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ABSTRACT

Teachers’ Perceptions of the Effects of the Arizona Instrument touvieas
Standards (AIMS) Test on Arizona High School Math and

English Curriculum and Instruction

by

Joseph L. Heywood, Doctor of Education
Utah State University, 2009

Major Professor: Martha Whitaker, Ph.D.
Department: Elementary Education

This is a doctoral dissertation centered on a qualitative research caserstud
teachers’ perceptions of the effects of a particular high-stakesttestrizona
Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS) on high school English and math curriculum
and instruction. Specifically, this case study involved three focus group interatew
three Arizona high schools. Participants were experienced English anceacibrs at
each school site. To broaden the perspective gained from the focus group intengews, t
study included classroom observations and document analysis. Two of the high schools
chosen are located on the Navajo Reservation and were specifically chosduni amc
important population of students in a discussion in which they are largely forgotten even
though they face unique challenges. A review of the literature on higrsststmg

effects reveals almost no extant literature on the effects of the Ad&SThis study will



v
contribute to the national dialogue on testing effects as well as make an important
foundational research contribution to the Arizona state dialogue on AIMS effects.

(149 pages)
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

In the year 2000, Arizona legislation (Education 2000/Proposition 301) gave the
Arizona Department of Education (ADE), among other things, funding and authority to
develop a statewide system of school accountability. In 2002, the statatiegisif
Arizona passed A.R.S. 815-241 @mizona Learnywhich established a research-based
evaluation system by creating achievement profiles and designateticelasas
(excelling, improving, maintaining, underperforming, and failing to meet academi
standards) for schools. Among other data, the achievement profiles and cltisstiare
based on student AIMS (Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards) test score

The initial Education 2000/Proposition 301 legislation has been supplemented or
amended with subsequent state and federal legislation. For example, Ho229 Bill
amended A.R.S. 815-241 in 2003 and, most importantly, the federal No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) legislation in 2002 strongly influenced the following importaatest
stipulations: schools must assess 95% of the student population using AIMS, and each
school must meet the state’s proficiency targets (which NCLB requiresdiatesto
100% of students achieving proficiency by the 2013-2014 school year).

With the AIMS test playing such an important role in school classifications
(which in turn affect funding and programs), the test also affects individuahstude
because passing the AIMS is required for graduation. All high school studentsetake t
high school AIMS test in the spring of their sophomore year for the first Titvey can

pass or fail three sections (math, reading, and writing). If a section edp#ss student
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no longer takes that portion of the exam. If a student fails a section, then he cae take th
exam again in the fall and spring of his junior and senior years. Every studemassis
the exam to graduate (though there are some exceptions made for spectairednda
other students, the general population must pass the exam). Though the AIMS test only
covers reading, writing, and math, a science test (not required for goar) wadis
introduced the 2007-2008 school year. As of the 2008-2009 school year, the Math,
Reading, and Writing sections of the AIMS test are the only high-stakes é@ doir
graduation) portions of the exam. Finally, any student achieving an Exceeds oaeall thr
sections of the AIMS qualifies (if certain GPA criteria are met) ¢boarships to any
state college or state university.

Though the state does provide test scores to districts with instructions thetisdistr
provide these to teachers for analysis and, potentially, adjusted practice, houlwurr
and instruction are affected by these test scores is largely unknown. Arudltest
scores will reveal little more than a rise or fall in scores, and one naightréey, test
scores are on the rise, teaching is getting better, and students arglaamgher
levels.” The following literature review includes a history of standardigstiihg and a
review of the extant literature on high-stakes testing effects. Theyhadtetandardized
testing, and this review of the literature suggest a need for more reseanehefiedts of
high-stakes testing, particularly regarding the effects on the atdsal@om curriculum
and instruction.

An important aspect of this study is the inclusion of two Native American high

schools located on the Navajo Reservation in northeastern Arizona. Thousands of Navajo
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students attend state schools located on the Navajo Reservation. These selpaotoér
the ADE and must follow all state rules and guidelines regarding publictexdyca
including graduation requirements associated with the AIMS testing. Shetents face
significant challenges regarding poverty, exposure to English as a raigueabe, and
other important factors. Yet, these Navajo students are a largely forgattest the
discussion on AIMS testing and AIMS effects. It is my purpose here to includetthes
schools in this study to intentionally position them prominently within the discussion on
AIMS testing so that the voices of the educators servicing these Natiggacam
students might be heard.

With the power of high-stakes testing—more and more states are creating
graduation exams (like Arizona), and high-stakes tests stand as gatekeepers t
systems of higher education—it is remarkable that so many reseanehsuggesting
that the body of research on high-stakes testing effects is somewllaw stke effort to
visit the classrooms and talk to the teachers about the possible effects ofghestakes
exams has been relatively meager. The need for more researchersttopgiiic
schools and classrooms and ask important questions about testing effects is elear. Th
purpose of this study, the questions | have sought to answer, are centered on finding out
how the AIMS test might be changing curriculum and instruction in Arizona. In
particular, what can teachers help us to understand about the way the AIMS test is
changing curriculum and instruction? There is currently no published litessekang to

answer these specific questions.



Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundations for this study are grounded in philosophy of Dewey
(1915, 1916, 1938). Most compelling to me are Dewey’s ideas of democratic
progressivism and its tenets of child-centeredness, critical inquiry, operyrzandid
systems, active participation, cultural diversity, and an appreciation oftitecand
creative in children and education.

Dewey’s views inform the philosophical contradiction between what many
perceive to be valuable educational experiences and standardized assessnagnt. Dew
(1938) focused his life’s work on the democratic education of the individual child. He
broke with traditional, “old” views of education focused on memorization, structure, and
what we might refer to today as “standardization.” He promoted the development
curriculum which focused on experience based on an individual child’s needs, tying
together both what she knew with what she needed to know to be part of a larger society.
Dewey insisted that inquiry and problem solving, reflection and critical thinkhmauld
all be part of a broader curriculum supplanting the packaged, rote learning tioneddi
schools.

My theoretical lens assumes the goodness of Dewey’s democratic proginess
My research questions were driven by my own beliefs that align with Dewey’
democratic progressivism. These beliefs and my concerns about the chifetateen
democratic progressivism and current educational policy and practices idfevesy
phase of my study.

The methods of inquiry for this study were grounded in Eisner’s principles of
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educational criticism (which will be more fully summarized in Chapterwhen applied
to an evaluation of an aspect of education, Eisner’s educational criticism cdarbroa
perspectives about the status of our current school system and the effectsstdkegh-
testing practices. Eisner believed in revealing the intricacieduafa¢ion through a
gualitative approach to research focused on four aspects of criticism: desgcript
interpretive, evaluative, and thematic. The research narratives credtdlbwing his
educational criticism principles can help us to better understand the pedagdgyyads sc

and the dynamics of the classroom experiences of teachers and students.

A Brief History of Standardized Testing

To gain perspective on how our current education system largely left behind
Dewey'’s ideas about our schools being child centered, a review of the rise of
standardized testing is needed. Standardized testing was suggested and developed in
scattered, and usually isolated, parts of the developing educational systemrina
throughout the 1800s. However, no wide-scale testing efforts developed untif'the 20
century. As the U.S. moved into the 1900s, school leaders began restructuring public
schools around the ideas of meritocracy—the belief that students who demonstrated
ability merited more opportunities. As the public school system developed insthealf
of the 28" century, school leaders, psychologists, and test developers began working in
concert to bring about a structured and standardized school system. Much of the early
blending of public schools and test development was founded on the earliest versions of

our modern multiple-choice standardized exams—the 1Q test (Tyack & Hansot, 1982)
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Building on the work of French psychologist, Alfred Binet, Terman (1916 eg cit
in Hanson, 1993) created an IQ test at Stanford University (the Stanfor)- Bimet's
intention had been to identify mental deficiencies for special education serl/ezenan
had a larger vision for 1Q tests: he “held that intelligence testing woulddtecthe
placement of people in those educational programs and vocations for which their
endowments best suit them” (Hanson, p. 210). This idea was to become a foundational
principal for the flourishing of standardized testing throughout the American public
education system over the next 90 plus years.

Seeing testing as a means to reveal innate qualities that could be used to
demonstrate merit, the U.S. government began administering 1Q testseio sligary
applicants as early as World War | and to immigrants freshly arrividgrierica in the
early decades of the 1900s (Hanson, 1993; Kamin, 1974; Sacks, 1999). The tests
identified so-called strengths and weaknesses in a person’s intelligedd¢beaesults
were used to sort people into categories of service. For decades, IQ tedeeameas a
powerful tool for revealing a person’s innate abilities; even today, Amerieaagrize
the stigmas, both positive and negative, associated with having a “high 1Qloav a “
1Q.”

By 1926, the Standardized Achievement Test (SAT) had been developed as a
means of screening college applicants, and by the 1940s, it had replaced the #ssay a
favored and primary method of screening college bound students. Hanson (1993)
suggested this transition was due to the explosion of secondary and higher education

student populations; “In 1870, about 80,000 students attended some 500 secondary
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schools. By 1910, the number of secondary school students had grown to 900,000” (p. 2
13). Moreover, the growth continued. “In 1910...19% of 15- to 18-year-olds were
enrolled in a public or private high school. By 1940...73% of American youth were
enrolled in high school” (Goldin & Katz, 2008, p. 195). Goldin and Katz suggested this
growth was due in part to increased enforcement of states’ child labor and camypuls
schooling laws. At the same time secondary populations were booming, higher education
experienced a significant increase in student numbers, growing at 5 tinmatetbéthe
population between 1890-1924 (Goldin & Katz; Hanson). With so many new students in
public education, educators and government leaders began searching for wegsui@ me
the schooling masses in an efficient manner.

In the 1940s, the Educational Testing Service (ETS) was founded. Over the next
60 years, ETS would come to dominate the American testing landscape by developing
and overseeing a wide variety of tests: many state tests for publidciedu¢d 2, the
SAT for undergraduate college admissions, the graduate records exam{&RiE) for
graduate school admissions, the advanced placement (AP) exams for advanced high
school students, and many significant tests for school systems in other natioB3.SThe
has played a central role in the development of American standardized tasdtiogy a
almost complete reliance upon standardized tests to evaluate Americamdildre
college adults in our school systems.

As graduation from American high schools became an expected norm rather than
a novelty (29% national graduation rate in 1920 compared to the at least “expected”

graduation of all students by the 1960s), this provided impetus for the standardized
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testing movement (Mitchell, 1992). Mitchell also suggested that the developnent
widespread use of technology in the 1960s and 1970s allowed the rapid development of
the testing industry; “As computers, scantrons, and similar machinesdebaaper and
easier to use, norm-referenced, multiple-choice testing became almossalhifger
172). Concurrent with new expectations for graduation and advances in technology, some
argue that school administrator power and respect, gained in the first ef2sf't
century (Tyack & Hansot, 1982), began to wane as reformers, citizens, and politicians
began distrusting public school leadership and calling for more accountability argbcha
and shifting power over schools to both the state and federal governments (Dorn, 2007).

The 1960s were a turning point in American public schools. Prior to this decade,
U.S. public education was a relatively disjointed body of districts, state exucat
agencies, and some federal programs. The power in education was primaligdoca
and the federal government played a limited role in education.
In the United States education governance is not a power constitutionally granted
to the federal government. Because of this, education policy making has
historically been situated primarily at the local level. Until themeoeforms,
curriculum, teaching, and assessment decisions were made at the locahadhool
district (town, city or county) levels. State education departmentsaigner
ensured that all schools met minimal requirements regarding graduation, the
length of the school day and year, physical facilities, and teacher preparati
(Hursh, 2005, p. 606)
As the shifting of power gave federal and state governments more control, the
standardization of schools led to educational policy that “intended to divorce the public
from the governance of public schools” (McNeil, 2000, p. 230). Beginning with

important legislative changes at the federal level in the 1960s, “nevastafederal

regulations have transferred power away from teachers, parents and tooalrmity



members and towards corporate and political leaders at the state aatl|écés”

(Hursh, 2005, pp. 605-606).
The common regime of low-stakes, diagnostic, norm-referenced achievement
testing began to change, initially very slowly, in the 1960s. Until then, the use of
test scores to monitor the performance of education systems was for th@amost
limited to local districts that chose to monitor the performance of their own

schools. In the 1960s, two actions by the federal government began to change this
the establishment of the ESEA and the NAEP]. (Koretz, 2008, p. 54)

In 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) formalizedlfedera
spending on education and outlined federal regulations for public education receiving
these funds. “The ESEA of 1965 [represents] the beginning of a dramatiqadiyded
federal role in K-12 education” (Manna, 2007). Koretz (2008) wrote,
The ESEA of 1965...established the Title | compensatory education program—
the precursor of today’s No Child Left Behind—to improve the performance of
students in low-income schools. This marked the first major involvement of the
federal government in funding and directing general elementary and secondar
education. The law also mandated evaluation of the Title | program (thénfiest t
that federal legislation establishing a major social program required alform
program evaluation). In 1974 Congress established the Title | Evaluation and
Reporting System (TIERS), which based required evaluations of Title | piegra
on students’ scores on standardized, norm-referenced achievement tests. (pp. 54-
55)
Since 1965, the ESEA has been reauthorized repeatedly (with significant ghardgrs
different names. In 1970, the federal government began the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), a national test used to determine regiodalitre
academic performance, which influence federal policy. In 1979, the Sgwéthe
federal Department of Education became a presidential cabinet position. By 1980, school

accountability had become a weighty issue for the federal government.

Standardized testing grew throughout the 1980s and 1990s as the federal
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government placed more and more emphasis on its merits. With the reléaséatin
at Risk the National Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE, 1983), a
commission created by Secretary of Education, Terrell Bell, reportedicengublic
school standards as too low, and among other recommendations, called for greater
accountability in public schools; a great reform movement commenced in which
standardized testing and accountability shifted into prominent roles. In 1988, Congress
created the National Assessment Governing Board, whose members arecadppihe
Secretary of Education and oversee the NAEP. The same year was marked tgnimpor
changes to the ESEA:
The ESEA reauthorization of 1988 (P.L. 100-297) began to reflect the increasing
importance of states as educational reformerilot only did the states appear
explicitly in the [Title I] statement of policy, but the law also began to link
academic performance of Title | students to state-defined achievewelstds a
way to identify poorly performing schools. (Manna, 2007, p. 73)
With each new ESEA reauthorization, the federal role in educational reform and public
school evaluation increased dramatically and standardized testing waseitéreof this
accountability reform movement.
In 1989, newly elected President George H. W. Bush convened an education
summit at the University of Virginia where, for the first time in U.S. hystor a matter
of education, the President met with, among others, governors from all 50 states. The
outcome of this meeting was extraordinary:
For the first time in the nation’s history, the chief executives pledged to set
national goals for education and to hold themselves accountable for attaining
them. The goals, moreover, were ambitious; some called them unrealistic.
Announced in early 1990, they stated that by 2000, every child will enter school

ready to learn; the high school graduation rate will increase to at leastc@dtper
all students will demonstrate competence in challenging subject matger; U
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students will be first in mathematics and science achievement; all adulie w
literate; and all schools will be safe and drug-free. (Rothman, 1995, pp. 111-112)

Of course, all of this accountability required measurement, “officials nelspg to the
goals began to call for national standards for student performance and a rdlated na
system of assessments” (Rothman, p. 112).

With the federal government firmly ensconced in the world of education, leaders
and policy-makers from both major political parties at both the federal aedestals
began pushing national and state standards and the creation of assessments to monitor
student achievement. With both major political parties on board at both the national and
state levels, standardized testing swept through all aspects of publit@doelatively
unchecked, at least politically, through the 1990s and into the new millennium
(McDonnell, 2004). With back-to-back presidents, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush,
from 1992-2008, standardized testing was pushed from the desk of the U.S. president like
never before. In 2002, President Bush signed the NCLB legislation (another
reauthorization of the ESEA with powerful changes) which now required the testing of
all public school students at specified grade levels each year and fotitidied the
federal government’s stance that public education will have clear perforst@nceards
and measurable objectives. The consequences of NCLB include the creation telstsat
which are used to rate children, determine graduation from high school, rate s@teols, r
teacher performance, determine teacher licensure and performance, and casesn
determine teacher pay; though it is important to note that these consequences of
standardized testing were being identified even before NCLB (for exasgaeé&smith,

2000, p. 336); NCLB amplified many of these consequences and made them consistent
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throughout all 50 states.

The shifting of power from schools and communities to the federal and state
governments has restructured our schools academically, bureaucragicdlfynancially.
“In 1967, 80 percent of a school's budget was devoted to regular instruction. By the late
1990s, the percentage of funds devoted to regular instruction had dwindled to about 50
percent” (Baines & Stanley, 2004, p. 8). Baines and Stanley claimed that the 2003 annual
cost of high-stakes testing was “somewhere between $20 and $50 billion, or 5.5% to 14%
of every dollar spent for public schools” (p. 8). An interesting note on the shift of power
from local schools to the federal government involves the breakdown of funding for
public schools: “In America, public school funding is available from three mainesurc
the federal government, who typically contribute about 7-8%, the state bchimig
around 48%) and local taxes (around 45%), although the exact proportions do vary by
state” (Smith, 2004, p. 514). One of the arguments for federal “takeover” of public
education, despite the fact that the federal government contributes such a small
percentage of the public school funding, is the discrepancy between poor communities
(low property values mean less money collected for schools and thus lower quality
schools) and wealthier communities (higher property values generater gneatne for
the “rich” schools). The federal government argues that their standardiaat
accountability movement equalizes opportunity and forces underperforming schools
(typically in poor communities) to find ways (often through special fedeiatiged
programs) to raise student achievement, which is monitored of course through

standardized exams.
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Two years after NCLB was signed into law, Goertz and Duffy (2003), ickshtifi
four major challenges facing schools and districts as they implement N€sB state
assessment programs will need to expand considerably. This expansion will @me at
major cost (only partially aided by federal money) and will require sortesdtadrop
assessment of subjects like social studies and “other subjects not coveretlGy.Be
Act. This could have the unintended consequence of narrowing educators’ focus on the
tested subjects of reading and mathematics” (p. 9). Many districts hawndbos
eliminate local assessments, closely connected to curriculum, to save andrtaye for
administering state exams for NCLB. Second, educators are concerned abthara
single state exam can serve multiple purposes.
Policy makers expect one assessment system to provide indicators of the
performance of the education system, hold schools and educators accountable for
their performance, certify student performance as students move fromtgrade
grade or out of the K-12 education system, motivate students to perform better
and teachers to change their instructional content and strategies, and aid in
instructional decisions about individual students. (Goertz & Duffy, p. 9)
Third, as educators respond to the NCLB threat of sanctions due to underperformance on
state exams, “the question then becomes, will educators pay attention to thendgluf
student performance data, which is a function of the quality and appropriateness of the
test, and will they know how to act on that data?” (p. 10). Finally, incentives and goals
don’t improve instruction and student performance; true change requires “meéningf
professional development” and “capacity building” (p. 10). Improving instruction
requires a vast amount of resources, financial and human, to meet the high standards of

NCLB. The authors suggest our current system does not have the capacity (gspecial

financially) to provide these resources of change.
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With this proliferation of standardized testing and the prominent and controlling
role the federal government and state governments have come to play in tioese nat
and state testing systems, the body of research on the effects of stautisting has
likewise begun to expand. Researchers and educators are asking tough questions about
how these standardized tests are influencing our public school system and tlea childr
the system serves. This study will contribute to this effort.

This study focused on the question: What effects is the high-stakes AIMS test
having on high school English and math curriculum and instruction in Arizona. Three
focus group interviews were conducted—one interview per site at three differzoma
high schools. Teachers were prompted with questions about the AIMS test throughout the
interviews, but the discussions were generally free to move in the directideacthers
involved decided to go. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzad looki
for general themes or important ideas emerging out of the three groupso@tassr
observations and document analyses further contextualized the interview data. | als
examined the similarities and differences between the schools and conseenay t
these institutional dynamics may have contributed to these themes. | sokegbptthe
teachers’ voices in the study by providing many direct quotes throughout thedta se
of this research report. | wanted the readers of this study to hear the tesctieestly as
possible. The study concludes with an analysis of the interviews and subsequent
classroom observations and document analysis. In closing, | offer some anxhsia
researcher based on my interactions with these teachers at their school# éeelitigs

and ideas about the AIMS.
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CHAPTER Il

LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review builds a foundation for the research conducted in this study.
First, 1 will summarize the basic principles of Dewey’s democratignessivism. Next, |
will turn to the review of standardized testing. | will begin by clartyiihe use of the
terms “standardized testing” and “high-stakes testing” in this studgd, dome of the
philosophical arguments against standardized testing will be noted as theahevere
impetus for this study as | wondered about the veracity of their claimshFbwiitl
briefly look at some of the examples of quantitative test score analysisssasdihey are
an important genre in the larger research base on testing effects. Fiftisfitigeaffects
studies of the 1990s, the decade when testing effects studies really began to dévelop w
frequency, will be reviewed. Sixth, a large part of the literature reviéviosus on the
most recent research (2000 to present), with a summary of the important stuidles
examined testing effects by seeking out teachers’ and students’ persepinally, |

will briefly review the extant published literature on AIMS effects.
John Dewey, Progressivism, and Democracy

In breaking with traditional views of schools, Dewey’s (1915) progressivism
contradicted “the typical points of the old education: its passivity of atfittsde
mechanical massing of children, its uniformity of curriculum and method” (p. 233eThe
words, written in the early J0century, might describe much of what we call public

education today in a school system highly dependent upon uniform curriculum and
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standardized testing. “The specter of testing has haunted public educatiohsitre t

of Dewey and Thorndike, giving rise over time to a science of education and ongoing

uneasiness about its influence on educational practice” (Gunzenhauser, 2006, p. 241).

