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Educators and community members from Topnotch High School (name changed) sit in small groups as they pore through pages of student achievement data for their school.  As they reflect upon the data, they are pleased by the percentage of ninth graders passing all courses (80%).  They are disturbed by the percentage of sophomores passing the Language Arts section of the sophomore ISTEP+ test (54%).  The groups recognize the mismatch.  Students are doing well in classes but failing ISTEP+.  

A counselor in one group shares a troubling experience she recently had.  A parent was upset because his daughter had received B’s in English for years, but had failed the Language Arts section of the sophomore ISTEP+ (Graduation Qualifying Exam).  The father wanted to know why the school had given his daughter B’s when she must not have been learning the content necessary to pass ISTEP+.  The father explained he would have enrolled his daughter in private tutoring if her report cards had accurately reflected her learning. 

As the group continues to discuss the mismatch, a community member asks, “Doesn’t it give colleges the wrong impression when our transcripts show a student has done well in a class, but he or she really hasn’t mastered the standards?”  This question prompts a discussion about transcript integrity.  What do grades on a transcript mean?  The group decides that grades should indicate the degree to which students have mastered the Indiana Academic Standards.

This scenario is not uncommon among schools participating in the Indiana Student Achievement Institute (InSAI).  As schools work through school improvement processes, they often discover a mismatch between achievement as reflected by teacher-assigned grades and achievement as reflected by ISTEP+ and other standardized tests.  To help address this discrepancy, schools should consider two questions:  (1) What are the underlying causes of this mismatch?  (2) What can be done to address these causes?

As InSAI schools endeavor to answer these two questions, they focus on the results of surveys and guided discussions with the entire student body, all teachers, parents, and community members.  The survey results and discussion summaries often portray a school in which high expectations exist for some students, but not all students.  A variety of survey responses and discussion statements may explain the low expectations held for some students.  Some schools report that adults believe (1) a rigorous curriculum, such as the Indiana Core 40 curriculum, is only necessary for students planning to attend a four-year college, (2) only the best students are intellectually capable of mastering the Indiana Academic Standards and/or Core 40 curriculum, (3) high achievement is unlikely for the school because of the high number of poor students and/or students of color, (4) high expectations are unhealthy for some students because they may cause stress, and/or (5) the school lacks the time, energy, and resources required to teach the Indiana Academic Standards to “difficult-to-reach” students.  Whatever the explanation, many schools find high standards are not held for all students.

As InSAI participants continue to analyze their survey data and discussion summaries, they often conclude that as a result of their low expectations of some students, the school has “watered down” all or parts of its curriculum.  Teachers sometimes report having omitted standards they feel are too difficult for students to master.  Schools sometimes report watering down their curriculum in a more systemic manner.  For example, some schools offer multiple sections of a difficult course with each section covering a different set of standards.  While a course may be called English 9 and appears on the transcript as English 9, the actual content taught may range from fifth grade standards to ninth grade standards depending on the section.  (It is interesting to note that data reported by The Education Trust, Inc. show poor students and students of color are more likely to be enrolled in watered down course sections than their more advantaged peers).  Students in watered down sections may receive good grades for the work they are asked to do but not master the Indiana Academic Standards assessed by ISTEP+ because the standards were never adequately addressed in class.  Thus, the mismatch between teacher-assigned grades and ISTEP+ scores may be due to low expectations of students and the resulting watered down curriculum.

The next question concerns how schools might address the discrepancy that exists between their teacher-assigned grades and ISTEP+.  Many InSAI schools implement a three-part initiative.  One component is related to helping adults sincerely believe that almost all students can and should master a rigorous curriculum as defined by the Indiana Academic Standards.  Teachers, parents, and community members learn about schools such as Frederick Douglas Academy in Harlem where no one would expect high achievement, and yet, whose students experience tremendous degrees of academic success.  They also examine the amount of academic rigor required for successful employment in a global economy.  Many are surprised to learn that the traditional “college-prep” curriculum is now considered the optimal preparation for students headed to vocational schools.  As a result of these strategies, students, parents, teachers, and community members commit, little by little, to high achievement for all students.

In addition to raising expectations for all students, InSAI schools work to increase the level of academic rigor.  They implement strategies to (1) align their curriculum on paper with the Indiana Academic Standards, (2) align their lesson plans with the Indiana Academic Standards ensuring that teachers address the standards in practice, and (3) align their classroom assessments with the Indiana Academic Standards to help teachers determine the extent to which their lessons help students master the standards as the school year progresses.  By aligning their curriculum with the Indiana Academic Standards, schools increase their expectations for all students.  

While curriculum alignment raises the bar, other strategies are needed to ensure that students are able to meet the increased expectations.  InSAI schools also implement instructional strategies, extra help and time initiatives, student guidance programs, and strategies related to environmental factors such as attendance and parental involvement.  InSAI schools also use annual test results to focus these strategies.  For example, if math achievement is low on the eighth grade ISTEP+, schools may choose to implement various instructional strategies and extra help initiatives with seventh grade math.   The coming “off year” annual assessments (supplementing ISTEP+) will further allow schools to focus their time, resources, and energy.  In addition, the new Core-40 end-of-course tests scheduled to begin this spring will help high schools understand in which courses students master (and do not master) the Indiana Academic Standards.  This information will help high schools focus their energies as well.  By implementing focused strategies, schools can help students master the Indiana Academic Standards.

By comparing the percentage of students passing assessments aligned with the Indiana Academic Standards and the percentage of students receiving good grades in school, schools can draw conclusions about their expectations of students and the degree of academic rigor found in their school.  When expectations and rigor are found to be low, schools can work to increase their expectations of students, implement a rigorous curriculum, and give students the instruction, extra help, guidance, and environment they need to meet those increased expectations.  As schools implement these strategies, student learning will be more closely aligned with Indiana Academic Standards and the mismatch between teacher-assigned grades and ISTEP+ scores will diminish.
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