providing more choices in reading materials (Allington,
2011; Enriquez, 2011; Henk et al., 2012). This can improve students’ sense of academic
worth, which improves their academic performance (McDowell et al., 2011).

Placement. The practice of placing students in American public schools based on
ability has been around since the 1800s and had the support of many prominent
educators, such as Horace Mann (United States Congress. Office of Technology
Assessment, 1992). In the mid-19th century, public schools began to use standardized
tests to track students by ability. (United States Congress. Office of Technology
Assessment, 1992). However, research conducted on tracking is inconclusive. On one
hand, it provides a setting to carefully target instruction tailored to the needs of its
students. This has shown to have positive results in remediation, particular in Response
to Intervention (RTI) models (Barton & Stepanek, 2009; Burns, 2008; Nunn & Jantz,
2009). In addition, ability tracking can benefit the higher students by allowing them to
progress more rapidly through content or be provided advanced curriculums (Spielhagen,

2010).
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On the other hand, there is also research that demonstrates greater benefits to
heterogeneously grouping students; that is, having classes of students of mixed ability.
The argument here is that when low-performing students are exposed to the more
advanced or higher-level thinking of their peers, it has greater impact and learning value
than if such information were either not included or shared by the teacher; this is
particularly true in adolescence when all things social dominate (Spielhagen, 2010).
Moreover, heterogeneously grouping students takes into account not only their academic
needs, but also their social and emotional needs, which is often at the forefront of
adolescence (Musoleno & White, 2010). Furthermore, it is suggested in the research that
low-performing students who are grouped together suffer from negative self-image,
which further hinders their learning (Henk et al., 2012; Kearns, 2011; Laureate
Education, Inc., n.d.).

Further compounding the problem of addressing the needs of struggling
adolescent readers is the limited research on this particular population. As noted by
Allington (2011) and Brasseur-Hock et al. (2011), the nature of adolescent struggling
readers lacks scientific support, making it difficult to design and implement effective
interventions. Allington (2011) stated the focus on early intervention is the reason
research on adolescent struggling readers (ARS) tends be neglected. Programs such as
Head Start and Reading First make early intervention the priority, so those students who
are at-risk in adolescence do not benefit from the same sort of programs or attention.
Similar to Dennis’ (2009, 2013) research, Brasseur-Hock et al. (2011) and Allington

(2011) found that the homogeneously grouped at-risk students had a variety of different
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needs and abilities. Brasseur-Hock et al. (2011) determined six clusters of ARS students,
from overall severe weaknesses in all areas of literacy to being separated by distinct
weaknesses, such as those with weak language comprehension and dysfluent readers.
Readers who are dysfluent are unable to read with ease and accuracy; as a result, they
have difficulty comprehending what is read (Scientific Learning, 2014; Torgesen &
Miller, 2009). Consequently, each cluster of students would need targeted intervention or
remediation in their area of weakness, not placement in one large group of ARS students.
Assessments for Struggling Adolescent Literacy Learners

In order to address the unique needs of adolescent struggling readers and writers
as described above, assessments need to be chosen carefully. As stated, standardized
high-stakes tests can serve a valuable purpose in education but alone cannot provide the
information necessary to understand a student’s ability or target his or her instruction.
Other information is required, such as which skills are deficient and to what extent. A
student may have a low vocabulary score. However, it may not tell if this is a result of
poor phonemic awareness and/or lack of background knowledge needed to understand
new vocabulary in context. The purpose of this section of the literature review is to shed
light on the types of assessments that can assist educators in determining such
information.

A review of the comprehensive research of Connor et al. (2014) and Torgesen and
Miller (2009) resulted in the description of three categories of assessments that should be
considered when determining appropriate placement and instruction of adolescents who

are struggling readers and writers. The first are assessments that are used as a screening
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tool. The second are those that are diagnostic and provide detailed information regarding
students' needs and abilities. Lastly, there are progress monitoring assessments.

Literacy screening assessment tools. A screening tool is generally an
assessment that can be administered easily and quickly to a large population for the
purpose of determining which group of students might benefit from intervention or
remediation services (Connor et al., 2014; Jenkins, n.d.; SERC, 2012; Torgesen & Miller,
2009). This practice is typically used as part of a Response to Intervention program
which follows a preventive approach by screening all general education students at each
grade level to determine those who are at-risk for falling behind, and hopefully through
appropriate intervention, to address the gaps before they increase (Jenkins, n.d.). The
assessment is administered and those students who fall below a predetermined cut-off
score warrant further examination to determine if remediation is needed, and if so, to
what extent (Jenkins, n.d.). Examples of screening assessment tools include state
summative standardized tests such as the NJASK, benchmark assessments such as
Northwest Education Association's Measures of Academic Performance (MAP) and
CTB/McGraw-Hill’s Acuity Assessments like the Terranovas, and curriculum-based
measurement reading assessments (Johnson, Pool & Carter, n.d.).

At the time of McDowell et al.’s (2011) research, there was no literacy screening
tool purposefully created specifically for adolescents known to them. This is supported
by the large-scale report by Connor et al. (2014) that reviewed screening tools from
2002—2008, all of which were relevant for the youngest students, preschool through first

grade. Jenkins (n.d.) also noted that there is little research on screening tools beyond
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grade two. Facing such a challenge, McDowell et al. (2011) created their own screening
tool (ZAM), which consists of six subsets: word identification, nonsense words, spelling,
vocabulary, oral reading fluency, and comprehension. O'Reilly et al. (2012) also
developed their own screening tool, which also consisted of six subtests, four of which
are related to vocabulary and phonics. This most likely stems from research that focuses
on the gap in phonemic awareness of struggling readers who are several grades below
their peers (Flynn et al., 2012; McDowell et al., 2011) and the fact that these phonics and
vocabulary concepts represent skills that are more easily measured than skills required for
critical thinking tasks (Dennis, 2013). However, such assessments might not best
measure the ability and weaknesses of those adolescents who are only one or two grades
below level and who may have stronger phonemic awareness.

Facing such difficulty in locating an age-appropriate screening tool, upper
elementary, middle and high schools might find it expedient to use the previous year’s
state standardized test scores as their screening tool (Berkley et al, 2012; Jenkins, n.d.;
Torgesen & Miller, 2009). Although it has been shown that summative tests such as
these are not useful in determining placement and need, they do show which students
have not met grade level expectations. If the state test were to be used as a screening
tool, those students who failed to score proficient, or perhaps just made it by a few points,
would then be further evaluated to determine if intervention is warranted (Jenkins, n.d.).
As stated, other screening tool options include using a benchmark assessment that is
aligned to state-adopted standards and are commercially available, or a curriculum-based

measurement (CBM) reading and writing assessment (Johnson et al., n.d.).
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Benchmark assessments. Benchmark assessments are designed to provide
similar information that a state summative test measures, but in a more timely and
focused fashion. Benchmarks are created within a system of long-term goals for student
learning (Herman, Osmundson, & Dietel, 2010). The end goal is usually connected to an
aspect found on the state summative test, and benchmarks are designed to determine how
much progress is being made in this area so far. It is worth adding a note of caution here,
however, as relying on benchmark assessments that mirror state summative tests can
further exacerbate problems noted above involved in high stakes testing, most notably
engaging in a curriculum that is dominated by the practice of “teaching to the test”.

The results of benchmark assessments can be used to adjust future instruction and
to compare student progress individually, to a class, school or district (Herman et al.,
2010). Benchmark assessments, unlike formative assessments, which will be discussed
later on, are typically determined by grade/content at the district level and administered to
all or most students accordingly. These tests are often administered horizontally across
one grade level to maintain consistency across classrooms and vertically, which helps
maintain consistency across grade levels (California Department of Education, n.d.).
Furthermore, benchmark assessments are considered part of a balanced assessment
approach as they can effectively connect expectations for both standards and the
curriculum and because of the frequency with which they are administered (Herman et
al., 2010). Benchmarks are considered medium cycle assessments, as they are
administered several times a year, not once like a summative or on an ongoing, often

unscheduled basis like formative assessments. The initial benchmark test, frequently
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considered a baseline, can be used the same way a screening tool is used by establishing a
cut-off score for proficiency on the baseline and then administering further assessments
as needed.

Curriculum-Based measurement. Curriculum-based measurement (CBM) is, as
the name implies, a measurement of students’ progress using the curriculum within which
the students are being instructed (Shapiro, 2011). Unlike more typical classroom based
assessments, however, a CBM differs due to the specificity of its conditions; it is timed,
scored using a set rubric, and its results are plotted on a graph to document progress
(Hosp, Hosp, & Howell, 2012). Such measures increase the validity and reliability of
CBM assessments.

While the most widely researched and used form of CBM is CBM-R, which
evaluates primary students’ oral reading (Christ, Silberglitt, & Cormier, 2010) the
principles of CBM can effectively be adapted to other age groups and literacy skills.
CBM works very similarly to benchmarks, in that they are medium cycle assessments
administered at set times throughout the year. CBM is an attractive choice as a screening
tool because it can be administered easily and efficiently, is aligned to existing
curriculum and can be extended for use as a progress- monitoring tool, which will be
explained in further detail shortly (Christ et al., 2010; Hosp et al., 2012).

Diagnostic assessments. Once the initial population who is determined to be at-
risk based on the screening tool utilized is identified, follow-up tests should be
administered. A score of “below proficient” does not reveal enough to determine

whether or not a student requires intervention, but is a good starting point for further
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examination (Dennis, 2009). The second round of assessments administered to the
flagged group should be diagnostic; they need to provide information on why students
fell below the cut-off on the initial screening test (SERC, 2012).

These assessments must distinguish between the two main types of struggling
readers. The first are the students who are unable to meet grade level expectations due to
difficulty with higher-level reading comprehension skills or lack of vocabulary
knowledge, but can read fluently at grade or near grade level. The second are the
students who have difficulty with foundational reading skills, placing them several years
below grade level (Torgesen & Miller, 2009). Despite their differences, these two groups
are often treated as one homogeneous group (Calhoon, 2013; Dennis, 2009). The
screening tools created by McDowell et al. (2011) and O’Reilly (2012) which focus on
phonics and fluency would locate the latter group, but would not help identify the many
struggling adolescent readers who are fluent readers but have not mastered sufficient
comprehension skills and strategies to access increasingly complex texts and, as a result,
are not comprehending what they read at grade level (Dennis, 2013). Therefore, it is
important to be sure that the assessments employed are appropriate for the grade level
being administered and sensitive enough to incorporate various reading skills and
proficiency levels.

Furthermore, it is important that the diagnostic assessments use multiple
measures. As explained earlier in the literature review, multiple measures provide the
depth and breadth of information required to fully understand the abilities of each child.

Johnson, Pool and Carter (n.d.) recommend that diagnostic measures include independent
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reading inventories (IRIs), decoding measures, comprehension measures, fluency
measures and interest inventories.

An IRI is administered in a one-to-one setting and consists of a series of leveled
reading passages, which are followed by comprehension questions which require the
reader to think at the literal, inferential, and critical levels. Perhaps the most widely used
is the Developmental Reading Assessment, second edition (DRAZ2), commercially
available through Pearson, perhaps because schools can use Title I, Title 11I, and Race to
the Top grants and funds to implement DRAZ2; in fact, Title I monies are the number one
funding source for Pearson’s interventions (Pearson, 2014). The purpose of the IRI can
be to determine reading instructional level and competency across content or genre
(Nilsson, 2013). The results of an IR should not be used alone, as the results may have
weak reliability and validity (Nilsson, 2013). However, used with other diagnostic tools
as mentioned by Johnson, Pool and Carter (n.d.), an IR1 serves a valuable purpose. In
using multiple diagnostics, vocabulary, phonemic awareness, comprehension and
motivation are all assessed and students can be better placed and their needs addressed.

Progress monitoring assessments. Once the at-risk populations have been
identified and the level of need determined by the diagnostic tests, progress-monitoring
assessments need to be selected for use. A progress monitoring assessment evaluates
“students in specific academic and behavioral areas in order to determine the efficacy of
and inform instruction/intervention and to make effective decisions regarding the
instructional/intervention needs of a class, small group or individual student” (SERC,

2012, p. 2). Ideally, these assessments would ensure that instruction is tailored to the
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needs of the students and that progress is made. Such assessments would also likely
result in those students who fell just below the cut off receiving timely intervention or
remediation which would result in meeting grade level expectations in a short time frame
and in reducing the number of placement errors that occur within this population
(Jenkins, n.d.). In addition, they determine when students move between more or less
intensive levels of remediation (Connor et al., 2014).

Torgesen and Miller (2009) distinguished between two general types of progress-
monitoring assessments: interim or benchmark assessments and frequent classroom-based
assessments. They believe that the former is more beneficial for comparing overall
progress to other students and for predicting future success on standards-based
assessments such as the state standardized test, while the latter is more beneficial for
improving each student’s reading ability, being based not necessarily on pre-determined
set of grade level standards, but rather on the individual’s own abilities and goals
obtainable for that child.

Using formative assessments to monitor progress may have the greatest
improvement results (Torgesen & Miller, 2009), but they are the most difficult to put into
practice. The results of the diagnostic test can inform a teacher as to what must be
taught, but they cannot provide information on how to teach it. Initially, formative
assessments may seem like trial and error; instructional strategies are implemented, and
based on formative assessments, adjusted accordingly. Formative assessments may
include class discussion, evaluation of a written task, or observation of group work

(Torgesen & Miller, 2009). This short cycle is continuous. Adding to the difficulty in
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progress monitoring is the very nature of adolescent literacy. In other content areas, such
as math or science, information is usually sequential and clearly outlined. Yet as students
advance in the English language arts, grade level proficiency is more an issue of degree
of complexity than learning a new skill (Torgesen & Miller, 2009).

Conclusions

This is a challenging time in education. The current political reform movement of
standardization and ensuing high-stakes tests has drawn increased accountability and
scrutiny to our schools and classrooms. New Jersey, like many states, is in a state of flux.
The CCSS replaced our state standards and a new era of testing has begun as the NJASK
has been replaced by PARCC. Although intended to raise achievement levels for all
students, making these changes before we are sure we are ready for them can put our
neediest students at greater risk. On the other hand, this time of transition can also
provide an opportunity to capitalize on the changes being made to improve conditions for
this population.

As shown, struggling adolescent readers and writers is a population that is
increasing. As the standards demand more from students, the risk of the achievement gap
widening for this group increases, preventing many from catching up. In order to remedy
this, intervention is necessary. Although there is not an abundance of research targeting
this population, there is enough to provide guidance. This starts with carefully and
accurately identifying who the struggling adolescents are through a screening tool. Then,
diagnostic measures should be used to determine individual skill sets and confirm that

intervention in the form of separate placement is in fact necessary. Once at-risk students
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are properly placed, their progress needs to be carefully monitored and assessed so that
instruction can continue to be adjusted accordingly.
Implications

A white paper was a project option that logically stemmed from this research. |
chose to develop a white paper to be presented to the appropriate administrators, in this
case, the Assistant Superintendent and English department supervisor, to disseminate to
other stakeholders which discusses the problem that inspired this research and its
outcomes. My recommendations for solving the problem of placement based on what
assessments are already in district and those that still need to be included offer a possible
solution. The solution proposed is a placement matrix that addresses the gaps discovered
and would be ready to be implemented for the next year’s high school freshmen. Part of
this solution includes a dialogue and committee component to allow ninth grade
academic teachers and guidance counselors, as well as others involved with placement, to
provide feedback on its use so that adjustments could be made and hopefully its use
continued and expanded to other grades for the following year.

Summary

Educators have always faced the challenge of how to get all students to meet
grade level expectations. There is evidence to justify that today’s more challenging
standards and high-stakes tests put at-risk adolescents in further jeopardy, and due to
increased accountability measures, the stakes are higher than ever to ensure that these
struggling students succeed. Yet despite the pressure and good intentions to improve

learning outcomes, there is little research or evidence to actually guide teachers on how
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to accurately place struggling adolescent readers and writers so these at-risk students can
receive the instruction they need. However, it is known from the literature that relying on
one piece of summative data for placement does not provide a complete picture of ability
or provide sufficient data for proper placement; multiple measures are needed for that
analysis. A carefully chosen screening tool followed by other measures, such as
diagnostics tests, has better success rates of accurately placing students by ability.
Adolescent learners have distinct academic, social and emotional needs that need to be
considered. Thus informed, this time of testing transition can be used beneficially by
providing an opportunity to improve placement practices.

As New Jersey is currently transitioning from one state standardized test, the
NJASK, to the PARCC, it became necessary to examine practices that rely on the
NJASK, such as the placement of at-risk students into academic level ELA classes. This
study to investigate the placement of academic freshmen began with interviews of those
with the greatest knowledge of this population and placement practices. The knowledge
gained from the interviews assisted in determining what data related to placement
practices and academic needs assessments were collected and analyzed. The NJASK
scores used to place current ninth ~ academic students were collected and analyzed, as
well other assessments that were discovered in the interview process. Assessments were
evaluated based in large part on the knowledge of assessments for and needs of at-risk
adolescents gained in the literature review. A detailed description of the methodology

follows.
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Section 2: The Methodology

Introduction

In order to address the academic placement of high school freshmen in this
district as the transition occurs from one state standardized test to another, a qualitative
case study was conducted. This section discusses the methodology, including the process
for data collection and analysis used to answer the research questions.

RQ1: How do the teachers and guidance counselors of seventh, eighth, ninth and
tenth grade academic English language arts (ELA) students describe the characteristics
and needs of these academically struggling students?

RQ2: In the absence of the NJASK, what are the assessments currently being used
in the 2014-2015 school year that could be used to assist in determining the appropriate
academic placement of incoming 9th graders in ELA classes?

RQ3: What types of assessments, if any, are needed to provide a more complete
picture of struggling students in order to more accurately place them?

Qualitative Research Design and Approach

A qualitative approach suited the nature of this study, which centered on an
investigation of the method of assessment currently used and assessments that may be
needed to place incoming freshmen academic ELA students. Qualitative methods best fit
the nature of the problem presented as the study centered on open-ended questions to best
understand the problem from the perspective of the participants, rather than determine a
cause and effect or correlational relationship between variables in a carefully controlled

environment, a method that is better suited to quantitative research (Creswell, 2012). In
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addition, the study required a qualitative approach, as the data on participants'
perceptions relied on interviews and the inductive reasoning required to analyze that data
(Hatch, 2002; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

The best qualitative approach to use was that of the case study. In this approach,
the use of interviews and documents to gain understanding of the particular
characteristics of academic level freshmen and of assessment options available to place
incoming academic freshmen for the 2015—2016 year was supported by Glesne (2011).
As explained by Creswell (2012), this study met the criteria of a case study in that the
problem related to understanding a process — placement practices — and existed within a
bounded system.

Furthermore, while other methods of qualitative approaches exist, they would not
assist in addressing the research questions asked. For example, as | am not interested in
particular cultural aspects as related to the problem or in addressing any inequities, a
realist or critical ethnography would not be suitable (Creswell, 2012). Moreover,
although I am interested in the specific traits of the adolescent academic student, my
purpose is to improve their placement, not define this group as a cultural identity, which
provides further evidence against the use of ethnographic study (Zemliansky, 2008).
Similarly, grounded theory research would not apply, as no new theory was developed
(Creswell, 2012). Lastly, narrative research is not a valid option as the focus was not on
one individual’s story or experiences regarding placement practices (Andrews, Squire, &

Tamboukou, 2013).
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Participants

Selection

Participants were selected using purposeful sampling, as specific information
about the problem under investigation was sought from knowledgeable individuals
(Creswell, 2012; Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). The participants were those who
were involved in the teaching and placement of academic ELA students in the seventh,
eighth, ninth and tenth grades of the district’s middle and high schools. These
participants were the academic ELA teachers and the guidance counselors assigned to the
middle schools and high school selected for this study and the English department
supervisor. However, during the data collection process, several participants mentioned
that Child Study may also be involved with academic placement of students. According
to procedure, a change of procedure form was submitted to IRB to allow the inclusion of
Child Study Team members from the two middle schools and the Assistant/Transition
Coordinator of the Special Education department, who was mentioned as having a role in
placement as well. After IRB approval, these people became part of the participant pool.

As a result of using purposeful sampling procedures of which only a small
percentage of the larger population meets the criteria, the number of participants was
small. The total population (n = 76) consists of the English department supervisor,
regular education and special education ELA teachers at both middle schools and the one
high school, as well as the three schools’ guidance counselors and Child Study Teams

and the Assistant/Transition Coordinator of the Special Education department (Table 1).



45

The sample of the population for this study was made up of two academic ELA
level teachers at the middle school level and three at the high school level. Along with
the English department supervisor, 12 guidance counselors from the middle and high
schools, five Child Study Team members from the two middle schools, and the Special
Education Assistant/Transition Coordinator, this sample of 24 represented the key
informants who had the depth of knowledge into the problem and of the targeted age
group required for the study (Lodico et al., 2010). Of these 24 informants, seven agreed
to participate in the study. Having a small number of participants is acceptable in
qualitative research because, unlike in quantitative research, a large sample size is not
required since the goal is not to generalize results but rather to understand this particular

situation that affects academic students (Glesne, 2011).

Table 1
Description of Population
Two Middle Schools One High School
Guidance Counselors 5 7
Academic and Regular 21 16
Education ELA teachers*
Special Education ELA 8 4
teachers
Child Study Team 7 6
Special Education Assistant 1 (same)

/ Transition Coordinator

English Department 1 (same)
Supervisor, K-12

* Some Academic ELA teachers also teach regular ELA classes and are therefore not
removed as a separate group of teachers.
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Procedures for gaining access to participants. As a necessary preliminary step,
an overview of the proposed study and a request for permission to conduct this research
was made and granted by the building principals, English department supervisor,
assistant superintendent and superintendent. This was obtained through meetings with
my building principal, English department supervisor and assistant superintendent, and
via email to the two other building principals, English department supervisor and
assistant superintendent. In addition, as per institutional review board’s (IRB) protocol, a
formal letter of cooperation was sent to the superintendent. Once the research study was
approved by Walden University IRB (#02-04-15-0361757), an e-mail was sent to the
superintendent, assistant superintendent, middle and high schools’ principals and the
English department supervisor informing them of Walden University approval and my
intent to proceed with the data collection stage of my research.

I then sent an email to the sample of teachers and staff participating in the study,
presenting an overview of the study, my permission to conduct it, participant expectations
and protections, my contact information and a request for their voluntary participation,
which they could withdraw at any time. As an employee of the district, | have access to
all staff members’ email addresses. Attached to the email was a letter of informed
consent with instructions to complete the form, sign and date it and return it, or to reply
to the email with the words, “I consent”, prior to the provided due date (Appendix B).
There were several follow-up emails with the attachment due to delayed responses and

low consent rate. In addition, as mentioned, a Change of Procedures form was submitted
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to IRB and after their approval, an invitational email was submitted to the additional
members.
Establishing a Researcher-Participant Relationship

My department supervisor was also instrumental in helping me establish a
researcher-participant working relationship. His objectivity, support and involvement
may have reassured participants who might otherwise have been hesitant to participate in
the study. Moreover, | emphasized my role as researcher and the great service the
participants were providing; they were portrayed not as subservient but as key
contributors to a study that may improve teaching and learning for students. Beyond the
interviews and member-checks once the data was collected, | did not have a great deal of
contact with the participants, with the exception of my supervisor, with whom | did have
several follow up questions and requests for data | hoped would verify certain
participants’ statements. The researcher-participant relationship was minimal, though
collegial and professional.

Ethical protection of participants. All data collected followed closely with the
IRB protocol for the protection of human subjects. | obtained informed consent from
participants, and was granted permission to conduct this research by the superintendent
and assistant superintendent of schools, English Department and the principals. Staff
members’ participation in this study was completely voluntary. Moreover, I am not in a
position of authority or supervision over any of the staff members or colleagues of mine
who were involved. While there may have been a perceived risk in making a comment

that might have reflected negatively on the district, all responses were kept anonymous
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and confidential. However, due to the limited number of participants in total, there still
may have been the concern that certain responses could result in identifying the staff
member. Therefore, their identities were protected and not compromised during the
processes of the collection, analysis, and reporting of the data. Another perceived burden
may have been the time staff had to spend answering interview questions. To address
this burden, participants were given the choice to respond to interview questions in
person or via telephone. Telephone interviews were offered for those who would prefer
human, synchronous interaction but could not schedule time to meet in person. However,
in this study, all interviews were conducted "face-to-face”. What was not anticipated was
that the timing of the interviews would conflict with the scheduling of state standardized
achievement testing, which resulted in some of the potential participants declining to
partake in the study and the delay of several interviews.

The letter of consent also stressed that there were minimal risks to participating,
and that the possible benefit of more accurately placing some of our neediest students
could lead to improved literacy learning. Participants were reminded that their honest
responses were essential to the study’s success, and their responses would be kept
confidential, as outlined in the informed consent letter (Appendix B). This letter of
consent provided an overview of the study, the participants’ role as well as why they
were chosen, an overview of possible risks and benefits, confidentiality procedures, and
lastly, a reminder that participation was completely voluntary and could be retracted at
any time. (See Appendix B for letter of consent). Participants were informed that there

would be no compensation for participating in the study.
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The specific student data that were collected from district and school records prior
to the interviews were the academic level students’ NJASK scores, since this was the
only test consistently used to place academic students. The English department supervisor
agreed to conceal information that could identify students, which was also a condition set
by the superintendent of the district prior to giving his approval. In doing so, the
researcher was removed from the process. Furthermore, during the actual interviews,
information that could identify the participant or could identify another person in district,
directly stated or implied, was redacted. In efforts to maintain confidentiality, the
demographics of the participants were not described. By obtaining informed consent,
keeping information and participation confidential, and having no authority over the
participants, participants were treated ethically (Lodico et al., 2010).

Data Collection

Data collected were triangulated through the incorporation of several methods and
sources of data. As proposed, | conducted interviews with the participants who
consented to participate in the study. I also gathered documents from the 2013—2014
school year related to 2014—2015 academic placement to determine what specific
information was used to place academic students. The main data used to place these
students in the 2014—2015 school year was the Grade 7 NJASK summative scores.
NJASK Grade 7 scores were used to place current academic Grade 9 students since
NJASK 8 scores were not available until after schedules were made. Based on
information discovered during interviews, other data were collected. The Grade 8

NJASK score, Grade 9 NJPASS9 score and Grade 9 English grades for current 2014—
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2015 academic Grade 9 students were collected, since they were used to help place these
students in Grade 10, for the 2015—2016 school year. Furthermore, I collected
information on the measures used by the reading specialist to determine academic
students’ strengths and weaknesses in 2013—2014 and 2014—2015, as determined by
the interviews. The only specific measures discovered in the interview process were the
reading specialist’s use of the DRA2 and GMRT. Several participants also mentioned the
Comprehensive Testing Program 4th Edition test (CTP4), so information on this test was
also collected. It was further discovered during the interview process that while no rubric
exists for academic level students’ placement, there is one for advanced classes, called
enriched in the middle school and honors in the high school. This rubric was also
collected and analyzed, though | was not able to secure permission to include it at the
time of publication.
Interviews

Interviews are an effective way to understand participant perspective and are
often used in qualitative research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Rubin and Rubin, 2012;
Woods, 2006). Because so much of the study depended on the information learned
through the interviews, a field test of the main interview questions was conducted (e.g.
Sims, 2013). The field test helped to ensure the reliability and validity of the interview

data.
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Interview field test. Qualitative case study research demands a certain level of
rigor be used during the field test, in particular having a panel of experts who hold
advanced degrees and are familiar with the population and content of the study look at
the interview questions. However, such a group does not exist in reality. In my district,
there are no teachers, academic level or otherwise, who hold a doctoral degree.
Furthermore, as a result of my purposeful sampling, I included in the study’s participants
all academic level teachers and guidance counselors for the age group being studied.

Due to real-world dilemmas such as this where the reality of a situation does not
allow for the exact criteria of a theory to be carried out, Design Based Research Methods
(DBR) was implemented by Brown (1992) and Collins (1992). The purpose of DBR is to
bridge the gap that exists in educational research between theory and practice and allow
for the practical applications of theory in real-life settings, which cannot be carefully
controlled and manipulated. DBR aims at creating new theories or practices that
positively impact teaching and learning in naturalistic settings (Barab & Squire, 2004).

Therefore, although the ideal criteria for field testing the interview questions
could not be met, there was still an attempt to address the same criteria through available
means. Volunteers were asked to review the interview questions to (a) determine the
clarity of the questions, (b) ensure that the questions were asking what I intended them to,
and (c) decide if the questions were too broad or too narrow (See Appendix E for
interview questions). | first had the school psychologist, who served as an expert in
psychometric testing, critique my questions. Based on her input, revisions were made to

Questions 5 and 6 in Cluster 2. Whereas | originally proposed a panel of experts to field
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test the interview questions, not all invited responded. My intention was to have this
panel consist of the following five members: three current Grade 8 ELA teachers, of
which there was one person who taught academic level ELA several years ago; a
different member of the Child Study Team; and a middle school guidance counselor from
a nearby district. These members were chosen for their knowledge of ELA content, age
group, testing, and placement practices relevant to the research study. The final field test
was conducted without the input of the additional child study team member and guidance
counselor, who did not respond. No other changes were made to the questions, as the
panel felt they were effective as written.

Interview process. To determine perceived characteristics and needs of
academic students, seven participants were interviewed. These participants included
English language arts (ELA) academic teachers and guidance counselors from both the
middle and high school levels, and the English department supervisor. Participants were
coded as Participant 1, Participant 2, Participant 3, and so on, to safeguard their identity.
In addition, I asked questions regarding what current measures are being used to evaluate
and determine the strengths and weaknesses of the academic students. | also questioned
the participants as to what the current placement practices were and their perceptions of
these placement practices. Finally, participants were asked if there was any other
information they would like to have on their academic students, and any changes they
would like made to current placement practices.

The structure of each interview followed essentially the same pattern, in which |

thanked each participant for agreeing to participate in the study and engaged in small talk
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if time allowed, reducing anxiety and improving rapport. | then asked again for
permission to record, and proceeded to ask the same interview questions, in essentially
the same order (Appendix E). There were times when additional questions were asked
based on participant response. Through the course of the interviews, there were times
when clarification was requested, by either me or the participant, and given. I also
probed for greater detail to certain responses in order to gain a fuller or deeper
understanding of a response, unless it was clear that | had asked a question that the
participant was not comfortable discussing, which did occur on several occasions, with
several participants. Although probes are an essential component of effective
interviewing to elicit richer responses (Lodico, 2010), | engaged in them only when it
seemed clear that the participant was comfortable with the current line of questioning. At
other times, the order of the questions was modified if a consequent question was
answered in a previous response.

The purpose of the interview was threefold. First of all, I wanted to understand
the participants’ perceptions and understandings of academic level students. Through
this it was hoped that some general characteristics based on strengths, weaknesses,
behaviors and attitudes of this population would be determined. However, as discovered
in the literature review, struggling adolescent learners, though often treated as a
homogeneous group, actually consist of a variety of abilities and behaviors. | checked if
this is also true according to the participants interviewed so that such variety would also
be reflected and considered when determining academic placement. Secondly, | wanted

to understand how students were placed into academic level ELA classes. This included
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what the typical procedure was, if there were exceptions, and if so, under what
circumstances exceptions were made. Finally, an understanding of participants’ opinions
of the current placement practices was gained.

The interview was the first aspect of the research study conducted, as it was
hoped that the results would point to other documents and assessments related to the
placement of academic level students. While it was intended that interviews would occur
as soon as informed consent was given, due to busy schedules of the participants, several
interviews occurred weeks after consent was given. Interviews were held wherever it was
easiest for the participant; | had permission by the superintendent to travel to other
schools during my planning periods and was granted the use of available classrooms or
office space. Most interviews were conducted in my classroom, though one occurred in
an office and another in a lounge space. Interviews lasted from approximately 30
minutes to 60 minutes. | needed to follow-up with three participants, to both clarify
responses or information provided, and to request data the participant mentioned during
the interview.