Modern test scores are often used to classify schools and categorize chilwggoups

(“making AYP,” “high performing,” “failing,” “marginal,” etc.).n 1916, Dewey wrote

the following, which again could easily describe many of the test-drivesoksystems

today.
The vice of externally imposed ends has deep roots. Teachers receive them from
superior authorities; these authorities accept them from what is current in the
community. The teachers impose them upon children. As a first consequence, the
intelligence of the teacher is not free; it is confined to receiving thelaiths
down from above. Too rarely is the individual teacher so free from the dictation
of authoritative supervisor, textbook on methods, prescribed course of study, etc.,
that he can let his mind come to close quarters with the pupil’s mind and the
subject matter. This distrust of the teacher’s experience is thenedfladack of
confidence in the responses of pupils. The latter receive their aims through a
double or treble external imposition, and are constantly confused by the conflict
between the aims which are natural to their own experience at the time and thos
in which they are taught to acquiesce. Until the democratic criterion of the
intrinsic significance of every growing experience is recoghine shall be
intellectually confused by the demand for adaptation to external aims. (p. 81)

Of course, the external aims of Dewey’s day were not the thoroughly testeamis of

the American public education system of today, but Dewey'’s ideas areyempalicable

to our modern system as they were for him in cautioning educators about standardized

curriculum and standardized testing which was beginning to develop (especthly i

form of 1Q testing) in Dewey’s time. Placing Dewey in a socio-hisabicontext, his

philosophy developed in a time of increasing pressure to control schools due to massive

immigration and urban chaos, 1.Q. testing, and an increasing standardizatiamiof ce

aspects of education.
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Dewey’s progressivism advocated a truly democratic society withagdoc
playing a central role in creating and sustaining that democracy. Dedefynition of
democracy centered on the individual in relationship to society; our schools must free the
individual to participate in a free society. He wrote,

A society which makes provision for participation in its good of all its members

on equal terms and which secures flexible readjustment of its institutionstthroug

interaction of the different forms of associated life is in so far democgateh a

society must have a type of education which gives individuals a personal interest

in social relationships and control, and the habits of mind which secure social

changes without introducing disorder. (1916, p. 74)

While some authors use this vision of democracy to empower systems of education tha
embrace high-stakes testing (Raphael & Au, 2005), Dewey used this definition to
empower the individual and not a standardized system. Dewey’s vision of democratic
progressivism developed as others espoused principles of social efficiencyggikagme

(like Charles W. Eliot), a line of thinking with parallels to philosophy underlyeg t
standardized education principles of today.

For Dewey, the individual was the focus of education. Dewey (1916) implored
educators “to find a deeper sense of the function of education in discovering and
developing personal capacities” (p. 67). In accordance with Plato’s ideas about
individuality, Dewey promoted the education of individuals and not classes; yegkee br
with Plato’s limited classifications of individuals and asserted that humagdei
“original capacities are indefinitely numerous and variable” (p. 68). Dswégws of the
individual called for an educational system filled with variety and flexybéind real

experience that each student could connect with on many different levels.

Dewey urged teachers to educate these individuals with a curriculum and with
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methods dependent on what we might call “authentic” learning—real experiences f
discovering truths and knowledge. Separating a child from reality for theauchia
school day and presenting knowledge in isolation of real experience (pouring facts int
an empty vessel) was contrary to the “doing” required in learning. Del@dp) wrote,
It is our present education which is highly specialized, one-sided, and narrow. It is
an education dominated almost entirely by the mediaeval conception of learning.
It is something which appeals for the most part simply to the intellectualtadpe
our natures, our desire to learn, to accumulate information, and to get control of
the symbols of learning; not to our impulses and tendencies to make, to do, to
create, to produce, whether in the form of utility or art. (p. 19)
He felt that our focus on abstract ideas, often disconnected from the day-t@dassra
child faces, does not meet the needs of individual children. As Dewey (1915) said, “The
child has not much instinct for abstract inquiry” (p. 30).
Dewey’s progressivism sits in stark contrast to the current stdte dinberican
public school system. Dewey’s progressive education is open, dynamic, aitideck
founded on experimental, inquiry-based learning, respectful of diversityiveremid
intended to provide an educational experience rich with critical, investigatjuey that
brings about democracy. The closed, institutionalized, standardized, producséty;b
business and factory model, culturally uniform, test-centered public schoohsystay

has elements of Dewey’s progressivism but has largely lost sight of his tbaloreti

principles as policymakers and politicians have slowly taken over public education.

Standardized Testing and High-Stakes Testing

Much of the literature on testing seems to use the terms “standardizeg’tast

“high-stakes testing” interchangeably because high-stakes testsesra siibset of
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standardized tests. It is important to define the two terms. A standardizedaestiform
test given to a large number of students with scores used for measurement of student
progress, a variety of comparisons, and curriculum, school, or teacher evaludt®ons. T
term “standardized test” is generally used to refer to both high-stakeétésss with
consequences) and low-stakes tests (tests without specific consequencgis)stakas
test might refer to a test that is required for graduation (the AIM§ tsstd to determine
a school's academic standing with the state (the AIMS test), or used toidetealtege
eligibility or placement (and possibly scholarships) for individual students (& Al
test, the national ACT or SAT). A high-stakes test is one with “serious comssguer
students, their teachers, and their educational institutions” (Davis, 2006, p. 1). With the
passing of NCLB in 2002, high-stakes testing “now pervades educationatgtact
(Gunzenhauser, 2006, p. 241). The purpose of this study was to focus on a particular
high-stakes test; however, in discussing testing, it is difficult to seplaigt-stakes
testing out from the general literature on standardized testing, especialiewing the
history and literature of standardized testing. Researchers have not yet made
concentrated effort to create a body of research and literature wholly diévoie

specific phenomenon of “high-stakes testing.”

Philosophical Arguments on Testing Issues

For the past 20 years, as standardized testing—and especially kigfh-sta
testing—has become increasingly pervasive in public education, the national d@logue

standardized testing has included a variety of philosophical indictments of thedkgh-s
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testing trend. Stoskopf (2000) has suggested that high-stakes testing isralbéed i
eugenics movements of the early 1900s and racist assumptions about 1Q. Neill (2003)
wrote, “an overemphasis on testing will undermine, not strengthen, the abilityoaisc
to ensure high-quality academic and social experience for all their stufent9).
Sirotnik (2002) has written about the increasingly “punitive nature” of our hi¢lesta
practices and is concerned with the increased “dropout rates of marginalizeqts’ (p.
662). Sacks (2000) defined marginalized students in stating that “the losers-gtahkigh
testing schemes always have been children of the poor, the working class and under-
educated. And the winners always have been children of the privileged, well-educated
and the affluent” (p. 6). Popham (2000) took to task what he claimed to be the false
assumptions underlying the testing culture: “The score-boosting garm@neie
assumption that a set of high scores by students equals more successfulangiyucti
educators. That assumption, however, is misguided because it clearly miseplies t
information that can be gleaned from standardized tests” (p. 12). Elsewhere, Popham
(1999) claimed that the “large-scale-assessment community is uncedicetth the
instruction of children, focusing all of its concern on accountability instead (p. 13)

There is also the claim that the theoretical foundations of standardizad testi
rooted in early 28 century psychometric theories that no longer hold weight in current
educational curriculum or instruction (Gipps, 1994); and the claim that our currexit stat
theories of assessment do not correspond to our current theories of instruction and
learning (Willis, 1993). Weaver (2004) wrote, “As the high-stakes paradigm lescam

focus for teaching content as opposed to teaching children, the culture of teathieg w



21
drastically affected” (p. 258). Gunzenhauser (2006) addressed “theslong-t
implications of high-stakes accountability on philosophies of education” by amglyz
“high-stakes accountability as a problem of a particular kind: the foreclosure on
possibilities for our aims for what it means to be an educated subject” (p. 242),Finall
Dantley (2003) suggested the incorporation of a spiritual dimension to school leadership
to guide reform efforts in moving schools beyond high-stakes testing: “Whentiedata
leadership is ensconsed in a spiritual context, it serves to bring about reform and
reconstruction that are external to the normative paradigms of school chrestgad of
using empirical or quantifiable qualifiers of school effectiveness, eduedti
achievement takes on a more axiological, moral, and teleological tenor” (p. 282).

Most of these writers approach their critique of testing by outlining thei
philosophical or psychological foundations of learning, and then comparing standardized
testing to their foundation, pointing out the disconnect as a failure of the tests (f
example, see Eisner, 1982, Chapter 4; 1998a, Chapter 11). It is this theorizing that often
triggers both qualitative and quantitative research studies to verify claiens
philosophical writings about high-stakes testing do not overrule scientifiaynqui
(Curren, 2006); they stimulate research. Thus, as this study was born out of abdesire t
investigate certain claims philosophers were making about testin¢seftegas
important to recognize here the contributions of these critics and philosopheis-to hig

stakes testing research.
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Test Score Analysis Studies

One of the key topics of studies researching the effects of standardiesd leas
been comparative analysis of exam scores. Though this study is patterndteafter
gualitative inquiry into teachers’ and students’ perceptions (and thus my liecratigw
will focus on these types of studies), it is important to note examples ofdest sc
analysis studies because these are the studies most often used to promoieghe test
movement. In addition, it is most often these quantitative analyses of tes thadrere
read about in the mainstream media.

Amrein and Berliner (2002) examined the performance scores of the BXdfRP
for 18 states with high-stakes tests looking for effects of the high stakes €ke
authors claimed that what students learned either was not significdatiedfor went
down as a result of high-stakes testing, and they suggested that seriousoh stussi
high-stakes testing and its purposes is needed. A rebuttal to this stodiyigdiused an
“improved” statistical analysis to contradict Amrein and Berliner’s figdj criticizing
their research and calling for better evaluation of studies claiming to Ingifscie
research on testing effects (Raymond & Hanushek, 2003). In another studyg,Green
Winters, and Forster (2003), compared high-stakes tests with scores on atrendest
concluded that the high correlation could be interpreted to mean that “when alstgte’s
stakes test scores go up, we should have confidence that this represents real
improvements in student learning” (summary page).

Other types of statistical analyses involving test scores have produseiimig

results, as well. Recent research along these lines is being usedddhrefigsting
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movement. In a study by Cunningham and Sanzo (2002), the authors attempted to
determine whether Virginia state exam scores were related to Sk (sromic
status). “All high schools in Virginia were analyzed using subsidized lunch pegesnt
and adjusted pass rates for the English, math, science, and history SOL §Virgini
Standards of Learning] tests for 1998 and 1999” (p. 67). Their correlation regression
analysis of the 245 schools provided evidence of a correlation between SES and test
scores, with poor students’ scores falling below students’ scores with a highef sy
concluded that “these results question policies that hold teachers and students in
communities with lower SES to the same standards as those in communities gth hig
SES, and it challenges the practice of applying sanctions to students, edundtors, a
schools on the basis of test results” (p. 67). In a similar study, Beck and ShE@t€ia)
analyzed lllinois junior high test data and found strong associations betweeam& &
lllinois Standards Achievement Test; they then extended beyond this correlation to
include rural schools’ specific data in relation to SES and test performance.

Mahon’s (2006) study involving ELL students and high-stakes test data from
Colorado investigated the question, “To what extent does English language poyficie
predict English academic achievement, as measured by the CSAP [Coloradd Stude
Assessment Program] in reading, writing, and mathematics?” (p. 481). She tat
there have been past comparisons of minority group achievement on high-stakes exa
but little research on ELLs. Mahon used English language proficiency scor€&S#AP
achievement scores from 200 ELLs in the fourth and fifth grades. She used a variety of

statistical analyses in SPSS (bivariate linear regression andbgsdsrroni’s multiple



24
comparisons, a post-hoc power analysis, a one-way analysis of vagsmgdylahon’s
conclusion was limited and she decided that the results “cannot unequivocally lestablis
the relationship between language proficiency scores and CSAP sqnr482) though
she did find particular relationships within certain analyses.

Carnoy and Loeb (2002) investigated the effects of strength of accoimtabil
programs in the 50 states on NAEP score gains. They found a correlation between high
state accountability programs and NAEP eighth-grade math score gains RBlacikg
White, and Hispanic students. Interestingly, they found “no evidence of a posiéet eff
of accountability on student progression through high school” (p. 322). Lee (2006)
conducted a similar study examining “50 states’ activism in test-driviennax
accountability policies and their support for key school resources” (p. 43). Exemminat
of NAEP fourth- and eighth-grade reading and math revealed little effents
accountability policy alone but possible significant effects relatedaitedility of school
resources. The author suggested further research into the area of inacksuates and
whether or not NCLB mandates are consistent with the lack of federal funding to make
up for state resource inadequacies.

These examples of quantitative studies involving test scores are insifyhtful i
analyzing possible effects of multiple variables on test scores, and ceomzabetween
scores on different testing instruments, but they cannot verify the value of \sHzdra
learned and tested, and they do not reveal the inverse effects of the tests on the
curriculum and teaching. In recent years, scholars have begun focusirgjtégion on

the topic of testing effects on curriculum, instruction, teachers, and students with
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increasingly widespread interest. What follows is a summary of thewxastecades of

research on testing effects.

Testing Effects Research: 1990-1999

Though standardized testing has been in existence in varying formats aresdegre
for nearly the past 100 years, it took time for researchers to embracditite tes
movement as something to be studied in depth. Zancanella (1992) cited a review of the
literature on testing published between 1977 and 1987 in which the researchers found
only 11 articles dealing with consequences of testing. Ten years later,ngl¢h998)
reviewed the literature on consequences of assessment; though a decade taihpasse
Zancanella found so little published research on testing effects, one of Mehagms
conclusions, among others, was that the available research in 1998 was still itmdequa

In the 1990s, studies on testing effects increased considerably over the previous
decade. These studies revealed important insights about the effects ad&taddaxams
on curriculum and instruction and suggested that future similar studies would be
worthwhile and informative. The following studies provide an overview of what has been
found by researchers. Paris and Urdan (1994) investigated teachardeattibout
testing by surveying 153 K-8 teachers. They found that teachers felt nggativat
standardized tests, and that teachers admitted to manipulating theirepi@atnprove
students’ test scores. Herman and Golan (1993) surveyed upper elementaryg feache
nine states looking for “effects of standardized testing on schools and the geaathin

learning processes within them” (p. 20). They found, among other things, thatteache
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felt pressure to improve test scores and adjusted their teaching and eorrizid to this
pressure. Smith (1991) reported a qualitative study in which her group’s research
included observation, interviewing, and document analysis over a 15-month period. The
group found that testing led to reduced instruction time, narrowing of the curriculum
ignoring nontested subjects and significant changes to instructional practieeks
leading up to standardized exams.

Sullivan (1991) effectively utilized both interviews and surveys with teachers and
found that tests do affect classroom practice directly and indirectly. Bondadmd C
(1991) surveyed teachers and administrators in a study where most participaaesibel
that any effects on the curriculum would be positive due to a refining processagilas
Poggio, and Miller (1991) surveyed school board members, teachers, and admisistrator
and found that testing effects were weak except in lower-performingtis@rown
(1993) interviewed 42 teachers and principals and found distrust in state testing and the
policy-makers and that testing may be oversimplifying curriculum. In &-yedr study
in which data was gathered through interviews (with state-level policy maka&chets,
and administrators), observations, and document analysis, Grant (1996) found that tests
influence curriculum development, cut into teaching time, and influence classroom
assessment; in addition, some of his more recent research involving focus group
interviews over a 2-year period with teachers suggested that es$titedo affect
instruction, this is dependent on a variety of factors (Grant, 2001). Like Grangnédiac
(1992) found that teachers believed tests affect curriculum, but this was also dépende

on other factors (like teachers’ roles and personal views, and the amount of support they
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receive). Zancanella’s research centered on case studies of #uteer$eand included
interviews with teachers and students, observations, and artifact collection.

After surveying 39 math, English, and reading teachers, Tittle, KeltyaBen,
and Sacks (1991) reported teachers feeling little benefit from largetesting because
tests were not used effectively. Stake and Theobald (1990), using surveys and group and
individual interviews of teachers, found both positive and negative influences of tests on
curriculum, with teachers claiming less pressure on them than is placed onsshydent
high-stakes tests. Wilson and Corbett (1991) combined “qualitative fieldwioddiged
on interviewing a wide variety of staff members at 12 school districte)falibw-up
surveys and found that as stakes increased, the tests had an increasing effect on
instructional programs. Finally, Firestone, Mayrowetz, and Fairman (1998)iawed
teachers in five school districts in Maine and Maryland and reported one state’s
(Maryland) having significant influence on curriculum while the other stagsichers
(Maine) reported very little influence by their state test, demongirdtat variation from

state to state does exist.

Testing Effects Research: 2000-2008

Reviewing the literature on effects of high-stakes testing on curriculdm a
instruction up through 1999 answers, at least to some degree, the question, “Does high-
stakes testing have an effect on curriculum and instruction?” The educatg given
voice seem to be telling us, “Yes, tests affect the classroom in a \@rieays.” Over

the past eight years, there has been a substantial contribution to the resedvaigi
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teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the effects of high-stakes.t€stimgn (2006)
claimed that this increase in high-stakes testing interest caiméh@itNCLB legislation
in 2002 and the subsequent proliferation of high-stakes testing in the United States.
However, even as recently as 2005, researchers are still claimingraafeasearch
“about actual impacts of high-stakes testing” (Pringle & Martin, 2005, p. 349). houg
the number of qualitative studies incorporating teacher and student voices in thd nationa
dialogue on testing effects over these past 8 years is relatively(amdirguably,
inadequate for making general conclusions), the recent studies looking feersgand
students’ perceptions of testing effects claim important insights. The fotjcavticles
are samples of the work being done in recent years.

Au (2007) analyzed 49 qualitative studies associated with how testing affects
curriculum. He used a method called qualitative meta-synthesis, which allows a
researcher to synthesize a group of qualitative studies “to gain a better amtiagsbf
the general nature of a given phenomenon” (p. 259). His primary finding was that high
stakes testing has “the predominant effect of narrowing curricular coateéadse
subjects included in the tests...compelling the teachers to use more lecture-based,
teacher-centered pedagogies” (p. 264). However, among his other findings,chthabte
in some cases, researchers found that high-stakes testing caused an expameling of
curriculum and student-centered pedagogy. His conclusion was a question: tAre tes
driven curriculum and teacher-centered instruction good or bad for teachers, students
schools, communities, and education in general?” (p. 264).

Crocco and Costigan (2007) interviewed dozens of teachers in New York City.
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Their qualitative study “focused on eliciting narratives about [teaches}” (p. 518).
Over a 5-year period, they conducted over 200 interviews with beginning teadhers (
teachers interviewed had no more than 5 years of experience). In addition to one-on-one
interviews, they held dozens of focus groups. After gathering a large body of data, they
looked for emergent themes and wrote their conclusions. Among their several
conclusions, they suggest that one of the “unintended consequences of the accountability
movement in NYC'’s public schools may be the narrowing of curriculum and pedagogy”
(p- 529). Teachers revealed that testing produces mandated or narrowed cuaralilum
the perceived feeling that a teacher has lost control of the practice ohtedehii many
of these teachers, this loss of curricular control was an impetus to leave tlssiprofe

Valli and Buese (2007) spent 4 years studying the effects of high-statkeg tes
teachers. Approximately 150 teachers from 25 schools were interviewed aduatiior
in focus groups. The study also included administrators and educational spediadsts
study focused on analyzing teachers’ roles and, in particular, tracked they “poli
directive” of differentiated instruction to follow role changes in light ofitgspressure.
Their most dramatic finding was summarized: “Because teachers angalsrelt so
pressed to implement so many changes, they seemed unable to prioritizeonsiruct
improvement efforts according to the needs of their students or themselves” (p. 553).
Though the study revealed adverse effects of high-stakes accountabilityptiohilsmns
also included the possibility that teacher role changing has positive poteatiatators
approach policy directives and changes carefully and thoughtfully.

Watanabe (2007) conducted ethnographic case studies and interviews in a study
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that revealed a narrowing of the curriculum, among other findings, due to high-stakes
accountability. Watanabe focused on middle school educators in North Carolina. Data
was gathered over the 2001-2002 school year, and analysis included looking for emergent
themes in a grounded theory approach. The study focused on language arts instruction.
Among the emergent themes, the study found that testing reduced teachjrajféoted
student enjoyment of reading, reduced cooperative learning, negatively influence
authentic writing opportunities, pushed teachers to focus on products instead of process,
separated writing from literature, and narrowed aspects of the curriculatansibe
found that testing displaced priorities at all schools.

Paris and Urdan (2000) reviewed the findings of several surveys conducted
among teachers in three states. They found that teachers felt negativelyedripahigh-
stakes testing. The survey results suggested that high-stakes teséngined teacher
innovation and creativity, and that high-stakes testing has serious negative corsgequenc
for students. Based on their findings, Paris and Urdan did not call for the removal of
high-stakes testing; rather, they outline policies for the better ussegsanent in
schools. They agree that teachers should be held to high standards, but they suggest ther
is a better way to use testing in this effort.

Massey (2006) conducted a case study of a first-year teacher and the eniienc
high-stakes testing on her literacy instruction. One of the study’s gujdestions was,
“Because Paula was hired to teach in a ‘gateway’ grade (meaning thattstirdald not
be promoted unless they passed the test), would testing affect her literagstiomstand

if so, how?” (p. 73). Research included interviews, transcripts of emails and pHene cal
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lesson plans, and field notes. Massey concluded that this beginning teacher was
negatively influenced by high-stakes testing, but that teacher educatotsy sy and
school leaders can help new teachers adapt to high-stakes influences. Thizogiiteea
spin on a phenomenon many scholars and educators see as a negative.

Abrams, Pedulla, and Madaus (2003) published an article that gave a brief
overview of the literature on teachers’ perceptions of testing programsalBaey
conducted a nationwide survey of teachers, gathering opinions on the influences of
testing on teaching and learning. They found that teachers generallywpdragiegative
influence on their instruction but this was somewhat dependent on the “nature of the
consequences or stakes attached to their state test results” (p. 22). Irvéyisteachers
were generally positive about state standards, but most teachers felt thightbtakes
state tests narrowed curricular focus and diminished the breadth of content.

Pringle and Martin (2005) researched the impending impact of high-statieg tes
on elementary science teachers in Florida. The authors surveyed 38 teacigeckasd
and open-ended questions. They found that teachers had significant concerns about
finding test preparation materials, shifts in curricular focus, the unknown téddtse
whether students would be successful or not, and the amount of time needed to prepare
children for the tests. Many of the teachers’ schools had already sent tliamitg tfor
curriculum changes. The general anxiety and fear of the teachecteadyg evident in
the survey. Oddly enough, many of these teachers’ fears were centered in theiclown |
of familiarity with science and science standards and a comfortalaleaelon textbooks.

In a similar, but larger, study, Jones and Egley (2006) surveyed 708 teachers and 325
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principals and assistant principals in Florida using open and forced-response questions
Generally, they found that teachers, more than administrators, had neggresess
toward the state testing program. The most notable conclusion was that tbatbees
that the state testing had no positive influence on student learning, but it had tremendous
influence on teaching.

Sloan (2007) reviewed some of the ethnographic research which provides
qualitative insights into the effects of high-stakes accountability @hé¢es and their
classrooms, with particular emphasis on minority youth. This adds to a predominance of
conclusions from statistics and research studies that minority youth actabégét hard
by high-stakes testing (Borg, Plumlee, & Stranahan, 2007; Brennan, Kim;@resg,

& Siperstein, 2001; Causey-Bush, 2005; Escamilla, Mahon, Riley-Bernal, & Rutledge,
2003; La Roche & Shriberg, 2004; Valenzuela, 2005; Wiley & Wright, 2004). Sloan
(2007) cited Smith’s (1991) claim that we need to get beyond teachers’ verbal opinions
about testing and get into their classrooms regularly to see the retd.eftee

ethnographic studies Sloan reviewed provided clearer, more vivid pictures dettie ef

of high-stakes testing. For example, the Pennington study he revieweihgghé into
reputations and feelings of teachers, students, administrators, and even thatpmm
Classroom and school-level strategies, failures and successes, and ahaogasuium
materials were described, elucidating the actual effects of the takgsgesting on a
school community through firsthand observation. These ethnographic studies provided
powerful descriptions of the significant testing effects on teachers amdityistudents.

Lattimore (2005) interviewed six African American students to gain their
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perceptions on preparing for high-stakes mathematics testing in Ohimdr&s work
was founded on a dual claim: “Those who understand the effects of testing are those who
are closest to the test—the students. Ironically, students’ voices ayeheaed in the
testing debate” (p. 138). He focused “on African American students becausg test
seems to disproportionately disadvantage low income students of color” (p. 138). Each
student was interviewed six times. The author found that these students werennchs
afraid of or pressured by the test; he found a “surprising lack of bittéamedstudents
even claimed that “the test provided an impetus to try harder in school” (p. 143). The
negativity students had was toward boredom in the classroom. Lattimore suggested t
was due to mediocre teaching which may be influenced by the high-stakes tebts and t
need to prepare for them.

Lloyd (2007) studied a student teacher’s kindergarten teaching expenemce i
high-stakes accountability climate in an urban, low-performing school. Tilerdt
teacher was observed and interviewed over her 10-week student-teachimghipter
Classroom artifacts were also collected. According to Lloyd, “the nmalysis phase of
the study focused on identifying factors that influenced Bridget’s designatbfematics
instruction” (p. 335). The study found that the student teacher was significantly
influenced by the directives of the school, which were very test centered. Wetrkaind
structured lessons replaced socialization and developmental activities, apddhées t
had to consciously plan beyond the school’s workbooks to allow for more activity among
the students. The student teacher repeatedly made conscious decisions aboutavhethe

follow a school-promoted, test-centered curriculum that was very skilitedeor to add
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her own elements that she seemed to feel might be somewhat at odds with the school’s
style of teaching and curriculum.

Triplett and Barksdale (2005) studied 225 elementary school children’s
perceptions of high-stakes testing through drawings and written responses to questions
On the day after a high-stakes test, the children drew pictures and wrote alvout thei
testing experience. The authors categorized the drawings with the most coateguryc
for drawings being “emotions.” Two of the most frequent emotions were “nervous” and
“angry.” Many of the drawings had “unhappy and angry facial expressioBsiles
were nearly nonexistent” (p. 245). Interestingly, “teachers wereynalagkent in students’
drawings and writings (only 19 of 225)” (p. 248). Other categories for the drawings
included, Easy, Content Areas, Student Metaphors, Fire, Power/Politics, Adgltage
Culture of Testing, and Not Enough Information. The authors were surprised at the
overwhelming negativity and felt that the findings “convincingly support previous
research reporting that elementary children experience high levels otiseess, worry,
and anxiety about high-stakes testing” (p. 255).

Van Hover, Hicks, and Irwin (2007) investigated the following question in a
gualitative study involving seven beginning high school history teachers: “How do
beginning teachers conceptualize historical thinking within a high-stektsg
context?” (p. 92). The study centered on interview data but also included observations,
email communication, and classroom documents. The teachers were interviewed
individually, and the interviews were semi-structured. Teacher opinions vapnedtae

influence of high-stakes testing, but all were concerned about “SOL [Sociat&cie
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Standards of Learning end-of-level tests|—imposed time pressures—eBcithe
rush to cover ‘everything’ before the SOL tests in May” (p. 96). Classroom obses/ati
verified the time pressures teachers brought up in the interviews, and thehesear
concluded that “the SOL test appeared to exert a pervasive and tacit iafrehow
teachers decided to teach And this meant, in the teachers’ minds, that in order to do
their jobs properly, they had to cover an enormous amount of content at a rapid pace” (p.
109).

Grant (2001) conducted case studies of two high school social studies teachers in
New York to “explore the influence of state-level testing” (p. 399). The aottserved
every lesson in a unit taught by each teacher and conducted semi-structureglnatervi
with each teacher before and after the units. Grant approached the study omibe pre
that “the research around teachers and tests [of which he claims therensugtt]e
shows no clear pattern of influence. Tests seem to matter, but how and to what extent is
unclear” (p. 402). After interviewing and observing the two teachers, Grant concluded, “
see little direct, deep, and consistent influence of tests on these teatdsssgiom
practices. The pervading sense that tests drive content, instruction, and teerike s
alternately overstated, ill informed, or misplaced” (p. 421). He further stsgiipes
“considerations of personal biography..., local organizational structures..., artdtthe s
and district policy climate may also figure into the content and instructionasiales
teachers like Strait and Blair [the two he studied] make” (p. 421).

One of the more interesting and in depth studies of high-stakes testing is reported

in the bookHigh Stakes: Poverty, Testing, and Failure in American Schdolmnson &



36

Johnson, 2006). The authors, Dale and Johnson, stepped aside from their university
teaching to spend the 2000-2001 school year as third- and fourth-grade teachers at a
poverty-stricken school in Louisiana. The authors maintained a journal of théinggac
experience, and the book combines these daily journals with the “voices” of the students
their fellow faculty members, politicians, and school policy leaders. Theice of
Louisiana for this qualitative study was important: “In 2000, Louisiana becamiesthe f
state in the nation to require elementary (fourth grade) and middle school (eaddh g
students to pass a standardized test for promotion to the next grade” (p. 201). In
summarizing their experiences as teacher-researchers in Inayigiay note several
important findings:

Three major themes are addressed throughout this book: the grinding effects of

acute poverty on all aspects of life, the negative consequences of the continuing

drive for accountability in the schools, and the unreasonable demands placed on

teachers that stifle their creativity and enthusiasm and hasten théussfxom

the profession. (p. xviii)
The authors’ perspective and findings are important to the dialogue on high-ssaikes te
because they were not just gathered within the school setting, but these tlezenes w
experienced first-hand. They claim high-stakes testing has a profound/aeggtact on
teachers, the students (especially the poor), the curriculum, and the schootah gene

Costigan (2002) interviewed six first-year third- to fifth-grade tesacimethe New
York city area. The teachers were interviewed at the end of theirdirstsder of
teaching and again in the middle of the second semester. He found that testing quickly

became a primary concern among these teachers and had an impact in the following

ways: a negative impact on students; a negative impact on classroom prdegtiaga
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among the teachers of being unprepared for the volume of testing; a negativieoimpac
the quality and nature of the instruction; and a feeling of powerlessness among the
teachers. Among Costigan’s final conclusions, he said that for these tgdahary real
culture of testing has been created in the schools and districts in which theyriéach, a
they feel they are unable successfully to negotiate between a w@&stilogilum and
personal best practice” (p. 33). He suggested a deepening of the dialogue bedaeen t
teachers in how to teach within a testing culture.

Escamilla, Chavez, and Vigil (2005) investigated high-stakes test scores
Colorado and teachers’ perceptions of Spanish-speaking ELL (English langaagses)
and Latino students’ achievement outcomes and results at these teachers: 3tieool
authors gathered descriptive data about the K-12 Latino and Spanish-speaking population
in Colorado, led discussion groups of 35 teachers and summarized emergent patterns
from these group discussions, and gathered data to investigate the question, ds there
gap in achievement between Spanish-speaking ELL Latinos and other studeletstedl s
urban schools that are highly affected by linguistic diversity?” (p. 135). Amorausar
findings, the authors noted these two important conclusions: First, the teachergeperc
the Spanish speakers as responsible for “their low and unsatisfactory catitigsstate’s
school accountability reports” (p. 138); Second, the state test data shows Spanish-
speaking Latino students in ELL programs who take the Spanish version of the state test
are meeting state standards and performing quite well. The authors ahétieng
teachers’ perceptions that Spanish-speaking Latino students are undangamevpoint

out “that these same educators are unable to identify evidence that magyr tosnt
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perceived reality” (p. 142).

Considered as a body of work, these studies reveal a strong set of implications for
further research into high-stakes testing effects. Some of the reseggests the effects
are minimal, but generally, the studies reviewed here suggest high-iststkes
negatively affects various aspects of the public school system and the students thi
system serves. As the research on high-stakes testing has expanded oveddeagas
an increasing number of studies have determined that philosophical claims abauénegat
testing effects have at least some merit. Of these studies reviewgthbseethat sought
teachers’ voices, or at least the perspectives of practicing educétorstiae school
system, seemed to have the strongest suggestions that high-stakes testirffgatars af
curriculum and instruction. At the very least, these studies reveal a cultesting has
established itself in our public schools; it is a culture that teacheryiaug tw
understand and make sense of as they strive to educate our youth.

Reading these studies, it becomes apparent that a more concerted effdrbshoul
made to access the expertise of those on the frontlines of education—the teachers who
carry out the policies, adjust the curriculum, prepare the students, and tranglate int
practice the ideologies driving our schools. We need to hear more of what these
practitioners have to say about what is happening in our classrooms regardowjuurr
and instruction as a result of high-stakes testing (Cimbricz, 2002). These $eehitre
point of focus as they carry a load of directives, policy, tests, accountahility, a
standards into their relationships with students. These teachers alethéhfiough

which all public school policy and procedure regarding student achievement passes. Thei
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views of how testing policies affect curriculum and instruction are vitalvteldging a
greater understanding of testing effects. Qualitative studies giviect @oice to teachers
can make significant scientific contributions to a complex dialogue in need of those
voices most intimately connected to the curriculum, instruction, and testictgcpsaof

schools.

AIMS Test Research

Important to this study’s topic is the fact that no studies have been conducted to
determine teachers’ perceptions of positive or negative effects of the high-At&ke
test on curriculum and instruction in Arizona. In fact, there is only a handful of published
literature about AIMS testing. Ganesh (2002) obtained Arizona teachemsygiabout
the AIMS test by having teachers draw how they felt about the test. Whiladirsgs
are indeed unique and interesting, they do not tell us what influences testing isdmving
curriculum and instruction; and, it should be noted, his study was conducted before the
AIMS became high stakes.

Wright (2005) analyzed the three policies guiding curriculum reform sfiort
Arizona and the potential effects on ELL students. The three policiesA#drearns
(the program that includes AIMS), NCLB, and Proposition 203. The analysis wag polic
language based, meaning the author was looking for overlap, exclusion, and contradiction
and how the cumulative effect of these three policies might affect ELL student
populations.

Smith (2005), a prominent researcher and professor at Arizona State Unjversity
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included a brief political history of the AIMS test in Chapter 2 of her bBoktical
Spectacle and the Fate of American Schddisith suggested that state superintendent of
education, Lisa Graham Keegan, who established the AIMS test as Aribayia'stakes
exam, was influential on a national scale: “[Keegan’s] highly visible Apvi&ram
provided a model for the national testing policies adopted by presidential adatiomns
of both parties and fit perfectly with George W. Bush’s educational platform” (plr67).
this chapter, Smith includes an important question and assertion that adds to this
dissertation study’s relevance and importance: “Have tangible lseatfissessment
policies to students, schools, and society been documented? Real effects arérd t
and states themselves rarely even look for them” (p. 72). As researcherssseelsdo
guestions and challenges like Smith’s, seeking out teacher perspectivasdad our
understanding of testing effects and the assessment policies that nf@gtegeour

“students, schools, and society.”

Conclusion

Dewey’s views on curriculum and the art of teaching establish a partioenar
of pedagogy that informs this study. Dewey’s work provides a theoretical foundation for
educators who are opposed to, or at least concerned about, the development of
standardized schools and curriculum, particularly over the past half centbrhevit
proliferation of standardized testing. Reviewing the past four decadesraflie on
high-stakes testing effects and the history of standardized testinthevaurse of a

century exposes the need for a broader and deeper body of research on the possible
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effects of high-stakes testing. High-stakes testing has becomeasiperand contested
part of our schools in the U.S., and the extant testing-effects studies provide a solid
foundation of insights and possible profound effects upon which future studies might
build for a clearer understanding of this important national issue. Scholars henieezka
the issue of standardized testing in schools through the use of philosophical analysis,
guantitative studies, and qualitative studies. A deeper analysis, utilizihgegldf these
modes of inquiry and analysis, would serve U.S. education well.

Both qualitative and quantitative (especially surveys) methods have provided a
sound body of research on which to build. Out of these studies, several important ideas
arise. First, high-stakes testing does affect teacher’s perceptemunds these
perceptions suggest that high-stakes testing is affecting curricuistmuction, and our
students. Third, research on high-stakes testing, while improving in breadth and depth
over the past three decades, is still in need of a broader body of work to improve our
understanding of testing effects. In particular, more research tlest gice to teachers
and more research that examines the effect of the AIMS test on curricutum a
instruction is needed. This study contributes to a growing field of reseaiaigh-
stakes testing by adding a new perspective to a body of foundational stuated el

high-stakes testing effects.
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CHAPTER IlI

METHODS

The methods of inquiry for this study focused on three principles: case study,
focus groups, and educational criticism. | will begin with a review of Esidas about
gualitative inquiry and educational criticism to establish the theoreticati&tions for
this study’s methods of inquiry. Second, | will review the principles of caseestadd
focus groups. Finally, | will detail my methods for participant selectiom, claitection
protocols, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness of the data, and acldusuhey

limitations as a researcher.

Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical foundations for the research methodology used in this study rest
with Eisner and his ideas on qualitative research and, in particular, his orignkahghi
on educational criticism. Throughout his writings, Eisner repeatedly madaghd¢hat
“we are inventing new ways to conduct research” (1994, 1998a, 1998b, p. 108). He
claims that the top-down approach of scientifically analyzing teachidgising the data
to adjust practice can have purpose, but he sees educational research not “as dependable
prescriptions for action but as analogues to increase the quality of téeaetiberations”
(1998b, p. 112). Eisner (1994) drew on Dewey in describing teaching and educational
criticism as arts: “the function of criticism,” wrote Dewey (1934)tle reeducation of
perception of works of art (p. 324).” The critic’s task in this view is not prisntré

issuance of a judgment but rather the difficult task of ‘lifting the veilskibep the eyes
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from seeing (p. 324)’ (Eisner, 1998b, p. 213). In his writings, Eisner asks every educator
to gain a clearer picture of what is happening in our schools, to open our vision to the art
of teaching and curriculum, and to develop an informed dialogue about what is really
taking place in the classroom (1998b).

Educational criticism (for a thorough definition see Chapter 10 of Eisfidues,
Educational Imaginationis “making public through language what one has seen,
interpreted, and appraised;” and for Eisner, educational criticism “may be yh&anin
which the subtleties in teaching can be revealed” (2002, p. 57). “Criticisoté \Eisner
(1994), “is the art of disclosing the qualities of events or objects that connoisgeurshi
perceives” (p. 219).

In Eisner’s view (2002), criticism has four major aspects. First, theipiiser
aspect is the attempt to communicate what one sees, but this is probably the roolt diff
part of criticism because “the critic’s verbal magic must be mos¢’aqut227). The
educational critic must describe a new vision in realistic but vivid terms. Kilisfs
critical writing is one that Eisner believes can be developed just as skill#ing in the
more academic mode can. However, Eisner’s educational criticism has aestiretic
guality to it and often resembles literature more than traditional resedtcigw

Second, the interpretive aspect is somewhat more dependent on the expertise of
the critic because it involves seeing the context and finer qualities of aositsatthat
she can make interpretive conclusions. In describing an aspect of education, one must
interpret to a considerable degree, especially in the field of qualitativeyingisner

(1994) related interpretation to Geertz's (1973, as cited in Eisner, 1994) “thick
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description” where the more details one observes, the greater one can deducgret inte
(p. 230).

Third, the evaluative aspect “most clearly distinguish[es] the work of the
educational critic from that of the social scientist” (Eisner, 1994, p. 231) sliaspect,
the researcher appraises the observed phenomenon. Eisner considered thisrevaluat
“vital” and said, “to describe students’ work, or the processes of classropmittieut
being able to determine if this work or these processes are miseducational,
noneducational, or educational, is to describe a set of conditions without knowing if those
conditions contribute to a state of educational health or illness” (Eisner, 1998a, pp. 99-
100). Again, the expertise of the critic is important here because an evaluatroorkas
power and meaning when the researcher has higher levels of perception andndxlersta
the context of the phenomenon.

Fourth, the thematics aspect of criticism can be summed up with a question:
“What does it all add up to?” (Eisner, 1994, p. 233). Thematics is basically exti@pola
and projection. What does this phenomenon tell us about the larger context or society in
general? Thematics is a generalization made based on the observation oéia small
situation. “Every classroom, school, teacher, student, book, or building displays not only
itself, but features it has in common with other classrooms” (Eisner, 1998a, p. 103). If a
critic sees and appreciates qualities of a situation beyond the normal observénget
generalizations of this critic are more likely to be trusted.

Eisner believed researchers need to be invested in the educational worlethey ar

investigating. After listing a number of general educational reseagdlestions, he
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writes, “Questions like these are not to be answered by examining new methods of
instruction or by scrutinizing test scores. They require an intimacy wish gdes on in
schools. Schooling needs to be ‘known’...by direct, intimate, contact” (Eisner, 1998a, p.
11). The goal of educational criticism is to develop new understanding and to help us to
see what we may not have seen before.

Driven by Eisner’s ideals for qualitative inquiry, this study sought to inquioe int
the effects of a high-stakes exam, not through analysis of test scores, or thdistghta
survey of teachers, or through simple document analysis; this study’s purpose was to
conduct research that builds upon teachers voices in school settings, discussing real,
immediate testing issues and effects, and to get into the classrooms té#dobses
where their expressed perspectives could inform observations and document analyses
Additionally, | was able to compare and contrast their expressed perspdotivhat |
was able to observe, and what | discovered through the study of documents. In this way,
the perceptions of the teachers was respected and incorporated into the study but my
status as a critic was also incorporated into the study as | developedydicaratd
aesthetic understanding of their views and my own perspective throughout the
conceptualization of the study, the review of the literature, the development of the
methods, and the data gathering and interpretation process. | sought to incongorate
four aspects of educational criticism—description, interpretation, evaluation, a
thematics—as much as possible throughout the study.