After each interview was conducted, | recorded reflective field notes. My field
notes served to record aspects of the interview that would not be evident on the recording,
such as body language and descriptions of the initial contact prior to recording. 1 also
described the location and timing of the interviews. Most importantly, the field notes
contained any problems, such as information that might conflict with another
participant’s responses or my own experiences, or notes to myself on follow-up questions

or requests for data.
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Once field notes were completed, I transcribed the interviews. This produced
transcripts totaling 85 single-spaced pages, with individual responses ranging from eight
to 19 single-spaced pages of transcription. After an interview was transcribed, | went
back to my field notes and revised them, adding additional questions or impressions
based on responses, changes in volume, tempo, speech pattern, length of pauses after
certain questions, etc. Once this was completed, the member checking process was
initiated. Transcriptions were sent to participants to verify their accuracy. | asked each
participant to please review the transcripts to see that they accurately portrayed his or her
perceptions and understandings of the questions asked, and that attention was not paid to
any grammatical errors or awkward phrasing. Each participant was thanked again for his
or her help. Some participants returned them the very same day while others took weeks;
some included little to no clarification while others clarified several responses, though no
significant changes were made. Once member checks were completed, transcripts were
coded for initial themes. During this phase, interview field notes, reflective journal
research log and transcripts were used to further develop emerging themes.

Placement and Assessment Data

The only verifiable data that was used consistently when placing academic ELA
students into Grade 9 was their Grade 7 NJASK scores. This information was obtained
from the English department supervisor. The supervisor removed the students'
identifying information before giving the data to me.

According to the NJ ASK 2013 Grades 3—38 Technical Report (2014), the

NJASK has demonstrated reliability, with “the alphas for overall student responses
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ranged from 0.81 to 0.89 for ELA” (28). High inter-rater reliability is also demonstrated.

Moreover, content and test validity are documented in the NJ ASK 2013 Grades 3—8
Technical Report (2014). However, in practice, there are problems with using the
NJASK results. For example, the NJASK test administered was not the same year to
year, and cannot guarantee that the same skills and difficulty levels were tested each year,
nor does it compare the same group of students as they progress making true comparisons
difficult (Standardized Assessment Report — NJASK, n.d.). In addition, some districts
did not see a correlation between report card grades and NJASK test results (Simone,
2014).

In addition, the Grade 8 NJASK score, Grade 9 NJPASS9 score and Grade 9
English grades for current academic Grade 9 students, which will be used to help place
these students in Grade 10 for the 2015—2016 school year were provided by the English
supervisor in an Excel spreadsheet. Moreover, | collected information on the DRA2 and
GMRT used by the reading specialist to determine academic students’ strengths and
weaknesses in 2013—2014 and 2014—2015. 1 also gathered information on the CTP4
Grade 8 test for current Grade 9 academic students, as this test was mentioned by
participants as well as a district-used assessment given to all students.

Role of the Researcher

My job in this educational setting is as a regular and academic level eighth grade
ELA teacher. Whereas my close connection to the problem under investigation
prevented me from being an objective outsider, | believe this connection was an asset

rather than a liability in addressing this issue. My experiences with this population of
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students have provided me with insight into their abilities and needs, which may not
always be taken into consideration when determining policy. Though this group does not
represent the majority of my students, I have found myself advocating for them on a
number of occasions. As a result, | recognize that | entered the study with certain
assumptions. | believe that there may be better ways to place academic students, which
made this a worthy topic of investigation. 1 also would like to help ensure that this
population gets the attention they need. These assumptions are what drove this research,
but I do not think they negatively impacted it. Certain safeguards, such as peer
debriefing, which in this study involved two teachers not involved in the study who
reviewed for bias or assumptions, as described by Brandon, Cooper and Lindberg (1997),
and member-checks were put in place to prevent my biases from interfering with data
collection, analysis and findings.

| have a collegial relationship with the teachers in my building and a professional
relationship with my department supervisor, my setting’s guidance department and the
academic teachers at the other middle school. Prior to this research, I did not know the
academic ELA teachers at the high school or the guidance department members at the
other middle school or high school. There are pros and cons to each type of relationship.
Familiarity with participants allowed for easier access and more natural interactions;
however, these participants may have felt a friendly obligation to help me with my
research. Conversely, working with participants who | have not previously met could
have resulted in stilted or awkward communications in which time was needed, but was

not available, to develop a more familiar interaction. As a positive, this group most likely
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did not feel any pressure to respond or phrase responses in ways thought to be beneficial
to me.
Data Analysis

Interviews

At the completion of each face-to-face or telephone interview, | wrote down my
immediate perceptions and thoughts as part of the reflection process. The transcriptions
of the recordings were completed as soon as possible and saved into Word documents to
keep all responses in a uniform format. As | read through the transcriptions, the
intention was to code information at that point. However, because | had some follow-up
clarification questions for two of my early respondents, and because my interviews were
so spaced out, I thought it might be better to code after I verified the transcriptions
through the process of member-checks. | discussed this with my Chair and second
committee member who also agreed that I should conduct member checks prior to
coding. At this point, a change of procedures form was submitted to IRB to request this
and approval granted. Member checks began as soon as approval was granted.

| read and re-read the information gathered while | engaged in thematic data
analysis, the process by which trends in responses are noted and overarching themes
created (Fink, 2008; Glesne, 2011). As Kvale (2007) and Glesne (2011) explain, this
process involves determining what ideas or phrases are shared by the participants and the
frequency with which they appear. Although I originally thought that I might use

software such as HyperRESEARCH to assist me in analyzing data collected (e.g.
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Hurworth & Shrimpton, 2007), | found it more beneficial and valuable to review the data

myself. Figure 1 shows the interview data analysis procedure.

Review Extract/examine
interviews, field patterns and
notes, and codes

member checks

Check for fit
& frequency of
codes; generate

themes

Figure 1. Data analysis procedure.

After a review of the interview data, the four overarching themes that evolved
from the data were (1) characteristics and needs of academic ELA students (2) current
placement practices (3) assessments and (4) improvements. Minor themes were also
discovered. Once the data was coded and analyzed, | wrote a descriptive narrative of my
findings (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).

NJASK Data

The NJASK categorizes students in one of three ways. Scores below 200 are
considered partially proficient, scores of 200 to 249 are proficient, and scores between
250 and 300 (the highest score possible) are advanced proficient. Based on what was
known at the onset of the research study, general education students were placed into

academic classes because they scored partially proficient on the NJASK, or were only a
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few points above proficient. Whether students scored a 170 or a 200, the placement was
the same. It was believed that the NJASK score was not disaggregated by skill when
making placement decisions; only the final score was used. When | analyzed this data, |
clustered students by final score. | also wanted to group them by disaggregated skill sets,
but did not receive this information.
Additional Assessments

Results from the interviews revealed that the DRA2 and GMRT were the only
types of specific assessments mentioned by the respondents, which the reading specialist
gave to me. There were no particular formative assessments mentioned. There were
informal, random assignments such as projects, letters and quizzes, but nothing specific
could be collected.

The English department supervisor also shared Grade 9 NJPASS9 score and
Grade 9 English grades for the current (2014—2015 school year) academic Grade 9
students, which will be used to help place these students in Grade 10, for the 2015—2016
school year. In addition, as result of its mention by several participants, the CTP4 test
was also analyzed. This information was helpful when trying to determine what types of
information is useful in placement practices when creating a procedure for incoming
Grade 9 academic students. Content analysis of assessments helped answer the research
questions.
Journal and Research Log

A reflective journal and research log was maintained to keep track of what data

was collected and when, as well as what information was learned from each source. The
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reflective journal was used to monitor and reduce any researcher bias by forcing me to
acknowledge and check any assumptions. 1 also engaged in peer debriefing to minimize
any bias or illogical conclusions.

Accuracy, Credibility, and Validity

Accuracy and credibility of findings were obtained through several measures, as
recommended by Creswell (2012). | conducted member checks by providing participants
with transcriptions of their interview(s) to ensure accuracy of interpretation and intended
response. Samples of transcripts are found in Appendix C. Peer debriefing occurred to
ensure that assumptions were not made and that the data codes were accurate. Finally,
having engaged in reflexivity in my journal, samples from which are found in Appendix
D, further reduced researcher bias. Data that represented a variant perspective were
reported. The Word documents containing the transcripts, my comments, and scanned
copies of documents were kept in a password-protected computer.

The validity of the study was increased through data triangulation, as
demonstrated in Figure 2. As described by Guion, Diehl and McDonald (2011),
including different groups of stakeholders of a program as participants in in-depth
interviews is the most popular means of data triangulation and applies to the purposeful
data, such as document analysis of placement test (NJASK) used for current academic
students and of the assessments that were discovered during the interview process, the

study also incorporated methodological triangulation (Guion et al., 2011; Patton, 2002).
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Triangulation

Interviews Assessments
| | | |
Middle and Middle and English NJASK CTP 4 DRA2 &
High School High School Department GMRT
Academic ELA Guidance Supervisor
teachers Counselors

igure 23 Data triangulation
Findings

The problem in this study was how to place academic level high school freshmen
as the transition was made from the NJASK to the PARCC. The interview questions
were grouped into three clusters, each cluster relating to a research question (see
Appendix E). The research questions were: (1) How do the teachers and guidance
counselors of 7th, 8th, 9th and 10th grade academic English language arts (ELA) students
describe the characteristics and needs of these academically struggling students? (2) In
the absence of the NJASK, what were the assessments being used in the 201--2015
school year that could be used to assist in determining the appropriate academic
placement of incoming 9th graders in ELA classes? (3) What types of assessments, if
any, are needed to provide a more complete picture of struggling students in order to
more accurately place them? The responses to the interview questions resulted in themes

that were aligned with the research questions. The data collected were analyzed to clarify
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and verify participant statements and gain greater insight into academic students and their
placement.
Interviews
After the interview data was analyzed, four over-arching themes were formed.
Each theme had several subthemes, as described in Table 2. The findings section
incorporates many of the participants’ statements verbatim to provide authenticity.

Additional excerpts from interviews can be found in Appendix F.

Table 2

Over-arching Themes and Subthemes

Theme Subtheme
Characteristics of Academic Students Emotional Factors

Outside Factors
Educational Factors

Placement Practices Who places students into academic ELA
classes?
How are students placed?
Participant opinions

Standardized Testing NJASK
PARCC
Improvements Conversation and Communication

Multiple Measures

Theme 1: Characteristics of Academic Students

The first theme related directly to the first research question, “How do the
teachers and guidance counselors of seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth grade academic
English language arts (ELA) students describe the characteristics and needs of these
academically struggling students?" This theme evolved from the responses to Cluster One
of the interview questions, “Characteristics and needs of academic English language arts

(ELA) students”. Participant responses consistently reflected issues related to emotional
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status, outside factors, and educational factors, prompting the creation of these three
subthemes. Data saturation was demonstrated in this area, as many respondents seemed
to echo previous respondents’ sentiments.

Subtheme 1.1: Emotional factors. Participants discussed at great length the
impact of emotional factors on academic students. All those interviewed noted the low
motivation and low self-esteem of the academic student. Participant 5 explained that for
some academic students, academic placement was not needed due to academic students’
intellectual ability, “but they [academic students] needed to [be placed in academic
classes because they are struggling] emotionally. And they needed to be there because
they’re just self-discovering. They weren’t at the level of maturity yet to understand they
were already good students. Their egos were crushed for whatever reason ... so this kind
of just rebuilt them to be ... feeling like a student who can do it.” The challenge becomes
trying to target and address the factors that impact negatively.

Participant 7 described the difficulty of addressing academic students’ low
motivation: “I think motivation is one of the hardest things to address. If the kids don’t
have it within themselves, it’s hard to motivate a student, even if the family is pushing
them, and the counselor and the teacher, it’s just if they don’t want to do it, we can’t
force them to do it.” Participant 4 provided one possible explanation for this absence of
motivation:

| think for a long time they’ve [academic students] been told or had issues with

the content areas so that by the time they reach me ...they are kind of at this point

where they assume that this is not going to be something for them. They assume
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they’re going to have trouble, they assume they’re going to hit obstacles. There’s

already this self-fulfilling prophecy going on as soon as they walk into the

classroom. ‘Oh, this is English, I’ve never done well in English. I’m not going to
do well here.” So, they are already turned off from the get-go.

Participant 1 felt that for many students, there is a definite shift once they hit
adolescence; when faced with difficulty, their willingness to persevere often changes to
apathy. Interestingly, several participants expressed concern that the academic setting
might be a contributing factor to the noted apathy and low-self-esteem. Participant 3
stated, “I think self-esteem sometimes [might be a factor unique to academic students]
because they feel different from their peers, and they might be placed with students that
they don’t identify with; it almost jeopardizes their high-self-esteem in that classroom.”
Other participants explained that the academic placement can prolong the apathy by
creating a cohort of students who feed off of each other’s low motivation. According to
Participant 4, such students find themselves traveling to several lower track classes
together “and they became so used to the same classroom setting and being with their
friends year after year and staying in this academic level, that a large part is that they’re
not necessarily motivated to go beyond that.” Participant 3 echoed this sentiment, “I
worry that if a child is placed [in academic] that they’re going to be on that track through
high school.”

This apathy frequently manifested itself in lack of follow through with
assignments outside of school, another common characteristic of academic students that

most participants mentioned. Participant 5 stated that that lack of follow through is what
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landed many students in academic in the first place, because they are “totally not
producing, just doing nothing. Usually it’s because the kid is — the kid has an F and when
asked why he got an F, it’s not based on their in-class productivity, it’s all about
homework.” Participant 4 related this low productivity to what is similar to a mob
mentality. The students have realized that if so many of the students do not complete a
task, there will not be any consequences: “And there is this power in numbers kind of
mentality, where they go, “Well, if no one does it [the assignment], than s/he can’t — you
know, what’s s/he going to do to all of us?”

Participant 6 confirmed this when describing those students who “just didn’t’
want to work, [who] really believed they were going to just get promoted and graduated
with their class...and they had not motivation to do any work”. Even Participant 5, who
emphasized that even though work product and motivation increased greatly for students
once they were shown that they did have value as students and opportunities in the future
that “they still don’t work outside of the classroom.” This participant wondered “if
they’re so comfortable that they don’t want to leave. So we’ve made it a little cushy.”

Worthy of noting is that more than half of the participants mentioned that for
those academic students who did have the motivation and demonstrated proficiency, they
were able to move out of the academic track, either during the year or for the following
year. As explained by Participant 2, “If a student wants to, and the student passed their
academic, there’s nothing holding that student from entering the CP [college prep] level
course.” This process, as explained by Participants 4, 5, and 6, consisted of a student

passing his/her academic work and either requesting to be moved in college prep classes
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or being recommended to move by his/her academic teacher. This demonstrates that
though low motivation and academic indifference might be common characteristics for
academic students in general, these characteristics do not define all academic students, as
a significant number were motivated to succeed and did move out of this track to college
prep classes. As verified by Participant 5’s comment, “There is movement, about half
and half; half of them will go into CP, or at least CP with in-class support.”

Subtheme 1.2: Outside factors. Outside factors which negatively impacted
academic student achievement included extra-curricular activities and home conditions.
Participants 4 and 5 mentioned that a contributing factor for some academic students who
do not work outside of school was their demanding athletic schedules. What also added
to the difficulty was that for many, extra-curricular activities that may have negatively
interfered with their school work were also areas where these students shone. For
example, Participant 3 mentioned that many academic students do well in the
performance arts. This presents the conundrum of how to nurture students’ strengths in
the extra-curricular areas, without interfering with their progress in their academic
courses. Too many academic students focused their energy and time on what they
enjoyed and excelled at, but to the detriment of their English school work. Participant 4
articulated frustration with trying to find a balance between this when discussing the
possibility of an additional remedial class in ELA instead of an elective, which might be
helpful, but there is the “risk of saying now we’re just taking away what the kids like to
do ...It seems like you can’t win. Why do you want to take away from what the kids

like...There’s always a Catch 22.”
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Of greater bearing, as expressed by the participants, was the impact of home life
on the achievement of academic students. All participants mentioned home life or
parental involvement as a factor to student success, in general terms. Others specified the
impact of this factor. Participant 2 explained that parental input about a student,
“academically, socially, or otherwise” would be very beneficial for a teacher to have in
order to better meet the needs of the academic students. Participants 1, 4, and 5
mentioned the difficulties faced by insecurities of second language learners, who also
often have limited help from home due to the language barrier and differing cultural
expectations. While academic courses do not have any English Language Learners, for
many students English is not the language spoken at home. Participant 6 felt very
strongly about this factor, particularly in terms of students from other countries who have
trouble adjusting due to parental pressures based on expectations consistent with “living
in their old country” which may conflict greatly with the way they see their peers acting.

Still others expressed the problems presented by those students who come from
financially struggling homes, where a single parent worked multiple jobs and was rarely
home or a student who lived in a two-bedroom apartment with parents and several
siblings. Participant 7 generalized these difficulties by stating, “They [academic
students] might not have the family dynamics pushing them from home.”

Participant 4 also mentioned how outside factors accumulated and influenced one
another, so there was no clear way to determine one specific outside factor to explain the
academic student: “A majority population [of my academic students] were cultural or

ethnic minorities, a lot of single parent homes, lower socio-economic statuses for the area
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— there’s kind of an amalgamation of stuff at work, so it’s a little hard to pinpoint it to
one.”

Subtheme 1.3: Educational factors. Once again, participants defined the
academic students’ abilities with great uniformity; all participants pointed to reading
comprehension as the overall biggest weakness of these students. In terms of reading
comprehension, it was stated that “I think a wide range [of difficulties], BUT, I do think
the one common link is that comprehension is the area they struggle the most in terms of
that whole blanket that is reading.”

Unlike the emotional and outside factors, participants were able to provide
specific measures taken to address weak comprehension skills. Such strategies included
differentiation, in which tasks were scaffolded with greater modeling and group work
than might be found in a regular class before students were given greater individual
responsibility to complete tasks without a high level of guidance. As Participant 1 stated,
“It is scaffolded differently...As opposed to saying here’s a novel, let’s talk about it and
read it, we kind of go through, ‘How do I read a novel?’.”

As explained by numerous participants, part of this reading process involves more
chunking of material and tasks, to provide definitive benchmarks and more manageable
expectations. Participant 2 explained “academic teachers are able to differentiate the
content to maybe bring in shorter texts or to vary the text level.”

Another factor mentioned by several participants was weak writing skills.

According to Participant 1, “It’s also getting down their thoughts about literature on

paper. I think there’s a very big disconnect with that.” This deficit was further specified
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by Participant 5: “This year I’'m finding kids who don’t know grammar, don’t know

spelling, don’t know punctuation.”

Similar to reading weaknesses, participants were able to share some concrete
means of addressing these deficits. Participant 2 said, “I think the same kinds of
scaffolds you might provide for reading comprehension would be similar for writing, so
more time to conference with students and scaffold their process.” Participant 5
expressed another strength of the academic students in relation to the writing process,
“Upon producing, they are totally willing to revise, they even look at revision in essays
like a gift....[they are all] eager and willing and just insecure....”

In terms of reading and writing, the common element presented was greater need
for support and encouragement, which most likely stemmed from the previously
discussed emotional factors. As expressed by Participant 7, “Sometimes if there’s an
extra support that can ... help students understand that they can do the work, that they do
have the potential.” To do this, “it [the academic class] might go at a slower pace or have
less work to build their confidence and show them that they do have the skills to get it
done.” This sentiment was reiterated by Participant 5, “[they need] one-0n-one deadlines,
one-on-one need for how many revisions should be prepared, one-on-one for reinforcing
what they’re doing is okay. So there is (sic) all kinds of differentiation and
encouragement.”

Finally, weak vocabulary was mentioned by several participants as a contributing
factor to the academic students’ weak performance: “Vocabulary is generally lesser than

what we might find in a CP or honors level course by far,” and “I think that vocabulary is
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a major factor as well.” However, unlike reading comprehension and writing skills, once
vocabulary was mentioned as a weakness in the early parts of the interview, these
participants typically did not mention it again. Perhaps in the face of all the other
pressing needs of the students that participants were discussing, this need, though very
present, was not as critical as the emotional factors or overall reading comprehension and
writing deficits; or perhaps vocabulary instruction was incorporated into reading and
writing instruction.

Summary of Theme 1. Overall the participants’ responses confirmed much of
what was discovered in the literature review regarding this population of struggling
adolescent learners. These students are characterized by low motivation and low self-
esteem. Academically, they have poor reading comprehension and weak writing skills;
they require greater encouragement, scaffolding, and differentiation than CP students to
reach their potential and be productive in school. However, despite best efforts,
productivity with this population remains largely low for assignments to be completed
outside of school. This may be attributed to outside influences, such as extra-curricular
demands or challenging situations at home. Some strengths of this population are found
in creative and collaborative tasks, their “street smarts”, athletics, and ability to follow
and internalize step-by-step formulaic structures.

Theme 2: Placement Practices

The second theme related to the second research question, “In the absence of the

NJASK, what were the assessments being used in the 2014 — 2015 school year that could

be used to assist in determining the appropriate academic placement of incoming 9th
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graders in English language arts classes?”. This research question influenced the
interview questions for Cluster 2, which centered on current placement practices, and
Cluster 3, which focused on assessments. In focusing on these areas, it was the
researcher’s intent to discover what current practices in place were deemed effective and
could easily be used to place academic students, and what areas were perceived as not
effective, and therefore could be revised during this time of testing transition. Theme 2
was further broken down into three subthemes, which focused on (1) who placed the
academic, (2) how they were placed, and (3) participants’ perceptions of placement
practices.

Subtheme 2.1: Who places students into academic ELA classes? In general,
based on participants’ responses, the following people were believed to be involved, to
some extent or another, in placing academic students: the English department supervisor,
guidance counselors, ELA teachers, and the Child Study team. All participants did not
state all these people were involved, but each participant mentioned some of these people
as instrumental in placing students into the academic level course:

“For academic...those recommendations from the supervisor [are used]...Child
Study takes care of the IEP kids for academic scheduling.”

“It’s always teacher recommendation, following the kid through...and I [guidance
counselor] can recommend that they are in academic....”

“I believe it’s the English language supervisor...whether administrative staff has
anything to do with that, I don’t know, but I know that the English language arts

supervisor has a great deal to do with that.”
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All of these quotes demonstrate the lack of specificity when it came to the
participants’ perceptions of exactly who was responsible for placing academic students.
This lack of specificity might stem from the informal process of or absence of a policy
related to the placement of academic students.

Participant 5 expressed the very informal nature of academic placement: “Is it
formal? No, it’s me communicating with guidance through email. And I’m saying so-
and-so needs to stay [in academic] and so-and-so is ready to go...It’s very informal.”

This was echoed by Participant 4:

| really do have to make a recommendation — you know, | meet with English

language arts supervisor and we discuss where | think kids should fall. If the

student has an IEP, I will meet with Child Study...If I need to, informally, if

there’s a problem I might discuss that same thing with guidance...there is a

conversation that we do take the time to do, but it’s a bit informal.

Possibly the informal nature of this process contributed to the vague
understanding of how exactly students were placed into the academic setting. It is also
important to note that those participants who worked in middle school did not emphasize
the teachers’ role in placement, whereas it was the central factor for those participants
who worked in high school. From this, one might conclude that because there is no
specific protocol, different schools in this district may have different placement practices

for academic level courses.
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Subtheme 2.2: How are students placed? Similar to what was discovered in
Theme 2.1, there was a range of factors mentioned by participants, in various
combinations, related to how academic students were placed. These included grades,
teacher recommendations, and district standardized tests. However, what all participants
unanimously agreed upon was that the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge
(NJASK) was a key component in academic placement. Participant 5 put it as “I think
teacher recommendations...and seeing where kids were in terms of their grades in
contrast to their peers had something to do with it [placement] too, but at least from what
I’ve seen, a large part of it is the NJASK scores.” Another participant stated, “We go by
standardized tests scores [NJASK] when we’re moving, placing, trying to move a kid
around because they’ve requested it. So I don’t know of any other measure.” Participant
1 mentioned that placement might be based on “CTP4 [a district used standardized test]
too, but I think it’s just the NJASK”. Participant 2 qualified the use of NJASK: “The
standardized test score [NJASK] gives us the first indication of a possible need to be in
academic class” and explained that while it was the first factor looked at, it may not be
the only one.

The NJASK categorizes students into one of three groups: (1) partially proficient
are scores below 200, (2) proficient are scores between 200 and 249, and (3) advanced
proficient are scores between 250 and 300. Although participants agreed that the NJASK
was a key component to placing students, there was a range of responses in terms of what

the cut-off score on the NJASK would be to qualify students for academic:



75

“Below 200 you may be entitled to an IEP....so you usually find your academic
kids between 200 and maybe 215.”

“200 seems to be the cut off score. However, I do know that certain kids were
slightly above 200, and then there are students that are below 200 that were not placed
into my academic class; I don’t know if that was just an error, but it seems that 200 is the
cut off. I have a couple of like 202s, but I go as low as 164.”

In general, responses were in one of these two cut off ranges when stating what
NJASK score resulted in academic placement; either at or below 200 or between 200 and
215. Participant 4 explained how s/he came to conclude what the NJASK cut off score
was. When asked how students were placed into the academic level, this was the
response given:

It was NJASK. | feel that was the biggest contributing factor, because | had

sheets with a layout of all the students, and | could go in and highlight and find

my students in the academic placement and see where their numbers fell and...
the numbers told me my academic students were partially proficient [partially

proficient scores are below 200].

However, in almost direct contradiction of this participant’s response, Participant
4 expressed his/her experiences with the use of partially proficient NJASK test scores as
a main criterion. As expressed, students who did not compete projects or homework,
and/or were behavior problems, were placed in an academic class even though they
scored proficient on the NJASK, though it seemed the criteria or process may have

changed over time:
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Sometimes it’s [NJASK] test scores, but that was totally “bogus”, because when I

went to look at the test scores, there were kids who passed at the time the New

Jersey ASK, while there were many others who hadn’t, but it was split, so half of

the class I had two years ago were the “bad” kids. And the other half were truly

under 200 on the NJASK in language arts. The following year, it was similar,
there were many who passed...And this year...I looked at their test scores and

they were right there, so they were under 210, but well close to 200.

In addition to the above responses which emphasized the lack of a definitive cut
off for academic placement score when using the NJASK, another inconsistency was
found: whether or not the academic class is for students with IEPs. Depending on the
participant asked, academic classes are not for those students with an IEP, yet others did
have special education students in their academic classes. “So the district would define
it [academic level class] as a place— and they’ve even said this — a place where there
wouldn’t be any IEPs, there would be no 504s, but there would be kids who had not
passed the NJASK. But that wasn’t true.” When Participant 1 was asked whether or not
the academic setting has any classified students, the response was, “No, there’s not. |
have 504s”, though the statement was later clarified that during the year, students in
academic have wound up being classified. Also as noted in Theme 2.1 section,
Participant 4 does have students with IEPs and paraprofessional support. This lack of
consistency clearly frustrated some participants, as exemplified in this comment: “And it

wasn’t supposed to be special ed. because | have no supplemental teacher. | do have
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IEPs. And I have kids who passed the test. So...I just don’t know...Really, I don’t know

how they are picked.”

Evidently, this participant’s frustration seems to have stemmed from the lack of
clarity surrounding placement practices. Similar to the findings of subtheme 2.1, it
seemed that the inclusion of special education students in the academic class was more
notable in the high school than the middle school. This would also suggest that how
students were placed was also subject to change based on which school they attended.

In the course of the interviews with participants at both the middle and high
school levels, particularly guidance counselors, there were frequent mentions of rubrics
that were used when determining placement. “We rubric all of the students and
depending on their total points at the end we see if they get into whichever level of
English.” However, when asked for further information about how these rubrics were
used for academic students, participants clarified that these rubrics were only used for
determining placement into enriched courses at the middle schools and honors courses at
the high school. No multiple measures rubrics were in place for the placement of
academic level students.

Subtheme 2.3: Opinion. Unlike subthemes 2.1 and 2.2, this subtheme was not
marked by the variety of opinions. The general consensus was that using a standardized
test score, such as the NJASK, as an initial starting point to examine which students
would benefit from academic placement was a valid measure, as long as it was used in
conjunction with, or followed by, other measures. Without other measures, there was the

risk of misplacing students. Participant 1 best explained using a standardized test score
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for placement when discussing students s/he was aware of who were struggling the year
before and would have benefited from the academic placement in the current year. “But
then they may have scored a 205 [and therefore weren’t placed in academic] and who’s to
say that that 205 shouldn’t be in where the 200 does. So it’s very capricious, certainly
arbitrary, just looking at the numbers.”

Participant 7 stated about current placement practices, “Kids could have been
having an off day. | think there are other factors to look at. So, I think it’s pretty
accurate, but I’m sure some kids fall by the wayside or are misplaced.” However,
Participant 5 puts this notion of those who are misplaced in relative terms, as there is
“always some random reason, like someone was sick...but mostly those scores seem
appropriate...with the exception of maybe 2%, which is the same percentage of kids who
might get — or not get — into gifted when they deserve to.” Across levels of ability, there
are students’ whose scores do not seem to reflect their ability. Essentially, then, there is
always a risk of misplacing a student, into any level or track that is very difficult to
control for. Nothing is 100 percent accurate.

Participant 4 expressed a different concern, that while current practices do target
those who are in need, placing them in one course may not be the best way to serve them.
“I think the group of students who really do need the help, I think we’ve got that; it’s the
way that we’re going about doing it that I don’t know if it necessarily is the most
effective.” This is because just “by saying this entire group needs help doesn’t
necessarily mean they all need help in the same way.” The premise noted by Participant

5 was also found in the review of the literature on struggling at-risk language arts
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learners. Frequently, struggling students are grouped together homogeneously even
though they represent a variety of needs.

Theme 2 presented the most difficulty and hesitancy among participants. There
were many assumptions made based on personal experiences, but little factual evidence.
For example, when discussing academic placement, Participant 6 revealed, “You know,
I’m assuming that they use teacher recommendations. That’s just an assumption of mine
because we do that here.” This was echoed by another participant who, when asked if
s/he knew that teacher recommendations were part of the process in every school, stated,
“No — I think it’s just a bunch of assumptions.”

This area of placement was also the only area where several participants
expressed concerns about answering honestly and at times declined to respond. For
example, one participant explained that in the absence of teacher recommendations to
support academic placement, s/he was told not to place any students into the academic
level. When asked by whom s/he was told, s/he declined to respond. Furthermore, my
attempts to verify or clarify information in follow-up questions and through inviting other
participants mentioned in interviews believed to have certain knowledge of placement
practices proved fruitless.

Summary of Theme 2. In general, it can be concluded that NJASK scores were
integral to placing academic level students. Participants did not definitively provide an
exact cut-off, but it was at or around the proficiency score of 200. Most responses for
Theme 2 revolved around assumptions and generalities, based in large part to the absence

of a formal procedure for placing academic students. In the absence of a policy for
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placement, participants relied on past-practice experiences, which seem varied, especially
by school. Some participants have students who are classified, while others do not.
Some have many students above the proficiency score of 200, some do not. Many
participants believe placement also was determined by teacher recommendations, and a
minority thought that other measures might also be involved, such as CTP4 or grades.
Similarly, a variety of personnel were believed to be responsible for placement, including
guidance counselors, Child Study team members, English language arts department
supervisor and teachers, via recommendations. It was surprising to find so little
consistency or lack of unanimous and definitive responses regarding placement practices.
Theme 3: Standardized Testing

The third theme of standardized testing related to the aspect of the second and
third research questions that are concerned with “determining the appropriate academic
placement of incoming 9th graders in English language arts classes” (RQ2) and means to
“more accurately place them” (RQ3). The information from this theme was mainly
derived from participant responses to Interview Questions Cluster 2: Current Placement
Practices and Cluster 3: Assessments. In focusing on these areas, the intention was to
gain an understanding as to the value of standardized testing in terms of placement and in
addressing the needs of the academic students.

Subtheme 3.1: NJASK. Generally speaking, participants did agree that the
NJASK was a valid measure to use as an indicator of which students might qualify for
academic placement. In addition, it was uniformly believed that this should not be the

only measure. This belief expressed by the participants of the importance of multiple
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measures when placing students was also reflected in the review of the literature. This
aspect will be further explored under Theme 4 Improvements, subtheme 4.2: multiple

measures. However, all participants did not agree to the accuracy or usefulness of the

NJASK.

Those who believed the NJASK was useful felt this way because it was overall
“an indicative score of their skills” and it “gives you a heads up on who is a struggling
student”. However, Participant 2 articulated a problem with using any kind of test scores
that are not recent, because the most recent NJASK data is not available until after
students are scheduled for the next year. “One of the problems is we are placing kids
based on the previous year’s data, and then we are trying to meet the deadline to look at
the newest data just to make sure the placement is correct.” This was echoed by
Participant 7, “Also, using test scores from months ago seems to me a little outdated, just
because they [the students] could grow so much.”