Eisner repeatedly addresses Dewey’s focus on experience as educhison i

works. | believe Eisner was driven by this notion in his development of educational
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criticism and the need for qualitative educational research that critiquadittey of
teachers and learners. Eisner wrote, “Experience, for Dewey, is the meamghtivhich
educational processes work, hence understanding education requires appitagsiainof
of experience individuals have” (1998a, p. 99). This case study into the effects of a high-
stakes exam on curriculum and instruction, where the experiences of teadwerght
and observed, is motivated by such a philosophy and intended to be a valuable

contribution to the high-stakes testing dialogue.

Case Study

This research was a case study centered on focus group interviews but also
included classroom observations and document analysis. This was a mulliite st
involving teachers of math and English at three Arizona public high schools where the
high-stakes AIMS test was a required part of the curriculum. The boundariesstidiye
were limited to these three sites, the math and English teachers at thes#d¢lsreand
their classrooms. Two Native American schools were chosen because, dhespite t
existence of tens of thousands of Native American students on multiple reservations
Arizona, educational research in Arizona historically ignores these native popsiiand
their schools.

The purpose of this case study was to obtain a group of Arizona teachers’
perceptions of the effects of the high-stakes AIMS exam on curriculum andttresir
The intent was to understand, from the perspective of the teachers, how these influences

are actualized in the classroom setting. Classroom observations and documeesanaly
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informed by particular perceptions teachers had about AIMS effects, providedraaidit
data that could be used for triangulation purposes.

Questions this study focused on are as follows.

1. What are teachers’ perceptions of the effects of the high-stakes AlM$tes
the high school English curriculum?

2. What are teachers’ perceptions of the effects of the high-stakes AlMShtes
the high school math curriculum?

3. What are teachers’ perceptions of the effects of the high-stakes AlMShtes
teaching practices?

4. How do teachers view the relationship between these effects on or changes in
curriculum and instruction, and their power as teachers, and the power of their school
administrators and state office officials?

5. What subtle, relatively unseen effects that might only be seen by a teacher
student in the actual classroom do teachers perceive?

6. What can classroom observations and document analyses add to the
researcher’s understanding of teachers’ perceptions of AIMS effects?

It should be noted that my interviews were not restricted to the above questions.
These questions were asked to stimulate discussion, but | often asked follow-upnguesti
dependent upon, or influenced by, participant responses and the flow of the interviews.
For example, during one particular conversation at High School C, the teachers wer
discussing the idea of shifting curriculum due to test score influence and preparing

students for the AIMS. | asked the following question: “If the test wasn'¢ thued you
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did have a batch of students who were struggling, would you shift things around more if
the test wasn't there?” | remember wondering at the time if thedesaalere blaming the
AIMS for shifting their curriculum around just because we were talking abodlths.
| felt that the question would give them an opportunity to evaluate their remarks and
clarify their points. | did not do this often, but there were times when | added abguesti
to stimulate the conversation. There were also times teachers askeavthgirestions,
which | share in the interview excerpts in the following chapter.

An important outcome of this case study is its contribution to the relativell, sm
but growing field of qualitative inquiry into testing effects on the classrooricplarly
the AIMS test. In qualitative research, one reads about the need for “thickptiestto
support the drawing out of valid inferences (Creswell, 1998). The testingsaffattigue
generally is in need of a thicker description and the expansion of the body of oqealitati
research on testing effects will contribute to our understanding. Authors, both those
decrying high-stakes testing and those applauding high-stakes testohgporeedata.
Teachers, and the policy-makers who influence teaching, need a clearer vissimgf
effects to, as Eisner and Dewey would claim, improve our perception and educational
understanding. Investigating teacher perceptions of a genuine high-stdkesxam like
the AIMS can provide a solid contribution to the testing dialogue. Finally, thg oérit
the oft-voiced concern that “the test will become the curriculum and that instrugtl
be narrow and focused on facts” (Domenech, 2000, p. 17) can be more fully understood
when we include the perceptions of those professionals who develop and implement the

curriculum—teachers.
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| chose to conduct a qualitative case study because the method is partieellarly
suited to the goals of the study. After reviewing the literature on tedtemse one
quickly arrives at the question: How can we gain further insight into the effelcighnf
stakes tests on curriculum and instruction? While surveys can provide an overview of
respondents” views, the relatively short list of researcher-generatetlpassponses
are limited (Bangura, 1992) and they provide a limited range of information. Bexxause
case study involves multiple sources of qualitative data it is a viable antvefiethod
of research for accomplishing this goal.

Creswell (1998) described the basic principles of a case study, which would
include the following: (a) a description of the problem or case and the situatidmcim w
it is grounded—the context which is “bounded by time and place” (p. 61); (b) multiple
sources for data collection to develop clarity with the issue or problem; (dblposs
inclusion of personal experience within the context to inform and interpret the data
gathered and with which to draw conclusions, which might include “an analysis of
themes or issues and an interpretation or assertions about the case byatbkeeqp.
63).

The study by Wilson and Corbett (1991) was an example of the benefits of using
a case study to obtain teachers’ perceptions of testing effects by whgrtenterviews.
They began by interviewing staff in 12 school districts, generating a survey/drase
these interviews, and then conducting follow-up interviews after the survegtddies
involving open-ended interviews are able to provide a broader range of insightg Givin

teachers a prompt and letting them discuss the issue or question opens the door to both
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expected and unexpected responses that come directly from the participants.
Grant’s (2000) study, “Teachers and Tests: Exploring TeachecsRiens of
Changes in the New York State Testing Program,” provided an excellanpéxof the
data that can be collected using case study interviews, or specifioallg, droup
interviews. Interviews were conducted over a 2-year period. The firsthaar
interviewed two focus groups made up of elementary and high school teachers
representing “a cross-section of urban, suburban, and rural school districtsasmwest
New York state, a breadth of teaching experience (2-25 years), and afacpeol
subjects (language arts, mathematics, science, and social styali&3) "The second year
they repeated the study with the same teacher participant demograptncnme new
participants in each of the two groups. The author used a variety of methods to code and
interpret the data (constant comparative method, looking for emergent themes). The
author summarized his findings as follows.
Looking across the interviews, | saw patterns which help explain the téachers
responses in a social context and the nature of their learning in an array of social
settings. The three preliminary patterns | synthesized from the data anidarep
in this paper relate to the nature and substance of the tests, the professional
development opportunities available to teachers, and the rationales for and the
consequences of the state exams. (p. 4)
Grant’s (2002) summary of the implications of this study states thdtelesaopinions
and views must be considered in state level planning and reform. While this study did not
specifically look for teachers’ perceptions of testing effects, the steucfiuihe article
and the guiding principle that teachers’ perceptions of state intrusions on theleorr

need to be ascertained, was important to developing a rationale for my studyudiis st

adopted, with some variation, Grant’s methods of inquiry (focus groups), and a version of
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his methods of data analysis (identifying emergent themes and looking foatorrel

between interviewed groups).

Focus Group Interviews

Focus groups have gained a solid footing in the field of qualitative inquiry. Most
notably, focus group interviews are used extensively in the world of businessaklgpeci
marketing, and in recent years have gained wide acceptance in the hekltof
especially nursing (Goebert & Rosenthal, 2002; Halcomb, Gholizadeh, DiGiacomo,
Phillips, & Davidson, 2007). In addition, focus groups are an accepted form of research
in the fields of psychology (Reis & Wheeler, 1991), communications (Morrison, 1998),
cultural anthropology (Bryant, 2007), and law (Ball, 2001). With the wide acceptance of
focus groups in these and other fields, researchers have begun to set fohl practi
application of the method in the social sciences (Kleiber, 2004; Seidman, 2006).

An important contribution to the field of focus group research is Morgan’s (1997)
book-length papeFocus Group’s as Qualitative Researthe wrote a defense of focus
group interviewing as a viable method of qualitative research. In addition, heasizesn
the uses of focus groups; how to design a focus group interview and study; how to
conduct a proper focus group as a researcher; how to analyze interview data; and he
presents an overview of possible affecting factors a researcher moghineer while
conducting focus group research.

Equally important, and more detailed in its treatment of certain aspeocisusf f

groups, is Greenbaum’s (1993) bodke Handbook for Focus Group Reseaide
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included important chapters on being an effective focus group moderator. Thehesea
who moderates a focus group needs to avoid particular mistakes to eliminate bias and
improve validity. Greenbaum'’s approach is more business or marketing oriented, but his
ideas are easily applied to an educational setting.

Jayanthi and Nelson’s (2002) bo&gvvy Decision Making: An Administrator’s
Guide to Using Focus Groups in Schqogisovided an important summary of the
effective use of focus groups in schools. Their book outlined effective strategiesus
groups in school settings and provided a sound argument that viable data can be acquired.
This book, together with ideas in Kleiber’s (2004) work on focus groups in the social
sciences, provided much of the procedural foundation for the focus group methods used

in my study.

Participant Selection

This study centered on several focus group inquiries into teachers’ perceived
effects of the high-stakes AIMS test on high school English and math curricatbm a
instruction. Three high schools in three Arizona school districts were chosersdsrsite
the focus group interviews. The schools each had student populations between 500 and
800 students. Two of the districts are located on the Navajo Reservation with 99% of the
student population Navajo. The third district is located in a rural, predominantly white
community. | chose to include two Native American schools to emphasize a point and to
make a particular contribution: though there are thousands of Native Americanstudent

in Arizona, they are almost always left out of the studies that contributedo stat
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educational policy analysis. School districts’ and principals’ permission to cotfguct
interviews was secured, and IRB approval was obtained for the study through Wtah Sta
University and the Navajo Nation.

The focus groups were drawn from high school English and math teachers in
three schools. The focus groups consisted of between 4-8 people (the literatusdaallow
a variety of focus group sizes, usually between 4-12 people). A total of thregyfoaps
interviews lasting approximately 90 minutes each were conducted at eEhgl3\,

High School B, and High School C. A balance of English and math teachers and male

and female teachers at each school site was sought. In addition, a balancaj@tiNa
non-Navajo teachers was sought in the two Navajo high schools. These balances
happened naturally among the groups and no interventions were needed on my part to ask
for more volunteers to create these balances. The only imbalance was atlitigh/S

where we only had one male participant in the focus group.

The first priority was to select volunteers who were experienced teachers
preferably 5 years or more in an Arizona high school English or math classroom. The
intent was to draw participants who taught prior to the AIMS becoming high-stadtes a
during the 3 years of its high-stakes status. Only English and math teaehers w
involved to set some limitations on the scope of the study and because English and math
are the only current high-stakes sections on the AIMS test. | served as theoodleirator

for the focus group interviews.
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Data Collection Protocol

The interviews were largely open ended. | used the previously noted list of six
guestions (with a few possible variations) to prompt discussion. | only stepped in as
moderator if | observed the conversation drifting from the central goal offidegti
teachers’ perceptions of the effects of the AIMS test on English and mathuleunriand
instruction. As moderator, | avoided providing answers; the purpose of this study was t
clear the way for teachers to provide their direct perceptions to importastiomseabout
the effects of high-stakes exams.

The interviews were recorded using a digital recording device; these@uis
were then transcribed by an assistant. Data were analyzed usingaofamethods
suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) in their bQuiglitative Data AnalysisThe
data were coded based on emergent themes or meaning. As | read the threetschool si
transcripts, | created a separate list of themes or ideas that seemmige #om the
text. Following the first reading, | took the list of themes and grouped the fistitice
the categories. These groups resulted in six emergent themes. | then retahtiesvs a
second time and color-coded participant responses based on the six themes. At the
completion of this process, | had six themes with interview excerpts cllisteder these
six headings. These clusters of themes are presented as a narrativeizangtharideas
within the participant responses. In addition, | share important contrasts odaxiitns
between the three sites “that sharpens understanding” (Miles & Hubern2d) pMiles
and Huberman suggested that “conclusion drawing” was evolving throughout the data

collection and analysis process (p. 11). This study followed such an emergent path
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focused on two analysis principles: finding and sharing commonalities betwesarsl
participants, and identifying points of contrast between sites and participants

In addition to the focus groups interviews, | conducted at least five classroom
observations at each school site following the interviews to “see” the claiengiew
participants made about AIMS effects, and to open up further dialogue with edwddr teac
in his or her classroom setting. It is understood that these observations do not provide a
thorough substantiation of interview claims; rather, the observations were intended t
provide another layer of description, or analysis, of effects the AIMS might beghavi
curriculum and instruction. | also asked interview participants to provide docsithaht
substantiate claims made in the focus group interviews. Again, this documentary
evidence is not thorough proof of claims, but another layer of evidence to improve the
scope of the inquiry. The types of documents that were analyzed included all or part of
the following: classroom assessments, lesson plans, curriculum maps, sigEaasts,
teaching materials, samples from teachers’ professional librariesastdrtg guides. |
took detailed notes during the observations and compared these notes and the collected

documents with the interview transcripts looking for correlation or contradscti

Credibility and Trustworthiness of Data

Credibility and trustworthiness of the data was addressed through the
triangulation of data by conducting interviews in three separate distreesxgected,
emergent themes at one site corresponded to, and overlapped, emergent thenres at othe

sites or what Morgan (1997) referred to as “group-to-group validation” (p.r63). |
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addition, in that the study intended to investigate teachers’ perceptions] hace
moderator who merely provided a few questions as impetus for discussion and no
answers, so that the direct perceptions of teachers remained intact and willll\ydpe
recognized as credible representations of their inferences about tefgtotg. éfinally,
producing three forms of data (interview transcripts, observation notes, aherteac
provided documents) improved my understanding and credibility and trustworthiness of
claims and inferences. Validity in qualitative research is achieved theooggthodically
and artfully constructed narrative of defensible, systematic, and compleespes rather
than through the careful control of variables that is the hallmark of quantitatdiesst
(Wolcott, 1994).

| used several methods to take my personal biases into account and to establish
internal validity. First, | used a bracketing interview, answering quesfrom another
researcher and articulating my thoughts and opinions as | described my ovsrabidse
positions regarding high-stakes testing. This allowed me to see my biaseslamithdea
them appropriately as the study moved forward. Second, | employed a journaling
technique as | moved through the process of the study, describing my thoughts going in
and throughout the study. Third, | provided the opportunity for member checks of the
interview data. Transcripts were sent to study participants, and they vesvedato
review their responses and suggest possible revisions (Creswell, 1998y, Finalted
a colleague to analyze my data and findings to verify my conclusions.

| also maintained a field journal. This included research activities, inmporta

developments, contacts, and personal introspection as my understanding and opinions
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developed with the project. This provided a record of my data collection procedures and
gave me a clear picture of my own development throughout the study. | have come to
understand the importance of recognizing and tracing one’s own biases and beliefs in a

qualitative inquiry.

Limitations and the Role of the Researcher

In this study, | acknowledge the following possible limitations. Firstjededn
volunteers to come forward; volunteers are often those with strong opinions and this
might run counter to the idea that valid inferences are best made on data fraloralya
selected group. Considering this, | set several participation prereq(esigesience,
ethnicity, and gender) to counter this possible limitation. Therefore, | hoped that
volunteers had not only strong opinions on the subject, but that their views had partly
been shaped by their gender, ethnicity, and particular experiences.

Second, as researcher, | created and asked the questions for my intervidws whic
may have led the discussions down particular paths the teachers might not have venture
if asking and answering their own questions. | attempted to counter this with the focus
group method of collecting data where participants are given greaterrfréedmvelop
the conversation and build on or react to the group’s responses. As a data collection
instrument, | attempted to remain unobtrusive and to guide the conversation only as
necessary in keeping us on the central topic of teachers’ perceptions of AHS. ef

Third, | identified the emergent themes and assigned them importancehbwea

passed over important ideas teachers shared despite my best efforisnasyaly
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analyze the data for emergent topics and themes. Although my perspedctiavea
been a limiting factor, my experience as a teacher, an administrator, addcational
scholar strengthened my ability to develop a nuanced interpretation of the data

Fourth, I have been a secondary education teacher for 8 years, and a school
administrator for over 2 years. At least five of these years wereisp@d high schools
in two different states with high-stakes exams affecting graduatspernit 4 years as an
English teacher at one of these high schools preparing students for the examhé\t anot
school, | spent 1 year as a Dean of Instruction responsible for evaluatiegthers
preparing students for the AIMS exam, creating the tutoring programsftengs who
had failed the AIMS, and administering the test itself. As an educator vatigdeelings
from my own perceived effects of standardized testing, | may have introdeceehés
of this bias into aspects of my study—the question development, the interviews, and the
data analysis and conclusions; though, | will say that going into this studyteédvia
eliminate this fourth potential bias, and | have worked carefully to presenetsaithe
perceptions whether they be for or against standardized testing. In manyrways
experience as a teacher added to my ability to access the participantslandubge
they use and to take the perspective of the teachers in this study more easily

Finally, | recognize that my views about standardized testing are opesptdedi
because of the lack of research available to support either side of this islkazstie
complexity of the issues surrounding this topic; | am pleased that some of my own
preconceived notions of testing effects have been refuted through the completion of this

study. | have intentionally searched for perceptions or data that countespagtations
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or that fell outside the obvious themes that emerged (discrepant data)vé tiedielata
that follows will show that many of the teachers held similar opinions to nenhé¢here
are also important opinions that run contrary to my preconceived notions of AIM& effec

and high-stakes testing effects in general.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS

This chapter begins with a summary of the participant school demographics to
provide a context for the data. Second, for clarification, | briefly review itapbr
educational terms used throughout the interviews by participants. Third, Ithahiosix
themes that emerged from the interviews. These will be presented in avadoram,
focusing on the teachers’ voices with direct quotes but also including my comynentar
and opinions. This section of the chapter will include some analysis of the data lthat wil

be presented more extensively in Chapter V.

Participant School Demographics

At the outset of the presentation of data collection results, a summary of the
school demographics is included to inform the reading of the interview data and help with
seeing the comments of the teachers in the context of their school situatides.IF8
show a summary of the demographics for each of the three schools. | have not included a
summary of the interview participant demographics (gender, race, yessavience)
because the departments are small enough at each school that the partioyldrie
easily identified, and | have promised to share this study with each distrietaldo
promising participants anonymity. In order to retain school anonymity, | ereged
the numbers to fit in a range (for example, instead of saying a dropoutast: %o, |
report 5-10%). | have also left out the internet source for the school reptwtticat

report AIMS scores because the website address would identify the school. €he thre
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Table 1

Participant Schools’ AIMS Scores and AYP Status

2008 AIMS scores (% passed)

School Reading Writing Math 2008 AYP determination
A 40-50 35-45 45-50 No
B 40-50 40-50 50-60 Yes
C 70-80 70-80 70-80 Yes
Table 2

Participant Schools’ Demographic Information

School 2008 % free and reduced 2007 4-year grad r&2008 dropout rate

A 80-85 70-80 7-10
B 80-85 60-70 7-10
C 25-30 80-90 0
Table 3

Participant Schools’ 2008 Ethnicity Percentages

School % Hispanic % Native American % White

A 99
B 99
C 15-20 1-5 70-80

schools are identified throughout this study as High School A, High School B, and High
School C. The two schools on the Navajo Reservation are High School A and High

School B. All of the information is reflective of the 2008 school year (the year shwhi



62
the interviews were conducted) except for the 4-year graduation rateb,ambic
reflective of the 2007 year, the most current provided by the ADE at this wiAtingf
the information in these charts is available through the ADE website

(http://www.ade.state.az.us/).

Clarification of Important Terms

It is important to define a number of terms before reporting the data and explain
how the schools and teachers were identified. As already noted, there wet@ghre
schools participating in this study (High School A, High School B, and High School C).
The teachers at each school were each assigned an identifying nuthldbewetter
representing their school following the number. Thus, Teacher 1 at High School A is
identified as Teacher 1a; Teacher 1 at High School B is identified asefddx;tand so
forth.

It is important to explain some of the terminology used in the interviews.
Teachers at High School A and High School B talked about the restructuring tishEngl|
and math curriculum has undergone in recent years, mainly driven by the AIMS. Teams
of teachers have met with district curriculum specialists to conduct acalatignment”
or “spiraling” of the curriculum. This may have included teams of teachers, f
kindergarten through grade 12, breaking down standards by grade level and sudject are
(in these three schools much of the initial focus has been English and math because those
are the subjects tested in AIMS). Additionally, this vertical alignmentimaude

assigning skills and content or subject matter to each grade level. Thehdwehthes is,
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if a child moves through this system, all of the important or required standarte wil
taught to each student; they will move through district-determined grade-level
appropriate content and skills systematically; and they will be preparéuef state
exams, especially the graduation-required AIMS in high school. Among tbeieesd
positive effects for those who espouse this system of education, teacheiducartie
amount of time spent reviewing or teaching skills, concepts, and content that should have
already taken place at previous grade levels.