Another problem expressed regarding using NJASK data, or any standardized test
data, that was consistently mentioned was the very real issue that a bad test score could
just be indicative of a bad day, “I think they [NJASK scores] are pretty accurate, but kids
can have an off day or they could be bad test-takers.” Participant 6 cautioned the use of
one test score for this reason, and that those responsible for placement must be aware of
trends in test results to be sure that a bad test score is not an anomaly in the context of
several years of good test scores.

Therefore, although participants recognized the value of the NJASK, or any

standardized test, in providing the first indication of who might qualify for academic
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level classes, all also qualified its use as just one among several measures. As Participant
3 stated, “We have students who bomb the test one year and do really well the next year.
It depends on the child’s maturity, where they are the day of the test; I think too much
emphasis is placed on test results.”

Participants did not use NJASK results with any consistency. While placement
was based on a raw score, teachers could get access to disaggregated results. This could
be used to further pinpoint skill strengths and weakness, but only two teachers mentioned
using these numbers to drive instruction. Participant 4 stated, “I see a correlation
between the score and ability level...So there’s something to be said for its use, but at the
same time, I’'m very hesitant...because there are exceptions.” Some used the scores as an
initial indicator of how low or high their students are, another used them as baseline data
to gauge individual progress against. This variety in use might be because the accuracy
of the numbers, beyond the idea of a student having an off day, is not clear. Participant
2 explained that the NJASK’s accuracy in determining ability and thus its usefulness
depends according to whether it’s being used to determine reading or writing
achievement. For writing:

We are able to look at the students’ essays. We get them back from the state in a

PDF format, and we get to see what score the students receive in writing, and

although we are generally surprised with the essays that score a 5 or 6, there’s

probably less discrepancy in the students who are scoring in the partial

proficiency. There’s a definite need to support that student’s writing.
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However, the situation changes in terms of reading. “We don’t ever get to see the
reading passages or the actual tests... [ have only seen practice materials from text book
companies. I have never seen an actual NJASK test to know whether it is accurate.”
The benefit of the information gathered from participants regarding the NJASK is it can
help inform future use of high-stakes standardized tests, which in this district will be the
PARCC.

Subtheme 3.2: PARCC. Since the interviews occurred right before, during, and
after the first round of PARCC administration in this district, it was brought up by several
participants interviewed. Participant 1 summed it up best when stated, “I have a bad taste
in my mouth for standardized testing right now.” Based on their responses and PARCC’s
relevance and importance to the study at hand, | asked questions of participants regarding
PARCC. Participant 6 noted the gap left without NJASK in placing students and the
inability to use PARCC yet as something “they [administration] just haven’t gotten to yet.
At some point they’re going to have to.” This highlights the pressing nature of this study
as students need to be placed, but as of yet, there is no method to replace the NJASK as a
placement tool, for the PARCC cannot be used for placement yet.

Participant 7, in looking forward to the assumed use of PARCC in placement
practices, stated, “Now we have the PARCC...I don’t know if they [PARCC scores]
should be a main factor in their placement, but maybe just a secondary source.” The
general feeling expressed was that PARCC would pose problems for students, teachers
and administrators, and as specifically connected to this study, in terms of morale and

placement.
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Participant 5’s opinion of PARCC’s impact was discussed at length: “I think in
the long term ...the obvious is that they’re [Students] bogged down with tests, but | was
really surprised that they sat down and did what they were supposed to do [for an
assigned PARCC test preparation task]. So — I don’t know how to answer that question.”
Participant 5 continued to explain that despite the students doing what they needed in
terms of test preparation that the environment surrounding testing is detrimental because
it stops the flow of instruction by interrupting the curriculum and, since there is
unfamiliarity with the test, there is a lot of uncertainty surrounding the test. Therefore, “it
creates an environment where people, the teachers and the students, feel inadequate.
Inadequately prepared, not comprehending what’s expected of them. I think that’s lousy
for morale.”

Participant 4 agreed that there is confusion surrounding the tests, but was not so
optimistic about academic students’ ability to succeed on the PARCC. “It’s going to be
detrimental...the academic level [student] is going to shut down.” Participant 4 stated
that instead of engaging in test-prep tasks that might be fruitless, “I could be doing
something that could motivate them.” The biggest detriment seen to PARCC testing is
the amount of time devoted to it. As to its accuracy in determining student’s strengths
and weaknesses, that remains to be seen.

What is also worth noting from the responses is that though New Jersey has stated
the PARCC can’t be used for placement purposes in the 2015—2016 school year, there is
no law as of yet about 2016-2017 school year, or any year after that. What Participant 5

alludes to is that since this test is in its early stages, one year might not be enough to
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become acclimated to it and use it for placement with accuracy in coming years; in the
long run, it may suit this purpose, but not yet.

Summary of Theme 3. Participants recognized the need to have some sort of
screening tool in place to determine academic placement. Most felt that the NJASK was
an appropriate screening tool to use, though without other additional measures in place,
there may be students who were misplaced. Without other measures, it was hard to
determine if a poor score was actually indicative of ability or other factors. In terms of
the PARCC, participants had mixed feelings about its success in the future, but the
majority felt that in the current climate, testing consumes too much time, and as there is
no familiarity with the PARCC, it produces students and staff who are confused and
drained by testing. There were no indications that PARCC would be a suitable placement
under current circumstances.

Theme 4: Improvements

Theme 4 related directly to the third research question, “What types of
assessments, if any, are needed to provide a more complete picture of struggling students
in order to more accurately place them?” Based on participant responses, however, this
question was broadened in effect to “What types of data are needed to provide a more
complete picture of academic students” as many responses were not limited to
assessments. Responses to questions in all three interview clusters were used to develop
this theme and its subsequent subthemes, 4.1 Conversation and communication and 4.2

Multiple measures.
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Subtheme 4.1: Conversation and communication. All participants stated, to
one degree or another, that dialogue among those involved with academic students would
help provide a more complete picture of the individual students. As mentioned in theme
2, many participants were under the impression that conversations were occurring about
academic students in the form of teacher recommendations, though these were mainly
participants from the high school. Regardless, when asked about information one would
like to have on academic students, all participants but one stated teacher input.

“Ideally, I’d like to get some information on certain students and know, you
know, what’s going on with the students, any information | should know, what worked
for the previous teacher.” However, the participant against teacher input explained it as
problematic when used for placement: “I hope they [administration] don’t go for the
teacher’s opinion, only because the parents get on the teachers. I think that’s why they
took that out, you know... Recommendations, because parents can be very relentless if
they don’t agree with what a teacher is doing.”

There were other interesting comments that were made by individual participants
regarding information that would be helpful:

“In an ideal word, I would love to have an emotional quotient to let me know
what’s happening with this kid, but we don’t get that.”

“Sometimes what I think is lacking is input from the child on what they think
their strengths and weaknesses are and what they would like to improve upon. We don’t

have anything for that. We never ask them.”
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Another common reference was regarding the informal teacher and/or guidance
input that used to accompany a child as he or she moved from one school to the next
(elementary to middle and middle to high school). However, in the absence of such
information in current practices, all participants mentioned how they sought out
information from a variety of sources to help them understand their students — guidance,
previous teachers, school nurse, child study team, parents, and the students themselves.
But generally, this information was sought after a problem presented itself. “I’ve had
students where | suspected things at home are very, very bad. And I’ll pick up the phone
and call the counselor.” Participant 7 suggested a questionnaire could be part of a child’s
record, where teachers could comment on overall performance, guidance counselors
could note if the students were “frequent flyers” — anxious or troubled children.
However, Participant 5 pointed out an obstacle in attempting to gain such information on
students that didn’t exist in past years is the laws that have changed, prohibiting the
sharing of some information. “These things aren’t made public, and we don’t get emails
when the kid is going through something at home. Either guidance doesn’t know or
guidance can’t tell us.” As a result, “I often don’t feel like I know holistically what’s
going on with a child...I can get a picture academically, but I guess on a personal plane, |
wish that more were made available to us.”

What all the participants’ responses, then, pointed to was the way in which they
sought information about their students through their conversation with colleagues and
others who might have valuable information about the students. All agreed that this

process would be much more effective if communication would be formalized in some
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way so that a system was set up to receive the information from the various people
involved. This would simplify matters and make available permissible information that
could assist teachers and counselors more effectively support at-risk learners.

Subtheme 4.2: Multiple measures. Similar to Subtheme 4.1 Conversation and
communication, Subtheme 4.2 Multiple measures evolved from the participants’ desire to
best meet struggling academic students’ needs by addressing the whole child. In
exploring multiple measures, existing measures were discussed. In addition, participants
stated what measures they would like to see put into practice.

To begin, participants were asked about existing measures in place that might
help provide information useful to meet academic students’ needs. Three participants
mentioned the assessments that were administered by the reading specialist if a student is
referred, typically through the Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS) process. The
tests specifically are the Developmental Reading Assessment 2 (DRA2) and the Gates-
MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT). Overall, opinions of these assessments were low. “I
would think that these would be accurate, but when we looked at it [GMRT and DRA2
data], and they looked at the other data, it didn’t really make sense. I don’t know if the
tests that reading specialist gave are outdated, but it just didn’t seem to measure up.”
Similarly, it was stated, “I know there are a few reading scales that the reading specialist
uses, but I’ve seen that those aren’t really indicative of their level.”

Participant 2 explained the usefulness of these two assessments in terms of
providing “additional data on students’ reading achievement.” However, if the data

provided is not helpful, accurate or easy to determine their accuracy, it may not be



89

beneficial additional data. Participant 1 stated positives and negatives of the assessments.
As a positive, “I think that the running record is actually good because I can see if there
are students who have fluency issues and decoding issues, and that’s something we can
work on.” On the other hand, “I find that they have more trouble with the reading
comprehension than the DRA led me to believe based on the scoring.” Furthermore, this
participant explained that the GMRT and DRA2 don’t seem to provide similar findings of
ability in the same areas, such as vocabulary.

It was further noted by several participants that CTP4 and class grades, along with
NJASK, were already current measures used in the rubrics for enriched and honors
courses. Regarding the CTP4, most participants did not use CTP4 scores to influence
instruction or enhance understanding of academic students’ needs. One participant felt
this way because the test did not reflect the curriculum that was instructed. However,
another participant felt that “it’s informative because they [CTP4 reports] show you the
norms according to their peers and how they [students] test out on that.” This
comparison aspect might be beneficial in helping determine where a student falls in
relation to his or her peers, and thus useful for placement.

On the other hand, all participants felt that grades were an important measure to
include when determining student achievement and progress. It was agreed by all that
grades would be an important measure to include when determining academic placement.
In fact, several participants mentioned that though not used in any formal process, grades
were referred to if academic placement was not certain. Participant 2 expressed hope that

in the absence of NJASK, grades will be incorporated into the placement process: “I am
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hopeful to continue to have conversations ...about what we’re going to do without having
NJASK scores. I think we have to ...make sure that we are using grades as one of those
measures.” This participant further clarified this statement, “and make sure that we do
have a tight enough grade level expectation that those grades are meaningful.” What is
relevant about this clarification is that it might stem from what is being learned by the
participants involved as the issue of academic placement is discussed; that we do not
have a “tight enough” system in place currently, and now as we transition, we can tighten
up other areas as well.

Another factor that was repeatedly mentioned by participants was teacher
recommendations. Although this was previously discussed, it is important to note here as
well as all but two participants believed teacher recommendations should be part of the
multiple measures included in the placement process.

I think teacher recommendation and input is important, because there are certain

students that | really just think are unmotivated and they will get a D with me and

they would get a D with someone else just because they don’t do their homework.

So I don’t know that those students necessarily always benefit from the

[academic] class. It would be nice to be able to have a dialogue with the [former]

grade teachers to see how they were, and to have the teachers place them.

The two did not want teacher recommendation to be a formal piece of the placement
procedure due to the pressure it might put on the teachers. One of these two did not think
informal conversations were a problem, but such conversations should not be made part

of placement policy.
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When discussing the measures not currently in place, but desired, there were
several interesting responses. Four participants mentioned the importance of student
voice in the process. At the high school level, students currently have the opportunity to
state whether or not they would like to be in the academic class, but again, this was based
on an informal conversation or request. Participant 3 suggested making students’
opinions more of a formal piece to the placement process. “We could do a rating scale.
A self-evaluation rating scale and find their strengths and weaknesses.”

Others suggested writing and reading benchmark assessments, which were
already used as common assessments in the English department. Additionally, portfolios
were proposed as a possibility. As Participant 6 said, “I think we need some thing,
whether it’s the student’s work, whether the student begins a portfolio of their work, just
so we have somewhere to go to.”

Summary of Interview Findings

Table 3 summarizes the interview findings. The table demonstrates the common
themes repeated by participants, which are then discussed in greater detail. It became
apparent that with regards to research question one, “How do the teachers and guidance
counselors of seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth grade academic English language arts
(ELA) students describe the characteristics and needs of these academically struggling
students?” academic students exhibited similar characteristics, marked by:

e -low performance levels on standardized assessments
e -low levels of self-esteem and motivation

e -minimal productivity outside of school.
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Of these, the one attribute that participants mentioned repeatedly was lack of or
low motivation, often linked to low self-esteem and described as apathy, indifference,
and lack of follow through. It was also one that participants expressed as being the most

difficult to target and address and as needed for other issues of weakness to improve.

Table 3

Teacher Interview Results

Theme Participant Response (n=7) * = 100%
1.Characterisitcs of * low motivation and low or jeopardized self-esteem
Academic Students 6/7 irresponsibility and/or immaturity

* impact of home life
* weak reading comprehension
6/7 weak writing skills

2. Placement Practices * NJASK used to place students (though different cut off scores
were provided)
6/7 believed other measures involved, such as recommendations,
CTP4 or grades (variety in responses)
* need improvement
5/7 mostly accurate

3. Standardized Testing 4/7 problem with data not being recent
* low score could be indicative of factors other than ability
5/7 valid as initial screening tool when followed by other
measures
4/7 not useful for instruction

4. Improvements * multiple measures
* improved communication
4/7 student input
* teacher input (though 2 stressed this should only be done
informally, not as part of a placement rubric)

However, it was also repeatedly noted that academic students have strengths as
well. Many were involved in extracurricular activities such as sports or the creative arts.
Several participants noted that their academic students excelled at tasks that were more

creative in nature. Additionally, it was mentioned that many academic level students
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possessed traits that were not related to course material. They often possessed important
life skills, such as “street smarts”.

It was also consistently noted that despite their similar weaknesses, each student
might have a different cause for these elements, such as challenging home dynamics or
an inability to prepare for the future. Furthermore, participants noted several factors that
influenced students' low achievement, none mutually exclusive, making it difficult to
target and address their needs. It was reiterated by the participants repeatedly, as well as
reflected in the literature reviewed on struggling adolescents, how such factors influence
and in turn are influenced by each other. As Participant 6 stated, “Most of them
[academic students] have similar issues. | think the academic kids have lacked
something....Once they’re lacking that something...they start veering off in different
areas.” Unfortunately, it is tough to determine what that something is for each student,
particularly by the time they reach adolescents and negative behaviors have become
internalized. It is difficult to determine, for example, if low self-esteem, an Emotional
Factor, is the result of poor performance in school, an Educational Factor, or poor
performance is the result of low self-esteem.

Connecting to research questions two and three, in discussing placement
practices, it became clear that there was no set policy in place and much of what
participants felt were the placement practices were based on their assumptions and own
personal experiences with academic students. There were difficulties verifying
placement practices due to limited participant response and hesitancy of many

participants in this area. Many participants believed teacher recommendations influenced
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placement. Also mentioned by a few participants were grades and the CTP4 test. Grades
can present problems in terms of subjectivity and the absence of a standard grading
system between grade levels and schools. The CTP4 is an achievement test, but there is
no cut-off score for proficiency levels so one would have to be carefully determined. The
only piece of data that was unvaryingly stated by all participants was that the NJASK was
a determining factor in placement, though the cut-off score on the NJASK used for
placement might vary. In terms of formal and informal assessments, while all
participants stated using a variety of measures to get to know their students’ ability

levels, no particular assessments were mentioned, with the exception of the DRA2 and
GMRT used by the reading specialists.

All participants had recommendations for improving current placement practices
for academic level students. They all agreed that multiple measures should be used and
using outdated test data should be avoided. However, the majority did not have a
problem with using the NJASK as one indicator, as perhaps the initial screening tool.
Suggested measures to include were student survey, grades, teacher recommendation, a
writing sample, and parental input.

Regardless of the measures explored and suggested, what were consistently
discovered were the participants’ desires to really address their students’ needs, socially,
emotionally, and academically. It was frequently noted that in order to teach these
struggling adolescents, the participants needed to understand them and reach them at their

level. For some, in fact, the content became secondary, for it was generally held that no
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knowledge would be received and no learning would occur if the student was not open
and ready to learn.
Assessment Data

Assessment data was collected and analyzed to provide deeper insight into the
academic student and to verify and support participants’ statements. The assessment data
analyzed included the NJASK Grade 7 scores used to place the current Grade 9 academic
students, their NJASK Grade 8 scores, grades, Grade 8 CTP4 and Grade 9 NJPASS
scores. Appendix G displays the 2014—2015 school year data for Grade 9 academic
students and the data mentioned above.
NJASK Data

As explained by the department supervisor, NJASK 7 data was used to place
Grade 9 academic students, as NJASK 8 data was not yet available at the time of
scheduling (personal communication, February 23, 2015). NJASK scores below 200 are
considered partially proficient. Scores between 200 and 249 are proficient. Scores 250
and above are in the advanced proficient range. Table 4 displays the mean, median, mode
and range for each test. For those four students who did not have NJASK data available,
it was important to determine what criteria was used to place them in the academic
setting. Efforts were made to find this out, but no concrete answer found. It was
suggested by interview participants that perhaps such placements were made by the Child
Study Team. Other suppositions were that placement occurred as a result of grades and

conversations with the teacher.
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Basic Statistical Analysis for NJASK 7 and 8 Scores

NJASK 7 NJASK 8
Mean 193 206
Median 188 203
Mode 181 & 188 203
Range 58 44

n=25; scores <200 are partially proficient

In looking at the NJASK 7 data, the lowest score was a 163 and the highest was a
221. There were 14 students who were in the partially proficient range, with scores
ranging from 163 to 194. These partially proficient scores were further broken down into
three students who scored between 160 and 180, significantly below the proficient cut off
score of 200, and 11 students whose scores fell between 181 and 200. Seven students did
score in the proficient range, though three of them were just over 200, but under what has
been determined to be the academic placement cut off of 205, based on the NJASK 7 data
and several participants’ responses. The remaining four students’ scores ranged from 210
to 221. Similar to those students without scores, it is posited that either these students
were placed by the Child Study team or as a result of grades and conversation with a
teacher. Again, neither supposition could be verified. At the time of this study, | did not
receive consent from Child Study personnel invited.

NJASK 8 data was also provided for the current Grade 9 academic students. No
NJASK 8 data was available for three students, nor was it available for NJASK 7 for the
same students. The lowest score was 188 and the highest 232. The overall NJASK 8
scores were higher than the NJASK 7, putting the majority in the proficient range. There

were seven students who were in the partially proficient range, with scores ranging from
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188 to 199. There were no scores between 160 and 180, and seven students whose scores
fell between 181 and 200. 16 students did score in the proficient range, though five of
them were just over 200, but under what seems to be the academic placement cut off of
205. The remaining ten students’ scores ranged from 206 to 232 (See Appendix G).
Based on the NJASK 7 scores used to place students into Grade 9 academic, it
seemed that 205 was the NJASK cut off used by the vast majority — all but four students
scored 205 or below. However, if the same criteria would have been used with the most
recent NJASK test scores, the NJASK 8, 11 of the same 25 might not have been placed in
academic, as they scored above the 205 cut off. Figure 3 compares the raw scores of
these two tests. This provides credibility to the concerns expressed by many participants
and reflected in the review of the literature regarding misplacement when relying on one

piece of data that may not be current enough to reflect actual student need.
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Figure 3: Bar graph showing the number of students (N=25) who scored in each range of
proficiency. NJASK 7 depicts the large majority of students below the 205 academic cut-
off score, whereas on the NJASK 8, a significant number are above the cut off score.
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DRA2 and GMRT

The Developmental Reading Assessment, second edition (DRA2) was
administered to the majority of academic students. This test was administered in the
students’ middle schools by each middle school’s reading specialist to academic students
in Grades 6 and 7. In Grade 8, if a student has not already been assessed by the reading
specialist, a request can be made for this to occur following the Intervention and Referral
Services (I&RS) process. The Gates- MacGinitie Reading Comprehension (GMRT)
assessment would also be administered as part of the referral process.

As explained by the test developer, Pearson (2015), the DRA2 measures reading
proficiency through a four-step process designed to pinpoint student strengths and
weaknesses for students in Grades K-8. This individually administered test begins with
an observation noting student reading habits and preferences. Then there is an oral
reading fluency check. Students demonstrate their comprehension of the text through a
series of questions. The results are then analyzed by the test administrator, in this case the
middle school reading specialist and a report created (Pearson, 2015). It was very
difficult to find information about this test for the middle school population. The
overwhelming majority of sources review the test for Grades K-3, with a few articles
mentioning its use up to Grade 5. Furthermore, it is designed to be a progress monitoring
assessment to determine student reading level and growth, not for a screening measure, as
it is used in this district (Collaborative Center for Literacy Development, n.d.) It also has

been shown to have low validity and reliability (McCarthy & Christ, 2010). This is
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confirmed by the participants who mentioned it in this study, who found little correlation
between the test results and student performance or other data. While it might indicate if
a student is struggling in some cases, it does not provide much additional value,
according to participant experience.

The Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT) has more information available on
its use with the adolescents, though the majority is still focused on younger students.
Perhaps one reason for its more successful and widespread use in the lower grades is that
for upper grades, information is not provided by individual grade level, but rather
clustered in to groupings designated by Grades 7-9 and 10-12 (Guice, 2014), which also
was noted as presenting difficulty in its usefulness with this population by the reading
specialist. Overall, the GMRT has been found to be an effective measure as both a
screening tool and with further analysis, a diagnostic tool (Morsy, Kieffer & Snow,
2010). However, one participant mentioned specifically the inflated vocabulary scores
on the GMRT results and difficulty reconciling the results with other pieces of
achievement data.

Two participants posited that perhaps the GMRT and the DRA2 might be
outdated or not reflective of current educational demands made on early adolescent
students. These may be valid claims as the GMRT test used has a copyright date of 2000,
for which the last norming sample would have been conducted in 1999. In terms of the
DRAZ2, the Benchmark Assessment books and Teacher Observation guides from 2003
provided by the reading specialist are noted for use in Grades 4 -8, which may present

further challenges in assessing their value, as the purposes for reading change drastically
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during this grade span, as informed by the literature reviewed, in addition to the recent
increase in rigor currently demanded by the Common Core State Standards.
Remaining Data

The inclusion of Comprehensive Testing Program 4th Edition test (CTP4) scores
for reading comprehension, verbal reasoning and vocabulary were included because they
were available pieces of information already provided by district, as this test is
administered every fall to students in Grade 8. In addition, the CTP4 was mentioned by
several participants as perhaps being used or useful in determining placement. Finally,
the CTP4 is presently part of the placement rubric for enriched/honors classes.
(Advanced level classes in the middle schools are called enriched, whereas at the high
school they are called honors.) Similarly, grades were included because many
participants mentioned the use of grades as being used or useful in placement; they, too,
are used in the enriched/honors rubric. In this district, English and Social Studies classes
are linked, so that if one is placed in honors English, one is also placed in honors Social
Studies. At the middle school level, there are two English courses, Language Arts and
Literature Connections.

Lastly, the NJPASS score for Grade 9 students was also incorporated in the data
collected and included in Appendix G. This piece of data is used when placing students
in Grade 9 into the appropriate track, be it academic CP or honors, in Grade 10. It was
also thought that in examining existing data, some trends in skill or achievement might
become apparent. Perhaps participants’ perceptions regarding academic students’

abilities would also be verified by the data. It was also thought that the data could
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provide insight into what pieces of data are currently available that are helpful in
determining placement, which relates directly to research question 2.
Summary of Assessment Data Findings
The data did not fully provide answers to Research Questions 2 and 3. There
seems to be no obvious connection between the data points. Students’ scores on one test
do not equate to similar scores on other measures, or similar levels of achievement in
class, as noted by English grades. However, participants consistently and unanimously
pointed out the general weak reading comprehension scores of academic students. This is
verified by students’ low reading comprehension scores on the CTP4, which are the
lowest of the three reading scores the CTP4 provides for more than half of the academic
students.
Conclusion
Prior to this study, the placement practices for academic students in this district
had not been investigated through the input of personnel involved with this student
population and related data. As a result, it can be concluded that placement practices:
e may consist of an unclear, inconsistent policy
e may be based on tradition that may not reflect current findings on assessment and
placement
e may vary by school
If there is no standard procedure for placement of academic students, then there
may be other problems with the academic level, from identifying and selecting those

candidates who will benefit the most from their placement, to selecting the best
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curriculum, instruction, and assessments - both formative and summative - that will be
the best for each academic student. This absence of a policy can result in teachers and
counselors who may be confused and perhaps misguided about which students should or
should not be placed in academic classes. This is exacerbated by the finding that
placement practices differ by grade level and building and the lack of opportunity for
communication between stakeholders within and between schools.

Therefore, the following conclusions can be made regarding the research
questions for this study:

RQ1: How do the teachers and guidance counselors of seventh, eighth, ninth and
tenth grade academic English language arts (ELA) students describe the characteristics
and needs of these academically struggling students? Academically struggling students
were characterized as being deficient in several aspects of the ELA, most prominently in
reading comprehension, form and structure of writing, and vocabulary. These students
typically do not complete tasks outside of the classroom, but when given explicit
directions and tasks made manageable by chunked material and specific benchmarks,
academic productivity and success in class is manifested. Furthermore, these students
share characteristics unrelated to the ELA. They typically have low self-esteem and
motivation. Many do not see the relevance of their school work to their futures, or see
limited futures for them so that school is irrelevant. These characteristics may be caused
by or further exacerbated by challenging home lives and demanding schedules outside of

school. Many excel in activities outside of the classroom, such as athletics or the arts.
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RQ2: In the absence of the NJASK, what are the assessments currently being used
in the 2014 — 2015 school year that could be used to assist in determining the appropriate
academic placement of incoming 9th graders in English language arts classes? Several
assessments were discovered that are currently in place that might provide additional data
to help place academic students. To begin, placement rubrics and data driven charts do
exist for other levels and courses. Rubrics containing several data points are used to
place middle school students into enriched level courses and high school students into
honors classes. The measures used on the existing rubrics include the CTP4 and student
grades in ELA and Social Studies classes. There is also a data driven chart to assist in
academic placement for students entering Grades 10, 11 or 12, as there existed more data
on this population, such as NJPASS and a weighted GPA (See Appendix G). Itis
important to note this use of rubrics to place students, even though there is not a rubric
for the specific population under study. There exists a precedence and familiarity with
the process in district. If a future study determined success with these rubrics, one could
be designed for the academic students in Grades 6 through 9 to reflect their needs.

Other measures that also currently exist and could be used in the placement of
academic students are the DRA2 and GMRT tests administered by the reading specialists.
However, these assessments show little connection to one another and seem to be used as
isolated data points with assigned cut-off points. They provide little information as to
whether or not a student is actually in need of academic placement. This may be due to
the format of the test which clusters students by Grade, 4—38 for the DRAZ2, and 7—9 for

the GMRT. It may also be that these tests, designed over a decade ago, do not reflect
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current reading practices of this population. This is most prominently found in the
absence of targeted content-specific reading skills and critical thinking skills from
reading assessments that are the cornerstone of Common Core State Standards (CCSS)
(Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010).

As was repeatedly mentioned by all participants and supported by the literature
reviewed, poor performance on an assessment may indicate that a student is at-risk, or it
may be reflective of other issues not related to ability, such as a bad day or indifference.
In order to provide more information, the assessments in use in district should be further
investigated to determine the validity and reliability of each for this specific age level and
needs of this district, as well as which ones would work best in combination with other
measures.

RQ3: What types of assessments, if any, are needed to provide a more complete
picture of struggling students in order to more accurately place them? Based on the
findings, other measures are needed to more accurately place academic students. The
first improvement required would be selecting a screening tool, which must be
administered and results received in a timely fashion so that the results are indicative of
the student for the coming year. In time, the PARCC may prove useful in this capacity,
but as of now, another measure must be found. Other measures that should be included
based on participant response and the literature reviewed are student grades, student
input, teacher input and a diagnostic assessment for both reading and writing. Table 5

demonstrates the findings in terms of the research questions asked.
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Research Question

Participant Response

Conclusions

RQ1: How do the teachers and
guidance counselors of
seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth
grade academic English
language arts (ELA) students
describe the characteristics and
needs of these academically
struggling students?

7/7 low motivation and low or
jeopardized self-esteem

6/7 irresponsibility and/or
immaturity

7/7 impact of home life

717 weak reading
comprehension

6/7 weak writing skills

717 greater differentiation and
scaffolding

6/7 slower pace

CTP 4 verifies low reading
comprehension

RQ?2: In the absence of the
NJASK, what are the
assessments/measures
currently being used in the
2014—2015 school year that
could be used to assist in
determining the appropriate
academic placement of
incoming 9th graders in ELA
classes?

7/7 teacher recommendation
(though 2 stressed this should
only be done informally, not
as part of a placement rubric)
3/7 Reading Specialist
assessments: DRA 2 and
GMRT (used but accuracy
questioned)

7/7 grades

4/7 CTP 4

GMRT research supports
use as initial screening tool
DRA 2, a Grade 4-8
assessment, shows little
promise based on literature
reviewed

Fidelity of grades need to
be examined first

honors rubric and
academic 9 into 10
includes grades and CTP 4
scores

RQ3: What types of
assessments/measures, if any,
are needed to provide a more
complete picture of struggling
students in order to more
accurately place them?

4/7 student input

4/7 benchmarks

2/7 portfolios

2/7 parental input

77 teacher recommendation
(though 2 stressed this should
only be done informally, not
as part of a placement rubric)
7/7 grades

No data collected reflected
these areas, other than
honors rubric and grade 9
into 10 academic chart,
both of which include
grades.

Limitations

Although the above conclusions were drawn from the study conducted, there are

several important limitations that must be considered. One limitation is the narrow scope

of the study. Clearly, the findings relate specifically to the district under investigation.
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Moreover, this study only examined placement of incoming academic high school
freshmen. Because this is a transition year between schools, the results are limited only
to this population and may not be fully generalized or reflective of placement practices at
other grade levels in this district.

This is also a very time-specific study. This is the only year of transition between
the tests. It is hoped that next year, 2015—2016, when the results of the PARCC are
examined, it will provide useful information and be able to fill some of the gaps in
placement practices left by the NJASK. However, this is just one unknown. Due to the
unstable political climate that surrounds standardization, in the form of CCSS and
ensuing high-stakes tests, it is unclear what the future of this test and even the standards
themselves will be. These uncertainties may prolong the confusion and transitory nature
of testing, which impacts all areas of education, including curriculum, assessment and
placement. These aspects make it more important to locate other measures that are
independent of the PARCC to use for placement.

More importantly, a major limitation of the study was the low number of
participant response. With such low numbers, I could not discuss participant
demographics, such as job description, number of years in education or in the district, or
grade level and school involved with. To do so would have compromised participant
confidentiality. With more participants involved, it is likely that there would have been
sufficient overlap in demographics to include this information and perhaps make more

detailed conclusions based on these factors.
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The number of participants did not seem to affect the findings and conclusions
related to Research Question 1, in which responses were largely unanimous and
consistent, demonstrating data saturation as to the needs and characteristics of academic
level students. However, while | did gather rich information from each participant on the
remaining two research questions, having a greater number of responses may have helped
verify and specify participants’ responses. In particular, it was difficult to get specific
information on placement practices, as each participant provided the piece he or she was
familiar with, or his or her assumption. Having a greater response rate could have
provided verification of responses at the same position and grade level of each
participant. Furthermore, no Child Study Team member participated, other than the
member involved in the interview question field test. This prevented a fuller
understanding as to the inclusion of students with IEPs in the academic setting and any
placement decisions made by team members that may or may not follow what was known
by other participants in the study.

The low response rate may have been due to the sensitive nature of the study,
which was evident with several people who did consent to participate, but were hesitant
or declined to provide information about certain aspects of placement and/or assessments.
It can be supposed that these professionals did not want to be put in a position where their
responses might inadvertently state or suggest that someone was to blame for any
negatively perceived comments. Those who participated all had the best interests of the
students in mind; problems discovered seem to be more the result of the absence of

communication.
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A Possible Solution

It seems that different participants hold various pieces of this puzzle of academic
placement. A forum where a dialogue can occur to put those pieces together into one
cohesive policy of placement would be beneficial. It would be hoped that such a
dialogue would result in the formation of a policy that would be developed with the input
of all stakeholders involved: guidance counselors, academic ELA teachers, English
department supervisor, Child Study Team and building administrators at both middle
schools and the high school. The policy would incorporate the multiple measures
suggested by participants. The following project study could provide a possible
placement matrix for this purpose, or at the very least, a starting point for conversation.

As education seems to be under constant political and public pressure and
scrutiny, reforms tend to come and go rather rapidly. In these times of change,
communication is of upmost importance. It may seem that there is no time for dialogue
among all the other demands, but it is essential that all stakeholders be aware of how
educational practices are being carried out. This is especially true when considering early
adolescents, particularly those who are at-risk. Adolescent school years are already
marked by dramatic social, emotional and academic changes; they may even be the most
tumultuous of educational careers. In order to do our best for struggling adolescents, we
must commit to consistently and continuously address their needs in order to set them up
for a future of success, not failure. The proposed project study genre utilizes a white

paper to explain the problem and offer a solution, a placement matrix.
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Section 3: The Project

Introduction

After examining the academic placement practices and the needs of academic
level adolescent students in this district, it was determined that a definitive policy and
practice for placement would be beneficial to academic students, their teachers,
administrators and guidance counselors. However, this study has found that not all
stakeholders are aware of the challenges that surround academic placement. Therefore,
the resulting project is a white paper presented to the Assistant Superintendent and
English department supervisor that will inform them of the study’s findings and
conclusions and present possibilities for a solution. It is further requested that a broader
audience, all those involved in the placement of ELA academic level students at the
middle and high schools, have the opportunity to review the white paper and discuss the
proposed solution jointly.

This section includes the goals and rationale of the white paper and a review of
the literature which supports the use of a white paper as an appropriate project genre for
the study. In addition, the implementation and evaluation of the project itself, a
placement matrix, is discussed. Finally, this section concludes with a discussion of the
project’s implications for positive social change, and its importance to both local
stakeholders and in a larger context.

Description and Goals
The genre is the white paper which will be presented to the Assistant

Superintendent and English department supervisor, and then circulated to relevant
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stakeholders. The white paper contains an overview of the research that was conducted,
inclusive of the problem that prompted the study, which was the change in testing
implementation that was used to place academic level high school freshmen, the
qualitative methods, which incorporated interviews and the collection of assessment data,
and the findings and conclusions of the study. In addition, the white paper contains a
proposed solution to the problem, in the form of an academic placement matrix that
incorporates multiple measures indicated as valuable by both participants and the
literature reviewed.

The goal of the white paper is to inform stakeholders as to the challenges in
placing academic level ELA students, which are exacerbated by the testing transition.
However, this time of transition also provides an opportunity to make needed and
beneficial changes to placement practices. It is hoped that the recommendations will be
taken seriously and positive change in placement practices will be implemented. This
would include a set policy to unify the process of placement, based on consistent use of
data and communication.

Rationale

A white paper is an effective choice of project for the problem studied. A white
paper’s purpose is to provide information about a specific problem and recommend a
solution, which is my goal. It is hoped that this document will shed light on the issues
surrounding academic students, which though focused on placement, extend to their

needs and instruction as well.
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The data analysis conducted in Section 2 of the research study demonstrates the
need for a set policy regarding academic students’ placement. While all participants
agreed as to the educational and emotional challenges faced by academic students, the
process of determining which students qualify for the academic ELA course, as well as
who makes that determination, was not clear. Participants largely relied on their own
experiences and assumptions about the placement of academic students, which can be
generalized to those of other teachers in all schools in this district. However, these
experiences and assumptions, when compared with existing practices, proved to be
inaccurate or incomplete. Furthermore, the interviews revealed that there was confusion
about the choice, purpose, and use of assessments and the resulting data. For instance,
there was a lack of uniformity in the use of assessment data, there was little apparent
correlation between the various pieces of assessment data, and some confusion among the
participants about what data is used and how it is used. In order to alleviate this
confusion and provide continuity, all stakeholders, particularly higher administration,
need to be made aware of these challenges. Time must be made available for the various
participants to come together to discuss and determine a cohesive policy. This white
paper can serve to expedite this process by providing much of the relevant background
information in a concise and organized manner, as well as providing a possible solution
to be explored and modified as necessary.

The solution proposed is the creation of an academic placement matrix. This
matrix is based in part on the placement rubric used in this district for the placement of

enriched and honors level ELA classes. It is also informed by a review of the literature
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focused on placement and assessments for adolescent readers and writers, and the results
of this research study.
Review of the Literature

The purpose of this literature review is to support the use of a white paper as a
valid project deliverable and the use of a multiple measures matrix as a viable solution to
the problem of academic placement in this district. A variety of sources were used to
locate the literature reviewed. Databases included Google, Google Scholar, Mental
Measurements Yearbook, ProQuest, EBSCO and Education Research Complete.
Searching dissertations was particularly helpful in locating information on white papers.
Search terms included white paper, multiple measures, literacy assessments, adolescent
literacy assessments, literacy matrix, and placement of struggling adolescents.
White Paper

A white paper’s purpose is to address a problem and propose a solution (Purdue,
2015a; Weintraub, 2006; Willerton, 2012). This type of document is often found in
government, business and academia (Kemp, 2012; Weintraub, 2006). The format of a
white paper falls under the category of grey literature, as it is not material that is
commercially published (Matthews, 2004). They are typically working papers and
research findings (Boekhurst, Farace, Frantzen, Boor, & Croon, 2004; Jurek, 2009). As
such, the dissemination of my research findings to interested stakeholders in the form of a
white paper is appropriate.

Moreover, a white paper is created for a specific audience and is geared towards

persuading the audience to come to the same conclusions described through the
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presentation of data in a logical manner (Graham, 2012; Kemp, 2005). It is my intention
to present my findings so that the administration considers the pressing problem of
placing academic students and agrees to provide the time and resources required to
review, revise if necessary, and implement the proposed placement practice. Although
there is no set structure for a white paper, there are generally accepted parameters. Based
on readings by Graham (2012), Kemp (2005), and Mattern (2013), a white paper
typically introduces a problem and offers a solution. It provides supporting data for both
in a way that keeps the audience in mind and is presented in an easy to read and
convincing manner, within a limited page length. These parameters work well for my
purposes, as | will not be given a lengthy time frame to present the white paper, and
stakeholders are more likely to read a brief document that presents the data in a user-
friendly way. Another recommendation found in the literature was to include an
overview of and background on the problem, which in my white paper consisted of the
background on the Common Core State Standards, PARCC testing, and struggling
adolescent literacy learners. Finally, white papers which include graphics and change in
color and font leave a greater impact and are more persuasive and engaging for the reader
than those that do not incorporate such visual aids (Purdue, 2015b). Therefore, my white
paper incorporates data with readability geared toward my audience; it mentions
academic terms, but does not use unnecessary jargon. It is brief and to the point. Using
Microsoft Publisher allowed me to incorporate a variety of visual aids to enhance my

points.
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Additional advantages of a white paper are that they are generally:

* accessible: Available in all libraries etc.

 convenient: Easy to copy and share, electronically or in hard copy.

» summative: Present all main ideas of the problems and solutions for a study
« adaptable: Can be modified and shortened for staff, parents, media and other

stakeholders.

Multiple Measures Placement Matrix

Based on participant response and the review of the literature in Section 1,
multiple measures are needed to provide the most accurate information on a student’s
ability and needs. Therefore, a rubric or matrix must be designed to incorporate multiple
measures specific to the needs of the academic student as defined by the district.
However, while there is a great deal of research to support the use of multiple measures
in deciding placement and instruction, there is no research discovered specifically to
demonstrate how to put these multiple measures into one cohesive placement rubric or
matrix. Other researchers faced the same obstacle: “While there is general agreement in
the literature that multiple measures should be used for placement as a best practice, we
could find no published matrix” (TexasToolbox, 2013). Nor could I find research that
explicitly supports such a practice for middle or high school students.

It was hoped that research would be found to guide the creation of a placement
rubric or matrix. For example, it would have been beneficial to discover if certain
combinations of measures had greater success rates in accurately identifying struggling

adolescent readers and writers than others, or that certain measures showed stronger
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correlations with each other than others. Similarly, it would have been helpful to
discover assessments that specifically reflect the literacy needs of struggling adolescent
readers and writers in particular, rather than those that work best for elementary students,
but could be used with limited success for older students, as was the case. In the absence
of such research, this review relies on research on the use of placement matrices at the
college level for struggling readers and writers, adolescent gifted or honors identification
and placement, and special education identification and placement, as they were the
closest sources found related to the project. Additionally, the selection of assessments
used in the placement rubric | created relied heavily on the comprehensive review of
assessments found in Measure for Measure: A Critical Consumers’ Guide to Reading
Comprehension Assessments for Adolescents (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010).

An informative document, the Manual for the Admission and Placement of
Exceptional Students (2014), provides a comprehensive look at the way one Florida
county determines eligibility for exceptional students, which includes those with learning
disabilities and those who are gifted, in the form of Exceptional Student Education (ESE)
forms and matrices. Relevant to the needs of the students in this study is the
comprehensive nature of the information collected and the precise way each piece of data
is utilized. Forms are provided that specify the information gathered, how each would be
used and how to rate each element. Directions for the use of each form are also included.
After each form is completed, the final step is to compile all the data onto one provided
scoring sheet. Each component is assigned a number and then the total tallied to result in

a range of scores to determine eligibility for placement. Such clear and precise forms and
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expectations for use would eliminate the confusion that surrounds academic placement in
the district I studied.

Similarly, the Texas Toolbox (2013) provides suggested measures to include to
best address the whole student when determining placement, though they are designed for
incoming college freshmen. It is their contention that:

Nothing is more frustrating for classroom instructors than to realize the first week

of classes that students have been placed who do not possess the entry level skills

required for success in their course. Nothing is sadder for a student than to waste a

semester and experience failure because he/she was misplaced. A comprehensive

training program needs to be built for counselors, advisers, and faculty doing
placement that takes into consideration test scores and other measures of skill
levels, multiple measures....
Factors included in their suggestions are GPA, level of previous courses taken, and
student input regarding motivation, goals, family education background and resources
(i.e. technology) (TexasToolbox, 2013).

Another key component included by TexasToolbox (2013) is the score on the
ACCUPLACER. Much research read on college placement of ELA students referenced
this test and the ACT Compass placement test (ACT, 2015; South Dakota Board of
Regents, 2015; TexasToolbox, 2013). Unfortunately, nothing exists like that for high
school placement. The one assessment that may be similar is the ACT Aspire, which is
available for students in Grades 3 through 10 (ACT, 2014). Unfortunately, reviews on

the ACT Aspire are mixed. There are those who favor it due to it being created by a
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long-standing reputable testing company, ACT’s use throughout the country, and the
ability to have test results in alignment across Grades 3 — 10 (Mazenko, 2014; Zdeb-
Roper, 2013). Others express concern over Aspire’s initial roll-out, due to technical
issues and “chief complaints among school administrators are the longer duration of test
administration, the excessive delay in returning scores, and the impractical format of
score reports”, as well as its expense (Applerouth, 2014). Due to the inconclusive results
of a cursory look at the ACT Aspire and the absence of time available to further explore
this assessment, I did not include it as an assessment in the created rubric. However, |
feel that it does warrant further investigation as a possibility to introduce at a later date,
particularly if results from the PARCC do not provide valuable information for academic
placement purposes.
Elements of the Placement Matrix

Using knowledge gained from the participants interviewed, the assessment data
currently available in the district being studied, and from the literature reviewed, | created
a placement matrix for academic ELA students. This matrix drew on the district’s
existing honor’s placement rubric. It was thought that using measures similar to those
already in place would be more easily implemented and help maintain continuity between
COurses.
Initial Screening Tool

A screening tool is an easily administered whole-group assessment that can target
students who are falling below grade-level expectation and might benefit from

remediation or intervention (Connor et al., 2014; Jenkins, n.d.; SERC, 2012; Torgesen &
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Miller, 2009). Two measures currently used in this district can be used as screening
assessments. The first is the Comprehensive Testing Program 4th Edition test (CTP4).
The second is the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT). Another option not currently
used in district but favorably reviewed is the Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic
Evaluation (GRADE).

Comprehensive Testing Program 4th Edition Test (CPT4). The CTP4 is a
viable choice to use as a screening tool. Data is provided in terms of percentiles and
stanines, which deliver information as to how a given student is achieving in relation to
their peers (Aristotle, 2013). This could also be used as the screening tool for academic.
A cut-off would have to be created based on stanine or percentile. Table 6 demonstrates

how stanines and percentiles align.

Table 6

CTP4 Stanines and percentiles

Stanine Percentile
9 96-99
8 89-95
7 77-88
6 60-76
5 40-59
4 23-39
3 11-22
2 4-10
1 1-3

The CTP4 has merits as a screening tool. For one, it is administered every fall to
students as a normal part of educational practices and would not result in any additional

loss of time or expense. Based on the data examined as part of the this research study,
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the CTP4 reading comprehension scores of the academic students were consistently low,
verifying participant claims of reading comprehension as a significant weakness for these
students. Furthermore, these scores were largely consistent for all students, unlike the
NJASK, NJPASS and provided grades, which demonstrated much greater variability.
Additionally, the CTP4 is already used as part of the placement rubric for enriched and
honors classes within district, so there is familiarity with using this test for placement
purposes. A flaw, however, is that the data provided would be several months old, as the
students take the test early in the beginning of the school year, and placement occurs
towards the end of the school year. Research and participants both warn against the use
of data that is not current for placement purposes (Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).
Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT). The GMRT assessment is
considered a “screening tool to identify which students struggle with comprehension
and/or reading vocabulary” (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010). It also is a group
administered paper and pencil test (GMRT, 2011). Moreover, this is already a test used
in district as part of the Intervention and Referral Services (I&RS) process. Its strengths
are in its reliability and effectiveness, particularly for students who are close to grade
level (Morsy, Kieffer & Snow, 2010). This latest version of the GMRT improves upon
an already highly-rated reading assessment and provides strong reliability and validity in
its technical report and evidence of its success as both an achievement test and for
diagnostic purposes (Collaborative Center for Literacy Development, 2014; Johnson &
McCabe, 2005). A weakness of the test is that the brevity of the passages on this test may

limit its ability to predict student success on lengthier passages, which was noted by a
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participant who was a reading specialist as well (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010). It was
also noted by several participants that the results of the GMRT do not seem to align with
other available information on student achievement, such as CTP4 scores, grades or
NJASK scores. It is supposed that this disconnect is mainly because the GMRT has not
been revised since the implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).
The CCSS increased the text complexity required for each grade level, so that Lexiles
have changed, making the readability of grade level texts harder than they were
previously (NWEA, 2013). Perhaps the GMRT would demonstrate greater accuracy if its
results were adjusted to reflect the changes in Lexiles brought on by CCSS.

Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation (GRADE). The
GRADE assessment is a group administered test that includes a variety of genres and
emphasizes inferential skills (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010). “The combination of
several sub-tests provides more information about component skills than with other group
administered tests” (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010, p.24). Another benefit is the test can
also provide some diagnostic information. Based on the research read, this assessment is
more favorably reviewed than the other measures, but an inherent flaw is that there is no
familiarity with it in district. It would also be an added expense. Given the time
constraints, it may not be a viable option at this time, but should be considered as a
possibility as the matrix is reviewed and revised after the first year of implementation.
Measures to Include in the Placement Matrix

Once students have been identified by the selected screening tool, other data

points need to be examined to determine if academic placement is truly warranted. As
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demonstrated by the research cited in Section 1’s review of the literature, by participants’
input, and the analyzed data, one score cannot be the sole determining factor for
placement. Other determiners are (a) a reflection of what was learned from previous
sources, (b) consideration of a balanced approach that encompasses a variety of literacy
skills and (c) consideration of the cost, time constraints, and the burden of a new
assessment plan for this district (Rabinowitz, 2010). Therefore, it is recommended that
the following measures be included in a placement matrix to gain a better understanding
of student need: grades, writing benchmark, teacher rating, diagnostic assessment, student
and parental input. The Placement Matrix is found in Table 7.

Table 7

Academic ELA Placement Matrix

Measure: Yes No
Does this student have

A C-or lower in
Literature Connections English
class?

A C- or lower in
Language Arts English class?

A score of Novice or
Intermediate rating on the
Writing Benchmark?

A teacher rating demonstrating
weak ELA skills?

A Student Inventory (SMALSI)
result demonstrating poor work
habits?

Low proficiency on the
Diagnostic Tool (GMRT,
Achieve 3000 or QRI)?

Parent/Guardian Input
consistent with academic
placement?
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If the results of a measure indicate low proficiency or weaknesses in ELA, a “yes”
would be placed in the yes column. A total of four “yes” responses would result in
recommendation for academic placement. Initially, these measures were placed in a
matrix with point values attached to reflect greater similarity to the honors rubric.
However, in discussing this with the English department supervisor, it was suggested that
this “yes or no” design might be more accurate for the academic population. If a student
were to score very low on one of the measures, it might skew the results
disproportionately.

Grades. Grade have long been considered a valid measure of student achievement
and used to identify students who may need a distinct educational track (Gusky, 1994).

In fact, research finds that GPA can be a better indicator of student success than a
placement test for those entering college (Fain, 2012). Participants in this research study
frequently mentioned the use of grades in determining academic placement. For some, it
was thought that this was a good indicator of ability. However, others felt that, like many
other data points, a grade may be more reflective of motivation than ability. Another
problem with using grades is their subjective nature and the arbitrary cut-off points
assigned (Gusky, 1994). This aspect was mentioned by a participant who mentioned if
the district is to use grades, then the grading system must be strengthened and made more
uniform. Despite these noted flaws, the research supporting the use of grades in
placement decisions warrants their inclusion in the placement matrix. Therefore, it is

recommended that grades for the both English classes that all Grade 8 students take,
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Literature Connections and Language Arts, be incorporated into the placement matrix. It
was decided that a grade of C- or lower be used as the cut-off, as this grade reflects below
average proficiency.

Writing benchmark. As a district, teachers determine by grade level a writing
task to be administered early in the fall for baseline data. Similarly, a standard writing
task can be administered in the spring to help identify students who might benefit from
academic placement the following year. Several measures were explored for possible
inclusion in the matrix, including the California Standards Tests (CSTs) for Grade 8 ELA
(California Department of Education, 2009), NAEP 2011 Writing prompts and samples
for Grade 8 (NCES, 2013), the Bader Reading and Language Inventory (Wright, 1989)
and the Reading and Writing Project (2014). Although these assessments were of the few
found that did address the target population, they contained several flaws. The CSTs
were too similar to PARCC questions, a practice that Morsy, Kieffer and Snow (2012)
caution against as providing limited information about intervention. The Bader
Inventory, though seeming like an all-inclusive tool to measure a variety of language
skills including writing, demonstrated very weak reliability and validity. The NAEP
prompts provided student samples and rubrics, but were not as comprehensive as The
Reading and Writing Project’s.

The Reading and Writing Project (2014), out of Columbia’s Teacher’s College,
provides an excellent source for a writing benchmark task, which includes, by grade
level, a reading passage and writing task, scoring rubric and student assessment sheet,

aligned specifically to the CCSS Reading Standard 8 and Writing Standard 2 (The
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Reading and Writing Project, 2014). The included rubric provides categories labeled

Novice, Intermediate, Proficient and Above Proficient. Therefore, those students who
score below proficient might benefit from an academic setting, based on this and other
data. In addition, this writing assessment could also be applied to honors placement, for
which no writing task exists. Unfortunately, The Reading and Writing Project
assessment only goes through Grade 8 and could not be extended for use in the high
school, though one might be created with minimal difficulty in the same format. A word
of caution, however, is that much like grades, assessing writing pieces is often a
subjective practice, even with a standard rubric (Overmeyer, 2007/2008). If resources
allow, writing pieces should be scored by at least two people to ensure inter-rater
reliability.

Teacher Recommendation. Participants frequently mentioned the importance of
the information teachers have about their students. Many participants already believed
that teacher recommendation was part of the academic placement process, and seems to
be at the high school level. All teachers and most guidance counselors also stated that
they frequently asked the previous year’s teacher/guidance counselor for information on
academic students, either at the beginning of the year or when a specific issue arose. The
majority stated having this information provided to them early in the school year, rather
than having to seek it out, would be invaluable. Yet two participants cautioned against
making teacher recommendation a formal part of the placement process due to parental
pressures that might result. To address both these issues, the importance of teacher input

and desire to avoid a teacher’s recommendation that could be influenced by parental
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pressure, | investigated the use of teacher rating scales used for placement purposes. It
was thought that if there were a way to use a rating scale, teacher input would be
incorporated more as an objective rating than a seemingly-arbitrary recommendation.
Unfortunately, no existing rating scale for struggling students could be found. However,
there were several for exceptional students. Therefore, | altered the Purdue University
HOPE scale (2009) and Manual for the Admission and Placement of Exceptional
Students (2014) teacher rating scales and questions to address the needs of struggling
ELA students (See Appendix H). If there were more time, it would be recommended that
this scale be field tested before its inclusion into the placement matrix.

Student Input. Research explains the importance of including adolescents in
their educational decisions (Enriquez, 2011; Fletcher, n.d.; Joselowsky, 2007). This was
also noted by participants. When included, students have been found to become more
responsible and vested in their academic success, which are noted weaknesses of the
academically struggling student. Therefore, it was determined that a student
questionnaire should be included in the placement matrix. Several measures were
investigated as possible choices: the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire
(Pintrich, 1991), School Motivation and Learning Strategies Inventory (SMALSI) (2006),
and Learning and Study Strategies Inventory, Second Edition (LASSI) (2002). The
MSLQ is geared toward college students, the LASSI is for students Grade 9 and up, and
the SMALSI is divided into two age group, 8-12 and 13-18. As the MSLQ was
developed for college students, despite its frequent mention in literature read, it was

excluded. LASSI had very unfavorable reviews, with its supporting data coming mainly
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from anecdotes (Wright, 2007). Conversely, the “SMALSI-Child and -Teen Forms

provide exceptional diagnostic tools for assessing school-related motivation and learning
strategies employed by students and for identifying problem areas for students who are
academically low performers in school” (Wright, 2010). Based on this review, it is
recommended that this group administered student inventory be part of the placement
process. The inventory produces a profile of T-scores (M=50, SD=10) that help
determine weaknesses in specific areas to be used in terms of cut-offs for the placement
matrix (Stroud & Reynolds, 2014). | would further recommend a simple question be
asked of students regarding their desire or opinion on being placed in an academic class
to help strengthen their areas of weakness.

Diagnostic Tool. Another key component to the placement matrix should be the
inclusion of a diagnostic test. A diagnostic test provides more detailed information about
the sub-set of skills that influence reading comprehension (Morsy, Kieffer & Snow, 2010;
Torgesen & Miller, 2009). Furthermore, this assessment must be geared to the adolescent
population to reflect their unique needs and purposes for reading, and not a test that is
more suitable for a younger audience (Morsy, Kieffer & Snow, 2010; O’Reilly, Sabatini,
Bruce, Pillorisetti & McCormick, 2012; Torgesen & Miller, 2009).

Qualitative Reading Inventory (QRI). According to the extensive research
conducted by Morsy, Kieffer, and Snow (2010), the QRI is an excellent qualitative tool to
determine a wide-range of reading sub-skills, more so than other tools they reviewed. It
incorporates a range of text genres, knowledge of text structure and oral reading skills.

According to Clark, Kamhi, Nippold, & Boudreau (2014) the QRI is the most frequently
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used informal reading inventory. Flaws are that it requires a significant amount of time
to administer individually. Results are best when the administrator is familiar with both
the test and the student (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010). Furthermore, while it is the
only inventory to include an assessment on background knowledge, Clark et al.’s (2014)
research shows limited impact on prior knowledge to successful completion of
comprehension questions on the QRI for Grades 4 and 5.

Achieve 3000. Though many sites dedicated to reviewing literacy programs, such
as Adolescent Literacy, found no qualifying studies to use to rate the effectiveness of
Achieve 3000, there is research available to support its use. There was difficulty locating
studies not conducted by Achieve 3000. However, Gurian, Stevens, and Daniels (2009)
cite its effectiveness as part of their study on single-sex classrooms, stating that Achieve
3000 showed a 74.2% achievement gain in its participants. Doe (2006) emphasized the
value Achieve 3000 provides as it allows students to access content at their reading
ability, provided by a score generated through a LevelSet test to determine appropriate
Lexile score. More recently, PRNewsire (20015) found that the use of Achieve 3000 also
improves students’ writing achievement. Lastly, according to the National Dropout
Prevention Center/Network (2013), Achieve 3000 has moderate evidence of success in
monitoring and evaluating students’ achievement and progress.

What is particularly interesting about this program is that it addresses individual
factors, such as lack of effort of low commitment to school, which were very significant
weaknesses noted by the participants for this population. In addition, it is a newer

assessment, which provides reading Lexiles and content that is in alignment to the CCSS.
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As such, it includes tasks that require students to evaluate arguments and cite evidence,
critical thinking skills required by the Common Core (WHAT'S NEW, 2013). Another
benefit is there is familiarity in district with this program, as it was recently introduced
for use with several populations and could hopefully easily be extended for use with
adolescent academic students. It is worth noting that Magnolia Consulting is currently
engaged in an efficacy study of Achieve 3000, from 2014—2016, whose results should
be reviewed upon the completion of the study.

GMRT. This assessment was reviewed as part of the discussion of screening
tools. What makes it even more favorable as a measure to include is that with further
analysis and time taken by the test administrator, it can provide additional information on
the students for diagnostic purposes. The GMRT can allow for identification of specific
comprehension processes, including where breakdown occurs (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow,
2010). Johnson and McCabe (2005) further find the norm-referencing useful to
determine progress and the inclusion of reading instruction tips helpful to teachers.

Parental Input. Another aspect mentioned in the course of interviews and found
in the research reviewed was the importance of parental input. | recommend that parental
involvement be initiated as soon as possible. It is beneficial that parents be notified as
soon as a child is identified by the screening tool as possibly being placed in the
academic setting (Manual for the Admission and Placement of Exceptional Students,
2014). It is further recommended that a similar parental notification be made for students
who might qualify for enriched or honors level courses to maintain consistency and

demonstrate equity in placement practices at all levels. A sample letter based on the one
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provided in the Manual for the Admission and Placement of Exceptional Students (2014)
can be found in Appendix I. The included academic course description in the letter was
found on the district studied high school’s website. At this time, parental consent should
be granted before placement decisions are finalized. It is also at this point that parental
input should be given as to any concerns or issues relevant to ability or achievement.
Also included in Appendix I is a sample parental consent form for any individual
assessment that might be determined as beneficial to be administered before final
placement decisions are made.
Implementation

Once the project is complete, it needs to be presented to the Assistant
Superintendent of schools and English department supervisor. It is hoped that after this
presentation, the white paper will be circulated to other vested stakeholders, such as
guidance counselors, Child Study team members and academic level teachers. It would
then be beneficial to have time and location provided by the district for these participants
to discuss the proposed solution, in terms of practicality and feasibility of
implementation. This process would serve as a type of field test for the matrix and some
of the provided tools that were created, such as the teacher rating scale. It would be my
goal for a committee of the gathered stakeholders to be created (or to be created for the
initial meeting) who would begin implementation of the proposed placement matrix.

The first step of implementation would be to choose the screening measure from
the options provided. It would be my recommendation to use the CTP4 reading

comprehension scores, as they are the only scores already available, requiring no
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additional action. | would further recommend that the initial screen use scores below
45%. When the basic statistical analysis was conducted of current academic 9 students’
CTP4 scores, the mean, median and mode were all 32%. | would use 45% as screening
cut-off due to its proximity to the average, but high enough to reflect those students who
scored a bit above the average academic score, but still lower than the majority of
students.

Once the initial screen is completed, each student would have to go through the
placement matrix process. A letter should be sent home requesting permission to further
assess each student, particularly important if the selected measures for the matrix require
students to be taken out of class. Again, specific measures would have to be selected
from the choices provided and time provided to gather data and determine the results.
Once the final pool of students is identified based on the placement matrix results as
qualifying for academic placement, letters should be sent home once again notifying the
students’ parents/guardians of the following year’s academic placement.

Potential Resources and Existing Supports

The potential resources that are already in-district include the CTP4, Gates-
MacGinitie Reading Test, Achieve 3000 and student grades. The parental letters and
teacher rating scales were created and are included in the Appendices G and H. If
another screening or diagnostic tool were selected, they would have to be purchased.
Additionally, the School Motivation and Learning Strategies Inventory (SMALSI) would
need to be purchased and the administering staff familiarized with its administration and

scoring. The teen kit, inclusive of scoring sheets and manual is $201.00 (MHS, 2015).
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Potential human resources include the reading specialists who would most likely conduct
any individually administered diagnostic test and the classroom ELA teachers who would
administer the group assessments. In addition, personnel and time would have to be
allocated to gather the individual pieces of data and place the results on the matrix, and
then determine the final recommendation for placement.

Potential Barriers

The biggest barrier is if the evidence presented in favor of creating a uniform
placement practice based on multiple measures is not heeded. Given the many burdens
placed on districts at this time, with testing, evaluations and resources challenges, it may
be decided that there is no time and/or resources to implement yet another change. Even
if it were decided that a committee could be created, these burdens would still exist for
the staff members selected, who may not want to invest further time and energy in
addition to their other obligations.

Another major concern is the time constraints. It would have been preferable to
have more time to engage in field tests or to pilot the placement matrix with a small
population of students. However, as there is no existing system this year to place
academic students for next year, and the school year has ended, there is no time to engage
in such best practices. In effect, it should be considered that the use of any of these
measures would be on an interim basis, to be examined and adapted as deemed necessary

after a careful review of their use.
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Proposal for Implementation and Timetable

Ideally, implementation needs to occur immediately. Time for a dialogue session
needs to be provided prior to the beginning the coming school year in order for it to have
a practical application. It is hoped that the proposed rubric can be agreed upon, with
perhaps minimal revision, so that it can quickly be implemented. The initial screen must
be completed so that the other measures can be administered to the qualifying students.

If it is decided that revisions are needed, a committee with representatives from each area
—an academic ELA teacher form middle school and one from the high school, a guidance
counselor from middle school and one from high school, a child study team member and
the English department supervisor — could be created and given a few hours over the
summer to make the revisions. The same committee could then evaluate those students
identified by the initial screening tool. As the academic population is not so large as to
be cumbersome, it is hoped that any schedule revisions that would need to be
implemented as a result of the rubric’s implementation could be handled at the start of the
2015—2016 school year.

However, it is unlikely at this time of the year that this will occur. It is more
likely that a significant number of students who would normally have been placed in the
academic setting will be placed in CP due to the absence of a measure or policy that can
be used to justify their placement. If this is the case, it is still recommended that a
committee be created to evaluate the proposed placement matrix for use for next year’s
students. There will always be a population of students who struggle with ELA. The

same problem is likely to remain, even if the PARCC is found to be an appropriate
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measure to assist in placement. It would only be one data point; it is hoped that the
research presented would prevent the district from merely replacing the over-reliance of
one high-stakes standardized test score with another.

Project Evaluation

In terms of the white paper itself, the review and revision process was formative,
based in large part on the feedback of my Committee. Throughout the creating of the
project, the placement matrix, | frequently discussed ideas with my colleagues and
department supervisor, to refine and revise the measures included and my rationale for
their inclusion. In addition, reviews of the measures were very influential in my
decisions.

Upon delivering the white paper to my assistant superintendent and department
supervisor, it is believed that | will receive valuable feedback. | would imagine there
would be questions asked that will further help me refine the matrix and my rationale. |
also hope that other stakeholders will have the opportunity to read and discuss the white
paper with me and each other so that all those involved in academic placement and
instruction will have the same understanding of the situation. It is hoped that | will have a
significant part in the creation of a set policy regarding academic placement. | look
forward to this cyclical process of review, refinement, implementation, and discourse.

Implications Including Social Change
Local Community
This project addresses the needs of learners in this local community by attempting

to create a uniform policy to more accurately place at-risk ELA learners. In creating a
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policy, students from the two middle schools will be placed using the same criteria,
which will also be implemented at the high school, fostering greater continuity of
instruction and fidelity of the academic program. It is also believed that in creating a set
uniform placement policy, other aspects of the academic program will also be made
uniform and part of district policy, such as notification process for parents and guardians
of academic students, greater consistency of grading, and more continuity in instructional
programs among the schools.