In addition to vertical alignment or spiraling based on grade levels, sometimes
schools will assign standards, skills, or content to specific quarters or blicksav
school year. For this study, the breaking down of standards, skills, and content into
guarters, semesters, trimesters, or blocks within a specific gradeviéhed called
“curriculum blocking” or a “blocked curriculum.” Occasionally, the term “curical
mapping” was used in the interviews, especially at High School C. This typetdrs to
a curriculum overview for a department and its courses. This might include a lweakdo
of POs (performance objectives) or standards by quarter or semestaanwwierview of
content, skills, assessments, and materials, as well. Curriculum mapping can be
prescriptive (the curriculum is mapped prior to delivery) or retrospectivethieulum
is mapped after delivery to reveal what actually happened in the classho@ih}hree
schools, any “mapping” seemed to be prescriptive. Curriculum mapping may have
different layers of details for each teacher, school, or district, but itajgnearallels, or
coincides with, curriculum blocking and vertical alignment efforts.

POs are the same as standards. In Arizona, standards, or POs, come from the
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ADE, although, some high schools will develop their own, or synthesize multiple
standards or POs as “power standards” or “power POs.” Power standards or pewer PO
may also refer to single standards (rather than a synthesis of sevedat@dsq which
may be represented in a high percentage on the AIMS.

Some form of this restructuring of the curriculum was taking place in edbk of
three high schools; however, the teachers at High School C referred to theirscmnge
“curriculum mapping” (they didn’t use the terms blocking or vertical alignjnand
they attributed their changes to a new district administration that broughgtty@ng
concepts to their district. High School C teachers did connect the standardapmadgm
to the AIMS in the interviews, but they were not as persistent and direct gnotlyento
the other as was the case in High School A and High School B.

Before reviewing the themes emerging from the interview data, fesbriemary
of the AIMS test and how it is delivered to students will add to our understanding. The
AIMS is first taken in the sophomore year in high school in the spring. If a studeespas
one or more of the three sections (reading, writing, and math), then he or she does not
have to take that section again unless they are trying to achieve a higher stodenA s
may achieve one of four score classifications (from highest to lowssgeds, meets,
approaches, or falls far below. A student passing a test with a Meets miggsting
again to achieve an Exceeds. Students achieving exceeds on all threeitest et
receive a scholarship to state colleges or universities. A student museaziieets on
all three test sections. Students may take the test again during thesfaihgrof their

junior and senior years for a total of five attempts. In the past, with cetifaitaions,
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the state has provided additional opportunities for some students in the summer or after

their fifth attempt and completion of high school credit requirements.

Emergent Themes in the Data

The focus group interviews were analyzed looking for emergent themes in the
transcripts of teachers discussing their perceptions of AIMS effedentified six
themes emerging from the data: creativity in the classroom; vefligateent and
structured curriculum; standardized curriculum versus nonstandard studentgingae
cramming for the test; narrowing, expanding, and altering the curricallodncultural
challenges and the AIMS. My intent here is to allow the teachers’ voicese tout of the
interviews and provide qualitative data to inform the testing effects dialdgee
teachers in these groups had strong opinions about the possibility of AIMS. iaTis
felt that effects were positive and some felt that they were negative. f8hat there
was a mix of the two. It was also interesting to see teachers comegitations and
even questioning their own original feelings or ideas as they expresseskthes on the
subject for seemingly the first time in such a formal setting with a defingdgeiand
outcome. What follows is a theme-by-theme presentation of these teachasshiced

with my commentary about the interviews and my school visits.

Creativity in the Classroom
One of the themes that came out of the interviews was the idea that the ABMS wa
affecting creativity in the classroom—in lessons, teaching methods, antutunri

Teachers said that they wanted to teach real life skills through crgsifermance-
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based activities and assessments, but they felt pressured by the AIMS to fodwes on ot
skills and knowledge. For some, the fun and creative side of teaching was slipaing aw

At High School B, Teacher 3b introduced the idea to the focus group that there
were other ways to teach and assess that were not predicated on the AIMS.

This type of test [AIMS] is not an indicator of kids’ abilities. Some kids it is, but
you can’'t have one test that's gonna have a baseline for all kids. You know even
like when | was in high school we had to do a senior project. And that was a
mixture of math and reading and writing, and we had to show you know similar to
standards. We had to be able to show that we could put all of these skills together
into one project and present it. It had a speech involved; we had to do community
service hours. Those are the things that kids remember. Those are the things that
tell us as educators, okay, this kid gets it and this kid has reading skills. This kid
has writing skills; this kid can do basic math skills; not a standardized test.

Following this comment, the following exchange took place.

Teacher 5b: It's like they turn around, and they make it the kids’ problem. And
you know you don’t get to go to these activities because you didn’t pass...and so
forth. And I think as a teacher, that’'s how my classroom changed because before,
| was more creative based. | did performance-type assignments. cibdyoat

skits and things like that, and it's like now | don’t even have that in my classroom.
Teacher 4b: But that stuff is real learning.

Teacher 5b: Yeah, exactly.
Teacher 4b: That's where they really learn; that's the stuff tltkisstiith them.
Teacher 3b: And kids don’t go to their grandchildren and say, “I remember this
great multiple choice question she made for me. | did so good on it. | remember
guestion seven. It was awesome.” | mean that’s just not real life. They don’t
remember that stuff, but in my classroom, | have them practicing that kind of
thing and that test taking skill, so that they can do better. You have to tailor to
that.
Teacher 5b: It's really hard now to get creative.

Toward the end of this discussion, Teacher 4b referred to her senior Englisimdlass a

how different it was from her other classes because she could retain heityrén
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this class] | have seniors, and | have a very few select that haven't gesgdiE test,
and I'm not gonna sacrifice creativity and authentic learning to focus on tithgatA
point they need to come in for tutoring.” At High School A, Teacher 5a made a similar
statement. She said that the school was working toward getting “thetynajdenth
graders passing [AIMS]. Which means then an eleventh and twelfth grader marferope
the fun, more difficult, more challenging stuff.\WWe're just not there yet, but we could
be.”
While the teachers at High School B were seemingly unified on the stance that the
AIMS had reduced creativity, activity-based learning, and performaneeHesning
and assessment in their school, the High School A teachers had an interestingodiscussi
on this issue that somewhat contrasted the discussion at High School B. The High School
A teachers seemed to lean toward the idea that the AIMS did not inhibit thévitrea
rather it forced them to seek creative ways to teach the standards. Earlyntetview
at High School A, Teacher 2a said,
As a teacher you have to become more creative in a way like how angltgoi
get these kids involved with hands-on activities, but at the same time, how are we
gonna meet those standards? It's that creativity of the teachsorit'sf extra
work for us, but it’s just something we have to face and hopefully meet.
Later in the discussion, Teacher 2a repeated the idea she had earlievegkiirats
creativity is improved: “In the past, | did a lot of lecture-based teaching antintta
around | have to really let the kids do their own learning, have them interact with eac
other. So my lesson plans, they definitely changed.”

Whenever the interview turned toward creativity in the classroom, the High

School A teachers seemed to be almost defensive that creativity had not been lost, but
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there were a few comments that suggested the AIMS was affectingremivity:

Teacher 3a: We actually, | think are teaching more now because of the AIMS, not

less. But you're right, with English, that was where all the creative units we

when | was in school, you know. That was the fun projects, and you know it

really does impact the time that you have for those kinds of things.

Teacher 2a: That's where the challenging part comes, when she saidtgreat

That's where we have to be creative—how can we implement fun activities?

Geometry is supposed to be fun, so | have to make it fun; and we do a lot of

colorful stuff—that'’s just to keep them going. But the thing is...there’s a kimite

time | guess for that. | cannot do that every day. | cannot do that all the time.
have to scatter [it] out through the semester.

Teacher 3a: It's the short term creative activities you know. None of usaibn re

in theory, afford to take weeks to do this, you know design a project or whatever.

We don’t have much time to work with, but to have neat activities that take a day

or two that you throw in throughout the year; it keeps the students interested and

gives us a break... | think it’s just that we do the mini versions of the creative
stuff, instead of like these massive projects that used to happen. And | don’t know
that there’s a better or worse.

Responding to the idea that teachers now insert brief, creative days intethesters,

Teacher 5a said this is alright with the school’s administration; for sasenehe felt

the need to validate the practice: “I'm not experiencing the type of prehsatiredaybe

other people are, where if it seems like if somebody walks by your classrabin

sounds like it might not be boring, that they're like, “What are you doing in there? Are

you not working on AIMS?’ We don’t have that here.”

As the teachers at High School A discussed creativity in the classroom, the
English teachers began discussing creative writing and how, since AIMS, tleey ha
replaced it with the more formal 5-paragraph essay that caters to timg wattion of
the AIMS.

Teacher 5a: You know, the creative writing thing, | think, that might be one of
those things that frequently teachers love so much that they're blinded to how
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students feel about it. And | feel like what's fun is to get students to beverdat
do creative writing, to tell stories within their five paragraph essayatever
expository. And then it's almost like sneaking it in, sneaking it past those kids
who are afraid of it.
Teacher 3a responded to this by pointing out that the school had found a way to keep
creative writing for the students, although, they had made the decision to rermowe it f
the core set of English classes required for graduation.
That is how our school has addressed it is that we are now creating an
elective for creative writing, which gives you the kids who actuallytwado it
without making everybody jump through that hoop; so it's not something that a
student has to sacrifice in terms of the AIMS. It's something they can do in
addition to their courses that are Arizona standards.
Toward the end of this discussion on creativity at High School A, the following two
comments were made by two English teachers. The first teacher wasyairgt formal
essay writing and the Six Traits (a rubric used to grade formal writicghee basis for
evaluating the Writing on the AIMS) meets the creative writing needsrdtmglish
students:
Teacher 5a: | just feel awful being this crazy booster for like the AIMShbut
Six Traits that we have, | mean, Voice is in there. And creativity is pagabf
one of those, and just because it's not a poem or you know traditional short story,
doesn’t mean that we’re not doing creative writing; they are.
Conversely, at High School B, Teacher 8b felt that the AIMS had adversettedffeer
rubrics:
And now with the push to get kids onto [the next grade in the] system and onto
the curriculum that the state has put out with its standards and POs, and then how
that’'s gonna influence AIMS. Your rubric, well, my rubrics, end up reflecting tha
instead of the more creative things | would like to look at.

As an interesting side note, | heard the idea of a “state curriculum” eelpest these

interviews. To be fair, the state of Arizona has not created a state cunridithe state
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provides grade level standards and curriculum guides, but the state does not require
districts to vertically align or block their curriculum. It was interagtimowever, that
teachers had seemingly subconsciously come to equate their specific schoalucoyr
aligned, mapped, or blocked, with an imaginary Arizona state-mandated curriculum.
Such was the focus on the AIMS at these three schools.

The final comment in this thread of discussion was made by a veteran teacher
who feels that the AIMS has pulled teachers away from those aspects of tisé Engl
curriculum teachers were passionate about and back to the skills that AIM8sdiGtgn
school students should have.

Teacher 1a: Well, to me sometimes a teacher’s passions get so fdraway

what kids need to learn anyway, that it is more that teacher’s issue witkthetat

have to decrease rather than what's in the best interest for kids’ geaenaig.

And I've seen that come and go over the years in my own education as well as

here; and here in particular with the AIMS. | think so many teachers ggt aw

with doing whatever they wanted for so many years that if they felt thatupees

to decrease their personal passion, it was probably for the good of the kids to be

honest.

The teachers at High School C were somewhat like the teachers atdHayhl B.

They were a little hesitant to discuss the idea of creativity and fun imngeand the
curriculum slipping away due to changes brought on by the AIMS. But in the second half
of the interview, they began to open up a little. Teacher 4c was the first tosatidres

issue.

| think the premise of this was a good idea: to make the teachers accountable for

their teaching, and a lot of them had been slacking, and then make students

accountable for their learning. If those are the two basic ideas, | think it kind of
does that, in a way. But, | don’t know that the pressure that it puts on the kids, and
the remediation, | don’t think it was thought through at all when they passed the

bill. It has put a burden on teachers and actually, in a little way, is taking a
some of the fun of teaching.
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There was some murmuring of agreement after that thought, and Teacher 4c continued.

Well, | like to have fun, and | know it's taken away some of my fun. You know
what | heard from a couple of teachers that retired years ago whelh chima

out? We’'re getting out of here before we have to do this. You know, | think there
might have been some teachers that don’t want to do this. That’s not the way they
want to teach. Do you understand?

This opened the door for more open opinions among the group.

Teacher 5c: | guess if you want to talk fun, I'd rather give my studaents a
assignment and evaluate their writing and see where they are at iassy cl
Maybe this is me being in control and playing God, but how well do | feel they
are meeting the standards. And | guess that actually isn’t good becauesenit d
matter how well | feel they’re meeting the standards but how well theSAIM
graders feel they’re meeting the standards. But going through the gaésslis
interesting. But fun? Teaching should be fun.

Teacher 5c continued, as she seemed to be enjoying opening up about the issue.

| feel a constant need to focus on problem areas, and | guess that’s good, but |
don’t know. | have a project that for me is kind of fun. Students have to do
research outside of class, and then they have to present in class. | don’t want to
give that up. | don’t want to give upomeo and Juliebut if our scores, | don’t
know, | may have to give uRomeo and Juliegnd concentrate more on

assigning another essay for them to write and rewrite.

One of the math teachers then offered his opinion about teaching, especiallpgdaehi
struggling students in the early math classes in high school.

Teacher 2c: In pre-algebra, I'd like to do more real world projects andthings

a perfect world, where | didn’t have to worry about an AIMS test with certain
standards. I'd like to do things because a lot of kids that get in pre-algebra hate
math; that's why they’re in pre-algebra. They don’t do it very well becdugse

don't like it—a catch 22. I'd like to make math more interesting to them, but they
take too long. It'd be more fun to them, but it would take too long, and | wouldn’t
be able to get to things | need to so that | can get [them to] algebra I.

Teacher 4c came back with another English example.
I've found I cut things like dramatic presentations, and where they make cestume

and really get into it because it seems like | don’t have time for thatdetzey
need to be reading and understanding. They need to be writing. That is what I'm
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talking about—fun stuff. That's what keeps kids interested.
Hearing this, Teacher 5c then made an important clarification. She saicggrifatem is a
standard, but it's not a tested standard.” Teacher 4c agreed: “Of course! Liike publ
speaking and presentations, and just being confident, and being a person in front of
people, that's not tested at all. That's what I'm talking about. Why shouldn’t those ty
of things count for something? But they’re not anymore.”

Traditional speech standards (like presentation, listening, speaking, oral
communication) have largely been moved into the core English curriculum standards.
Speech classes by themselves are often electives within the Englistmeggpain
Arizona one-half credit of the four credits of English required for gtamluanust
include, but are not limited to, the principles of speech and debate. However, even though
core English teachers are asked to teach speech standards, manyngréhest things
out of their curriculum because they are not part of the AIMS exam. And, as | heard
several times from different teachers in these interviews, the Enggishers are
working double-time to prepare their kids for two out of the three AIMS exams (Readi
and Writing), so special projects or units are being trimmed.

While the teachers at High School A seemed to generally agree thatityread
fun in the classroom could still be addressed by creatively preparing kids foliMise A
the teachers at High School B and High School C were a little more open about their
frustrations with the loss of creativity within their profession. Teacherpraparing
students for a state exam, and more schools are adopting curriculum prograguglthat

this preparation. As Teacher 3c said it: “You still do the other things, maybe notlas muc
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as you want, as much variety as you would have brought in, your personality tygse thi
you know. That percent that used to be you get to kind of do what you like—you don’t
have that nearly as much. You have to stick with what's going down the pipe.”
Vertical Alignment and Structured
Curriculum
At High School A, the school has been undergoing a thorough restructuring of the
math and English curriculum with vertical alignment teams, identificatictate
standards or POs, and a focusing of the curriculum on skills and concepts represented on
the AIMS. Teachers have been closely analyzing the test scores and ithduwurfor
several years. Several of the teachers at High School A spoke of tloetseast a
positive effect of the AIMS on math and English curriculum and instruction.
| began the interview at High School A with the question, “What are your
perceptions of the effects the AIMS may be having, positive and negative, on your
teaching and the curriculum?” The first response came from Teacher la.
I'll start with the curriculum. [AIMS] really was the impetus for veatic
aligning the curriculum and bringing teachers from K-12 together in one stting
discuss what was being taught—the gaps that were there and the strergths of t
curriculum. So that was the first positive | would say.
Teacher 2a agreed.
To add to that, on a...positive note, the curriculum, the fact that when the high
stakes test was involved, it allowed us to really focus on the curriculum itself.
And we knew that it was the curriculum itself, it had to be clearly defined. And it
allowed us to focus on that rather than doing anything else. | mean we had a job to
do and that responsibility, accountability, really inspired, | guess some of us

teachers, to then put in more effort, especially me.

At this point, Teacher 1a qualified what was happening—this happened repeathdly in t
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interviews at all three high schools. As the teachers discussed what was igpmaniy
seemed to really be thinking about these effects and considering them deegpb}y pos
for the first time, and various teachers would question or reconsider what waly actua
being said. For example, following the comment above, there was a thirty sepond ga
and then Teacher 1a said, “I think there’s an assumption, too, that we strongly believe
that the, uh, the standards are viable and, um, credible, um, in order to be able to do that.”
Teacher 1a pointed out that the above comments were positive, if indeed the school
believed the standards and the AIMS were viable and credible and these subsequent
effects were then credible. Comments on this topic from High School B will beiree
later in this analysis and we will see that those teachers felt someroabeut the
defensibility of vertical alignment.

Teacher 3a brought the discussion back to considering the positive effect of the
AIMS focusing a school on curriculum restructuring and vertical alignment
There’s a much better flow between courses and that’s part of the lvertica
alignment, but in addition to that, it has driven us to look at what courses we’re
offering and at what levels we're preparing our students. And we’ve etedilma
lot of lower level courses that the upper classes were getting bogged down in that
they were getting to the AIMS test and not prepared for it; so now we’'re getting
students into higher level courses at a younger age which is preparing them m
And we’'re finding that the students are rising to the challenge. So we were unde
challenging our students before this, and as a result of the pressure of thd AIMS
think we’re now more accurately placing our students in courses that push their
limits.
At this point, one of the teachers began to speak of the structured, standards-based,
vertically aligned curriculum that moved kids towards the AIMS as both a poaittve

negative. This teacher seemed unable to decide if she liked or disliked these AIMS

effects.
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Teachers 4a: | just say the main thing is just accountability, elpdéoa a
teacher’s perspective. It makes us accountable for what we're teachiey
classroom. Although, | feel like there’s not that flexibility. You know, | just
remember as a kid, | watched my teachers and | liked what they taughkeg. | |
the flexibility they had and now it just seems like we're so standard drivémsy
curriculum. You know we have to go by it just because we have to meet state
standards. That's the only thing that | see as a drawback is just that you don’t
have that flexibility as a teacher. Then again, you can get mote/ere&h

what's in front of you. So, as an English teacher...l can work around it and be
creative with what's given to me.

One teacher felt that the structured math curriculum, with vertiahfiped courses, was

problematic at times.

Teacher 3a: And it’'s hard in math because it's so compartmentalized... When our
students are in geometry they tend to do well on the geometry part of the AIMS,
but then we see that the scores are dropping in other areas that aren’t covered in
the course. The same thing with algebra; when they’re in the algebraszourse
their algebra portion of the AIMS tends to be stronger. But then other things tend
to take the hit, which requires taking time from the course content [which has
been defined in advance as part of a multi-year, vertically aligned estript
program]...we all know if you're not using something on a consistent basis, you
lose it and it doesn’t mean the kids never knew it, but if they haven't used it for a
year, they forget it. So, we do have to take time in algebra class to review
everything, and that's not necessarily a bad thing, but it certainlg #ieer

structure of algebra. It alters the structure of geometry becausertast isn’t

pure.

Another math teacher at High School A saw these vertically aligned, slartatesed
courses as a positive because of the preparatory effect for upper-leves.class

Teacher 3a: Because it [AIMS] drives the curriculum with spediicdards,

especially in math, and because we’re redoing when students take the timtrses

are preparing them for AIMS, the freshmen and sophomores are very focused on
the Arizona standards [that] have prepared them to pass the AIMS. But that means
that we have more students when they get to the higher level courses have those
basic foundations that in the higher level courses beyond the AIMS, the teachers
actually can go farther and do more because the kids have the foundation they
need. Whereas, in the past, kids would get those higher level courses and because
the lower level courses weren’t as driven in the skills that the students needed t
have, teachers were limited in the post-AIMS classes. | think they canngoch

further now.
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Much later in the interview, this same teacher had one of those self-iefleciments
where, as she expressed ideas and evaluated the direction of the curriculuzgashe b
guestion those directions. As a researcher, it was interesting to see thesesaonuang
the participants where they began seeing things, seemingly, from a newcipeespe

The negative is even if the AIMS drives them to be focused in their education,

once they pass, they have a lot harder time staying focused on their edutcation. |

they passed their AIMS, they're done. When they're upperclassman...they
already jumped through that hoop and because we do forget learning for
learning’s sake and focus on learning to pass the AIMS, they think, what's the
point of the rest of my education?

At High School A, the English teachers seemed committed to the vertical
alignment of the curriculum and the paring down this had brought to their curriculum.
Out of the three high schools, High School A was the most openly invested in this style
of education.

Teacher 5a: | do feel like, oh my God, there’s so much, we've just gotta keep

going. And | just throw lists at kids like, learn it. Look at this please! But | know

as we revise our curriculum, | think we could fix that problem. It doesn’t have to
be that way by getting tighter vertical alignment because as it is now, our
curriculum document is...maybe over ambitious. But we do everything every
year, [but instead] we could review everything before AIMS, you know, as
needed. | think we would have plenty of time if we were all acting in accord with
each other like ninth, tenth, eleventh, twelfth...seventh and eighth at the same
time. We wouldn’t feel like, oh, I didn’t cover everything that could be on the

AIMS.