In the creation of these policies, there will be less confusion regarding this
program. The research conducted revealed great uncertainty and inconsistencies
regarding the particulars of the academic program. Having a written policy to refer to
would alleviate this confusion for teachers, supervisors, counselors and Child Study
Team members. It would also help to explain the purpose of the program to other
stakeholders, such as parents, students, and administrators.

Far-Reaching

In the larger context, this study highlights the dearth of research available on
literacy assessment and instruction specifically geared toward struggling adolescents.
Furthermore, it demonstrates the need to re-examine assessments that are available for
alignment with current standards and purposes for learning, as most assessments found
were created over a decade ago. It also provides evidence against the practice of using
high-stakes standardized tests for placement decisions. As demonstrated, such practices
provide very limited information and do not provide a picture of the whole child.

Furthermore, as the climate that surrounds high-stakes testing is very controversial and
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mercurial, relying on such tests may prove too transitory, putting districts in constant
states of uncertainty and change.

On the other hand, the proposed changes reflect sound research and practical
experience. It is hoped that this research could serve as an impetus for positive change
by enlightening districts as to the need to review and examine, or create depending on the
case, a uniform policy for placement that takes into consideration the specific needs of
the targeted population.

Conclusion

Overall, presenting a white paper to the Assistant Superintendent and English
department supervisor would benefit this district. The white paper outlines the research
conducted and provides the possible solution of a placement matrix for academic ELA
students. This would remedy the confusion in placement practices noted by participants,
incorporate the multiple measures needed for gaining a better understanding and more
accurate placement of these students. Furthermore, it would remedy the problem the
district faces as to how to place academic students in the absence of the previously used
measure, the NJASK, and inability to use the replacement test, the PARCC.

Moreover, the difficulties this district faces in terms of placement are not unique.
The proposed changes could also benefit other districts searching to improve their
placement policies as they too adjust to new standards and testing mandates. My
reflections as a researcher during this process and future research will be described in the

next section.
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions
Introduction

As a result of my study investigating participant perceptions of academic students
and assessments in district, an analysis of these assessments, and a review of the literature
on struggling adolescents, literacy assessments and placement practices, | determined that
a viable solution to the placement problem this district faces was to create a multiple
measure placement matrix for academic students entering high school. This proposed
solution was part of a white paper to be presented to the Assistant Superintendent and
English department supervisor.

The purpose of this section is to discuss the strengths and suggest ways to
improve the limitations of the project. The intention of the project is to address the local
problem of placing academic students in the absence of the NJASK in this district, and
thus improve the accuracy and equity with which at-risk students are placed. This is
hoped, in turn, to improve the academic program and learning outcomes for these
students through greater continuity and communication which will be fostered by this
project. Moreover, it is hoped that positive social change will result, as the challenges
faced and solutions proposed will also benefit other districts across the nation in similar
times of testing transition brought on by the Federal Race to the Top (RttT) initiative’s
support of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and ensuing standardized tests.

Project Strengths
There are several strengths of this project. First and foremost, it is grounded in

research and based on the lived experiences of those vested in the program. In this way,
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the proposed solution of a placement matrix reflects both theory and practice and reflects
the principles of Design-Based Research (DBR). “Being situated in a real educational
context provides a sense of validity to the research and ensures that the results can be
effectively used to assess, inform, and improve practice in at least this one (and likely
other) contexts” (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 16).

Additionally, the incorporation of several pieces of data and data sources
strengthens the project. Information was gathered from stakeholders in a variety of
positions, which include teachers, the English department supervisor, and guidance
counselors, at both the middle and high school levels. A variety of assessments were
examined, both in terms of participant experience and student outcome, as well as
through the literature reviewed. As the research study was conducted, | continually
sought information to verify and clarify participants’ responses, which resulted in a
deeper understanding of the problem being studied. For example, through follow-up and
further data collection, | was able to discover that: the rubrics mentioned were used only
for enriched and honors courses; teacher recommendations were a common practice at
the high school level but not both middle schools; reading comprehension was the
weakest literacy skill for the vast majority of academic students, as verified by CTP4
scores; and that 205 was the cut-off score on the NJASK for the majority of academic
students.

Having a solid grasp of the population of struggling adolescents, the perceptions
of those involved in their placement and of placement practices both in district and in

terms of available research, | was able to create what | believe to be a practical solution to
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the problem of placing academic students in the coming year(s). In explaining the
research study, inclusive of the problem, significance, literature review, methodology and
findings, in a white paper to be presented to the Assistant Superintendent and English
department supervisor, the proposed solution will have greater merit due to the context
and background provided. | do not believe that simply proposing a solution in the
absence of such context would have been as meaningful, and perhaps could be easily
dismissed.
Recommendations for Remediation of Limitations

A limitation of the project stems from the research limitations. Since the project
was created based on the understandings gathered from the research study, any gap in
findings limit the project. As mentioned, data was sought to verify information found in
the interview process. Whereas such efforts did provide rich and informative data and
conclusions, some efforts proved fruitless. There was a lot of variety in responses as to
who exactly is responsible for placing academic students. Due to the limited number of
participants, | could not come to a definitive response. | attempted to widen my
participant pool to discover the answer by submitting change of procedures form to IRB
to include Child Study Team members, as they were mentioned as involved by several
participants. Unfortunately, while I received IRB permission and invited members of
Child Study to participate, no member was able to participate, leaving the questions as to
their role in placement and the placement of students with IEPs in academic unanswered.
In addition, some interviewees did not provide specific information, such as names, when

asked for clarification; reluctance seemed apparent, and | did not force the issue, keeping
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the best interests of my participants in mind. Not successfully discovering exactly who
does the placement for all academic students, or how all academic students are placed
into Grade 9 academic classes is a definite limitation of the study. | have generally
described practices based on participants explanations of their experiences, but I could
not verify all statements, particularly for those few students whose data (NJASK score)
does not conform to what is assumed to be the common placement practice; that is, their
NJASK scores exceed the presumed cutoff of 205. It is hoped that upon sharing the
white paper, this missing information will be provided and thus this limitation will be
remediated.

The problem of limited understanding could also be remedied through another
study. One option that might alleviate the discomfort or hesitancy that seems attached to
who and how of placement might be to design and distribute a totally anonymous online
survey that asks questions regarding placement that have not been sufficiently answered.
In this way, participants might feel more comfortable providing detailed information
without the possibility of their identity becoming known.

Recommendation for an Alternate Approach

While | feel that the academic track is a valuable and necessary course, as
mentioned in the review of the literature in Section 1 the research surrounding tracking is
inconclusive. There is evidence to suggest that tracking may be detrimental to students,
especially those who are struggling adolescents; during this time, self-perception and
social needs supersede educational concerns and the placement in a track seen as “less

than” can be damaging to self-esteem and impede overall academic progress (Henk et al.,
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2012; Kearns, 2011; Musoleno & White, 2010Spielhagen, 2010). It would be interesting

to further investigate the achievement rates of students who qualify for academic
placement but are “de-tracked” and placed into a CP ELA class.
Scholarship

According to Dirks (1998), scholarship is the product and process by which those
involved with higher learning interact with their environment and engage in professional
service. This definition appeals to me because it reveals how scholarship is recursive and
dynamic. It is the continuous process of gathering knowledge, generating knowledge,
applying it, only to reflect on the application and begin the cyclical process all over
again. It implies that scholarship is not definitive but continually evolving.

This definition applies to my experiences in the program and throughout my
research study. Although I started with preconceived notions, they were tested by the
literature read, changes in the political landscape and data discovered and analyzed.
Some notions were confirmed, such as the characteristics and needs of struggling
adolescent readers and writers. Others were refuted, such as the value of certain
standardized tests (NJASK & CTP4) which | erroneously felt had little value in the
placement process. Yet most were refined, such as the importance of teacher
recommendation, which I originally may have believed should carry too much weight,
but realized that there needs to be structure and greater supporting data to result in a
recommendation and to support its inclusion. I further realized that within scholarship
there are many shades of grey. Rather than discovering absolutes in response to my

queries, | discovered variations and more questions were inspired. Many times | was
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struck by how a certain discovery made me think “This would make an interesting
research study!”. I found that scholarship breeds as many questions as it provides
answers.
Project Development

For me, project development is trying to discover the best possible solution in the
face of many “What ifs”. Throughout the process, I would consider the proposed
measure and examine it from as many angles as possible, asking myself a variety of
“what if” questions: What if there is no extra funding in district to purchase a new
assessment? What if teachers are resistant to using another new test? What if there is no
time provide for individual administration? By striving to remain practical while still
based in research, I tried to develop a workable solution. What I found is that there may
not be any one best solution, that what I created as my project is the best | could develop
right now. Much like scholarship, a project should never be considered finished or
complete. I think any solution in education should be reviewed and re-evaluated every
year, to reflect the changes in educational purposes and modalities (i.e. use of technology,
purposes for learning) and student populations.

Leadership and Change

Early on in my coursework, we were assigned Michael Fullan’s book Change
Leader (2011) to read. This book was very instrumental in guiding my thoughts about
leadership and change, as well as how | view my administration. What had particular
impact for me is the idea that a true change leader creates passion for a cause by example,

but also knows when to delegate. Fullan’s (2011) ideas of generating success through
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respect, shared leadership and active engagement is so contrary to the current state of
accountability and rapidly changing panaceas for educational woes dictated by those
removed from actual education.

| believe that positive change is possible. The more people who remain
committed and unafraid to speak up on the behalf of quality education, the more likely it
will occur. 1try not to succumb to the negativity that can surround education, but rather
focus on the positives. | try to be vocal at meetings in pointing out the reality of our job
and the needs of our students. | am also learning that | need to approach each situation
accordingly; that is, certain administrators respond more favorably to certain approaches.
Having concrete supporting evidence goes a long way in supporting a cause, and | am
learning how to gather and present that. | also need to remind myself and those around
me that true change is slow and incremental; it is important to be wary of anything that
promises a quick fix.

Reflective Analysis

Self as Scholar

| have always enjoyed being a student and being part of a learning environment.
During the dissertation process, there were many moments were | was fully vested in my
research and enjoyed the discovery process. This was especially true in terms of
researching the state of the Common Core State Standards and PARCC testing, a very
interesting and mercurial topic now. In other areas, | felt more frustration by the dearth

of current research needed on adolescent literacy assessment and placement. Yet |
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learned that I can persevere. I can look to widen my search parameters, scour others’
references or turn to colleagues and professors for assistance.

| also learned that | am not a particularly patient student. | have always related to
my “type A” students who hand in a paper and in the next breath ask what grade they got.
| work hard and really appreciate feedback, the sooner the better. Therefore, | was very
grateful for the opportunity to participate in the Fast Track Pilot program. This allowed
me to work fast and furious towards my goal and get responses as quickly as possible. |
was fortunate to have a Chair who understood my nature and provided detailed feedback.
That said, there was still a lot of wait time, especially in terms of procedural issues. |
realized that | do not like when things are out of my control and this lack of control and
impatience negatively impacts my overall attitude.

What I did not realize was my worth as an informed scholar practitioner. Time
and again [ was surprised by my Chair’s comments to me regarding the value I brought to
discussions. The more it was said, the more | became comfortable sharing my
experiences, giving advice, pointing out solutions or places to find information needed. |
learned a lot about navigating through this dissertation process and was able to share it
with my classmates, who were at stages preceding mine. 1 also learned a lot about testing
and adolescent learners, and was surprised by those colleagues who came to me seeking
my input. | did not falter in my responses, because | have become so familiar with the
research surrounding these areas. | feel that as a result, | have grown more comfortable
with the idea of myself as a leader. | think that now I will intensify my efforts to reduce

high-stakes standardized testing, both locally and nationally, and to improve equity of
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program development and implementation through increased dialogue among
stakeholders and between schools.
Analysis of Self as Practitioner

In the current political climate in New Jersey, and some would say in the nation,
teachers are often the scapegoats for many problems. Yet we are expected to continually
do more with less, be teachers, role models, mentors, diagnosticians and counselors, and
meet the needs of increasingly diverse students with less time and stricter accountability
measures that are often in sharp contrast to what our students need. There is wide spread
dissatisfaction with teaching. Fewer students are choosing teaching as a profession and
many teachers are resigning (Phillips, 2015; Kushner, 2015). There are many days when
going to work can be discouraging at best.

However, while engaged in dialogue with my colleagues and during the
interviews, | learned that | am still part of a noble profession. Despite the rhetoric that
can be at times vitriolic towards teachers, we are a group of dedicated professionals who
have the best interests of our students at heart. Each person | talked with shared insight
into their students that went way beyond the surface of what would be found if he or she
merely executed the duties listed in his or her job description. | am a part of a group of
devoted and vested professionals. | often found their sentiments and frustrations echoing
my own, which was also reaffirming. | am not alone in my feelings, particularly
regarding the politicizing of public schools, which can be to the detriment of our students
and profession. However, instead of it being a disheartening feeling, it was invigorating.

Despite problems, each person was willing and eager to find a solution to improve
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education for their students. There were a few frustrations relayed regarding the current
educational reforms that may detract from teaching and some feelings of having to do
things at times that might not be in the best interests of students (i.e. test-prep or too
difficult CCSS aligned text), but then other means were found to counterbalance those
types of tasks.

| also learned that | am not ready to leave teaching middle school yet. Many
people have asked what I plan to do once | have my degree, with the assumption that this
advanced degree must mean that I want to “move on” and leave teaching middle school.
However, | think that with the knowledge and skills | have gained, maybe | can work
harder at improving instruction and learning at this level. I will certainly have more time,
and can use that time to put what | have learned about this population and testing to good
use. | would like to take on more leadership roles, become more active in my union, and
more vocal in my department.
Analysis of Self as Project Developer

As | began the project, | approached it much like the rest of my coursework,
dissertation included. | read what was required, read several samples, broke it down into
its sequential components and began. The idea of a white paper was one that appealed to
me from the very beginning, perhaps also due to its very straight forward approach. This
worked very well until it came time for me to actually create the proposed solution, the
placement matrix. Despite all the research | had conducted and read, I still did not feel
comfortable purporting that I had the solution to the district’s placement problem. I had

very good ideas and definite thoughts about which direction we should go, but I hesitated
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to create it myself. In part I believe this is because, while | believe | have learned so
much, I know there is still so much more to learn.

My view of myself as project developer is consistent with Fullan’s (2011) idea of
shared leadership. The inability to feel truly comfortable determining a solution on my
own was because | believe that true change is not created by one and disseminated to
others. It should be a joint effort and include the knowledge and experience of others.

Reflection on the Importance of the Work

In order to best meet the needs of academically struggling students, proper
identification and placement is necessary. The district being studied has created a class,
named an “academic” level class, to meet the needs of students who struggle with the
English Language Arts in the district’s two middle schools and one high school.
However, the test used to place these students, the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and
Knowledge (NJASK), was administered for the last time in the 20013 —2014 school
year. This prompted the need to investigate possible options to place students in the
absence of this test data. The first option might have been to simply use the replacement
state standardized test, the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and
Careers (PARCC) test. Due to unfamiliarity with the test and its results, and the lack of
baseline data, the test is prohibited for use in instruction and placement decisions for the
2015—2016 year. In addition, the Common Cores State Standards (CCSS) and ensuing
high-stakes tests is part of a larger, national debate and their future use is uncertain.
Furthermore, research cautions against using one high-stakes standardized test to make

such decisions, and instead supports the use of multiple measures. Therefore, after a
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review of the literature on at-risk adolescents, adolescent literacy assessments and

placement practices, and investigating the perceptions of my participants regarding
academic students and assessments in district, | concluded that a multiple measure
placement matrix would be a worthwhile solution.

This solution could add to the minimal information available regarding adolescent
literacy assessment and placement within the last decade. It could provide a meaningful
means by which to assess adolescents that are not dependent on the shifting state of high-
stakes testing in America, as well as contribute to the research available on the dangers of
depending on high-stakes testing data. Finally, it may serve to remind educators that all
students do not achieve at the same rates and levels, and do not come to school with the
same levels of support and prior knowledge. Therefore, assessments, placement and
instruction must be geared to their needs and abilities.

The Project’s Potential Impact on Social Change

Through this investigation, being able to talk with colleagues about an important
issue was the beginning of positive change. I could see some realizations dawning on
some participants’ faces as the issues were being discussed. It was clear to me that many
participants had not given much thought to the placement of academic students. In
articulating their thoughts, many realized that they were not sure just how these students
were placed, and how much of what they thought they knew was based on assumptions.
Furthermore, | think that asking participants what changes they would like reminded
them of ways to improve this situation, rather than just accept it. Several participants

actually said they are looking forward to the outcome of this study and were hopeful that
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some of their input would result in positive changes. In simply addressing the issue, it
made people aware of the problem, of the lack of certainty or communication, or of the
reminder that our students need us. It was a rewarding experience.

This positive impact of the realization that there is a problem is hoped to continue
as the results of my research are shared with others, beginning with the Assistant
Superintendent and English department supervisor. It is believed that once others are
made aware of the problem and provided a possible solution, important changes will be
made to benefit some of our neediest students, the struggling readers and writers. As
stated, the publication of this research will hopefully benefit other districts facing similar
problems as a result of the shift in standards and assessments occurring across the nation.

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research

This project has pointed out many areas for further research. In particular, there
was little current research available on the placement of struggling adolescents and
literacy assessments especially geared toward adolescents. In terms of placement, it
would be worthwhile to conduct research examining what measures should be included
which in a specified combination provide for the greatest degree of reliability, validity
and accuracy of placement. It was also noted that the grade level expectations for reading
have changed since the CCSS, yet many literacy assessments have not been revised to
reflect these changes, and thus may provide inflated reading levels or flawed results.
Moreover, as the purposes of education are changing and becoming more rigorous and

inclusive of technology and multi-media, literacy assessments should be reviewed and
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perhaps revised with these factors in mind. Therefore, a re-evaluation of literacy
assessments used for adolescents is warranted.

Another issue that came up in writing my findings was the fidelity of grades.
There seems to be two purposes for grades. One is to chart student progress on an
individual basis and the other is to compare students to a predetermined level of
achievement. Teachers generally feel very passionately about one way over the other, or
the frustration over the difficulty in aligning the two, especially in the face of the
Common Core State Standards. For example, do | evaluate a struggling writer based on
the CCSS’s grade level expectation, which may result in failing a student who has made
significant personal improvement and has been trying hard, but is still not at grade level,
or do I grade him/her based on the extent of progress, though this may result in passing a
student onto the next grade who is in fact below grade level? It would be very interesting
to investigate how to create a system in which grades can reflect both valuable and
important reasons for grading, and to see if one system, or what combination, yields
greater student achievement.

Similarly, teacher recommendations consistently came up throughout the
interviews. Investigating the inclusion of teacher recommendation in placement practices
would be beneficial. The participants involved all felt that teachers’ opinions were
valuable, but not all agreed as to their role in the placement process. It would be helpful
to discover to what extent teachers’ opinions matter in the process and practice of student

placement.
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Yet another area for future research would be to further investigate the
problematic area of academic students’ apathy which seems to have manifested itself in
lack of follow through or task completion. Knowing it is such an impediment to
achievement, and seems to be a major factor in why several students were placed out of
college preparation (CP) level classes and into the academic level, it would be important
to determine how to model and encourage task completion outside of school with the
academic population of students. Doing so would hopefully improve their achievement
and likelihood of transitioning into CP classes.

Conclusion

It is hoped that through this research and project study, the problem of addressing
the needs of struggling adolescent readers and writers through proper placement was
made clear. This population will continue to need assistance reaching their full potential
whether or not a state standardized test is used to evaluate their proficiency levels. All
students do not achieve at the same rates and in the same educational settings. Therefore,
there will always be students who can benefit from the extra support and scaffolding
provided by the academic program. Educators have a duty to make sure that every
student who needs help, gets help. This starts with proper identification and placement.
Educators are beholden to use the best information and resources at their disposal to
ensure that a clear and consistent policy to identify, place and instruct struggling students
is created and implemented. The proposed solution, inclusive of dialogue among
stakeholders and the implementation of a placement matrix, is an important step in

achieving these goals.
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Appendix A: Project Study

INVESTIGATING THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE
ARTS PTACEMENT OF STREUGGLING FEESHMEN
This gualitative case study addressed the problem
of placing acadernically at-risk freshrmen in Enalish
language arts (ELA) classes in the absence of the
previous instrument, the New Jersey Assessment
of Skills and Knowledge (MJASK) and nexperience
with and controversy surrounding the Partnership
for Assessment of Readiness for College and
Careers (PARCC), the replacerment state test
administered in the 2014-2015 school year, which
is prohibited to be used in placement practices for
the 2015-2016 school year. Based on the
theoretical frameworks of the Zone of Proxirmal
Developrment, Cognitive Apprenticeship, and
Bandura’s Model of Self-Efficacy, the goals were to
detemrninge in this school distnict the characternstics
of struggling (labeled ™ acadernic™) ELA students,
to understand placernent practices and
perceptions of these practices, and to discover
what Is needed to more accurately place
academic level freshmen. A purposeful sample of
seven staff members was interviewed, and four
themes created: Characteristics of Academic
Students, Placement Practices, Standardized
Testing, and Improverments. Additionally, relevant
standardized test scores, grades, and reading
assessments were collected and analyzed.
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Students who are
struggling in language
arts at the middle and
high schools are often
placed in what is
called an academic
language arts dass. Tt
1s typically for non-
classified students
who are deemed “at-
risk”, based on poor
proficiency scores on
the state standardized
test, which was the
WNJASKE (X.X personal
commumication,
September 15, 2014).
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THE PROBLEM

Academic placement relied on the NJASK, which has
been replaced by PARCC.

Without familiarity or baseline data for PARCC, itis not a
suitable measure to use for placement. Postponing the
use of PARCC for instructional purposes is also supported
by M1 Senate Bill 2154.

Dependence on one piece of data does not provide a
complete picture of student performance or need.

Research supports the use multiple measures in
placement decisions

Sources: (Brimijoin, 2005; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013; Mandinach & Jacksor,
2012; National Association of School Peychologists, 2003; Skalski & Romero, 2011).

SIGNIFICANCE

A significant number of early adolescents struggle in
the English langnage arts (Allington, 2011; Dotterer &
Lowe, 2011; Kitson, 2o11; McDowell, Sweeney &
Ziolkowski, 2011; O'Reilly, Sabatini, Bruce, Pillanisetti &
McCormick, 2012; Stowe, 2014). As demonstrated by the
Wational Assessment of Educational Progress (INAEP) 2013
test, 36% of eighth grade students were reading at or above
the profident level and the rest were achieving at the basic
level, having only “partial mastery of prerequisite
knowledge and skills” (The Nation's Report Card, n.d.).
Struggling adolescent readers’ and writers’ challenges are
exacerbated by the increased complexity demanded in the
CCSS (Common Core State Standards, 2014.); students are
also required to read much more complex and
comprehensive texts in science, math, social studies and
other content areas. Therefore, in order to show
improvements in adolescents' literacy proficiency, there
needs to be an identification of these students' iteracy
ahilities that will enable them tobe college and career
ready.



THE PURPOSE

By requesting teachers to describe the characteristics of their at-risk
students and examining the placement practices and assessments
currently in use in district, as well as exploring other measures that
might serve to address any needs not currently met, the district will
gain insightinto how to most accurately place academic students.
Proper placement of academically struggling students into
appropriate educational settings is a critical step in targeting
instruction and closing the gap in literacy profidency rates.

THE STRUGGLING ADOLESCENT
During early adolescence, many students’ academic achievement suffers
(Dotterer & Lowe, 2011; Kitson, 2011). Af this age, students areno longer
learning to read, but rather must read increasingly complex texts of
different genres and structuresin order toleam. Therefore, those who did
not fully grasp the skills and strategies needed tobe proficient readers fall
further behind their peers (Brasseur-Hock, Hodka, Kiefferb, Biancarosac &
Deshlera, 2011; Flynn, Zheng & Swanson, 2012; Kitson, 2011; Snvder,
2010). There 1s extant research which demonstrates the dedine m
motivation and decline in reading during this stage of development
(McDowell, Sweenev and Ziolkowski, 2011). Therefore, placement for
struggling vouths must take into consideration the unique nature of
adolescent leaming (Lindstrom, Nealy, & Stagliano, 2012). Another
complication is that most literacy interventions are designed for the
elementary level and do not reflect the complex contexts and purposes for
reading that adolescents engage in (Flynn et al., 2012). Enriquez (2011)
explained that identifving struggling readers is more complex than
determining a cut off score on a test. By labeling students, the notion of
being “no good at reading” becomes part of their identity.

significant number
aders are reading
below grade level

Adoletcent perceptions:

aelf a3 poor reader complicate
academic progress
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RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

RQ1: How do the
teachers and guidance
counselors of seventh,
eighth, ninth and tenth
grade academic
English language arts
(ELA) students
describe the
characteristics and
neads of these
academically
struggling students?

RQ2: In the absence of
the NJASE, what are
the assessments
currently being used in
the 2014-2015 school
vear that could be used
to assist in
determining the
appropriate academic
placement of incoming
oth graders in English
language arts dasses?

RQ3: What types of
assessments, if any,
are needed to provide
a more complete
picture of struggling
students in order to
more accurately place
them?
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* To create * N]J standards for + Funding
national math & ELA in * Implementation
standard of 2010 * Developmental
education appropriateness

* To improve
college &
workplace
readiness

Purpose: State school chiefs and govemors sought a way to unify across the nation criteria for
proficiency at each grade level and for high school graduation. The CCSS are to provide the needed
knowledge to “compete successfully in the global economy™ (Common Core State Standards nitiative,
2014).

Support: 48 states, two ternitories and the District of Columbia supported CCS8in 2009 (Common
Core State Standards Initiative, 2014; Porter, et al., zo12) as the solution to today’s failing public
schodls. As of now, four states have pulled out of the CCSS, and six have bills pending the same
course of action (Barth, 2014).

Coniroversy: While the NCTE does not publicly oppose the CCSS, it does not endorse them, either
(Gilvard, 2012). A major reason for not endorsing them, as explained in the NCTE's Resolution on
Teacher Expertise and the Commaon Core State Standards, revolves around the riskthat the CCSS do
not seem to value teacher expertise and judgment, tothe detriment of students, and may conflict with
the NCTE’s own palicies (2012). NCTE President Sandy Hayes formally requested that the
implementation of the CCSS move more slowly and advocates for a moratorium on standardized tests
meant to evaluate the CCSS implementation (DeWiit, 2013)

There is concern regarding the funding and resources required by schodls so that their
students can meet the high expectations of the standards (Vega, 2013). The 2011 Center on
Educational Policy report suggested that the states that won the Rit T competition would be at an
advantage. Asthe federal Race tothe Top (RitT) funds were set up as a competition, the distribution
of funds only to those who won the grants created inequality by design.

Inequality can also be seen in its impact on diversity. Camangian (2011) explained that our
current foous on standardization and testing perpetuates social inequalities by forcing a universal
curriculum on districts whose students may have vastly different needs. Finally, progressives believe
that the CCSS. or corporate education reform, are ill-conceived. Wariness is growing (Au, 2011;
'Iiemefj;;, 2013).
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Dwindling Support: Initially. 2.4 statez DCand VI joined PARCC. including MJ (MCEL. nd.:
Schneider, 2014); hovwever, many have withdravn (PARCC, 2014; Stranss, 2o15). Gettinga
clear picture of just howmany states remain in PARCC iz difficult, The PAR.CC websie states
there are 11 statez and DC (PARCC, 2015). Cn the PARCC Computer-bazed Adminiztrator
Survey, ten states pluz DC are induded (HumBRO, 2015). Massachusetts, alisted PARCC
state. iz allowing districts to choose which test to ad minister, PARCC orits own state

stand ardized test, the MCAS ; a quarter of districts with a high zchool are administering
PARCC (Gewertz, zo15; Fochelean, 2015).

Cost of PARCC: Govemor Chriztie proposed $10 per smdentin PARCC aid (State of MNew
Jersey Department of Education, 2014a), whichis a nominal amount believed to exist just so0
PARCC would be considered a funded mandate (Karp, 2014). The actual cost of PARCCin MJ
izundear. Itizestimated near $108 million dollars, not including money zpent on npdating
technology, training and adding resources. This cost cannotbe determined in part becanseit
dependz on howmany students take the test, no longer an easy estimate due to parental
refuzalzs (Kachmer, 2015). In Montdair, 42.6% of students ref nsed the test (Kaulezzar. 2015).
The cost of the contracts can increase if other states opt ot of their PAR CC contracts. a valid
concem as mpport dwindles (Kachmer. 2015).

Concerns: There iz rowing concem that the tests are too hard. take too much time, cost too
much. and infringe on =tate’s right= (Bidwell, 2015; Johnson, 2015; Tatter, 2015). Concems
alzo existin the accountability measures that attach students’ results on these tests to eacher
evamations and effect school rankings, Finally. there are concems about the “educational
impact of the longer, more difficult test= on currienlum. instmction and student experience in
schoolzs® (Earp, 2014). Such concems have prompted the areation of s=veral bills, all of which
have passed in the NJ Assembly, but have notbeen voted on in the Senate:

MJ EILL PURPOSE

Azoyy/ Requires schoal districts to provide parents information by October 1 on certain
82765 testz to be ad minizstered during the school vear, induding who requires the test

Agoyg Prohibits stand ardized tests in kindergarten through second grade.

A-16582767 Permits parents to refuse partidpation in certain standardized ases=ments.

Adqigo/ Prohibitz stmdent and teacher assezaments developed by PARCC for three vears.
o708

Souerees: Clark, 2015a; govirack, 2014, DVAmMics, 2015, NISerateNo 2154 2014, UYifiesg, 2014,

n
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PROS: (Center for Public Education, 2006].

Allows comparizons among students, schoolz and districts

Helps target those who need special services (Le. special education, G &T)
Demonstrates trends among populations

accountability

CONS:

» Problematic philosophy—treats students az products, instructed according to standardized tests that drive
curriculurn (A, 2012

» Used for purposes other than intended when designed {guestions relability and validity) (Mandnach and
Jackson, 201 Clark, 20 15b;Wall, 201 5)

» Results in rarrowed curriculum and teaching to the test putz undue pressure on students; reduces teacher
rmorale (William, 20 10).

William’s (zoio0) research reflects Campbell's Law,in which the results of a test thatiz the fomsz
of political and public atention improve; vet thoze remlts do not neceszarily improve on related
meamres, such as SATE or NAEP tests, Campbell's Lawstems from the work of Donald Camphell
(1078). zocial pevcholozizt and experimental zodal sdence rezearcher who documented when high-
ztakezprograms are evaluated, the evaluation process can become cormupt to ensure dezired remlts,

Mandinach and Jackson (zo12) cantion against the nze of “dead on arrival” data. @ncedata that
can influence crudal decizions such az placement ocour months after the testing d ate and zometimes
toolatein the schocl vear to be of anynzein dedson-making, Thiz problem exists with PARCC
testing, as the “PARCC consortinm will not determine what scores are considered pazging for this vear's
testuntil the ummer, =0 zludentz and schoolz won't receive scorezuntil October” (Cark, 2o15b)
Mandinach and Jackson (2012) explain the distinction between azzezzments forleaming, and
azzzzzments of leaming; a state stand ardized test iz a mmmative aszeszment of learning test that is
best used for accountability measures, whereas assessments forleaming are specifically ded med to
help drive and inform instmction,

A concern regardin g testing validity was revealed when Pearzon, the PARCC test developer,
dizeoversd students posting information about the test, Validity could be compromized by the sharing
of testing content, More importantly, perhaps, was the extent of student apathy found: if alarge
number of sndentz are not trving to answer the questions correctly, an acourate baseline cannotbe
found (Wall, 2o15).

]
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Provide greater depth and range of student ability and need (Mandinach &
Jackson, 2012; Spielhagen, 2010; WestEd., 2014).

Use fommative and surmmative data (Brimijoin, 20049).

Include student input (Enriquez, 2011).

Eesult in greater equity and accuracy of placement, based on research at the
college level (Ngo, Kwon, Melguizo, Prather, & Bos, 2013; Texas Toolbox,
2013; Hodara, Jaggars, and Karp, 2012).

Multiple measures should be used toinform decisions that impact instruction, such
as determining student placement. To accurately employ multiple measures and get a better
picture of student ability, both formative and summeative assessments should be used.
Another largely absent piece of data is the student. One must first understand the students’
goals and perceptions of reading and of themselves as readers. Reading success is not just a
cognitive process. It is also an emotional process, partcularly for adolescents.

While it was difficult to find research on multiple measures and placement practices
for the age group of this study, there were many studies on this topic at the college level. In
order to reflect the inahility of one standardized test to accurately place students, California
forbids the practice of basing community college developmental placement decisions on one
standardized test score (Ngo, Kavon, Melguizo, Prather, &Bos, 2013). The rationale behind
the benefits of using multiple measures to better place college freshmen could also apply to
the placement of high school freshmen, such as those mvolved with this study.




THE INTEEVIEWS

o Pror to conductinginterviews, the interview questions were
field tested.

4 7partidpants were interviewed., These partidpants
included Englizh language arts (ELA) academic teachers
and guidance counzelors from both the middle and high
zchool levelz, and the English department supervizor,
Partid pants were coded as Partidpant 1, Partidpant 2,
Partidpant 3, and =0 on, to safegard their identity.

4 Questions were asked about the current measures that are
being used toevaluate and determine the strengths and
weakmeszes of the academic students, what the current
placement practices were and their pereeptions of thess
placement practices, and finally, if there were any other
information they would like to have on their academic
students and any changes they would like made to
placement practices.

o Field notes were completed after each interview, and the
recorded interview transcribed. This produced transcripts
totaling &5 dingle-spaced pages, withindividual responszes
ranging from eight to 19single-spaced pages of
tranzaiption.

o Member chedidng process was initiated to verify accuracy of
tranzaiptions.

o Tranzcripts were then coded for initial themes. During this
phase, interview field notes, reflective journal ressarchlog
and transcripts were used to further develop emerging
themes.
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Data collected were tri-
angnl ated through the
incorporation of zeveral
methods and zources of
data:

¢ Interviewsof staffin
varions positions at both
middle and high
schools,

¢ Grade 7 NJASK summa-
tive scores, MJASE
Grade 7 scores wers
used to place current
acadenmic Grade g shu-
dents sinre NJASK 8
seores are not availble
until after schedunlss are
mads,

+ Current Grade g sta-
dents' Grads 8 MJIASE
SCOTE.

» INJPASSg score,

* Grade gEnglish grades
for current 2o14-2045
academic Gradeg.

» The DRAo and GMRET
reading assassments.

# Comprshensive Testing
Program 4th Edition
test (CTP4)

# The honors English g
placement rubric.
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Regarding research question one, academic students exhibit similar characteristics, marked
by weak reading and writing achievement, low levels of self-esteem and motivation, and minimal
productivity outside of school. It was consistently noted that despite these similar effects, each
student might have a different combination of factors contributing to these elements, such as
challenging home dynamics or an inability to prepare for the future. There are often several
factors influencing their low achievement, none mutually exdusive, making it difficult to target
and address their needs. It was reiterated by the participants repeatedly, as well as reflected in the
literature reviewed on struggling adolescents, how such factors influence and in turn are
influenced by each other. Itisdifficult to determine, for example, if low self-esteam is the result of
poor performance in school, or poor performance is the result of low self-esteem.

Connecting to research questions two and three, it became clear that there was no set palicy
in place and much of what participants described as being the placement practices were based on
their assumptions and own personal experiences. There were difficulties verifving placement
practices due to limited participant response and hesitancy of many participants in this area. Many
participants believed teacher recommendations influenced placement. Alsomentioned by a few
participants were grades and the CTP4 test. The only piece of data that was unvaryingly stated by
all participants was that the NJASK was a determining factor in placement. Interms of formal
and informal assessments, while all participants stated the use of a variety of measures emploved
to get to know students’ ability levels, no particular assessments were mentioned, with the
exception of the DRA2 and Gates-MacGinitie used by the reading specialists.

All participants had recommendations for improving current placement practices for
academic level students. Thev all agreed that multiple measures shonld be used and using
outdated test data should be avoided. However, the majority did not have a problem with using a
standardized test, in this case the NJASE, as one indicator, as perhaps the initial screening tool.
Suggested measures to include were student survey, grades, teacher recommendation, a writing
sample and parental input.

It was consistently discovered that the participants addressed their students’ needs, sodally,
emotionally and academically. It was frequentlynoted that in order to teach these struggling
adolescents, they needed to understand them and reach them at their level. For some, in fact, the
content became secondary, for it was generally held that no knowledge would be received and no

learning would oceur if the student was not open and ready to learn.
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INTERVIEW FINDINGS

Theme Participant Besponse

1, Characterizites | #low motivation and low or jecpardized salf-sstesm: “1 think for a long time they'va baan teld or kad
of Academic iz=nes with the content areas so that by the timsa they reach me ._thay ara kind of at this peint whara
Students thay assuma that this is not going to be something for them ”

# irresponsibility and/'or immaturity: “totally ot producing, just doing nothing. 1rswallyit’s be-
cansa tha kid iz — the kid has an F and whan azked why he got an F, it's pot based on theit in-claszs
productivity, it's all about hemsweork.”

#impact of homealifa: ** A majerty pepulation [of my academic students ] were cultural or sthoic
mincrities, a lot of single parent bomes, lower secic-sconomic statwses for the area — thare’s kind of
an amalzamation of stuff at work, so it's alittle hard to pinpeint it to ona.”

#+weaak reading comprabension: “that comprehensicn is the area thay struggls the most”

#weaak writing skills: “It'salso gstting down thait thoughts about literaturs on papsr. I think thera's
a very big dizconmect with that ™

2. Flacement
Practices

#MJASK wsad to place students (though provided diffsrent cut off seoraes): " 200 seems to ba the cut
off scora. Howaver, I do know that certain kids wera slizghtly above 200, and then thers are studants
that ara balow zoo that were not placed inte my academic”

# balizved other maazures invelved, such as recommendations, CTP4 of grades (varistyin raspons-
az]: °1 think teachsr recommendations._and sesing where kids were in terms of their grades in con-
trast to their pears had someathing to do with it, too, but at least from what I've sesn, a largs part of i
iz the MJASK scores.” “And it wasn't supposed to be spacial od. becauss I have no supplam antal
teacher. I dohave IEP=. And 1 have kids who passed the test.  So._1 just don't know . Fuaally, 1
den'’t know how they ara picked ™

# paad improvemsant: “By saying this entirs group peads halp doesn't neceszarily meaan they all nasd
halpin the samsway”

# mostly aceurate: 1 think it's pretty accurate, but I'm sure some kids £all by the wayzsids or ars mis-
placed”

3. Stand ardized
Testing

# problam with data not being racent: “Ons of the problemes is we are placing kds baszad on the pra-
vions year’s data, and then wa ars trying to mest the dzadline to lock at the newast data just to maks
sura tha placsmant is corract.”

#low seore could ba indicative of factors other than ability: *1 think they [1JASE scores] ars pratty
aeenrate but kids can kave an off dayor they could ba bad test-takers ™

#valid as initial scresning teol when followed by other measures: it “gives vou a heads up on who is
a struggling studant

# not wsaful for instroction: *So thare's something to ba said for its nse, but at the zame tima, I'm
vary hasitant. becauss thars are suceptions.”

4. Improve-
ments

10

# multiple meazurss: *1 am bopeful to contins to have conversations ...about what we'Te going to dof
without kaving }FJASE scoras. 1 think wea have to . make sura that we ara wsing grades as cne of
those maasuras ”

# impreved communication: =T often don't fasl like 1 know belistimlly what's geing on with a child. |
I cangat a picture academically, but I guess on a persenal plana I wizh that more wears mada availa-
blatous"

# student input: “Sometimes what I think i= lacking i= input from the child on what they think thair
strengths and weakmeszaes are and what they would like to improve npon. We don't have amything
for that. Wenever ask them.”

# taachar input (though 2 stressad this shonld onlybe done informally, not as part of a placament
rubric) : °I think teacher recommendation and input is important .~




EBasic Statistical Analvsiz for NIASE 7 and &

MNJASK 7 MNJASK 8 £y
hizam 123 2046 b4
hlzdizn 128 203
Moda 181 & 182 203
Famgzs 58 44

Based on the NJASK 7 scores used to place stdents into grade g academic, it ssems that 205 was
the NJASE eut offused by the vast majority — all but four students scored 205 or below, However, if the
zame criteria wonld have been nzed with the most recent NJASK test scores, the MJIASK 8, 11 of the same
25 might not have been placed in academic, as they scored above the 205 cut off. This provides aredibility
to the concems expressed by many partidpants and reflected in the review of the literature regarding
misplacement when relving on one piece of data that may notbe cumentenough to reflect actual student
nesd.

DRAz and GMRET

The DEA2 iz administered to the majority of middle zchool academic smdents by that middle
school’'s readin g specializt Research and participants both agres that thiz test hasz low eliability and
validity (Coll aborative Center for Literacy Development, nd.; MeCarthy & Christ, 2010). Therefore, its
uze forplacement is discouraged. The Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (GMET) iz also administered to

ztudents by the middle zchool reading spedalizt if referred by I&RS, mformation iz not provided by
individual grade level, but dustered by grades 7-g and 10-12 (Guice, 201.4), which was noted asa
wedkness, Dnepm‘hﬂpantmenhﬂnedmﬂatad vocabulary scores on the GMRET and difficulty recondling
the resnlts with other pizces of achievement data., However, the GMET iz considered an effective measure
as both a sreening tool and adiagnostic toal (Morsy, Kieffer & Snow. zo1o0),

Two partidpantsposited that perhaps the GME.T and the DE. Az might be outdated or not reflective
of mment education al dem andz made on early adolezcent smdents. Thess may be valid d aimz az the
GMET test used has a copyright date of 2000, and the DR-A2 books and Teacher Observation gnides are
from 2003, The purposzes for reading have changed draztically, azinformed by the literatire reviewed,
due to the recent increase in rigordemanded by the Common Core State Standards.

Eemaining Data

The CTP4 scores are available pieces of information already provided by district, as this testis
administered every fall to students in grades 3-8, In addition, the CTP 4 was mentioned by several
particdpants as perhaps being used or nseful in determining placement Findlly, the CTP4ispresently
part of the placement mabric for enriched honors dasses, Smilarly, grades are induded becanse many
partidpants mentioned the uze of grades az being used cruseful in placement they, too, are used in the
enriched honors rubric, Lastly, the NJPASS score for grade gstudentsis alsoincorporated. This piece of
dataiz nsed when pladng studentzin rade ointo the appropriate tradk, be it academic CP orhonors, in
erade 10, Itwas dzo thoughtthatinexaminingexistingdata, zome trendz in kil or achievement micht
become apparent, pereeptions regarding academic students’ abilities might be verified by thedata, Itwas
alzo thought that the data could provide insight into what pieces of data are currently available that are
helpfulin determinin g pl acement.

The data did not fully provide what was hoped. There seems to be no obvions connection betwesn
the d ata points available, Students' scores on one testdo not equate to similar scores on other measures,
or similar level s of achievement in dass, as noted by Englizh grades. However, partidpants consistently
and un animously pointed cut the general weak readin g comprehension scores of academic students, This
iz verfied by students low readin g comprehension scores on the CTP 4, which are the lowest of the thres
reading scores the CTPgqprovides for more than half of the academic students,

11
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Priar to thiz ztudy, the placement practices for academic students in thiz diztrict had notbeen
investigated through the input of perzonnel involved with thiz stndentpopulation and related data.
Az areslt, it can be concluded that placement practicss:

= may congst of an undear, incondstent policy
= may be based on tradition that may not reflect corrent findings on assessment and placement
= mayvary by school

If there iz no standard procedure for placement of academic students, then there may be other
problems with the academic level. from identifving and s=lecting thoss who will benefit the most from
their placement, to selecting the best cordoulum, instruction. and assesaments that will help each
academic student. Thiz absence of a policy can reult in teachers and counzelors who may be confuzed
and perhaps mizguided about which studentz should or should not be placed in academic dazses.
Thiz iz exacerbated by the finding that placementpractices differ by grade level and building and the
lack of opportunity for communication between stakeholders within and betwesn zchools.

Therefore. the followin g concluzionz can be made regardin g the research questions for thiz
study:

R0Q1: Howdo the teachers and muidance comnzelors of asventh. eighth, ninth and tenth grade
academic English lan uage arts (ELA) students describe the characteristics and nesds of thess
academically strugeling stident=? Academically stmgeling studentsz were characterized as being
defidentin several aspects of the English langnage arts. most prominently in reading comprehension,
form and structure of wiiting, and vocabulary, These students typically do not complete tasks outside
of the clazzroom, but when given explicit directions and tasks made man ageable by chunked material
and spedfic benchmarks, academic productivity and success in dassis manifested. Furthermore,
these students share characteristics unrel ated to the Englizsh language artz (ELA). They typically have
low self-esteem and motivation. Many do not see the relevance of their school work to their fotures,
or a2 limited fatires for them =so that schoolis irrelevant, These characteriztics may be canzed by or
further exacerbated by challen ging home lives and demanding schedules outside of schodl.

EQ2: In the absence of the NJASE, what are the assesaments corrently being usedin the 2014
— 2015 school vear that conld be nzed to azzsizt in determining the appropriate academic placement of
incoming oth graders in English langnage arts dasses? Several azsessments werediscovered that are
currently in place that might provide additional data to help place academic stndentz. Flacement
rubrics and d ata driven charts exist for other levels and courses. Bubrics containing several data
points are used to place students into enriched or honors level courses. The measures used on the
existing rubrics include the CTP 4 and student grades in ELA and Sodal Studies dasses. Thereis alao
adatadriven chart to assistin academic placement for students entering Grades 10, 11 or 12, Itis
important to note thiz use of rubrics fo place students, even though there is not a mibric for the
spedfic population under study, Thereexists a precedence and familiarity with the process indistrict,
One conld bedesigned for the academic studentz in Grades & through o to reflect their neads.

12
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Othermeasures that also currently exist and could be used in the placement of academic
students are the DRA2 and Gates-MacGinitie tests administered by the reading spedalists.
However, these assessments show little connection to one another and seem tobe used as
isolated data points with assigned cut-off points. The DRA2 provided little information as to
whether or not a student is actually in need of academic placement. Flaws of bath tests are they
cluster students by grade, 4-5 for the DRA2, and 7-o for the GMET. Itmay alsobe that these
tests, designed over a decade ago, do not reflect current reading practices of this population.
This is most prominently found in the absence of targeted content-specific reading skills and
critical thinking skills from reading assessments that are the comerstone of the CC55 (Morsy,
Kieffer, & Snow, 2010). However, the GMRT does have research to support its use (Morsy,
Kieffer, & Snow, 2010).

RQa: What tvpes of assessments, if any, are needed to provide a more complete picture of
struggling students in order tomore acourately place them? Participants and the literature
reviewed stated that poor performance on an assessment may indicate that a student is at-risk, or
it may be reflective of other issues not related to ability, such as a bad dav or indifference. Thus,
other measures are needed tomore accuratelv place academic students. The first improvement
required would be selecting a screening tool whose results are received in a timely fashion sothat
they are indicative of the student for the coming vear. In time, the PARCC may prove useful in
this capacity, but as of now, another measure must be found. Other measures that should be
included based on participant response and the literature reviewed are student grades, student
input, teacher input and a diagnostic assessment for both reading and writing.

Whilethe conclusions were drawn from the study conducted are acourate and helpful,
there are several important limitations that must be considered. One limitation is the narrow
scope of the study. Moreover, this study only examined placement of incoming academic high
school freshman. Because thisis a transition vear between schools, the results are limited only
to this papulation and may nat be fully reflective of placement practices at other grade levels in
this district.

This is also a very time-specific study. This isthe only vear of transition between the
tests. Itishoped that next vear, 2015-2016, when the results of the PARCC are examined, it will
provide useful information and be able to fill some of the gaps in placement practices left by the
NJASE. However, thisis just one unknown. Due tothe volatile political dimate that surrounds
standardization, in the form of CCSS and ensuing high-stakes tests, it is unclear what the future
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of this test and even the standards themsalves will be. These uncertainties may prolong the
confusion and the transitory nature of testing, which impacts all areas of education, mcluding
curriculum, assessment and placement. These aspects make it more important to locate other

measures that are mdependent of the PARCC touse for placement.

More importantly, a major imitation of the study was the low number of participants. With
such low numbers, I could not discuss participant demographics, such as job description, number of
vears in education or in the district, or grade level and school involved with. Todo sowould have
compromised participant confidentiality. With more participants involved, it is likely that there
would have been sufficient overlap in demographics to include this information and perhaps make
more detailed condusions based on these factors.

The number of participants did not seem to affedt the findings and condusions related to
Research Question 1,1in which responses were largely unanimous and consistent, demonstrating data
saturation as tothe needs and characteristics of academic level students. However, while I did gather
rich information from each partidpant on the remaining two research questions, having a greater
number of respanses may have helped verify and specify participants’ responses. In particular, it was
difficult to get specific mformation on placement practices, as each partidpant provided the piece he
or she was familiar with, or his or her assumption. Having a greater response rate could have
provided verification of responses at the same position and grade level of each participant.
Furthermore, since no Child Study Team member was able to partidpate (otherthan the member
involved in the mterview question field test), input into the academic placement of high school
freshman prevented understanding as to the inclusion of students with IEPs in the academic setting
and any placement dedsions made by team members that may or may not follow what was known by

other partidpants in the study.

Thelow response rate may have been due to the sensitive nature of the study, which was
evident with a majority of those who did consent to participate, but were hesitant or declined to
provide information about certain aspects of placement and/or assessments. It can be supposed that
these professionals did not want to be put in a position where their responses might inadvertently
state or suggest that someone was to blame for any negatively perceived comments. Thosewho
participated all had the best nterests of the students in mind; problems discovered seem to be more
the result of the absence of communication. It seems that different participants hold various pieces
of this puzade of academic placement. A forum where a dialogue can ocour to put those pieces

together into one cohesive policy of placement would be beneficial.
14



Educatorshave always
faced the challenge of how
to get dll students to meet
grade level expectations.
There iz evidence to justify
that today's more
challenging stand ard s and
high-stakes tests put at-rizk
adolescentz in forther
jeopardy, and due to
increazed accountability
measures, the stakes are
higher than ever toensure
that theze struggling
students mucceed. Yot
dezpite the presmre and
good intentions to improve
learning outcomes, there is
litfle research or evidence
to actnally gnide teachers
on howto acmrately place
ztrupoling adolescent
readers and writers zo
thesze atrisk students can
receive the instmction they
nesd. However, itiz kmown
from research that relyving
on one piece of summ ative
data for placement does
not provide a complete
picture of ability or provide
suffidentd ata for proper
placement; multiple
meamres ae needed for
that analvsis,
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Using knowled ge gained from the partidpants interviewed.,
the azsezszment data mrrently avail able in the diztrict being stodied,
and from the literature reviewed. I created a placement matrix for
academic ELA students, This rubric drew from the district’'s exdsting
honor's placement rubric. It was thomght that nsng measures
zimilar to those already in place wonld be more easily implemen ted
and help maintain continuity betwesn courses.

A carefully choszen zcresning tool followed by other
measures hasbetter success rates of accurately placing students by
ahility,

SCREENING TOOL.:

Ascreening tool is an assesament that can be ad ministered eadly
and quickly fo alarge population for the purpoze of determining
which group of studentz might benefit from remediabion (Connor
etal., 2014; Jenkinzs, nd.; SERC. 2012; Torgesen & Miller, 2o04).

Two meamres mmently nsed in thiz district can be ned a=
screcning assessments, The firstis the Comprehengve Testing
Program 4th Edition test (CTP 4). The second is the Gates-
MacGinitie Reading Test (GMET). Another option not mmently
used in district but favorably reviewed is the Group Feading As-
sessment and Diagnostic Evaluation (GRADE).
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Comprehensive Testing Program 4th Edition Test (CTP4)

The CTP 4 is a viable choice to use as a screening tool. Data is provided in terms of percentiles and
stanines, which deliver information as tohow a given student is achieving in relation to their peers
(Anstotle, 2013). A stanine results from dividing all scoresinto g parts, with 5being the midpomnt (ERB,
2014). This could alsobeused as the screening tool for academic. A cut-off would have tobe created
based on stanine or percentile. The merits of using the CTP4 as a screening tool are:

» administered every fall to students as a normal part of educational practices and would not result in
any additional loss of time or expense.

» reading comprehension scores of academic students were consistently low, verifving daims.

» consistent for all students, unlike other pieces of data which demonstrated much greater variability.

« used as part of the placement rubric for enriched and honors classes within district, so there is
familiarity with using this test for placement purposes.

A flaw, however, is that the data provided would be several months old, as the students take the test early

in the beginning of the school year, and placement ocours towards the end of the school year. Research

and partidpants both wam against the use of data that is not current for placement purposes.

Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT)

The GMRT assessment is considered a “screening tool to identify which students struggle with
comprehension and,/or reading vocabulary” (Morsy, Keffer, & Snow, 2010). It alsois a group
administered paper and pendl test (GMRET, 2011). Its strengths are:

» reliahility & effectiveness, particularly for students dose to grade level (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010).

» provides strong reliability and validity in its technical report and evidence of its success as both an
achievement test and for diagnostic purposes (Johnson & McCabe, 2005).

However, the weaknesses of the test are:

»  brevity ofthe passages may limit ability to predict student success on lengthier passages, noted by a
participant who was also a reading specialist (Morsy, Kieffer, & Snow, 2010).

» several participants noted that the results do not seem to align with other available information on
student achievement. It is supposed that this disconnect is mainly because the GMRET has not been
revised since the CS5, which increased the text complexity required for each grade level making the
readability of grade level texts harder than they were previously (NWEA, 2013).

» Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation

The GRADE assessment is a group administered test that mcludes a variety of genres and emphasizes
inferential skills (Morsy, Keffer, & Snow, 2010). “The combination of several sub-tests provides more
information about component skills than with other group administered tests” (Morsy, Keffer, & Snow,
2010, p.24). Itisalso has sound technical qualities (Fletcher et al., 2009). Another benefit is the test can
also provide some diagnostic information. This assessmenthas the strongest review .

Based on the above reviews, T recommend that the CTP4 reading comprehension scores be used as the
screening tool, with a cut off of 45%, or stanine below 5. (The mean, median and mode of the data
examined was 32%.)

16



Once students are identified by the screening tool, other measures need to be considered to
ensure proper placement. While it was difficult to find research on multiple measures and
placement practices for the age group of this study, there were many studies on this topic at the

college level.

» California forbids the practice of basing community college devel opmental placement
decisions on one standardized test score (INgo, Kivon, Melguizo, Prather, & Bos, 2013).
Instead, developmental placement dedsions must be based on multiple measures, as it is
believed equity and accuracy in placement practices will improve as a result (Ngo, et al.,

2013;Texas Toolbox, 2013).

» In Ngoetal’'s (2013) study totest this belief, it was found that the students who were placed
into higher level courses based on the results of multiple measures, but who would have been
exduded based on their standardized score alone, achieved the same rates of success as their

peers who had the standardized scores to place in the same course.

» Hodara, Jaggars, and Karp (2012) found that using one standardized test score as a criterion
for placing ncoming college freshmen in certain classes wasnotas valid as a predictor of

achievement as considering the students' GPAs.

» Despite these flaws, however, many schools continue to rely on one standardized test score for
placement becanse it is efficient to doso. It istrue that standardized tests dohave a role in
placement practices, as long as they are part of other metrics (Texas Toolbox, 2013). Many
educators recognize that using multiple measures is more effective, even though the measures
may be too cumbersome to administer and interpret. (Hodara et al., 2012). The rationale
behind the benefits of using multiple measures to better place college freshman could also
apply tothe placement of high school freshmen, such asthoseinvolved with this study.

17

193



194

Az demonzstrated by the research, by partidpants’ input, and the analyzed data. one score
cannotbe the zole determining factor for placement, The meamurez indudedin the proposed
placement matrix reflect what was leamed from the previonz sourees and alzo tries to congder a
balanced approach. encompaszing a variety of literacy skillz az well az consideration to the cost,
time conztraints and burden of a new azzesament plan for this diztriet (Rabinowitz, 201a).
Therefore, it iz recommended that the following meamres be induded in a placement matrix to gain
a betternnderztanding of student need: srades, wiiting benchmark, teacher rating, diamostic tool
and smdent input.

Grades: a valid meamre of ztndent achievement and nsed as a means of identifying
students who may need a separate educational path (Gnsky, 1004). Research findz that GPA can be
a betterindicator of stndent suecesz than a placement test for thoze entering eollege (Fain, 2012)
Partidpants freqmently mentioned the nze of gradez in determining academic placement. A
problem with nzing grades iz their ubjective nature (Gnsky, 1004). Therefore,itiz recommended
that the grading svstem must be stren gthened and more uniform. It iz recommended that grades
forboth Englizh dazses Literature Comnections and Langmage Arts, beincorporated into the
placement matrix, using a grade of C- orlower as the out-off, which reflectz below oerage
profidency.

Writing Benchmark: Az adistrict, grade level writing tazks are ad miniztersd nniformly
forbaseline data, Similarly, a standard writing task canbe adminiztered in the spring to help
identify smdentzs who might benefit from academic (or honorz) placement the following vear.
Several meazures wereexplored for poszible indusion in the matrix, induding the California
Standardz Tests (CSTe) for Grade 8 ELA (California Department of Education, 2000), MAEP 2011
Writing prompts and samples for Grade § (IMCES. 2013), the Bader Feading and Language
Inventory (Wright. 1080) and the Reading and Writing Projet (2014). Ofthese, the Reading and
Writing Project (2o14). out of Columbia's Teacher's College, provides an excellent souree for a
writing benchm ark: task, whichindudes, by gradelevel, a reading paszage and writing task, scoring
rubric and student asseszment sheet, aligned spedfically to the CCSS Feading Standard 8 and
Writing Standard 2 (The Feading and Writing Project. 2014). Stadents who score below profident
might benefit from an academic setting, baszed on thiz and otherdata. A word of cantion, however,
iz that much like grades, assessing writing pieces iz often a subjective practice, even with a standard
rubrie (Overmeser, 2oo7,/2008), If resources allow, wiiting pieces should be scored by at least two
people to ensure inter-rater reliability and strengthen the validity of the results,

18
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Teacher Recommendation: Participants frequently mentioned the importance of the mformation

teachers have about their students and many already believe that teacher recommendation is part of
the academic placement process, and seems tobe at thehigh schoal level. All teachers and most
guidance counselors also stated that they frequently ask the presious vear’s teacher/guidance counselor
for information on academic students, either at the beginning of the year or when a specific issue arises.
The majority stated having this information provided to them early in the schoal year, rather than
having to seekit out, would be mvaluable. Yet two participants cautioned against making teacher
recommendation a formal part of the placement process due to parental pressures that might result. To
address both these issues, the importance of teacher input and desire to avoid a teacher's
recommendation that could be influenced by parental pressure, I investigated the use of teacherrating
scales used for placement purposes. It was thought that if there were a way to use a rating scale,
teacher mput would be incorporated more as an objective rating than a recommendation.
Unfortunately, no existing rating scale for struggling students could be found. However, there were
several for exceptional students. Therefore, I altered the Purdue University HOPE scale (200g) and
Seminole County Public Schools Exceptional Student Support Services (2014) teacher rating scales and
questions to address the needs of struggling ELA students. If there were more time, it would be
recommended that this scale be field tested before its inclusion into the placement matrix.

Student Input: Research explains the importance of including adolescents in their educational
decisions (Enriquez, 2011; Joselowsky, 2o07). This was also noted by participants. When induded,
students have been found to become more responsible and vested in their academic success, which are
noted weaknesses of the academically struggling student. Therefore, it was determined that a student
questionnaire should be induded in the placement matrix. Several measures were mvestigated as
possible choices: the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MLSQ) (1991), School
Motivation and Learning Strategies Inventory (SMALST) (zo06), and Leaming and Study  Strategies
Inventory, Second Edition (LASSI) (2002). Based on research reviewed, the SMALSIis  being
recommended (Wright, 2007; Wright, 2010). The SMALSI inventory produces a profile of T-scores
(M=50, SD=10) that help determine weaknesses in specific areas to be used in terms of cut-offs for the
placement matrix (Stroud & Revnolds, 2014). Iwould further recommend a simple question be asked
of students regarding their desire or opinion on being placed n an academic dass to help strengthen

their areas of wealness.

14
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Dracnvostic TooL

Another key component to the placement matrix shonld be theindusion of a diamostic test
geared to adolescents to get more detailed information about the subast of skills that influence reading
comprehengon (Morsy, Kieffer & Snow, 2o010; O'reilly, Sabatini, Bruee, Fillorisett & McCormick, 2012;
Torgesen & Miller, 2oog).

Qualitative Reading Inventory (QRI): According to the extensive research cond neted by
Morsy, Kieffer and Snow (z2o10), the QRI iz an excellent qualitative tool to determine a wide-range of
reading zkillz, more 20 than other toolz they reviewed. Itincorporates arange of text genres,
knowledge of text structure and oral reading skills, According to Qark, Kamhi, Nippold, & Bondrean
[2014) the QRI iz the most frequently nzed inform al readinginventory. Flaws are thatit requires a
significant amount of time to administer individually, Remlts are best when the administrator is
familiar with both the test and the sindent (Morsy, Keffer & Snow. 2010).

GMRT: This azseszment waz reviewed as part of the disoussion of scresning tools, With further
analyzis by the test administrator. it can provide additional information on students for diagnostic
purpozes, such az identification of spedfic comprehenzion proceszes, induding where breakdown
occurs (Morsy, Keffer, & Snow, 2o10). Johnzon and McCabe (2005) found the norm-referencng
nzeful to determine progress and the indusion of readinginstmetion tips helpful to eachers.

Achieve 3oo00: Achisve sooohaz moderate evidence of sucoesz in monitoring and evaluating
students' achievement and progress and addresses individual factors, such aslack of effort or low
commitment to school, which were very dgnificant we aknezsez noted by the partidpants for this
population (National Dropout Prevention Center /Network, 2o13). Itis anewer assesament, which
provides reading Lexiles and content thatiz in alignment to the CCSS. As auch, itincudes tasks that
require students toevaluate arguments and dte evidence, aitical thinking slkdlls required by the
Common Core (WHAT'S NEW, 2013). Anotherbenefit is there iz familiarity in diztriet with this
program, made accezsible for Grade 8,1 recommend Achisve 3000 be uzed az thediamostic tool.

Parental Input: Another aspect mentioned by participantz and found in the research was the
importance of parental inpnt. Irecommend that parental involvementbeinitiated as soon as possible
and parental notification be made for students who might qualify for academic or honors fenriched
courzes to maintain conziztency and demonstrate equity in placement practices at all levelz, Azample
letter bazed on the one provided in the Manual for the Admizsion and Placement of Exceptional
Students (Seminols County Public Schools, 2014) was areated. Itiz at thiz point that parentalinput
zhonld be requested as to any concemas or izmes relevant to abil ity or achisvement.,

0
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Below are the meazures I recommend for nze for the initial nze of the placement matrix, The
meamre: incduded are all readily available, either az part of current district azzezaments or aeated by
thiz research practiioner. Parent/Guardian input would also be consddered.

If asmdentdemonztrates partial profidency in four of the listed areaz. he or she qualifies for

academic placement,

Measure

Evaluation

GRADES:

Grades for both Englich classes, Literature
Comrections ard LIRguage ATte are inoor-
porated. Agradeof C-or lower should be
weed as the cut-gff, as this grade reflecis
below auerage proficiency

valid measurae of studant achisremeant (Gusky, 1954)

bettar indicater of studant swecess than a placemsant test (Fain, 2042)

WEITING BEEINCHLMARE

Teachers Collage (TC), The Reading and
Writing Project writing berchmark

grads leval writing task, seoring rubricand student asssssment shasat,
alizwed spacifically to the CC55 Writing Standard 2 {The Peading and Writ-
ing Project, 2044) ; District familiarity with TC writing at the alemeantary
laval.

DIAGNOSTIC TOOL:

Achieve gooo demonstrated swoosss mondtoring and evaluating (#lational Dropout Praven-
tion Centar Watwork, 2017), ; wsed in district

TEACHER RATING

Adapted Purdwe [riversity HOFPE soale
(2oog) and Seminole County Public Schools
Exceptiona Student SuppoTt Services
(z014) teacher rating soales and questions
to addreer the needs of struggling EL4 shu-
dents

schelar-practitioner craated rating tool —no evaluation availabla.