Following this comment, several of the High School A teachers expressedtiomst

with the “shut-it-down” attitude of students after passing AIMS. They saidhbatchool
was working on developing post-AIMS honors and AP courses that will, as Teacher 1a
said, “Take the place of AIMS. AIMS is done, but this is my next scaffold.”

The final comment on the vertical alignment theme at High School A came from
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Teacher 3a, and seemed to sum up the attitude of the teachers in this group.
[AIMS] is making education. It comes back to the vertical alignmentmiéking
our education a cohesive unit. Their education in a given class shouldn’t be
primarily based on the teachers likes, dislikes, and personality. It shoulddzk ba
on the content that’s appropriate for that grade level, for that course. And | think
for so many of our kids, there’s just this sense of disconnectedness as they moved
from the year to the other because their courses used to be so much about the
teacher and not about the content or the kids in their grade level and their level of
maturity.
As a researcher, | could see that the AIMS test was having a powerfulogffidaih
School A and its redefinition of how and what to teach. The entire math and English
departments at High School A were restructuring curriculum, courses, ametineds of
content delivery. Most of the teachers at High School A had bought into these methods of
education; however, there seemed to creep into the conversation some concern as they
discussed, out loud, these ideas that had come to change their school. It was a powerful
conversation because it caused these educators to consider whether or noteittesef eff
AIMS are good or bad, or a blend of both.
The teachers at High School B said that the math departments in the loétrict
in recent years, completely outlined each grade level and math subject withrédk®n
down by quarter. The district had developed benchmark tests for each quarter, as well
The English departments in the district had begun doing the same thing, but not all of the
high school English classes had been structured around POs at the time of thesintervi
The math classes in the district had also been vertically aligned fronelanentary
through grade 12; the English classes were nearing completion of this project. The

teachers even provided me with copies of the printed and bound math curriculum POs

broken down by grade, class, and quarters. The teachers at High School B had strong
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feelings about this AIMS-driven effort to create a structured curricyliggram.
Teacher 2b: In math, everything is driven by the AIMS. Curriculum isexfeat
through that. We have the POs. It's separated into quarters that we have to cover
as much as we can in those POs. Aside from that we have the verticallteams.
guess English has that, too. Everything is driven by AIMS. It's just teq¢bithe
test. The creative part is lost because we have to teach to the standards to a point
that they have to learn it quickly because they didn’t learn it in the lowes.yea
So, it’s just catching up, catching up, catching up.
This frustration with vertical alignment was voiced repeatedly at Higo@®. The
teachers felt that reservation schools struggle to retain teachers, oftdarigaterm
subs, often have disruptions to scheduling (at least this high school did), struggled with
ELL problems, faced deep poverty issues, and all of this led to many students who were
far behind at each grade level and in every class. The teachers at hiogih Bdelt that
vertically aligned classes and rigid curriculum guides with POs divideghéager might
be having a negative effect on kids because teachers had to push quickly and move
through pre-determined curriculum outlines without considering the individuals who
were sitting before them. As Teacher 3b put it, “What happens is you have a kid that
can’t add, and you're supposed to be teaching them multiplication and division.” The
following teachers expressed similar thoughts.
Teacher 1b: The department of education also tells us that we need to teach this
PO. And you know your kids well, and you know your kids need the skills, too,
before you can teach them that PO, but it doesn’t give you any option to do that.
Even though you know they need it, you can’t do it. You don’t have a say.
Teacher 2b: No matter how good the POs are—we’ve laid it out, we have samples
to execute them all—but if it's not executed on a lower year....I'm not putting the
blame, but right now | know we’re doing it because the pressure is on. We're
executing to the tee—like PO this week, PO this week, PO this week. But, as |

said, no matter how good it is, the execution down there, it's not as good. Then,
by the time they come up to the high school, we’re lagging behind.
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Teacher 5b: | worked at another school where | developed the entire cumricul
based on the AIMS scores. We'd look at the blueprint and see what percentages
of the POs [were on the AIMS]. Yes, the Power POs; we covered those more in
the curriculum and we hit those more throughout the year...versus the other POs
[whose] percentages are not as high in the AIMS test. So, you just rush through.
You disperse here and there and you don’t concentrate on them. And the thing on
teaching to the test, it's sad.

One of the teachers who had worked on the curriculum teams at High School B noted that
they had determined their POs in the same way Teacher 5b had done at another school.
Teacher 3b: In terms of vertical team, what they do is they have the POsge
but they also look at the rate the percentages of certain standards come up on the
test. So, maybe a reading comprehension question comes up 40% of the time
versus something else only coming up 7% of the time. So, they would put that
standard in more often because it comes up more on the test.
Teacher 6b felt that the unifying and standardizing effects of the verigafrant and
curriculum blocking was a positive rather than a negative:
One thing | do like about the AIMS is that we're starting to get teachelseon t
same page. For example, a couple of years ago, when you taught Algleisra I, t
guy could teach it any way he wanted; he could grade it any way he wanted; he
could teach whatever he wanted. He could start at Chapter 1 and get to Chapter 2.
This teacher might start at Chapter 1 and get to Chapter 10, be a tough teacher,
give homework every night. You know, it was very disjointed; it was very free.
Whatever a teacher wanted to do, they could do. Whatever grades they wanted to
give, they could give. There was no continuity between Algebra | with one
teacher and Algebra | with another teacher.
Oddly enough, the interviews never moved into a discussion of how teachers could retai
the freedom to teach in a manner that was “free,” with focus on individual stutdéms a
different levels of ability, yet somehow still retain at least elets of the vertical
alignment and curriculum blocking. The conflict was evident throughout the inte;view

as Teacher 6b said, “I do like the idea of standards; you know I'm not crazy about the

AIMS test for graduation, but as far as getting all teachers on thepsagae.. .it's not so
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much teacher variations anymore.” As | reviewed the transcripts, | sa@spdiinted that
the idea never came up. | was disappointed that the teachers never proffexed idea
to resolve the dilemma. However, | realized that the purpose of this research\peage
to discover these gaps in the discussion, these unresolved problems and, hopefully,
introduce these topics or ideas to the conversation about testing effects.

Another effect of the AIMS that seemed to surface in these discussions was the
idea that the AIMS, as a looming standardized, high-stakes exam, had createel a desir
amongst teachers to diagnose and categorize. They had been trained, if not,fdrerally
informally by the AIMS, to categorize learning by grade level and eyejuarter—they
looked for a clean and scripted curriculum to tell them exactly what a grotydehss
had been exposed to, taught, and experienced, so that they could then provide the next
package of skills and information in the progression toward the AIMS.

Teacher 5b: At least you have some kind of previous background knowledge on

the kids we have. When they come into your classroom, you know which POs are

covered, and you know you can build on top of that. There’s, you know, the
scaffolding and spiraling and what not. | think that's what we lack in the English
department [remember High School B had not yet fully blocked their high school

English curriculum, quarter by quarter, year by year] because we dua’thet

curriculum. And this year, | know for me anyways, it was really hard tosagdses

kids. You know, did Student A realduckleberry Finnversus Student B read,

Of Mice and Mefd And it was just really, like how you were saying, disjointed,

and | was really trying to figure out which kids had the background knowledge,

and which kids didn’t you know.
This idea that the vertically aligned, blocked curriculum would provide a clear map
toward the AIMS was pervasive among the teachers interviewed and classrooms

observed at High School A. Teachers were constantly meeting in professional

development—"our professional development schedule next year is pretty much driven
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by the needs [identified by AIMS]"—and teachers were focused on rewotieng t
curriculum to meet deficiencies represented in AIMS score breakdowns [the AIMS
provides group feedback as well on various test sections or standards so teachers and
administrators can see group weaknesses and strengths]. This data-driven-decis
making was perceived to be a positive change-agent at High School A.

One of the other things we’ve seen though is not only the data in specific

concepts, but like from the [AIMS] spring reading/writing scores. When we

graphed the students in each category—~Falls Far Below, Approaches, Meets,

Exceeds—from the last year to this year, the overall passing wasndican

dramatically, but the number of students who are approaching changed

drastically. And just to realize that we are doing a better job of gettingids

over that line, well.we are seeing progress. And the progress isn’t always on

who passes the AIMS, but it's on if you've less Falls Far Below and you have

more moving into the Approaches category, you know we’re getting in the right

direction. But we wouldn’t know that unless we took the time to graph those

results and ask ourselves what that means.

The teachers at High School C referred to their “curriculum mapping” egphgat
and their need to hold to the standards at each grade level to prepare their students for t
AIMS, but their conversation never settled in on this topic like the other two high
schools. There were some direct comments on the subject, such as Teacher 5c: “How
many times have we had to do curriculum mapping? They started ASAP wheed st
here, and so we curriculum mapped and basically just aligned everything tanithierds.
We keep doing it, and it's been done.” Moreover, Teacher 1c talked about how she
actually tracks the standards in her classroom.

And we hit all our standards, whether we hit them hard enougimean | know

| keep track of all the standards | hit, and how many times | hit them; soatimat |

sure to hit all the standards at some point in the semester. But that's thevasy |

taught. You teach to the standards, you know.

Responding to this comment, Teacher 4c said, “And we sit down as a department, and we
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make sure that we cover everything. And maybe we don’'t need to do it every siagle y
but we know we’re covering everything.” The teachers at High School C talked about
meeting frequently to analyze and discuss AIMS data, to discuss standardpantyma
and to organize AIMS tutoring. For example, Teacher 5¢ was quite upset at onexgoint a
said.

| mean, God! I'm sorry you don’t know this. We’re a good school! We’'re a good

school! We receive data. Our principal breaks data out for us. We meet in the

summer. We look at our data. We look at eighth grade data coming in, even more
so this year with our low tenth grade scores this year. Is there a confiéate

don’t know, but that's all we have to go on. And so we look at this year’s ninth

graders’ eighth grade scores. Incoming eighth graders, we will |dbkiatAIMS

scores. That's what we do, and that’s what we’ve been doing for severaloyears t

see if we need to alter things in our classroom.

However, in the interview, they did not dwell on a discussion of their feelings toward
any school-wide curriculum program as did the other two high schools.

The vertically aligned, blocked curriculum, informed by data from the AIMS and
guided by ADE standards, was a central topic of discussion in the two reservation hig
schools | visited. Though their opinions about this curriculum program were mixed, the
predominant concern at High Schools A and B was that this system might leave some
kids behind and ignore the individual student. The next section explores this theme.
Standardized Curriculum Versus
Nonstandard Students

Arising out of the vertical alignment, curriculum blocking discussions was an
important topic about standardized curriculum ignoring the idea that individual students

are not standardized. This idea was particularly important to the teachezsdwao

reservation schools where teacher turnover, student turnover, long-term sughstitdte
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special cultural influences disrupted the attempts to create a vertitgied flow to the
curriculum. The cultural influences will be discussed as a separatensiectiself, but
the following interview excerpts are examples of the perceptions teablaeesl s

Teacher 1a: The plus [of the AIMS] is having taught here many, many yehrs a
in different reservation schools, the test does equalize the playing figltidior

we expect from teachers and for students. But the negative is kids areg% alwa
equalized by the time they get to you, so you're dealing with all those
discrepancies in their backgrounds; so it does place an extra burden on you
emotionally.

One teacher blamed the AIMS for taking away the idea of teaching the vilnbdets

Teacher 7b: I think AIMS is structured so you're not teaching the studenteyou’
teaching something that is required by government—okay, here’s this, What
they need to learn. But you're not looking at the whole student. Like | said, we
have a lot of students who have other issues [the conversation referred to the
cultural influences and disruptions in the vertically aligned, blocked-curcul
system], and we’re not looking at that, and the school is not staffed to where we
can teach the whole student. | think with the AIMS...we’re just tunnel vision.
We're just gonna do this, and that's how much we’re gonna do. And we’re not
looking at the student, we’re just looking at them as low test-takers. Okalg her
the test, you take this, there you go. And it's come to that, and | for one, | don’t
like teaching that way. | want the kids to enjoy coming to school.

For Teacher 6b, a vertically aligned, blocked curriculum with the AIMS vteaitiag her
students, forced her to focus on the group achievement levels of her students in deciding
not only methods of teaching but even who to teach.

Well, sometimes there are those hands-on activities that really develop
understanding you just really don’t have a lot of time to do. And I think that's a
big problem; we’re so overwhelmed with so many POs, you know that’s a big
problem. We've got so much to teach. It's kinda like throwing it out there—if
they get it, great. The ones that are close, we’ll help you go a little thiefuAnd
the ones that fall far behind [the lowest AIMS category students are ctustere
is, Falls Far Below], well, see ya next year because we’re going ba tekt PO
right now. We don’t have time to slow down and develop those conceptual ideas
in their brain, what's really happening; which is really what they need.sksgue
could break the class down into six different little classes and try aridttesn

all different things, but that’s again, very labor intensive for the teacher.
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Later in the conversation, this same teacher said:

I think | focus on those kids that are what you would call, Approaching [another
official AIMS category for students just below Meets, or passing]. Thesthar
ones | focus on. And the exceptional kids, they’ve got it; and you try and throw
them a bone here and there—a little more advanced for them while you're
working with the other stuff. And then the FFB [Falls Far Below] kids, hmm, you
know it's like, whew, you got so much work to do.

One of the disquieting occurrences in the interviews and in the subsequent conversations
with teachers at the school sites during their classroom observations wpglitegian

of AIMS labels to groups of students and individual students. Students were repeatedly
referred to as Exceeds, Meets, Approaches, and Falls Far Below. The slavgina

developed into acronyms—*“the FBB kids.”

In speaking of the structured system of education the AIMS had influenced,
Teacher 1a expressed the mixed feelings so many teachers had abouéthe syst

| see the AIMS as kind of a Catch 22 in the long term. Like we need it to improve
[this feeling of needing a test score to show improvement was pervasivghat Hi
School A] and to equalize the playing field, as | mentioned before, but by the
same token, there will always be that group of kids who for whatever
disability...or just timing—it isn’t their time to know and understand yet—that

they will be forever demoralized and penalized because of this. Yet, if we give i
up then we’ll decrease our gains of where we’ve grown and what we've been able
to offer. And I'm speaking specifically on the reservation....the gains that | see
we’re making in this very short period of time between last year and #nis ye

even are huge. By that same token, there’s still always gonna be that group of kids
that | feel really sorry for, you know.

At High School C, the teachers spoke of students who wear labels or who get
caught in the standardized system of preparing for AIMS. Teacher 5c said:

| don’t know how you measure accountability in education because you've got
people working with people. And yes there’s definite objectives in math; you
have to learn certain things in English, and you can measure that, but you're also
dealing with people. And maybe it’'s just this first year, while we'is fiealing

with the fact that these two people won't graduate, but we’re also putting a big
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impact on their future.
Teacher 5¢ brought up an interesting dilemma facing their school. The tesalddisat
this was their first year where students were not graduating due to tHe Ay did
not linger on this, though, and quickly moved on with the discussion.
One of the topics related to this theme was brought up repeatedly at High School
C. The teachers questioned whether or not their curriculum program was haying a
affect on the AIMS scores. Teacher 3c complained that the rise and fall & bear
more to do with the unique make-up of students at each grade level.
The thing that’'s not taken into account, though, is year to year you look at the
groups of kids who come in. One year you have a fantastic group, and then all of
a sudden, you get this batch of, you're trying, yeah. And it's not so much they
can't, but the attitude of, | don’t care. I'm not doing anything. Although you're
bringing them in, you can't force it into the brain if they're not willing to meet
you in there.
Unfortunately, some might just cast this comment aside as “excuse makindyiskhata
reality many teachers feel they are facing, and it is somewhat uncdréddahose
teaching in a standardized curriculum program with a high-stakes test loantiregend.
Therefore, the teachers at these schools did not necessarily dwell on thiertopi
a prolonged discussion. However, their comments were frequent enough, and the
discussions at High School A and High School B were long enough that | fehdhis t
should receive some treatment here. The most important worry | heard waesat tieait
some teachers were frustrated by their blocked, vertically alignadwum that
assumed the students were arriving each quarter at the same stagerg {e@in similar

backgrounds of knowledge and understanding (nonstandard students in a standardized

curriculum program). Within the core classes, this proved problematic for sachets
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who wanted to address individuals on their levels of understanding but felt compelled by
the system to push on.

My visits to the schools for observations and further discussion with the teachers
in their own classrooms revealed that High School A and High School C had developed
strong tutoring and remedial programs for their students. High School C had an “early
out” each Friday, but those students who needed tutoring remained for another period of
school. High School A had developed classes around accelerated math and Galileo
programs that helped those who were struggling with basic math concepts. High School
B had some tutoring in place, and they did try to assign students who had failed AIMS to
“AIMS Review” English and math classes that, while they were still classes, were
primarily made up of students who had failed the AIMS. High School B, though, was
apparently struggling with the details of these efforts, and they were fudlyas
developed as the other two schools. The evidence was there, though, that all three schools
were at least attempting to deal with the non-standard students in standdetized c

through alternative, remedial programs supplemental to the core classes.

Reviewing or Cramming for the Test

One of the catch phrases in the testing literature and testing discussions is
“teaching to the test.” In this section I'll share the teachers’ opinioogtaow the
AIMS has caused teachers to devote time and curriculum to specific pi@p&vathe
AIMS itself, an idea already introduced in previous sections, but one whichdeniélop
more fully here. Some of these teachers believed this was a positive, ansbsothés as

a negative. I'll share teachers’ views on reviewing or “cramming” for téte te
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specifically, and also share some teachers’ views on the idea of “teacigtést”
where the general curriculum or teaching methods were influenced.

Teacher 1c: I'm the sophomore teacher, and so that’s the year thakénfinéa
AIMS]. But the one thing | have to say about AIMS is at least it's a standards
based test. And it's not some let’s pick some questions out of the hat. | mean,
some of them seem that way. But for the most part, if you cover your standards
you’re covering your test. And so you know you always hear the term, teaching
for the test, and blah, blah, blah. | mean, | guess | do because | do a lot of
persuasive writing. |1 do a lot of the stuff that has been on the test, but if you cover
your standards... | mean it affects my classroom, yes, greatly, betate i

make or break year for my kids. Now, do | think it should be? Well....

| followed this comment by asking if teachers felt comfortable with potential
influence AIMS might be having. Teacher 1c responded:

I mean I'm very conscientious about my standards, and I'm sure to hit my
standards. And so, in that respect, yes | am covering what | need to cover. Are
there different ways that | think | could teach those same standardsfeBliike

I need to word things the way that the AIMS might be worded so that way, the
kids are used to the jargon that will be on the test. | mean, there’s better things,
better ways to teach things than what I'm doing, but | feel like | lapecpare
them for the stuff they will see on the AIMS.

Teacher 2c pointed out that while the AIMS affects particular points of hisuum, it
does not necessarily control it.
I think in my math class | don’t necessarily teach to the test, but if there’s
something that | know is emphasized on the test, | point it out to the students
when it is being covered. | don't think it's changed what | teach, but | do
emphasize points that are important.
At High School B, Teacher 8b discussed the thorough influence of the AIMS on her
writing curriculum and her creation of a unit on questioning verbs to prepare students for
test questions.
And it goes back to AIMS as well...l took a two-week period with my juniors,

and we did a questioning verb unit. We went over all sorts of questioning verbs,
and they hated it by the time we were finished. But they could answer the
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guestions. And we kept reviewing that all year. And it's reflective in thedimng

as well because if they can’t read the question, if they can’t understand the
passage, they're not gonna write in the format they’re asked to write in. So,
between the questioning verbs and then really hitting up five paragraph asdays
how to structure those in formal outlines for AIMS, it helps.

Teacher 8b was focused on writing, and she talked about a journaling activitytiadere
students were actually required to write about their reviewing for theSAIM

Before the AIMS [came] up, | took a month, and we took ten minutes out of the

beginning of every class and did a test strategy. And some of them the kids knew,

and they were wondering, why do we go over these? But it was a good review for
them to get thinking about how are you going to address that multiple choice
guestion that you just cannot figure out. How are you gonna look for main ideas
in a paragraph or in a short story? How are you gonna look at true-false
qguestions? And | had my kids keep journals about how they did, and it was really
amazing how many had never been told that this is how tests are formatted and
this is why.

Writing seemed to have been strongly influenced by the AIMS in the English
department at High School B. Teacher 5b shared how she prepares her studaats for t
AIMS writing test.

| show a lot of papers that were written in the past by students that adyalrea

graded by the state department. I really didn’t do that before. And just to show the

kids the examples, and they then go about rating their paper themselves and do
their editing in that same fashion. So, | guess using model papers from the state
department is something that | have incorporated into my classroom in the last
couple of years just because of the high stakes.

However, writing was not the only subject strongly influenced by AIMSigi School

B. One math teacher, Teacher 2b, shared a typical day with his pre-algeleras Most

of his classes were made up of students who had failed the AIMS in their eighgh gra

year (the AIMS is administered in lower grades to give schools a ghugeere the kids

stand as they prepare for and enter high school where they will take on the AIMS

required for graduation).
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| teach pre-algebra, and these are the kids who just went FFB or fell far below
during their eighth grade AIMS. So, mostly | have freshmen and a few
sophomores, juniors, and seniors [who have not passed the high school AIMS or
need credits]. To address the gap, | just teach to the test because of the pfessure
the AIMS. What | do when I introduce a PO is | get a sample AIMS matemal

the actual AIMS test that was given a year or two ago from the ADiew s

that, have them answer off the bat without anything, just that’s the first thing
Some of them will be able to get it, some will be close, and some will just be way
off. And then | teach the PO; bombard them with examples boom, boom, boom,
boom, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. And then, at the end of the day or after
two or three days, | show it again. Some still get, some get it, or most of them get
it. So, that’s the style | do just to address the gap. So they get used to the kind of
test they’ll be exposed to, instead of being on the creative side. But dsthiai

is pre-algebra, and | have to address the gap. Just get them used to seeing the kind
of questions they will encounter.

| observed this teacher, and the classes | observed flowed the exact wagribedles
them in the interview. Talking to the other teachers, this teacher was genegalided
as one of the finest teachers in the high school and probably the best at gettindsthe “
who just went FFB” to pass the AIMS or at least out of the Falls Far Belegagtand
up to Approaches.
At High School C, an interesting discussion focused on test preparation in the
curriculum and its actual effects. Teacher 5c¢ said one of her main faustratas that
after preparing her ninth grade students for an entire year, she did not reallyf #mow
preparation had affected their scores or not.
As a freshmen English teacher, | try to provide the foundation for the AIMS test
for their sophomore year. And what | find really frustrating is that -dntéa
their freshmen year - they take the test their sophomore year ansl coore
back, and again it's subjective. | don’t know what | did in my classroom that
caused or didn’t cause a student to be proficient in AIMS Writing or AIMS
Reading. Our scores are down this year after being up for the last tvgolyear
couldn’t tell you what | did or what we did as a department or a faculty to cause

those scores.

| thought this was one of the most interesting statements of the entiréemtbrcause it
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seemed to give voice to a recurring frustration or at least a concern (dexdelhef
concern varied from teacher to teacher) at each of the three schools. litaiwas
following a curriculum designed, to varying degrees, to move students towardssance
the AIMS. While some liked the structure of this curriculum, others were concerned
about whether buying into this vertically aligned, blocked, or mapped curricusm w
necessary, or what influences it was actually having on AIMS scores.
| asked the teachers at High School C if there was a shifting in theudwmn
year-to-year, influenced by the AIMS scores because of the rise antidatires that
had been pointed out. Teacher 5c¢ responded:
Well, in years past it might be influenced by my own boredom or professional
interest, and | might take a summer school course on some aspect of li@ndture
want to bring something like that into the class. Well, if | do that now, bieag
make sure it’s tailored around AIMS, so that it will target the AIMS skillg|se
don’t bother bringing it in.
While not connecting the curriculum changes to test scores, Teacher 1c did &y tha
fall semester now ended in an intensive test-preparation review session, and the
beginning of her winter/spring semester began with the same preparation seget
kids ready for the AIMS in February. She had moved the creative projects to the
beginning and end of the school year.
Well, for me, it’s just the fun is trying to get kids ready, especiallgradc
semester, in a month and a half. You know, so | am hitting them everyday with
AIMS practice. This is the state standards; this is what it might lookyike,
know blah, blah, blah. And just having that timeline with that one group and then
the other group. | do a fairy tale project, which is a lot of fun for me, and we do
that earlier in the [fall] semester, which would be nicer at the end of thesstam
But instead | am hitting persuasive writing and then turning around and doing the
exact same thing with this new group [winter/spring semester] beforadveyto

take the test. And so it does change my curriculum that way—what standards
have been on the test; what standards have been pushed for you, like in Strand
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Three in writing. That's what | hit real hard and you know the persuasitiagvri
and the technical; and so instead of going from one thing to another and maybe
being able to say, oh let’'s spend a couple more days on this and let’s go into this a
little bit deeper, if there’s a class that really likes something, wellyengot that
down, we better go on. Move and get this so that way you’ve got that basic
knowledge because you know their sophomore year | have to hit everything.
This idea that teachers wanted to slow things down a bit, incorporate more of tive crea
and fun, and spend time where classes seemed to need to spend time was being pushed
out of their teaching. Teachers at all three high schools felt like theyowexeschedule,
especially in the freshmen and sophomore classes, and they had to move along wat a stead
clip and cram and review in earnest as the AIMS appeared on the horizon.
Some of the teachers felt motivated by a fear of the AIMS to review ang cr
sometimes just before the test and, for others, throughout the year:
Teacher 5a: | don’t know if it's the test’s fault, but | know just gettiragest. It's
scary. So sometimes you know you cram. You waste days in cramming. Like,
okay, you get this prompt, what do you do? You know, and it’s just drilling. And
that's like, say, a few days of instruction, but add that up, right, and it doesn’t
seem right. Like, we should be ready to go; we should be fine, and that feels like a
negative. The cramming that happens right before the test. | mean when the
teacher personally gets afraid of what is about to happen.
Teacher 5a said she was specifically referring to the crammintgedore the test (the
AIMS is given in the fall and in the spring for juniors and seniors; high school students
take it for the first time in the spring of their sophomore year). Teachesganded to
this and said the cramming and fear took place throughout the year, partly Iswuse
teaches ninth grade.
Just that idea of did | prepare for AIMS; did | prepare them enough? You know, it
just freaks you out. You're constantly wondering, did | prepare my ninth graders
for tenth grade? That's my big question every single day. And then like she said,

you're cramming constantly. Oh man, they gotta know persuasion; they gotta
know expository; they gotta know this and this research. | mean, you have to
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constantly, | mean, | don’t know. | just...

When | asked the teachers at High School C if they had changed their curriculum or
teaching in any way to help kids deal with the fear or anxiety that they saifl Biivigs
to them and their students, there were several brief responses wheresteachheir
compassion for the kids had increased, or as Teacher 4c said, “I'm trying t@tie nic
(this would be an interesting study in itself). The longer responses focused om¢hef iss
teaching testing tips or testing practices that would help the kids succeekem2a
said:

I've done more multiple choice in my classes because of AIMS. They can get

familiar with going backwards with an equation. Okay, I've got these four

choices. One of them has to work, so I'm gonna go backwards, and I'm gonna
plug in. And, oh, it equals—that must be this one. So those things have changed.
One response elicited laughter from everyone in the interview at High SChvaloén |
asked “How do you teach kids to deal with the anxiety of the AIMS test?” Tiedche
immediately responded, “Padded cells.”

One of the repeated frustrations in the interviews was connected to the idea of
teachers trying to figure out what to teach and how to teach based on how treutdst w
ask guestions—teachers were frustrated trying to figure out what wouldlyagita
tested and how they could properly teach to it.

Teacher 1a: Well, and you were talking about all of us, our weak spot in literature

is literary terms, and everybody’s teaching literary terms, bunk tiie negative

part of the test is figuring out, what do they want? How are they testingsolt is
different from the way that all of us are teaching that we jump through that
specific hoop to make sure our kids can test on literary terms. When our kids
know how to use them; they know what they are, but apparently it's not in the

same way they're being tested. So figuring out those little tricks, | tiankei
negative.
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Teacher 4a expressed a similar thought.

So, you know, it's just like for us as teachers, we're on a guessing game with

AIMS every day. Trying to figure out, okay, maybe this will be on the testbena

this will be on the test. No, this is not really important. So, with our curriculum,

it's flexible; but with the AIMS, 1 don’t know.
One of the outcomes of a vertically aligned, blocked curriculum is often what was
referred to at High School A and High School B as “benchmark tests.” Districtgork
with companies to create these little AIMS-like tests, or they may kacbér teams and
curriculum specialists create them within the district. The tests agnddgo gauge
student understanding of the standards blocked and taught that quarter as theyfqrepar
the AIMS. Both High School A and High School B referred to preparing for these tests.
At High School B, there were as many as five benchmark tests aryaddition to the
AIMS and regular classroom tests. At High School A, Teacher 5a said:

| think the problem may be a problem with AIMS and sort of scrambling to meet

our students’ needs in terms of AIMS in the English classroom. They're telsted al

the time. And that's something we’ve talked about figuring out. And they feel it.

And they're bored and you know they're tested on reading and writing all the

time. Like AIMS-style tests, you know four times. Everybody has a benchmark,

you know, every quarter. It gives them a perception of school as sort of boring.
At High School B, Teacher 3b had a similar thought.

We assess our kids—this year it was less, but last year we assessed faur kids

six weeks out of the school year. With all of the benchmark testing for the AIMS

and the actual AIMS test. And then that's not even including any of the

assessments you do in your own classrooms. That'’s just district-widenasstsss

| mean these kids are tested and tested and tested and tested and tested.
Talking to these teachers, they seemed frustrated that the AIMS wasyd@merigh in

its effects on the curriculum and the reviewing or cramming that took placddset

benchmark tests extended this influence even further. The benchmarks enhanced the
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power of AIMS to shape and guide their practice. They were also extréunshated
with the claims that the benchmarks were a tool for teachers to bettefyidetiteach
to their students’ strengths and weaknesses as the year went on. Rathamé &e¢col
for administration to monitor teachers’ adherence to the curriculum map—theQua
benchmark will cover these standards or POs, so teachers need to cover those in their
teaching. When asked if the benchmarks were used to gauge weaknesses and thus provide
data for revised teaching the next quarter or semester, several teaahed @ai that in
a vertically aligned, blocked curriculum, you did not have much time or freedom for suc
revisions. After the comment above from Teacher 3b about benchmark testing, the
following exchange took place among the teachers.

Teacher 7b: But the thing about it is that we test, then it's like, okay, so then how
are we gonna use that?

Teacher 1b: What happens next?

Teacher 6b: You don’t have time to do the remedial work; you gotta move on to
the next thing. So you identified that this kid has a problem.

Teacher 3b: And the next time they do the assessment, they have the same
problem; and the next time you do the assessment, well, they have the same
problem.

The last comments from the teachers at High School A on this topic seemed to be
one of those reflective moments as they considered the opinions that had been expressed
and their meaning. The teachers had just discussed the idea that they remind the kids
about the AIMS all year to motivate them and to connect the learning to a larger

purpose—the AIMS. There was an almost 30 second pause, and then two teachers spoke.

Teacher 1a: We focus on saying aloud to the kids [repeatedly connecting the
learning to AIMS and reminding kids of the AIMS to constantly motivate them],
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as opposed to learning. And that may be something that we as teachers have to
work on, too, is | know I did it before AIMS was even high stakes, talking about
the AIMS coming up, and you gotta learn this for the AIMS. Learning for the
sake of learning, | think needs to be a conversation we have as teachers.
Teacher 5a: | think it should be a conversation we have with students, as well.
Maybe particularly in English because | do have some students who talk about it a
lot who will say, this is all we ever do at school.
Three of the teachers at High School B had a similar moment of questioningrte cur
system of instruction as they discussed the topic of reviewing for, or teachthg test.
Teacher 5b had just shared her method of reviewing by making practice copl&Saf A
like tests, and she said, “I mean, you have to train them even from that level, just the
endurance part of it, just having them sit still and concentrate that long.” T&cher
responded, “I think the key word there is train. We're training kids instead of tgachin
them. So, this is not creating life-long learners; it's not inspiring kids to éegoging,
and teachers are not inspired to teach to the AIMS test.” Teacher 4b closeduksiolis
with this thought, “I was always taught that teaching to the test is not aehirg. And
it doesn’t create real learning.”
Narrowing, Expanding, and Altering
the Curriculum
Another theme arising out of the interviews deals with the effect the AIMS has
had on narrowing, expanding, and altering the curriculum. Even the same teacher
sometimes held conflicting views about this concern. Teacher 1a saw narrowing as
good thing—saying it brings focus to “those skills and concepts that transfar to te

million other texts,” and she saw it as bad—"we spend so little time on narratives

anymore, it’s just a small chunk of time!” At all three high schools, thoughédesac
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generally asserted that the AIMS had been affecting their curriculuneiofdhese three
ways: narrowing, expanding, or altering.

At High School B, Teacher 3b introduced the idea of curriculum narrowing to the
interview while expressing a concern that the English novel was being removetthérom
language arts curriculum and being replaced by more short stories oxpositery text
similar to sections of reading on the AIMS test.

Well, my kids come up as sophomores, and they were talking about how they’'ve

never sat down and read a novel. And so, in the lower grades, they’re teaching

just little short blurbs; and that's great in terms of most of the reading
comprehension questions are short blurbs, but they don’'t have the long-term
reading abilities.
Teacher 4b concurred with this assessment by saying, “I don’t know how marmg senio
told me [this year] at the end of Frankenstein that that was the first book tmegade
from beginning to end. Seniors!”

Some of the teachers said that the AIMS had caused them to strip down their
curriculum to a very basic level. Teacher 7b said,

| think for my class, we're really vocabulary based, even all the way down to

literary terms because that’s what's on the AIMS. | try to cover ay ifitarary

terms as possible because that's on the AIMS, and we’re pretty much all my

classes we’'re really basic. We went back to grammar. We went bacHlitagspe

We went back to vocabulary. And | tell them, this is on the AIMS, this term here;

and this is what it means, and we go through various examples through their

writing, through their reading. So, my class is just basically grammar.
Four English teachers at High School B concurred that their curriculum hagved,
mostly by way of reducing novels, creative writing, projects, poetry, amyttohfound

in great detail or in high percentages of questions on the AIMS. Teacher 5b is

representative of the group in her opinion: “You teach a novel, and it’s just terms,
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terminology, reading comprehension. And that’s it; there’s not projects, shergilays,
there’s no skits. It’s totally narrowed for us, and that'’s just reading, thett'sven the
writing portion.”

The math teachers at High School B claimed that their curriculum had broadened,
but saw it as a negative.

Teacher 1b: It's broadened. For example, they have a new PO that they sét up tha

will be implemented next school year, which they just posted last month and that

would tell you again we need to restructure. And they change a lot of things like
ten percent. Ten percent is a lot because you still need to restructureeall thos
things from first grade all the way up to twelfth grade. And they're still

broadening it. They said, oh we’re making it narrower for you. But technidally

iIsn’t, it's broadening.

It is interesting that this math teacher saw broadening as a negatwsédd¢aey would
have to restructure their vertical alignment and curriculum blocks atmsstool
district at each grade level.

The teachers at High School A felt that the curriculum had expanded because of
the AIMS and the structured, standards-based curriculum. These teacherssiutygest
before AIMS, there were very low expectations at this reservation schoglfélhthat
the demands of AIMS, and their school’s effort to implement tutoring and supplementary
math classes, and set achievement goals had broadened the curriculum s biyide
forcing them to experience the full curriculum necessary to pass AtM@&slan
interesting take on the topic. Teacher 5a said,

I’'m not sure this is correct, but | can see in a very high achieving affluént hig

school that [narrowing of the curriculum due to AIMS] than it does for us here.

Because, in fact, this test, because of the things we’ve mentioned, the factors on

students, on teachers, on what this test has done for us as a school, | think it

expands the curriculum for a lot of the kids that we have here. Like, no, no, no,
they can do it; they must do it. There’s no way around it.
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Immediately following this comment, a contradictory discussion ensued about the
narrowing of the curriculum due to AIMS. The math teachers held that theutummic
had broadened, especially after the sophomore year in the higher levelasa#s cbut
the English teachers were conflicted. Teacher 1a talked about Englisertekstting go
of their personal interest units to focus on AIMS related content.
| think in the English department I've seen that happen a little bit where you know
if somebody has a real favorite thing, a genre or whatever that they waehtb s
a lot of time on. And here’s the plus and minus. For them, personally, shaving it
down would be a negative, but for the good of the whole. It's probably a positive
where they’re not just one-tracked out you know. It just depends on the
perspective on that.
Teacher 4a also seemed conflicted about whether it was a positive or a negstnas ¢
down” the English curriculum.
For me, | had a whole unit on poetry, and | talked to her [the curriculum leader]
about this, and | was all excited. | was like, I'm gonna do this one week, and the
all of a sudden I had, no, you gotta break that down; you gotta hit this, and we
gotta hit this. You have flexibility, but then again you don’t. So, you do have to
shave it down, especially as English teachers. Sometimes you do things that you
think the kids will love, and then you have to cut some of that out just because
you gotta meet all the other standards. There is so much you can do with English,
and it's sad we can only get bits and pieces out of it.
| asked the teachers at High School C if their curriculum had expanded or
narrowed as a result of the AIMS. The math teachers insisted it had not narrowed.
Teacher 2c had the first and most concise response: “As a department, liae [osit
hasn’t; they teach what they've always taught, and so do |.” Teacher 3c iatehedi
agreed: “l also concur. [There are] some of the things that you have to hit dartet

as far as dictating what | teach? No. The curriculum is taught, and thiesresto get it.

As it comes time to review [for the AIMS], you may hit it a little harder oiqdar
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things that are gonna be there.” However, they did suggest that their cunrisihilts

with the test each year, as they discover percentages of the standantedria the

test questions and identifying areas of student weakness. Teacher 3c touchedson this

part of our curriculum narrowing discussion.

[On the AIMS test this year, he could] see there were a lot of questions on a

couple of things that haven’t been emphasized as much. And I'm wondering if
that’s really where we're headed and what'’s really the emphasigetrisAnd it

was a lot on graphing of quadratic equations, and that hasn’t been a hard emphasis
and that’'s more of an algebra Il versus an algebra | or geometry.vizzite

gonna have ten questions of that, that's something that’s gotta come back down.

Later in the interview, Teacher 2c¢ noted a significant expansion in the curricloene

are certain things in the curriculum we have done. There’s writing abssiftriculum.

We write in every math class and science and social studies.”

Later in the interview at High School C, | revisited the narrowing idea, but

couched my query in different language. Instead of suggesting a narrowing (which

immediately makes teachers defensive), | asked if anything in theutum gets altered

as teachers analyze AIMS data and seek to make adjustments (thestaathgh

School C said that this data analysis is an important part of staff meefiagsher 2c

suggested there are changes taking place but was still somewh&tneto admit to it.

About all I can think of that we've done slightly different in math is the last

couple of years, with pre-algebra, we cut our focus down a little bit. And there are
certain areas that we’ve really focused on in math, in pre-algebra aad bas
graphing and basic equations; we’ve really beat those into them. Wewaatly

the kids to have a base in those, so they move on to algebra I. So, there’s not as
much depth that we’ve covered in pre-algebra the last two years. Me and the other
teachers of pre-algebra, we’ve focused on certain things a little moxee but

haven't got into any of the algebra stuff or the geometry stuff that is ing¢he pr
algebra book. We haven't really gone there; we've focused on the algebra stuff a
little more, uh, before they move on, but other than that, we haven’t changed
anything. We teach the standards.
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High School C and High School A were the most defensive groups when it came to
discussing possible changes in the curriculum due to AIMS. As the interviewsnyent
they became more comfortable sharing opinions, but at these two high schoelsgeitl se
that the teachers were hesitant in their opinions. After the interviews and oiossrva
and document collecting, | could see that those two high schools had school-wide, even
district-wide curriculum programs in place centered around AIMS scores,idysia,
and making adjustments in teaching or the curriculum. High School B had started dow
this path, but their school was not fully invested in the program and the teachers were
much more open about their opposition to the possibility of completely entering into such
a program.
At High School C, Teacher 5¢c was open about her curriculum adjustments.
See, I think | made a mistake because we had two years of high AIMS writing
scores, so | thought, okay, I've been shortchanging reading because our reading
scores are lower than our writing scores. | need to sit and emphasize reading
more. So, | brought in young adult novels because | thought, we need to get them
interested in reading, and if we tackle something that’'s easy to read, weldan ta
it more in depth. But then you've got today’s student who doesn’t do homework,
so | had to give up much more classroom time than | anticipated because they
won't read at home. So, | had to devote class time to reading and analyzing
reading in class, which meant less emphasis on writing. Did that transtateiint
low writing scores this year? | don’t know. Our reading scores didn’t go up
measurably, so I'm thinking, okay, forget trying to get them interesteddmgea
Toward the end of the interview at High School C, there was another hint from Teacher
2c that maybe the math curriculum was being affected.
Or, like number sense, one of the standards, that's maybe four questions on a
[AIMS] test out of 85 questions. But if they don’t know that then they’re gonna
struggle in some of the other areas. So there’s some things I'd love to do, but |

can’t spend as much time as I'd like to do on them because I've got to get to the
next standards.
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At High School A, Teacher 5a responded to my query about possible narrowing

or expanding of the curriculum. Her response was indicative of the geneirad tbel
teachers at High School A and High School C seemed to have about the possible
narrowing of the curriculum due to the AIMS. They generally thought the narroming
on AIMS standards in the curriculum was a positive, at least in the lower high school
grades. Teacher 5a said, “I think it has everything to do—it may as far asdithi¢
curriculum or whatever—with setting goals for us and our students to get to the point

where we have the majority of tenth graders passing.”