STUDENT INPUT

School Motivation arnd LeQriing Strate giss
Imventory (SMALST) {2o06)

I1

SMALST is divided inte two age group, 812 and 13-18; provides “sxcspticnal
diagmostic tools for aszassing school-relatesd motivation and learning srate-
gies amploved by studants and for identifying problem areas for studants
who are acadamically low performears in schoel™ (Wright, 20400
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Ideally, implementation needs to occur immediately. Time for a dialogue session needs
to be provided prior tothe end of the school vear in order for it to have a practical application.
It is hoped that the proposed matrix can be agreed upon, with pethaps minimal revision, so that
it can quickly be implemented. The initial screen mustbe completed so that the other measures
can be administered to the qualifying students prior the end of the year. Ifitis decided that
revisions are needed, a committee with representatives from each area — an academic ELA
teacher form middle school and one from the high school, a guidance counselor from middle
school and one from high school, a child study team member and the English department
supervisor — could be created and given a few hours over the summer to make the revisions.
The same committee could then evaluate those students identified by the initial screening tool
using the placement matrix. Asthe academic population is notso large asto be cumbersome, it
is hoped that any schedule revisions that would need to be implemented as a result of the
implementation of the matrix could be handled before the start of the 2015-2016 school vear.

However, it is unlikely at this ime of the vear that this will occur. It is more likely thata
significant number of students who would nomrmally have been placed in the academic setting
will be placed in CP due to the absence ofa measure or palicy that can be used tojustify their
placement. Ifthis isthe case, it is still recommended that a committee be created to evaluate
the proposed placement matrix for use for next vear's students, as the same problem is likely to
remain, even if the PARCCis found to be an appropriate measure to assist in placement. It
would only be one data point; it is hoped that the research presented would prevent the district

from merely repladng the over-reliance of one high-stakes standardized test score with another.
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This project address the neads of learners in district by attempting to create a
uniform padicy tomore acourately place at-risk ELA leamers. In creating a policy,
students from the two middle schools will be placed using the same criteria, which
could also be implemented at the high school, fostering greater continuity of mstrudtion
and fidelity of the academic program. It isalso hoped that other aspeds ofthe
academic program will also be made uniform and part of district policy, such as the
notification process for parents /guardians of academic students, greater consistency of
grading, and more continuity in mstructional programs between the schools.

The research conducted revealed great uncertainty and inconsistendes regarding
the particulars of the academic program. Having a written palicy to refer to would
alleviate this confusion for teachers, supervisors, coumselors and Child Study Team
members. Tt would also help to explain the purpose of the program to other
stakeholders, such as parents, students, and administrators.

In the larger context, this study highlights the dearth of current research
available on literacy assessment and instruction spedfically geared toward stmuggling
adolescents. Furthermore, it demonstrates the need to re-examine assessments that are
available for alignment with current standards and purposes for learning, as maost
assessments found were created over a decade ago. Ttalso provides evidence against
the practice of using high-stakes standardized tests for placement decisions. As
demaonstrated, such practices provide very limited information and do not providea
picture of the whale child. Furthermore, as the dimate that surrounds high-stakes
testing is very controversial and mercurial, relying on such tests may prove too
transitory, putting districts in constant sates of uncertainty and change.

On the otherhand, the proposed changes reflect sound research and practical
experience. Itishoped thatthis research could serve as an impetus for positive change
by enlightening districts as tothe need to review and examine, or create depending on
the case, a uniform policy for placement that takes into consideration the specific needs

of the targeted population.
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It is hoped that through this research and proposed solution, the
problem of addressing the needs of struggling adolescent readers and
writers through proper placement was made clear. This population will
continue to need assistance reaching their full potential whether or nota
state standardized testis used to evaluate their proficiency levels. All
students do not achieve at the same rates and in the same educational
settings. Therefore, there will always be students who can benefit from the
extra support and scaffolding provided by the academic program. Itis our
duty to make sure that every student who needs help, gets help. This starts
with proper identification and placement. We are beholden to use the best
information and resources at our disposal to ensure that we create and
implement a clear and consistent policy to identify, place and instruct our
struggling students. The proposed solution, inclusive of dialogue among
stakeholders and the implementation of a placement matrix, is an

important step in achieving these goals.
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Pamela Burke-Haug is currently a Grade 8 Enghsh Language Arts (ELA) teacher
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population she finds the most intriguing, vet perhaps the least emphasized, thus
prompting her research focus. Having two children of her own who have
required her advocacy at times in their own education, she felt it was important
to be an advocate for her — and other — struggling students. This became even
more important in the face of educational reform movements resulting in a push
for national standards and increased standardized testing and accountahbility
measures, of which Mrs. Burke-Haug is opposed toin their current state,
believing that these standards and tests are not based on educationally sound
research and practice, nor do thev foster environments conducive to meeting the
needs of all students. It is hoped that her research will improve leaming for
students, especially those who struggle with reading and writing, and downplay
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instructing students.
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Appendix B: Letter of Informed Consent

CONSENT FORM

You are invited to take part in a research study to examine the placement of ninth grade
academic English language arts (ELA) students at our district’s high school.

The researcher is inviting all faculty involved with the instruction and placement of
academic ELA students in Grades 7 through 10 to be in the study. This form is part of a
process called “informed consent” to allow you to understand this study before deciding
whether to take part.

This study is being conducted by a researcher named Pamela Burke-Haug, who is a
doctoral student at Walden University. You may already know the researcher as a Grade
8 ELA teacher, but this study is separate from that role.

Background Information:

The purpose of this study is to determine the unique needs and characteristics of
academic students, what assessments we may currently have that could be used to help
accurately place them, and if there are any other assessments or measures we should
include to ensure proper academic placement.

Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:
e Answer interview questions, either in person or on the phone. This will occur at
the onset of the study and take approximately 30- 45 minutes.
e Be available to answer any follow up questions that may arise after the initial
interview questions. It is anticipated that follow up should take 15-20 minutes.
e Provide any formative or summative assessments used to determine academic
students’ strengths and weaknesses. Only the assessments would be collected, not
actual student performance on them.
e Check the researcher’s findings for accuracy upon completion of data collection
and analysis by determining whether or not the information reflects your
perceptions and statements.

Here are some sample questions:
e How would you define an academic level student?
e If you believe any changes are needed in current placement practices, what are
they? Please be as specific as possible.
e Is there any other information you would like to have on academic students to
better address their needs? If so, please explain.
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Voluntary Nature of the Study:

This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you
choose to be in the study. No one at the school district or any employee of the school
district will treat you differently if you decide not to be in the study. If you decide to join
the study now, you can still change your mind later. You may stop at any time, without
any penalty.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:

Being in this type of study involves some risk of the minor discomforts that can be
encountered in daily life, such as fatigue, stress, fear of saying the wrong thing, or feeling
pressed for time. Being in this study would not pose risk to your safety or wellbeing.
The potential benefits of this study include learning more about struggling readers and
writers, better understanding placement practices for this population, and perhaps
improving the accuracy of academic level placement which is hoped to improve learning
outcomes.

Payment:
There will be no compensation for participating in this research study.

Privacy:

Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your
personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the
researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the
study reports. Data will be kept secure on the researcher’s password protected computer.
Data will be kept for a period of at least five years, as required by the university.

Contacts and Questions:

You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may
contact the researcher via email at pamela.burke-haug@waldenu.edu. If you want to talk
privately about your rights as a participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is the
Walden University representative who can discuss this with you. Her phone number is
612-312-1210. Walden University’s approval number for this study is #02-04-15-
0361757.

Please print or save this consent form for your records.

Statement of Consent:

| have read the above information and | feel | understand the study well enough to make a
decision about my involvement.

I can sign and return this document or reply to this email with the words, “I consent”;
either demonstrates that | understand that | am agreeing to the terms described above.
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Printed Name of Participant

Date of consent
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Appendix C: Transcripts Samples

Interview 1: Participant 1.

The following is a transcription recorded on February 13, 2015.

So I am just going to begin reading through my first group of questions:

Okay.

And answer them the best you can. And if you need me to clarify anything...

Mmhmm

Okay, the first thing is going to revolve around the characteristics and needs of academic
English language arts students. So how would you define an academic ELA student?

So are you talking like my section of the class or are you talking about someone who
would be like uhh....

I'm talking about you, like how would you define- what do you think are the
characteristics or what qualifies a student to be academic?

To be an academic, Umm. | honestly tend to find that these students tend to be reluctant
readers. |think they are people who, or students who feel not confident in their skills as a
reader to read on their own. They don’t necessarily love to read on their own. Umh, they
definitely struggle with writing. | think that that is a major factor as well...vocabulary
...things like that.

Okay. In thinking about the academic students, in what areas specifically do they have
difficulty? (Pause — no immediate response) You mentioned vocab.

Mmhmm

So is that decoding, accessing, context (participant begins speaking as last words are
said)

I have not found so far that decoding is much of an issue, you know, fluency is not really
a problem with the students I’ve had thus far. I think it can be depending on the reader. 1
think that it’s definitely more comprehension. I think that it’s, um, it’s also getting down
their thoughts about literature on paper. | think there’s a very big disconnect with that.
Do all students have similar difficulties, or do some students — or do the students
demonstrate a wide range of difficulties?

| think a wide range — BUT — | do think the one common link is that comprehension is
the area that they struggle the most in terms of that whole kind of blanket that is reading.
| think that is the hardest part with them.

In what areas do they do well?

(pause) I think decoding. I think fluency. They’re okay, um, that hasn’t been something
that we’ve focused on. They can be very creative, too, which I’ve noticed. Things like
creative writing or narratives, poetry, where I don’t have to necessarily give them that
much direction for it or it doesn’t link directly to a text, they have a lot of fun with that.
So they’re creative.

Do all students have similar strengths, or again, is there a wide range or variety in their
strengths?

| think definitely a wide range. Umh, you know there are definitely students who are
better writers than others, um, there are students who are more creative...it’s ... it ranges.
In addressing the needs of your students, what factors, like 3 to 5, are critical to address.
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What - you mean like...

I guess, like you had mentioned the comprehension. So would you think that is one of the
main factors?

Yes

Okay, so in the area of comprehension, what would you-(participant begins speaking)
So | tend to focus on with my kids, especially this year, we go over a lot of active reading
strategies; so we talk a lot about what it means to actively read and to think while
reading, which I know sounds kind of silly, but I think that often times they’ll read a text
but not really read, like they’re thinking of something else. So, um, I do a lot of think-
alouds, we do a lot of annotating the text, we talk about pre-reading, you know making
predictions, thinking what the text might be about before they tackle it... um, asking the
right questions. So that is what we focus on the most - I don’t know if that answered the
question, but...

How are the academic students placed into the academic class; What'’s the criteria?
NJASK.

Okay.

(little laugh) There’s CTP 4, too. But I think it’s just NJASK.

Do you think there’s a cut off score that’s used?

Umm 200 seems to be the cut off score. However, | do have certain kids that were
slightly above of 200, and then | have- there are students that are below 200 that were not
placed into my class; I don’t know if that was just error but it seems that 200 is the cut
off. 1 have a couple of like 202s but I go as low as 164.

There are no IEPs? No classified students?

No, there’s not. 504’s. I have a couple of 504°s, but there’s kids that I’ve — | had one
student last year that | went — he is now classified so definitely with the at risk
population- so they are on the radar. So, like, the 164 needs a bit watching.

What is your opinion on the current placement practices; how accurately do you believe
that the practices are placing students? You had mentioned some students below are not
in academic, some students above are, some students may be classified —

You know to think — to be honest — I think that NJASK can be used as one of the
indicating factors in terms of where they’re placed, but I don’t personally think that it’s
the best way to decide. Umm, | think teacher recommendation and input is important,
because like I said with some of my __ graders there are certain students that | really just
think are lazy and they will get a D with me and they would get a D with someone else
just because they don’t do their homework. Umm, so I don’t know that those students
necessarily always benefit from the class —and I don’t really know from ___ gradeto
you know, it would be nice to be able to have a dialogue with the __ grade teachers to
see, you know, to have the teachers place them. But that might open up this whole thing,
so I don’t know. But I think that it’s one factor. I think that looking at their grades is
definitely, you know, would be a factor. But their writing | think is a factor, so there’s a
lot of ways that you can look at the whole picture as opposed to just the NJASK scores.
Because | know there were students last year who | tested that we were convinced that
were going to be in my class, and | would have liked them to be in my class. | could see
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that they’re below grade level, that we should watch them. But then they may have
scored a 205 and who’s to say that that 205 shouldn’t be in where the 202 does. So it’s
very capricious, certainly arbitrary, just looking at the numbers.

Okay, that’s great because you just answered my next question, which is if you believe
any changes needed to be made to current placement practices, what they would be.

To have a first cut off like who do we look at, we can look at NJASK and then do an
investigation with other measures.

All right. What assessments or measures of student achievement, if any, do you use to
determine the needs of you academic students formally or informally?

Well, at the beginning of the year, | DRA them and the Gates-MacGinitie test. Umm,
again, it helps me to get a picture of them to get to know them. 1 think that the running
record is actually good because | can see if there are students who have fluency issues
and decoding issues, and that’s something we can work on. Umm, I don’t love it for
reading comprehension. I don’t know that the test are — I don’t want to say they are
challenging — that they’re not challenging enough, but | almost feel like, you know, the
one story that the kids always pick is “Froggy and Princess” because the story is kind of
open and they can kind of, you know.... I don’t think that it’s that challenging. I think
that sometimes | find that they have more trouble with the reading comprehension than
the DRA led me to believe based on the scoring. Umm, the Gates test is pretty good, but
what I noticed though is that of times there is a discrepancy, so if they don’t have issues
with vocabulary because the way it is the Gates test will put them at like oh it’s grade, 9™
grade vocabulary level but then on the DRA they’re lower, so it’s a matter of looking at
the two and then kinda figuring out what the real issue is.

Okay. Uh, so the running record you mentioned. | wanted to get an idea -the premise
was for fluency?

Um hum.

The Gates would be more for —

The Gates would be -- it’s a multiple choice test; vocabulary and then reading
comprehension but it’s different because whereas the DRA they have open ended
responses and the test is longer, the Gates is multiple choice and it’s like short reading
passages, so it’s like a couple of paragraphs and then there are questions that follow.
Umm, and that one is timed the DRA I don’t usually time them, so that’s something I
look at, so if it takes a student 4 class periods to finish the DRA, that’s something that
would indicate that there is some sort of disconnect there. Uh, whereas if the student
rushes through it and gives me one sentence that’s also something as well. So I look at,
you know, the timing of the test.

Do you ever look at the CTP4s?

(Pause — quieter tone) I don’t really like the CTP4s.

Okay, I just know that’s another test.

(starts talking while I am- little laugh) I’ve had parents that were concerned last year, the
parents would email me when the scores come in, umm, and then it’s just, you know, a
matter of reassuring them, but I don’t love the CTP4. I think it’s a little outdated, the
analogies and such that we don’t really teach that.

So it doesn’t really reflect what they know because its concepts that haven’t been taught.
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Yeah, [ don’t really...(tapers off).

Are there any data that are available to you that’s helpful in instructing academic
students?

When they’re coming from ___ grade, there’s the card that we get from __ grade
teachers. That is always interesting to me because then | have found out that there were
certain students who were in the process of being classified and parents that don’t - they
stopped it or things like that so you kind of learn their background a little bit, so that to
me is actually pretty helpful. Umm, to see how motivated they are, the teachers will give
a bit of a picture, and then typically what | will do this year if there were students in the
__grade class that I didn’t have I always go back and talk to the teachers that they had
the year before, and | find that to be helpful.

Do you receive any data that did not help? You had mentioned the CTP4.

Yeah, | think the CTP4s and the NJASK help to a point, but I don’t think it’s everything.
So, it’s helpful but its - there’s more.

There’s nothing else that you are provided with for the students?

No.

Is there any other information that you would like to have on academic students to better
address their needs?

You know, I think for me the best thing is to talk to their teachers, so | tend to do that on
my own. Uh- be provided their grades to see how they did the year before. | think that
NJASK history is important, you know, to see the history of the test because... which I
actually do have access to. Umm, a few years back, I don’t get the whole entire ___ grade
on, but it’s interesting to see, you know, did a student do well in ___ grade and then all of
a sudden plummetin __ grade? You could find out did the parents get divorced or what
happened, you know, there’s more that you can discover about the actual kid you know.
So when you talk to the previous year’s teacher, are there certain questions that you ask
or do you just let them-

(begins to talk)- I usually just say, you know, I’ll say I have this student and usually the
teacher is “oh I am not surprised!” and then we’ll kind of go through, so what was he or
she like in class.

Are there other typical issues that come up or is there -

(begins talking before I end the question) I think it’s a wide picture. I think some of them,
you know, the teachers will say that the student didn’t really grasp or it seemed like they
were lost the entire year. Sometimes you find out that there are behavior issues, you
know. | think that could be a problem with the academic section, that sometimes you’ll
get kids who are there because they lack that motivation or that you know that dynamic at
home, so that they’re behavior problems. And then there are those real easy kids to help,
because they try. Then I definitely find that out, too, every once in a while, “He’s in your
class!”, you know, “Good luck!” kind of thing. But not necessarily for academic reasons.
And never, no access to if they were I&RS before?

Uh, I’'m not told that. I’m sure I could figure it out. I could ask if they have been, umm,
but I am not given that information, no. That would actually be good to have, though.
Right. Other than hunting down all the teachers, is there another way to have this
information provided to you?
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| think it would be great to just be told that. You know once my class is made up, and it
seems there’s a lot of care taken as to who I get, so it would be nice then to hear from
maybe guidance that this is your class let’s talk about each of these kids because- my
function, and maybe I shouldn’t assume it, is if they’re in the academic section, they’ve
probably been on the radar. You know, either in ___ grade or in ___, so it would be nice
to be told. You know, it would be nice to — I’'m just given my class list and that’s what
happens.

If you did want or you were able to be provided this other information, when would you
want it by?

| would think before school starts off — in August that would help for sure.

Okay. Is there anything else that you might want to add about placement that I didn’t ask
a question about or the academic students, the structure of the class?

No.

Okay. All right

That was quick!

Thank you.

Is that good? Did we hit everything?

We hit everything. But I did want to follow up on one thing you mentioned. You had
mentioned that because the NJASK is no longer being administered and now we have the
PARCC, so there is nothing to use as a cut off or a base line or for placement.

Yeah, so next year | think it will be interesting to see what will happen in terms of how
the students will get chosen, | think that that’s going to be interesting to see because we
don’t have the NJASK scores now, so I think there’s going to have to be- it’s going to
have a more well-rounded picture. You know I’ve said teacher recommendations. Um I
know that it seems as though they want more of that- you know- that data that we can
provide. I don’t know if that’s gonna mean that once teachers recommend students that
I’'m going to have to DRA them or give them the Gates test at the end of the year, so that
there’s more data saying that this why [identifying information removed]

MmmmHmm

You know, I don’t know, umm...

And that wasn’t a problem to do it that way [use recommendations for placement] or you
think that also had flaws?

There’s always flaw. [ mean we would have it even the other way, for the honors’ kids,
if a kid wasn’t recommended than it was like, you know, parents got involved. But we
would also do writing assessments, too, so we would assess — so if for some reason they
weren’t recommended and the kid wanted to get in we would have them sit down,
analyze a piece of literature and write something on the spot — they couldn’t take it home.
And that was a factor to see. So | can see the point in me having to do some sort of
assessment. I just don’t love the DRA, and | wish that | could find something that |
thought was more appropriate.

For the adolescent population.

Yes, for that.

Okay. So you think that is more of an elementary or that it doesn’t coincide-with the
NJASK.



216

(Interrupting) I don’t know if it coincides with the Common Core to be honest. They’re
being expected to do so much more now, and I don’t know that the DRA does that, you
know. It might ask questions like — they’re very like- there’s one question that will be a
recall question, there’s one questions that will be theme- thematic question. You know, to
base it on one question of a text that I don’t know if — that I don’t think is a text that is all
that challenging compared to what they’re being expected to read.

Participant 4. The following is a transcription recorded on March 10, 2015.

The first cluster is based on the characteristics and needs of academic English language
arts students.

Okay.

So my first question is how would you define and academic level ELA student?

| would say on the whole most of the academic level students, if not all, um, struggle with
the content area itself. Most of them are low achieving, at least on the NJASK that we
used in past for tracking — now that’s all beginning to change with PARCC. But that’s
generally how we based placement, a large amount of it, in addition to that they tend to
be a little bit less motivated than your CP tracked students so there’s a motivation issue.
Um, there is a kind of an issue with just the content area itself, they tend to be a little bit
lower performing coming in which we see, um, in their NJASK scores. In a lot of cases |
have a lot — well not a lot, but a large — you know | would even say — in my last year’s
class, a majority population were culture/ethnic minorities. A large Hispanic, African-
American population, a lot of single parent homes, lower socio-economic statuses kind of
for the area coming — things like that, so there’s kind of an amalgamation of stuff at
work, so it’s a little hard to pinpoint it to one.

MhhHmm

So I think it’s just this soup of a few different things at play, uh with the students I've
seen.

Okay. In thinking about the academic student, where specifically do they have difficulty,
like if you could find a common weakness (as | say last word, participant starts speaking)
Reading comprehension in general is very weak. Motivation is very weak. | felt that
from what I’ve seen, none of them — not none of them — a large percentage are not self-
motivating, especially in content areas. | think for a long time they’ve been told or had
issues with the content areas so that by the time they reach me in ___ grade they are kind
of at this point where they assume that this is not going to be something for them. They
assume they’re going to have trouble, they assume they are going to hit obstacles.
There’s already this kind of self-fulfilling prophecy going on when they walk into the
classroom. Oh this is English, I’ve never done well in English. I’m not going to do well
here.

Right.

I know what — you know — | know that this going to be like. SO they are already turned
off from the get go. Which is challenging. SO- reading comprehension definitely is an
issue. The numbers reflect that and the assessments right from the beginning uh reflect
that . Vocabulary is generally lesser than what | might find in a CP or honors level
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course by far. Umm (pause) I’m just trying to think if there’s anything else I want to
.....(tapers off).

So do you find that generally the academic students (bell rings) uh- there are typical
achievement levels or is there a wide range where there’s someone who might be a grade
level below and another might be (three grade levels below — as | say this last phrase, he
begins speaking)

I think it’s relatively wide. My academic level class changes in terms of me losing or
gaining students more so than any other class that | teach. What | mean is | started this
year with 12 students. | now have three extra students. | probably am going to be losing
a student after IEP meetings are finished this year. Umm getting the placement right,
working with child study- a lot of them either have 504 or IEP classified....

So you have academic students starting the year with who are classified?

I do. I have a couple, not many — I think | have a student with a 504 as well.

Is it a supported class?

| have a para, but for the most part it’s me. Which is fine. But it’s working with Child
Study, working with guidance especially, it gets tricky, placing the kid. Because we want
- the purpose of the academic, at least as | found it, is we want to strengthen the basic
skills necessary to get the student into the college prep class.

Right.

Our goal, ideally would be to move everybody up.

Right.

It won’t happen you know, because this is not an ideal world, but the idea is that this is a
supported class at a lower speed. We’re working with the same cannon of texts
MhhHmmm,

I’'m just differentiating. Usually I don’t give much homework, I don’t give outside
projects, most stuff gets done in class. But the idea is to work on these basic skills to get
the students up to that level. By the end of the year last year | had one student who |1 felt
could move up out of academic, this year | might have another one, but for the most part
getting them up to that level is tough. And I’ve collaborated that with other teachers who
have been teaching academic longer than | have.

Right.

And the problems is — I’'m getting off topic — (laugh) but

That'’s okay.

The problem I found, too, is what winds up happening is the kids wind up traveling
together and after — by the time they hit junior, senior year they’re still in academic, still
in academic, still in academic, still in academic- some of them then wear it like a badge
of honor and since they’re with the same kids in academic English a lot of them are also
in academic social studies, some of them are in academic math or — Common Core math
— or an academic level science. And for those core kids — it’s not necessarily all of the
kids in my academic class, but for those kids, they’ll find that they’ll all start to travel
together, and they became so used to the same classroom setting and being with their
friends year after year and staying in this academic level that a large part is that they’re
not necessarily motivated to go beyond that.

Right, it’s like it breeds indifference.
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Yes. And that’s also one of my issues with tracking in general because it does breed —
especially in the academic level — it breeds a lot of indifference and they know what to
expect, and they know that if they move up, they’re going to be challenged more. Even
the students who can move up are extremely hesitant, and | think a large part of that is to
do with knowing there’s going to be more work.

Is there a big jump from the academic to the CP?

Yes and no — it depends on the teacher. The way | run an academic class may be
different than the way someone else runs the same academic class. It’s the same cannon
texts, umm...

Right — same curriculum, slower pace.

Yes, same curriculum, slower pace, much less outside work, I move much slower.
Usually I’'m a couple days behind in my academic than I am in my CP. Um — you know |
do almost no homework because it’s not going to get done. I do almost no outside
projects because I know it’s not going to get done. I’ve been down that road and it’s a
very stressful one. I’m tracking every single kid down for every little piece and if | find
myself working harder than any of the other students combined, then I know that there’s
a problem.

Mmhmm

Um, so that’s a major difference is the outside work. Um, you know, I’ve also spoken
with students and I know that there’s stuff going on outside of school, too. Mom works 3
jobs, no dad. You know — they have problems from the get go. The student doesn’t read
outside of school at all. That’s a huge difference, especially from a reading & literacy
stand point. Um especially when it’s not being reinforced at home. (...pause)

Right.

Or when English isn’t the first language and English isn’t being spoken at home. That’s
a big problem. SO like I said there’s this whole of mess of stuff going on. For certain
kids, the kid with an IEP and a single mother, umm, you know, no support at home that
they should be getting and all those kinds of things come together, and it really makes for
a problem or at least a major barrier.

Okay. Are there areas that they do well?

(Little laugh & smile) What I like about my academic kids is that they will cut to the
chase. They’re very much — more so — motivated- you know if I set up benchmarks, and
they are reasonable benchmarks that I can expect them to meet, they are going to get right
to work. They jump to it. They are very much, you know, “Okay here’s a job let me go.”
At least for the academic kids, which is nice because | can always plan when they are
ready to get working, um, that they are going to finish quite quickly. Which then also
becomes a problem, because | have to make sure that they are really doing the work
necessary and taking the time to do it right. But they are a cut to the chase kind of bunch.
They are like, “Alright, we get it, let’s go, let’s do this thing”, which is nice. You know,
they get to class and they are just ready to work, in a kind of weird way, which can be
nice. Umh ...other strengths for the academic kids...they are very willing, I don’t even
want to say willing, what I’ve found is they hold onto things that have worked from the
past. | had a lot of kids come in fromthe __ grade that do the text-to-text, text-to-self,
text-to-world connections that they do in [earlier grades] and at a certain point | have to
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start kind of — especially with Common Core, | have to wean them off with the text-to-
text, text-to-self, text-to-world but they will hold fast to those types of things that will ...
A formula.

Yes, because it’s formulaic and that’s the way they are, that’s the way their brains work,
especially when we write our essays. | have to give, you know, this is what you are
doing here, here, here and here. This is the step, these are the types of words to use,
etcetera. Which - you know, getting back to the benchmarks, once that is set up for them,
they are ready to go and they’ll work and they’ll get it done, but the trouble becomes
when it’s not as clear cut, and especially at this second half of the year where I start, you
know, loosening the chain and giving them that little bit more opportunity to work and
think more for themselves. That becomes challenging. So you know it’s great because
as soon as | say text or text-to-text, text-to-self, text-to-world anything like that they
(snaps fingers) they know exactly what I’m talking about because they really do hold
onto those things, but then it’s a double-edged sword because breaking them of that
becomes even more difficult than with the CP or an honors level class because its
comfortable.

Right. Okay. In addressing the needs of the students, what factors are critical to
address?

A large part of it is I do, I actually push more vocabulary with my academic level
students. | push more independent reading with my academic level students. Um, | feel
that I have to, to a certain extent. | feel that it helps a great deal. Um, | devote more
independent class time to that kind of stuff because I know it’s not getting done at home.
MhhHmmm

| can assign a piece of reading to a CP level class and 75% of the kids are going to do it
whereas in an academic level, no one, and | mean that literally when 1 say that, I mean no
one because once again, because the expectation is — they know, you know, “We’re not
going to do this, who is he kidding? He can assign it, but we’re not going to do it”, you
know. And there is this power in numbers kind of mentality, where they go, “Well, if no
one does it, than he can’t — you know, what’s he going to do to all of us?”. And there at
that point where they’ve figured that out, you know?

Right.

So, it’s really — (little laugh) I really have to be a psychologist and really kind of figure
that kind of stuff out. So I do a lot of independent work in class because | have to make
up for the things that are not getting done outside of class, which is great because I'm
there for instruction, um, but at the same time, once again, it’s losing instructional time.
Um, (pause) I'm sorry, could you repeat the question? I just want to make sure I'm
answering. ..

What factors do you need to address that are critical, maybe 3-

Yeah, so you know they can be autonomous when the benchmarks are there and they
know exactly what it is they have to do. It’s really, um, giving the freedom to think for
themselves where I don’t have to spoon feed them bit by bit. You know, “What is the
next sentence supposed to say? What do | need to put here? What should | put in this
sentence? How many paragraphs should it be, should it be 2 paragraphs, and what should
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| put in them?” — It’s really getting them to the point — at his point in the year with my
CP, I can kind of just let them go, the academic still are not there

Okay.

So just kind of taking the opportunity to understand that he can be right and she can be
right and you don’ necessarily have to do the exact the same thing, and you both can be
right in your own way, and that subjectivity I think is what they struggle with a lot. Um
and I’ve talked to , , grade academic teachers and it’s still- they still have
that issue.

Right

“I don’t know what to write.” And they’ll give up, throw their hands up, you know?
Yes.

Where the academic level, once again, | feel a lot of the kids are really in the same boat
with that. They really don’t want to push through, um, as much....You know, I'm
generalizing, but um that’s kind of what I’ve seen. SO giving them that encouragement
is big, you know, even with high school kids, you have to do as much encouragement,
especially with these kids, you know, or else they throw their hands up and they shut
down.

1'd like to move on into the current placement practices.

Okay.

So how would you define the class- like, if you were to see academic English language
arts in a syllabus, what would the definition be?

(Sigh) Ummm, I would probably use the word or phrase practicing basic skills, um, you
know because that really ...I think one of the large parts of what we’re trying to do in
essence with academic is foster student growth and facilitate students to really get them
to work on basic skills in order to bring them up to that CP level. I think that’s really the
push in theory.

That’s funny, because one of my other questions is do you think there is a disconnect
between what it is able to do in theory and what it is able to do in practice.

Absolutely, because you know — and I’ve mentioned a lot of this before — (seems to
search for words) and I don’t even know if I necessarily have an answer, but | can point
out the problem and it’s not even necessarily a problem with tracking, but the problem is
maybe its accountability? Maybe it’s a motivation issue? Um, or....you know it’s tough
to say. Maybe it’s simply keeping the same curriculum is the problem within itself,
maybe the academic curriculum needs to be a much more altered curriculum. It’s tough
to say.

MmmHmmm.

All 1 can tell you is there is definitely a disconnect. | can tell you that on paper the point
of an academic class is a slower paced course meant to push students to the next level or
with the hope of getting students up to that level. It rarely happens. And like | said, self-
fulfilling prophecies, as time goes on, students tend to sit in that level more.

So there’s not a lot of movement

And as time —

Or maybe movement in more than out?
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There’s more - I would say there’s probably an equal amount, in or out. Most of the
movement | feel is more 9" maybe 10" grade, and by the time it gets to the upper levels,
the movement stagnates a bit. Um, you know, for a multitude of reasons, but um, you
know there are times when students are moved into academic, and then they need to
moved back out and vice versa. But that’s kind of what it’s been, what I’ve seen.

You had touched upon this before with the NJASK scores, but how are students placed
into the academic level?

It was NJASK, | feel that was the biggest contributing factor, because | had sheets with a
layout of all the students and I could go in and highlight and find my student in the
academic placement and see where their number fell umm and they were, | mean the
numbers at least in that sense - but then | can get in the debate over standardized testing
—Just in terms of what | had, the numbers told me my academic students were partially
proficient, and that’s really a large part of it. | think teacher recommendations, too, at the
middle school level and seeing where kids were in terms of their grades and reflective
contrast to their peers had something to do with it to, but at least from what I’ve seen, a
large part of it is the NJASK scores.

Do you know who places them, who would gather that information to place them?

| believe it’s the English language supervisor. Our K through 12 supervisor in the
English language arts.

Okay.

Whether the middle school administrative staff has anything to do with that, I don’t
know, but | know that the English language arts supervisor has a great deal to do with
that.

And do you give recommendations-

| do, yeah, I do.

So it’s not just score or —

No, I do give a recommendation, which is why | would assume... to be honest, I don’t
know as much from the middle school level to the high school level, I just assume if I'm
doing it and | know that they do it [in other grades in the high school] , then | assume that
they’d do the same thing. —

There’s no set- (start talking before participant finished)

-In addition to the score

-sorry. There’s a set procedure for that? Or is it an informal conversation?

It’s more — it’s a little bit of both. Because | have to, | really do have to make my
recommendation — you know, | meet with English language arts supervisor um and we
discuss where | think the kids should fall. If the student has an IEP, I will meet with child
study and they will also depend on — but that’s really because of the IEP, but if they
happen to also be in the academic level they’ll ask. If I need to, informally, if there’s a
problem I might discuss that same thing with guidance, especially if a kid needs to be
moved midyear which they avoid, but if needs to be it done, or if I bring it to someone’s
attention, if I feel that there’s a major issue that needs to be addressed, if I feel a kid is
floundering here or if | feel that the kid is miles above the academic level, | could reach
out at any time. Um, but in between grade level, there is a conversation that we do take
time to do but it’s a bit informal.
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Okay. And what’s your opinion on the current placement practices? How accurately do
you (he laughs a little) believe they place — you mentioned this before, and | agree it’s
hard to determine if'i¢’s ability or motivation.

That’s it. It is such a grey thing, um, and it’s really kind of a spectrum, with the students
and | think that’s true to a certain extent for all students but it’s very obvious here. Um,
certain students it’s ability, and certain students it’s mostly ability, and certain students
it’s more of a social thing and- or if, like I said, English isn’t spoken at home or if
English is second language type thing, it could be mom works three jobs, I didn’t go to
bed last night because no one was home and now I’m exhausted every day, or I'm
moving around a lot, it could be a million different things, it could be both, it could be a
504, an IEP, to be honest it’s so hard to say.... I’'m sorry- what was the original
question?

What was your opinion on the current placement practices? Are they accurate?

So I want to say that there’s a lot that probably could be done to make them more
accurate.

MmmHmm.

| think that the students I do get in my academic level due to one extent or another need
the extra help. I think that in the CP — I know that in the CP level they would flounder. 1
don’t know, however, if that’s necessarily the best way to go about doing it. I think that
they’re finding the kids who need the help, however I don’t necessarily know if we’re
getting them in a place that’s going to maximize their chances of becoming as successful
as they could be.

Right. Because by saying this entire group needs help doesn’t necessarily mean they all
need help in the same way.

Exactly. You know — exactly. You know it’s funny, too, because I’ve read a lot of
literature about untracking the classroom...

MmHmMmmm.

And I’m torn on that, too, you know a lot of it is because I’ve lived with the tracking
system for so long, and I’ve been teaching it, but then on the flip side, | could see
something like that working. But uh — I —I think that’s exactly what it is we’ve targeted.
| think the group of students who really do need the help, I think we’ve got that, um, it’s
the way that we’re going about doing it that I don’t know if it necessarily is the most
effective — if that makes any sense.

Yes, it does.

Okay...

Because they don’t have the same needs, just the same end result.

Exactly. How we would go about differentiating between them —I don’t know. They are
experimenting with a new program that one of the academic teachers is using in the
school, called Achieve ...

30007

3000. um —

300? Or 3000?

(little laugh) Not sure. But which could potentially — could work because then that’s
really supposed to be testing students simply being able to read a text, pull information
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form a text, make connections and then their given a score. Um, once again standardized
testing and testing it can never be a true indicator of a student, but at least in that case we
have a student who is failing and then really does well on the test, well, then we can
understand that it is not student ability thing, but something else — Maybe.

Right.

But that’s one thing I am interested in learning more about.

(brief pause while I locate where | am in my questions as he has answered consequent
questions as part of previous responses) Along similar lines, how accurate is the NJASK
in measuring their ability?

(sigh)...I’m very anti-standardized test all around, so there’s going to be my bias there. |
do now that for the most part, it tends to be a pretty good predictor of where a student
might be in terms of ability level. That being said, they took the NJASK the year before.
Prior to that I don’t know what’s happening outside of school, I don’t know what kind of
support they’re getting and I don’t know if they’re taking the test seriously the day they
take or if they’re really tired or they’re not trying. That I don’t know, so I can — once
again, speaking in generalities, | see a correlation between the score and ability level,
based on my own assessments, both formative & summative. So there is something to be
said for its use, but at the same time I’'m very hesitant — | take it with a grain of salt. You
have to, because there are exceptions.

..... Okay. I think that answers it. What measures of student achievement, if any, do you
use formally or informally to get a feel for your students?

In my academic we do more project-based assessments — have to. It really works for the
students. A lot of them are really more hands-on. They’re more tactile or visual, they’re
not going to sit through a ten minute lecture or note taking session the same way a CP
student might.

MmHmm.

They really need project-based stuff, collaborative-based stuff. So | do more of that in the
academic level. Um .. and you know for example, a project that may take a CP level one
full period, if | say by the end of the period that’s it, the academic might take a period and
a half, because they’re struggling. So I have to differentiate that way, but it’s much more
project-based Um... we do our summative assessment type stuff, um...you know after
reading a text or something, but even those types of assessments | have to alter to one
degree or another, and it’s much more comprehension based.

Okay.

| do very little, like I said, homework and you know no reading outside of class, because
it’s not going to get done. Um, so that’s kind of where I’'m at with that. I’m a big project
person, I’'m all about the projects, really, so -which is nice for me because then | get to do
that kind of stuff in class. Um, class participation and class work grading, too, because
its effort based, too.

MmmHmm.

And at some point | have to just make sure they’re putting the effort in, more so than at
the CP level, and then I can kind of grade that, so you can see a lot more class work, a lot
more project base stuff being done in class that’s being graded, whereas at the CP level,
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we’re doing more ...summative assessments um, you know study for this particular quiz,

know this content, have this stuff ready to go by this date, whereas the academic level, it

just doesn’t quite work the same. I have to kind of monitor in class stuff, are you putting

in the effort into classwork, stuff like that.

Okay. Is there any other data available to you that are helpful in instructing academic

students? Do you receive any other information?

Not really. ...Um... I speak to the supervisor and he kind of tells me, but he doesn’t

know the kids individually.

Right.

Umm — | — I’ve never really — I’ve never reached out nor have I really spoken to any
colleagues about the students that are coming in.

Is there a forum that’s available for that?

No, no. Um, which once again, | think I touched upon this earlier, I really don’t know

what’s happening before.

Right.

So I’m kind of on the dark on what’s coming, with academic.....But — no, there’s no

communication other than through the supervisor and the test scores.

Okay. Is there information you’d like to have?

Ideally I’d like to get some information on certain students and know, you know, what’s

going on with the students, what’s, what’s — is there anything, any information, that |

should know. Things that worked for the previous teacher with this particular student.

You had this student last year for English, tell me about him, tell me about her. What’s

the deal? The nice things about the certain students who have IEPS that | get, | can read

the IEPs and get all the information from past years, and | can learn a little about the

student, but that’s only for students with IEPs.

Right.

I don’t have that with any of the other kids, so....

You had mentioned that placement is based mainly on NJASK, but also teacher input. Do

you receive any of that-

I don’t get any of the teacher input, no.

Okay. Umm, is there anything other than teacher input?

(pause) Well, I mean other than the test scores & teacher input, | mean... ideally — the

funny thing is, too, in this is from what I’ve seen, at back to school night, which is really

the only time we get direct interaction with parents, unless they want to set up a

conference, or email me, um | have a very low number of parents who attend back to

school night.

Mmmhmm.

Specifically in academic. 1 get the least there than anywhere else. In terms of

attendance. So you know that’s kind of a time when I get at least a brief moment to

speak to parents, but at that point it’s really early on in the year, so I don’t really know

the kids, it’s usually only the first few days of school and we only get ten minutes and

then they have to shuffle out and get to the next class, so it’s almost as if ...(pause)

there’s no interaction. So I’d say parent involvement, but I don’t know how practical or,

not even necessarily practical, but how effective that would be.
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Okay.

Umm, so other than that, so the best thing I think we could have would be more dialogue
between the teachers maybe.

For the grading, you had mentioned you have different assessments.

MmHmm.

Is it on a grading scale, the academic and the CP, is it on a different scale?

Uhh, well, here’s, -it’s a very subjective thing.

Okay.

It’s incredibly subjective. Umm....what I have in mind that’s an A in CP is a very
different A in academic. I can’t, to a certain extent — and some people will fight me on
this, and some people will agree with me one hundred percent on this — what you are
expecting as the benchmark for success, you know the “A” in CP, is probably going to be
of a higher quality than what I’'m seeing in the academic. The problem is not really fair
to the student if | were to say, you now, compare them and say, if this is my grading in
CP, this is the exact same standard I’m going to hold you to in academic. And I’'m going
to see a large amount, to be completely honest, of D’s and F’s, and C’s. It’s just not fair
to the students, so a large part of it subjective. I know that if this, like I said, I don’t have
— there is no written grading scale, we’re not given anything that says “This is the
academic grading scale, use this”. I’m coming up with it on my own, and it’s a very kind
of subjective process. Umm, you know when | use a PARCC rubric or something to
grade writing assessments, | know that at the CP level if the student scores a 20, that’s a
100%, that’s an A. But at the academic level, if the student gets a 17, that’s an A, like a
100%. SO I have to kind of shift that down, is essentially what it becomes.

But it would be based on, again, those motivational factors and self-esteem issues — so
that a low self-esteem is not further pushed back.

A large part. Yeah, that’s exactly what it is, because I know if I did that — you know |
made a lot of mistakes at the beginning when | had never done academic before, in trying
to hold them to the same standard, and it doesn’t work.

Right. Like saying “I'm glad you tried, but you still failed”.

Right. And they will shut down.

Right.

And that’s it. And they are the type, for the most part where ....it"s not that they don’t
care, but they’re not going to go that extra step to achieve a higher level. They are very
comfortable with where they are. So if | start throwing out F’s and D’s, F’s and D’s, and
Cs it’s gonna really squash the self-esteem early on. So you kind have to shift
accordingly and know to a certain extent what to expect.

Actually, I did want to ask one other thing (little laughter from both) With the PARCC,
umm, how do you see that impacting the academic level — or even the Common Core?
It’s going to be detrimental. 1’1l use the word on record - it’s detrimental. My academic
kids were finishing first and I was proctoring. I got the sense it was because they weren’t
even going to bother, they are going to shut down so quickly. (tone becomes more
serious) And | took the 9™ and 10™ grade level practice tests, and I'm telling you right
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now, there are honor students who struggle with them. And I'm telling you right now the
academic level is going to shut down. And I did test-prep, and we did how to formulate
these three different essays, how to do a literary analysis and how to do a
compare/contrast essay and how to do this and that, and uhmm.. . just no good (little
chuckle)

Right.

Just no good, and its more testing, taking away that class time where | could be doing
something that could motivate them.

Do you have a lot of students below grade level?

Umm..you know on paper below grade below?

They are reading ability is-

I, oh yeah, absolutely. I mean — once again I don’t have numbers to necessarily back that
up right now, all I have are NJSK score, but if you were to ask me is this kid on reading
level, I would say in my professional opinion, a lot of them are not.

Okay-

How many are not on grade level? | don’t have an assessment — I don’t have a way to
asses that. The Achieve 3000 that they’re starting to use...

1 think that’s like Lexile test?

I think it is like a Lexile base so that would indicate better, um, but I could tell you right
now | think the majority are not reading at grade level.

So when you 're reading in class and you let them pick their independent reading, they
can read at their level, not necessarily — (starts talking as I finish sentence) what is
considered their grade level?

They can, | have to — and they also for the majority of them they are not going to pick a
book on their own, so | work very closely with the librarian in the school and we have a
day when we go up and look and I allow students to start perusing and looking through
the books to choose one for them. But | also let the librarian know ahead of time that |
have an academic level class coming up can we pull some stuff that we might normally
see in a middle school curriculum just to pepper that in. Because I don’t want them to be
all like that, because they are likely to take the easier road, they will not elect to challenge
themselves. So, but | have to have it there in case, for the opportunity. That way it’s
something they feel comfortable reading, because | do have some students who are low
reading level, very low.

And the last thing | had made a note —

Yes?

You had mentioned a different curriculum. | know for different levels, like the honors
class, it’s a separate curriculum, but if it’s an academic class...

Right, well, the problem with that is it becomes, it puts more pressure on us the teachers,
if | teach, you know, an honors class, a CP class, and an academic class, with separate
curriculums, then it becomes 3 separate preps. And it really becomes how much do you
want to differentiate the curriculum. Umm you know are we differentiating instruction,
which is kind of what I’'m doing now, or if we’re differentiating the curriculum, then it’s
a whole new set of assessments to be prepared, a whole new set of texts to be explored —
it’s a whole different world, which is fine. You know, we create curriculum, that’s what
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we do, um, it’s just I could see it becoming, uh, definitely a struggle at first to get that
stuff together, but I think it could pay off in the long run. Um, because then we could
maybe choose texts that we know are going to work a little better. To be completely
honest with you, if I could elect not to do with my academic class, |
wouldn’t. I think it’s too challenging a text, if you want my honest opinion. But it’s the
curriculum, so that’s what we’re going to do. If we have to do it, we’re going to do it.
Um, so | think if you write different curriculum, it could be something to explore, it — just
the challenge would be how different, how do we go about setting this course up. Do we
mirror the CP curriculum or does it mirror more of a middle school curriculum? Because
then that raises another problem. Are we downplaying the rigor of the course, which then
in the long run would do a disservice to the students. They might love it because it’s
more accessible and easier, but that’s not necessarily what we are trying to do either. So,
(little laugh) that that would be the challenge.

Okay, thanks again. | am really done this time.

(both laugh a little)

No it’s fine, really. Did | answer, is there anything else or — I hope I didn’t give you too
much. (Laughs)

No- no, this was great, thanks again.
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Appendix D: Journal Excerpts

Interview 3 Notes: March 4, 2015

At first, this participant expressed reservations about participating due to confidentiality
concerns and possibility of negative consequences. Once consented, another problem
arose in finding time. Finally, we were able to meet today at 12:55. Knowing that the
participant might be pressed for time, we just jumped right into the interview. | asked if
it were okay that I record and explained the process. There were questions as to the
purpose of recording, as to who would have access to it. | explained that as part of the
data collection | needed to have transcriptions of the interviews for my final paper, which
would be published, but that they are noted as Participant 1, 2, and so on. At first, the
interview felt like I was checking things off a list, and I didn’t like that tone it set, so |
tried to slow down a bit and engage in responses more, rather than simply move on to the
next. This helped a bit, but by the end of the interview, the participant seemed to want to
wrap it up.

The flow of the interview was natural, without any awkward pauses. The participant
answered the majority of the questions readily, with little hesitation, nor was their
hesitation in asking for clarification or if the answer was sufficient (which only occurred
in terms of one question - defining the academic level English language arts class) At the
conclusion of the interview, it was requested that the recording be stopped so that
additional information could be shared more freely, using a specific student (no name
given) in which the typical procedure for placement was being disregarded due to
parental pressure. Overall, I was impressed by the participant’s knowledge of classroom
practices and the needs of academic students, as the participant’s role is in guidance.
There were a few areas that | want to follow up on areas that seemed contradictory to me
(mentioned at different times a rubric for academic, yet at others stated none for
academic level, just honors; still confused as to who selects students for academic,
because several people mentioned — guidance, supervisor, teachers). | did not ask for
follow up right there, in the interest of time and so as not to seem like my purpose was to
“catch” the participant in any way. (Follow up - March 19)

There are also specific notations made within the individual interview transcriptions.

Participant 2 Follow-Up Questions:

It has also been stated that there is teacher input made by Grade 8 teachers regarding
academic placement into Grade 9, yet others have no knowledge of this taking place.
Can you also clarify this? Do teacher recommendations only occur in certain schools or
in certain situations?

As far as | know, there is no formal process for Grade 8 teachers to make specific
recommendations for Grade 8 students into Grade 9. Of course, some teachers may offer
data and/or opinions and/or some guidance counselors may ask for teacher data/opinions.
In explaining placement, you stated: “So, initially, the standardized test score is used,
and then if there were another child that somebody else had a concern with, that child
could be brought into it, or if there were a child who were placed and there was a
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concern that it was the wrong placement, guidance, child study, or a parent could initiate
a change — its’ not set in stone.” How often or likely is it that such a change would be
initiated during the year?

| can only think of a handful of instances when a student moved in or out of academic
placement. Changes are not that likely because there is always the option of completing
the year and making a change the next year. However, | generally support fluid
movement- especially when it is not disruptive to a student’s overall schedule.

On what basis is the change usually made?

Some mid-year changes occur when a student no longer requires support based on an IEP
or if a student moves out of ELL. They may be placed in an academic class. New (to the
district) students sometimes enter a class mid-year. | can recall one instance when a
student was placed in CP and was moved to academic shortly after. In this case, we did
not have a lot of data from the student’s previous school. However, it only took a few
weeks to realize the student could benefit from academic support.

How do you see PARCC impacting academic students’ instruction and placement?

I’m not sure yet. However, I do know that we are not permitted to use PARCC data for
placement next year. My impression is that we are supposed to get more specific reading
and writing achievement data, so that could be a good thing to share with teachers. In
terms of instruction, | would still expect standards-based instruction with the additional
academic scaffolds to be maintained.

Interview 5 Notes: March 12, 2015

This was the first interview in which | went to the participant rather than participant
coming to me. | arrived about 5 minutes before the scheduled time of 11:15. At the
scheduled time I peeked in the room, but saw that the participant was occupied with a
student, so | just made it known that | was there and waited outside the door. After a few
minutes, the participant then requested a few minutes to make a call on behalf of a
student who was having trouble getting a physical required to play a sport. After another
seven minutes or so, the participant asked if I would like to talk in the back of the room,
but it seemed like a noisy area without sufficient privacy so | asked if there were another
place we could go. We then went to a semi-private staff lounge area.

On the way to the area, thanks were made for agreeing to participate and a little more
background provided. Since the participant had agreed about a month prior, some details
were foggy. | re-capped the purpose of the doctoral study again. After, I re-confirmed
that the participant was still willing to be part of the study. Brief talk about juggling
work, school & personal commitments ensued.

Once settled in at a table, | asked and received permission to record. An easy and natural
flow, as noted in the transcription also, was evident immediately. The participant seemed
to respond readily to most questions and asked for clarification if needed. There were a
few moments hesitation speaking on the record, in terms of noting certain teacher’s
names or discrepancy between what was said about proficiency scores and what were
actual student scores.
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It is worth noting that in this interview | became aware of the different ways people
define the same terms. Specifically, in previous interviews, | would ask about student
ability, or participants would talk about students’ ability, all seeming to define ability as
student achievement. While I was interviewing this participant, several of her responses
surprised me as they differed from others quite a bit. However, while transcribing the
interview, | realized that — and will confirm in my follow-up with the participant — that
this participant seemed to define ability as not how a student currently achieved on any
given measure, but rather as a given student’s potential to achieve. Therefore, when most
other participants referred to low ability, they meant low achievement, yet this participant
spoke of the students having the same ability as others, because it was meant as their
potential to achieve and succeed that was there, just not yet actualized. This perspective,
of these students as just as capable of other students, ran through the course of the
interview.

At the conclusion of the interview, we spoke a little about the experience, and the
participant stated it was a good experience to discuss things in a concrete way. Many
aspects had been considered or wondered about previously, but in no specific frame work
as the interview provided. The participant was glad that this was being looked into and
was hopeful to see positive outcomes. | was glad to know that at least this participant did
not feel like this was a burden of lost time but rather a worthwhile experience and that my
perception of placement practices being a worthy area of investigation was echoed by
another staff member. | left at approximately 12:20.
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Appendix E: Interview Questions
The Interview questions will be clustered by purpose and related directly to the research

questions. Some questions will be phrased differently depending on if they are being
asked to administrators, guidance counselors or teachers.

Cluster 1: Characteristics and needs of academic English language arts (ELA)
students

1. How would you define an academic level ELA student?

2. In thinking about academic ELA students, in what areas specifically do these
students have difficulty?

3. Do all students have similar difficulties or do students demonstrate a wide range
of difficulties? Please be as specific as possible in your response.

4. In what areas specifically do these students do well?

5. Do all students have similar strengths or do students represent a wide range of
strengths? Please be as specific as possible in your response.

6. In addressing the needs of these students, what factors (three to five) are critical to

address? Please provide a brief explanation for each factor.

Cluster 2: Current Placement Practices

1. How would you define the academic level English language arts class?

2. How are students placed into academic level ELA classes? What are the criteria?
3. What is your opinion on the current placement practices? How accurately do you
believe current placement practices are in placing academic students?

4. If you believe any changes are needed in current placement practices, what are

they? Please be as specific as possible in your response.

5. What do you believe the purpose of the academic ELA classes is?

6. Do you believe there is a difference in what the academic ELA class is intended to do
in theory and what it is able to do in practice? If so, please explain why you think this
difference exists.

Cluster 3: Assessments

1. Please explain the usefulness of the NJASK score in instructing academic ELA
students.

2. Please explain how accurately you believe the NJASK measures academic
students’ ability.

3. What assessments or measures of student achievement, if any, do you use (this
would be changed to “are used” for guidance & administration) to determine the needs of
your academic students, either formally or informally, in your (“your” would be omitted
for administration & guidance) academic ELA class? These can be those used for whole
class, small group or individually. Please list the purpose for each assessment — i.e. what
information it provides about the students, when it is typically administered, and if it is
repeated, how often.
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4. Avre there any other data available to you that are helpful in instructing academic
students?

5. Do you receive data that does not help in instructing academic students?

6. Is there any other information you would like to have on academic students to
better address their needs? If so, please explain.

7. If you answered yes to number 6, how could this information be provided to you?

When would you need this information?
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Appendix F: Excerpts of Dialogue from Interviews by Theme

Theme 1: Characteristics of Academic Students

Regarding problems with tracking at the academic level:

“The problem I found, too, is what winds up happening is the kids wind up
traveling together and after [years go] by the time they’re still in academic, still in
academic, still in academic, still in academic- some of them then wear it like a
badge of honor, and since they’re with the same kids in academic English a lot of
them are also in academic social studies, some of them are in academic math or —
Common Core math — or an academic level science. And for those core kids — it’s
not necessarily all of the kids in my academic class, but for those kids, they’ll find
that they’ll all start to travel together, and they became so used to the same
classroom setting and being with their friends year after year and staying in this
academic level, that a large part is that they’re not necessarily motivated to go
beyond that.... And that’s also one of my issues with tracking in general because
it does breed — especially in the academic level — it breeds a lot of indifference.”

Regarding the structure of the academic level class:

“It is scaffolded differently...As opposed to saying here’s a novel, let’s talk about
it and read it, we kind of go through, ‘How do I read a novel’. Like how do you read. So
it’s almost like teaching them the reading process that I don’t know if that necessarily
happens in the regular classroom.”

Regarding impact of outside factors:
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“That’s [in academic classes] usually a kid who probably was struggling...and
they may have problems at home. And you add all that other adolescence on top of that,
and who knows, the kid might be doing drugs now, it — everything is so different.
There’s a slight common thread, but not one thing that is so strong.”

Theme 2: Placement Practices

Regarding who places students into academic classes:

“Guidance counselors and Child Study team could look at grades or other
information they know from meeting with students or parents [to place academic
students].”

“We’ll talk several times with the guidance department and with Child Study —
because | have [students with] IEPs — and with the supervisor.”

Regarding the use of NJASK:

“Some kids in the academic level are right there. At the cusp of being proficient
[NJASK score of 200], and some are low, low at the very bottom.”

“I think that NJASK can be used as one of the indicating factors in terms of
where they’re placed, but I don’t personally think that it’s the best way to decide...I know
there were students last year who we were convinced that were going to be in my
[academic] class, and I would have liked them to be in my class. I could see that they’re
below grade level, that we should watch them. But then they may have scored a 205 and
who’s to say that that 205 shouldn’t be in where the 200 does. So it’s very capricious,

certainly arbitrary, just looking at the numbers.”



235
“I think that they’re finding the kids who need the help, however I don’t

necessarily know if we’re getting them in a place that’s going to maximize their chances
of becoming as successful as they could be. By saying this entire group needs help
doesn’t necessarily mean they all need help in the same way. But I think that’s exactly
what it is we’ve targeted. I think the group of students who really do need the help, |
think we’ve got that; it’s the way that we’re going about doing it that I don’t know if it
necessarily is the most effective.”

Theme 3: Standardized Testing
Regarding relying on one year’s test for placement:

“So if you are going to use that as a benchmark and put some in academic and
some in CP if only you’re using that test, then it’s up to the teacher to decide, you
know, is this kid motivated, if the kids really motivated then the chances are
maybe they just had a bad day for NJASK...Because I’ve had kids have just bad
days. And you’re gonna see up, up, up —boom. Up, up, up - boom (gestures with
hands to demonstrate rising in steps, and then falling rapidly down at once). And
you say to them, ‘What happened here?’ ‘Oh, I was so sick that day”’ If a teacher
or somebody is not gonna look at that whole picture and say that kid needs to
stay where they are in CP, why are we dropping them down for one test?”

Regarding PARCC:

“....because of the long duration in which we’re pulling them out of classes and

we’re in testing mode. ...So it just creates an environment that’s not as energetic and
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optimistic as it could be. So we’re bogged...It impacts the curriculum, it stops, for the
worse. It interrupts the curriculum and ... this particular test, because it’s in the baby
stages, is really confusing. So it creates an environment where people, the teachers and
the students, feel inadequate. Inadequately prepared, not comprehending what’s expected
of them. I think that’s lousy for morale. So it affects morale.

“It’s going to be detrimental. I’ll use the word on record —it’s detrimental. My
academic kids were finishing first and | was proctoring. I got the sense it was because
they weren’t even going to bother, they are going to shut down so quickly. And | took
the 9th and 10th grade level practice tests and I’m telling you right now, there are honor
students who struggle with them. And I’m telling you right now the academic level is
going to shut down. And | did test-prep and we did how to formulate these three
different essays, how to do a literary analysis and how to do a compare/contrast essay and
how to do this and that, and ... just no good...Just no good, and its more testing, taking
away that class time where | could be doing something that could motivate them.

Theme 4: Improvements
Regarding DRA2 and GMRT:

“It helps me to get a picture of them to get to know them. I think that the running
record is actually good because | can see if there are students who have fluency
issues and decoding issues, and that’s something we can work on. I don’t love it
for reading comprehension.... I think that sometimes I find that they have more
trouble with the reading comprehension than the DRA led me to believe based on

the scoring. The Gates test is pretty good, but what I noticed though is that a lot
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of times there is a discrepancy, so if they don’t have issues with vocabulary
because the way it is the Gates test will put them at like oh it’s grade, 9th grade
vocabulary level but then on the DRA they’re lower, so it’s a matter of looking at

the two and then kind of figuring out what the real issue is.”
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Grade 9 Academic Data

238

Student

Co~NoUThwWN

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

NJASK 7

X

185
180
181
191
205
194
188
X

181
188
X

218
181
187
163
221
180
188
X

214
210
194
202
202

NJASK 8

192
203
198
195
219
197
206
218
203
213
218
X

211
203
199
188
201
213
199
X

232
207
214
208
201

CTP4

RC VR
X

55% 56%
X

X

25% 46%
22% 46%
32% 46%
44% 69%
22% 24%
40% 64%
25% 29%
X

32% 60%
22% 32%
13% 24%
25% 60%
51% 56%
8% 41%
71% 51%
X

40% 24%
32% 29%
36% 29%
X

32% 60%

\

54%

44%
54%
54%
40%
44%
30%
44%

63%
50%
30%
30%
63%
50%
86%

40%
34%
17%

44%

NJPASS 9

25
27
31
27
33
30
29
27
27
33
30
25
16
22
25
26
31
34
29
26
39
33
33
24
29

English9 Grade

B
D
C-
C+
B+

C-
B
B
B
B_
C+
C
C
C+
D
A-
A-
B+
B+
B
B+
B+
C
B

X = no data available

Three percentage scores in CTP4 represent achievement in reading comprehension (RC), verbal reasoning
(VR) and vocabulary (V) sections of the test. Partial proficiency: NJASK — below 200; NJPASS — below 23.
CTP4 — below 40% is considered at-risk)



Appendix H: Teacher Rating Scale

Teacher Rating Scale
CHECKLIST- GRADES 6-12

STUDENT’S NAME Grade:

Evaluating Teacher: Subject:
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Please rate each of the characteristics the above named student exhibits.
1=Never = 2=Seldom 3=Occasionally  4=Often 5=Continuously

OBSERVABLE CHARACTERISTICS OF AT-RISK CHILDREN

—

Difficulty articulating responses verbally 1 2 3 4

2. Difficulty articulating responses on paper 1 2 3 4

3. Limited vocabulary 1 2 3 4
4. Reads below grade level 1 2 3 4
5. Difficulty with creative use of language 1 2 3 4
6. Difficulty with higher level tasks 1 2 3 4
(Inference, causel/effect, synthesis, evaluation, etc.)
7. Inattentive to detail 1 2 3 4
8. Poor mastery of and easy recall of facts 1 2 3 4
9. Difficulty with symbolism/abstract ideas 1 2 3 4
10. Is unable to “think outside the box” 1 2 3 4
11. Unable to use a variety of methods 1 2 3 4

(relies on rote/formula)

12. Avoids leadership roles 1 2 3 4



13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

SCORE TOTAL:

Behaves immaturely

Lacks motivation to learn

Low personal standards and goals
Short attention span

Narrow range of interests

Difficulty completing tasks in class

Difficulty completing tasks outside of school

Performs below grade level expectation

abilities.

Have you observed any other weak areas which should be considered?

1

1

Scores above 60 reflect difficulty with ELA skills and
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Please indicate areas where the student shows talent.

Please provide additional information concerning this child's ability:

Based on the above rating scale, student is recommended for academic placement

(please circle one):  yes/no

Rating adapted from the Manual for the Admission and Placement of Exceptional Students (2014) and The HOPE scale,
Purdue University (2009).
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Appendix I: Parent/Guardian Permission Letters
PARENTAL PERMISSION FOR ACADEMIC PLACEMENT
NAME OF STUDENT:

DATE OF BIRTH: DATE:
SCHOOL:

A variety of information is maintained on students in this district to ensure that all
students are making progress and receiving the educational placement best suited to their
needs. Itis our policy to look at these measures to determine what placement is optimal
to meet your child’s needs. Based on the review of your child’s educational data, the
academic level course is recommended. This course parallels English CP in context, but
emphasizes the acquisition of reading and writing skills. The focus is placed on reading
comprehension, vocabulary development and expository writing. Other skills include
note-taking, analysis of various literary genres, and development of managerial skills in a
multi-task classroom.

Information related to your child’s ability and achievement is helpful. We would like
your input and permission to consider any health, social, emotional and/or behavioral
aspects along with the educational data. We believe it is important to understand the

whole child when considering placement and instruction.

| hereby grant permission for communication both oral and written, regarding the above
named student and information:

BETWEEN:

SCHOOL NAME:
ADDRESS:
TELEPHONE:

AND:
PARENT/GUARDIAN:
ADDRESS:
TELEPHONE:

All information will be kept confidential and only accessed by authorized personnel.

Please indicate your decision regarding this matter by checking the space provided; sign
and date this form.

| give my permission for communication only.

I give my permission for communication and academic placement.
I give my permission for academic placement only.



I do not give my permission for communication or academic placement.

Parent Signature Date
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Health, social, emotional, educational and/or behavioral aspects you would like to share:

Form if individual assessment is required:

PARENTAL PERMISSION FOR STUDENT ASSESSMENT
FOR PLACEMENT PURPOSES

Please print or type

Student School

Grade DOB
Parent/Guardian

Address

Phone (Home) Phone (Work)

Parent’s Email Address

An individual assessment is being recommended for your child to assist in the best
educational planning. The proposed assessment is based on your child’s educational

performance and review of other evaluations, reports, and records listed here:

Other factors considered:
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You will be notified of the results of the assessment. These results will assist the school
personnel and the parent in developing and implementing appropriate instructional
placement.

The assessment may include, but is not limited to: (list selected assessments chosen)

Should you have any questions regarding this request for permission for assessment,
please contact:
School Contact Phone Number

Please indicate your decision regarding this matter by checking the space provided; sign
and date this form.

Yes, | give my permission for assessment.
No, I do not give my permission for assessment.

Parent Signature Date

Letters adapted from the Manual for the Admission and Placement of Exceptional Students (2014)
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