Cultural Challenges and the AIMS

A theme arising out of the interviews at High School A and High School B, the
two reservation schools, was the idea that the students’ success on the AlMigties
be affected by culturally specific challenges facing the Navajo $tbool students on
the reservation. This finding resonated with my own experiences. | taugivofgears
and served as an administrator for one year at two high schools on the Navajo
Reservation. Seeing a lack of research involving schools on the Navajo Reservation, and
sensing there were unique challenges facing these schools with regard3desiivig,
led me to include two reservation high schools in my dissertation research about AIMS
effects.

The Navajo Nation is undergoing great changes as modern technology brings new
connections to those who were once a relatively isolated people. Their love igr fami
and traditions gives the Navajo people great strength. High school graduation rates

increase each decade, and with the effective university and college outiegetmsy,



102
more and more adults are earning degrees and filling positions in the schoothasstea
and administrators, and in the other prominent employment fields on the reservation:
health care and government. There is much to be excited about on the reservation and the
public school students are gaining strength each year. However, there are sprae uni
cultural challenges facing these students that many educators feeMBagkiores as it
acts as the gatekeeper to a high school diploma.

The Navajo Nation is largely rural desert. Though nearly two-hundred thousand
Navajo people are estimated to live on the Navajo Reservation, there is no tna inte
economy. Most jobs are found in tribal, state, or federal government departments
operating on the reservation, in local state school districts, or in various Fodpiite
College is a small 2-year college with satellite campuses throughaesstreation, and
four-year programs are available via various colleges and universitieg/hegtension
programs; yet, the post-secondary education levels of the general population remain
comparatively low. Many of the high school students are classified as Elhe ®A\OE
because Navajo is usually a dual language, with English, in many of the Navajo
households. The crime rate is high, with stronger gang influences than one majtit ex
Alcoholism is rampant, and drugs are a major problem throughout the reservation.
Estimates vary, but it is widely suggested that well over half of the adult populsti
unemployed due to the lack of a local economy.

A high percentage of the students live in scattered homes accessible @hiy via
roads that often become impassable in snowstorms, spring snow thaws, and significant

rainstorms. There are very few “neighborhoods,” and the few often do not have
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sidewalks, parks, and curbed streets as is common in modern American citiegar&here
no “big box” stores on the reservation. The entire nation travels off the resentat
“border cities” like Gallup, New Mexico; Farmington, New Mexico; Pagezana,

Flagstaff, Arizona; or Winslow, Arizona where Wal-Marts and shopping matide

found. The capital city of the Navajo Nation, possibly its largest city, has welt unde

4,000 residents, no movie theaters, no big box stores, no grass parks, no public swimming
pool, no shopping mall, and only one national chain, family-style restaurant: a Denny’s.
The students living on the reservation are connected to the outside world via the recent
proliferation of satellite television and occasional trips off the reservédithe border

cities for shopping or youth sporting events. Most of the population lives in scattered
modular homes or single and doublewide trailers, many of which require water to be
trucked in from scattered wells to holding tanks at each home site.

School absenteeism is a major problem facing teachers and adminiséiadors,
transferring from school to school is a frequent occurrence for many sgudguositive
aspect of the culture that affects school attendance are the traditioagd Ndigious
ceremonies and the Navajo people’s commitment to family and clans. Religious
ceremonies are performed for a variety of reasons, especially headgften require
students to be out of school for days, and at times, weeks. Despite all of these unique
challenges, the thousands of Navajo Nation youth are required to pass the AlMghfor hi
school graduation with very little in the way of added assistance to the tesehigh
schools for academic programs or remedial interventions. The teachigh &chool A

and High School B discussed many of these challenges with regard to the AIMS



104

Teacher 3b: There are a lot of cultural things, too. We've read some of the AIMS
test materials and major locations, you know, major cultural conceptsehaitar
familiar to the Navajo. And the kids didn’t understand those things. They may
have understood what an analogy was, what a theme is, but because they didn’t
understand the cultural reference, they missed the question. So, it wasn’t a very
good judge of whether or not they could actually perform the task for the standard
that was trying to be tested.

In the middle of a longer conversation on this topic at High School B, there werd severa

comments indicative of the ideas being discussed about how the Navajo student often has

a disconnect with seemingly innocent cultural references. For exampéeatber

windmills scattered throughout the reservation that pump water into holding tanks for

people and livestock. Many people use these holding tanks for various purposes. Teacher

5b said, “I had a kid who didn’t know what a propeller was but knew what a windmill

was.” Teacher 7b said, “I had a kid who didn’t know what a flowerbed was. Out here,

who has a flowerbed? We don’t have flowerbeds.” Teacher 6b shared an example of a

biased math question: “For example, [a] question in the math test...something like

[someone] lives six blocks from Frank and three blocks over theféere’s no blocks

here!” A similar conversation at High School A brought up parallels to the HigoEc

B interview. Teacher 3a said, “I've seen words in the practice test likeatem center.

What in the world! This just doesn’t link to our children’s lives at all. A lot of them

haven't been at places like a recreation center.” However, Teacher 6b did acknowledge

efforts by the ADE to eliminate this sort of testing bias: “But we did have one of our

faculty go down and address cultural bias on the AIMS test, so I'm just sayirigthey

aware of it. 'm not saying it's totally eliminated, but they're at ieagare of it.”

Navajo Reservation school districts often experience high teacher and
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administrative turnover rates; a primary reason for this is, non-Navajméjoeity of the
school staff usually) employees typically live in district housing on school gyopéost
teachers and administrators are just in a district for a few years, anithélyenove on.

At High School B, they have had difficulty, in recent years, retaining atéiffl &f
counselors, and they experience considerable student body turnover year-dad/e
even semester-to-semester. As a result, there were frequent ch&dule changes for a
high percentage of the student body. Teacher 8b discussed this.

And at this school, in the English department, it's hard to help kids advance in

their learning and advance for their AIMS scores and try to get all tkitisers

when, in this school, our kids are constantly being shuffled. It's not just the first

week of the school year; they get shuffled from class to class throughout tee enti

semester, throughout the entire school year. And they don’t necessarily know
what’s coming. My kids, all of a sudden, they’re handed a schedule change and
my kid has been moved from my class to [another teacher’s] class a week before
the quarter change. And how is that gonna help the kid prepare for AIMS?
| heard the argument that in a vertically aligned, blocked curriculum dliskig should
not matter—the transitions from one class to another should be smooth. However, as
teachers pointed out, the long-term subs, high teacher turnover, and the non-standard
nature of a Navajo student’s educational experience on the reservation made thes
schedule changes significant.

Teachers at High School B pointed out that poverty, the isolation of the
reservation, exposure to English, crime, low parental involvement, and drugs and alcohol
are powerful challenges to their students. As these two reservation scleédis se
implement AIMS-driven, vertically aligned, blocked curriculum programs, wayld

need years to see a thorough effect among their unique student body; yet,eéhtagerc

of students who pass AIMS must rise each year per NCLB requirements tbhevard t
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future goal of 100% proficiency. With students in their classrooms facing such unique
challenges, teachers at these two schools seemed under an enormous amowsutref pres
“to make sure they are at par” with their statewide peers. Here aeees@merpts from
their conversations.

Teacher 1b: We're in a poverty stricken area, so our kids are dealing with a lot of
problems before they go to school, and then when they’re in school, its like you're
telling them, okay, you need to do this; you're supposed to be a regular student.
It's like we're just concentrating on school. Studies show that since kindergarte
they've always been lower than the standards, that you always have to pull them
up so they meet the standards. It's kind of hard. Those things really affect us as
teachers here, and the pressure goes down to us to make sure they are at par.

Teacher 3b: In terms of English, [our kids] have far less exposure to the English
language overall...and that is absolutely portrayed in the AIMS test. |, itinegn

just don’t have the same exposure in terms of even the little things like reading
material availability. They don’t have that here. You don’t see kids with ldsrari

at home, or there’s one bookstore 26 miles away that’s in a mall that’s overpriced.
They don’t have the money for books; they don’t have the money for gas to get
there and get back. So, they don’t have the same exposure to the English language
that kids off the reservation do, and that’s portrayed in the AIMS test, and there’s
no compensation for that.

Teacher 3b: They're not enjoying the extracurricular childhood aesvit

middle school and high school, so they do have less connection with the school,
you know. You see that in terms of parent involvement, too. Parents feel less
connected to the schools than off the reservation schools.

Teacher 5b: | think in the end, | know there are a lot of studies that say all of this,
that say that Native Americans have high alcoholism, have high domestic
violence, have high poverty, have all these social issues connected directly t
Native Americans, not just here on our reservation. It's all the reservatorss

the country. | mean, my God, you know we had several suicides this year [this
high school experienced three in the semester during which this interview took
place].

Teacher 4b: | think part of the schema problem [for understanding AIMS content]
Is the isolation of the reservation. They're focused on basic survival.

At the close of this conversation on cultural issues and AIMS, this exchange took place
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between several teachers:
Teacher 3b: As an educational institution, we’re focusing on the wrong thing.
Teacher 5b: Yeah.
Teacher 3b: We're focusing on the AIMS.

Teacher 7b: We don’t have the mainstream middle America students here. We
have students who are totally different.

Teacher 3b: We're not suburban white America. | mean, these kids, | can’t

compartmentalize stuff when something happens at my house with something

that’s going on at school. | mean, it's hard for me to focus when I'm upset, and
we expect our kids to completely compartmentalize it—you know, | am sorry
everything at home is terrible, but you need to be happy and ready to study when
you get to school; that doesn’t work.

The feelings about cultural challenges and the AIMS were far strond¢ha
conversation lasted much longer at High School B than at High School A. | never could
figure out why. An interesting comment coming out of High School A dealt with the
perceived equalizing factor that the AIMS had despite the cultural challeauyeg the
Navajo students.

Teacher 3a: It makes passing the AIMS such an accomplishment becaosee it’

just, oh | passed, now | get a diploma. But it's, hey, | did what those other kids are

doing who have a lot more economic and you know educational resources
available to them that our students often don't. | think it has created this neat
sense of pride among the students when they pass it, beyond just the diploma
aspect, but the accomplishment sidd:m proud of them because they are taking
the exact same test as people in very different circumstances.
While the teachers at High School A took pride in the standardization of their curriculum
and, to some extent, their students, the teachers at High School B were & stiidis
standardization. Talking to the teachers at both schools, one can sense their concern for

the children in their classrooms, and their deep worry for them as they feaghs
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that most outside the reservation cannot comprehend. The possibilities for helping these
students are endless, yet the reservation high schools remain under-funded Bnd large
ignored in the AIMS discussions as these students deal with the pressuregatfotryse

up to the standards of the AIMS while living in unique circumstances.

Classroom Observations and Document Collection

Following the interviews at each school site, | observed one class for eclodr tea
involved in the focus groups and, after each observation, sat down to discuss the
observations and the interviews with most of these teachers in their individual
classrooms. | also collected documents that teachers felt represent8diliMnces, or
a lack thereof. The classroom observations at High School B took place during May
2008. The classroom observations at High Schools A and C took place during September
2008. | conducted five observations at High School A, eight observations at High School
B, and six observations at High School C for a total of 19 classroom observations. The
classes were generally 50-90 minutes in length. | spoke with each teachtaly
typically during their prep hour, to further discuss ideas from the interview$iand t
classes | observed. Most of my documents were collected during thesendsstenae of
the “prep hour discussions” involved documents teachers shared with me. | tookidetaile
notes about what | saw during the observations and about the conversations between
classes. | reviewed and evaluated these observation notes and the collected ddoument
determine correlation between the site visits, collected artifactsharaitergent themes

and ideas from the focus group interviews.
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The classroom observations and collected documents, and the conversations that
took place in the classrooms, paralleled the focus group interviews. Thosedeatbe
suggested the AIMS was influencing their curriculum and instruction hadadassand
lesson plans that reflected the influence. | saw ADE standards posted on the walls,
verbatim, in a number of classes. | heard frequent mention of the AIMS during lessons,
and when | asked these teachers if the “AIMS talk” was because | wasttiesr said
that they frequently refer to the AIMS during lessons—one teacher sawlabit®
“motivate” the students and give them “a reason for learning.” | saw a sirftungnce on
every English classroom with posted Six Traits for writing, and a heaggipption of
five-paragraph essays. | saw some teachers pushing vocabulary becatseitheguld
help on the AIMS. Another teacher was reviewing a nonfiction reading assignment
which she created in response to the previous years’ low AIMS scores in thetimn-fi
areas of the reading test. High School A and High School B gave me curricnaps”
and documentation on the vertical alignment and blocking efforts; High Schoole&dshar
documents from their staff development where they analyzed AIMS test data

The conversations with the teachers in their classrooms paralleled theeintervi
as well. Not a single teacher retracted their focus group commentspitiosin
reiterated or elaborated on their views. As noted earlier, for those teadtteshared
details about how their class “runs” now, | saw these classes operating agact
described. | know my observations were only a brief glance into each school, but | was
surprised that | did not see a single lesson that might be called “fun” onveré&very

lesson was essentially following a typical format: teacher presemdgnss practice,
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teacher revisits concepts, students practice. There were no hands-orsctikdjects,
cooperative learning, or nontext centered lessons observed.

One of the more interesting documents shared with me came from High School A.
Hanging on the teachers’ walls in several of the classrooms was a forsaitha
“School-wide Priorities.” | was informed that teachers had created thenéotwnder
direction of the administration during the staff development days prior to the beginning
of that school year and that most, if not all, teachers had this on their walls as a
philosophical guide of some kind. On the left side was a column titled “Priority¢hwhi
read:

e SEl-style instruction [SEI stands for Structured English Immersion]

e Stronger Vertical Alignment

e AIMS Prep—Tutoring, advisement, life skills class, academic intervention i
all classes.

On the right side was a column titled, “Resources Needed,” which read:
e Professional development-level planning
e Time, guidance, commitment from more team members, curriculum days
e Professional development on AIMS-style reading, resource list, practice
resources, 6-Trait rubric and training, AIMS test committee, AIMS Prep
curriculum, teacher resources.
Seeing this document and the documents showing the intense push to analyze data and
reform curriculum and instruction based on this analysis, | could see the fonrfdati
the responses the teachers from High School A had given in the interviews.

Another interesting document | received came from High School B. This was a

printed and bound copy of their curriculum map—standards and POs broken down by
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grade, class, and quarter. Aligned to this guide were their benchmark testshfor ea
guarter, which were supposed to cover the POs and standards for that quarter. The
notable thing about this document, though, was that fact that the district had renamed
Algebra | and Geometry in the guide: Algebra | had been renamed, AIGEDmetry
had been renamed, AIMS Il (and this name change was also reflected iscbibelr
documents, like class schedules).

Ideally, I would have liked to observe more classes, but | am confident that the
observations conducted were adequate for my purposes. It was quickly evident that the
interview responses were reflective of what was happening in these schools. The
documents collected supported the conclusion that each school had reformed their
curriculum around state standards and that these efforts were, to some extgintg affe
most of the classrooms. Only two teachers, and both at one school, held to the position
that the AIMS was having no effect on their curriculum and instruction, though observing
their classes revealed little variation in the teaching methodology sdemeweall other
AIMS-centered classes.

In reviewing my notes from the observations and document analysis, no sharp
contrasts between information gathered during school visits and data from the focus
group interviews emerged. By this, | mean that observations and data afalysis
comfortably within the context the teachers had created in their interviedesbribing
their schools and classrooms. What | saw in the field was consistent with thptobesc
of influence, change, or practice that the teachers described in the ingerVheav

strongest theme that did rise up out of my observation notes was the ease with which |
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could observe the cultures of testing within the schools. This culture was pemasive
every classroom. The pedagogy described in the interviews and ascribedSceAdds
was indeed taking place. No maps, curriculum overviews, lesson plans, work on the
walls, portfolios, or anything observed could be characterized as cooperativedea
project-based learning, hands-on learning, or any other principles of nontexédente
student discovery type learning steeped in critical inquiry and highertheaking. The
school and classroom cultures were very test-oriented, teacher-centdrexktdrased,
and the curricula adhered strictly to the standards leading toward the AIMS.

At the conclusion of this presentation of the data collected, | want to touch on
several points before analyzing the data in the concluding chapterl &idstiot notice
any connections between years of experience, gender, or ethnicity anaspattbe
responses. In fact, responses seemed tied to one consistent factor: thatechiooltke
philosophy guiding the education system within that school at the time of theemtervi
Second, after talking to the teachers in the focus groups, revisiting them in their
classrooms in private conversation, and observing their teaching, | beliévef¢aese
teachers was honestly expressing his or her genuine perceptions and eachlhad a rea
concern for the success of his or her students. | did not walk away thinking, ‘Bisi, |
so-and-so hadn’t volunteered.” Did | see what might be called “poor” teaching on
occasion? Of course | did. Did | see excellent teaching? Yes. Did | see terémvend
what we might call “beginning” teachers? Yes. However, | did not senseeakness in
the body of participants as a whole. Their varied experiences, views, andsabilit

enhanced the overall body of data.
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Finally, | entered this study desirous of achieving a meaningful more insight
through an exchange between educators in light of Eisner’'s work on educational
criticism. Eisner wrote, “what teachers and students do is influenceeibyoitation in a
system” (1998b, p. 2). | saw both myself and the teachers as important participiants w
the systems of public education seeking to more fully understand thesessgbtem
influence. | felt that in connecting the multiple lines of experience andtesgander the
umbrella of one study into the perceptions of practicing professionals, an important
gualitative discovery might be made about preconceptions | had as a researcher and
suggestions about testing effects arising out of the literature on higés $ésting. | feel
that discoveries have been made through this study. | am confident that those of you
reading this chapter have already arrived at some of your own conclusised,yeur
own questions, and possibly formulated some of your own implications for possible
future research. The next and concluding chapter, summarizes my aohtjigisdata,
provides my interpretations as an educational critic, and offers my suggéstiutsire

potential research on the issues raised in this study.
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CHAPTER V

ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION, AND IMPLICATIONS

As suggested at the beginning of Chapter IV, | believe that some of the &inalysi
and interpretation of the data came naturally through the narrative presema@ihapter
IV. Threading my thoughts and ideas about what was being said through the interviews
provided at least an introductory level of analysis. However, there is needdoragian

here. Looking at each of the six emergent themes, | have several dbssrvat

Observations

“Creativity in the classroom” was a theme that arose out of strong respioos
High School B and High School C, though there were some interesting contributions
from High School A. Teachers at High School B and High School C felt strongly that
AIMS was adversely affecting their creativity in the classroom. Myr@ssion from the
teachers was that while AIMS might be a good indicator of basic skills and ldgmyle
they were concerned that it was the cause of many teachers adjustimggteac
assignments, and assessment to match the format of the AIMS. They were dropping
untested standards like presentation or speech-related standards, and theyewiregnar
their math, reading, and writing to reflect AIMS-style math problems, $xBiy/le
reading (typically short, nonfiction pieces), and AIMS-style writinggfparagraph type
essays). This has serious implications. Both math and English teachers sufpgésted t
their teaching had begun to reflect the multiple choice, basic skills fochs 81MS.

Among the English teachers, the most repeated example of this shift v&s the
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Traits guided, five-paragraph essay. This is the style of writingsestéy the AIMS,
and consequently, English teachers at all three schools seemed to be sayin this ha
become their primary mode of writing in their classrooms. In fact, ridhepeated
references to anything other than the five-paragraph essay as “cradaiivg. ‘v he
interesting thing about this, though, was the fact that these teachers hatjseeome
to define creative writing as literary fiction or poetry—something teadtessgh School
A said most students just do not care to do. One of the possible consequences of teachers
replicating AIMS-style writing in their classrooms is the narrowofthe definition for
any other style of writing. “Creative writing” can be more than justdriefiction; it can
be many things: a page for a technical manual; translating a formalriétta less
formal email; creating ten rules to govern an organization; rewritich@o$ policy;
writing an instruction on how to complete a math problem; writing an incident report f
work or school; the possibilities are endless. True creative writingsesdigher-level
thinking and broadens a student’s writing skills set to better prepare théme feal
world application of writing. AIMS had seemingly narrowed several of theseshngl|
teachers’ focus in these three schools to Six Traits guided, five-paragsaglstdes of
writing and inadvertently narrowed their definition of creative writing.

This brings us to several important concluding questions on this matter: Is such a
narrowing taking place? Are classrooms statewide truly beginningléotréiMS-style
math, reading, and writing? If so, is this a good thing? Are English teachevwingrr
their definition of writing to reflect the five-paragraph essay? Is thedamore

“creative writing” in English classrooms pervasive statewide, and if sd, avbats
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effects? These are important questions arising out of this section of the tatethd
be investigated by future research.

The themes “vertical alignment and structured curriculum” and “stanédrdiz
curriculum versus nonstandard students” combined to form one strong implication.
Teacher 3a said, “Their education shouldn’t be primarily based on the teadtes;’s li
dislikes, and personality.” There is some truth to this statement. Although, sonee woul
argue that removing teachers’ likes, dislikes, and personality createslarstized,
bland, cookie-cutter set of classes within a school and removes creativity andiomova
and diversity from the classroom curriculum and instruction. The idea, though, is that we
do want to eliminate poor teaching that does hurt students academically when, for
example, a teacher in love with poetry spends 30% of the school year in a sophomore
English class reading and writing poems (an extreme example, but indicatneeliok
of thinking). But it is Teacher 3a’s comment following this quote that has the more
serious implication: “[A child’s education] should be based on the content that’s
appropriate for that grade level, for that course.”

My general sense from the teachers at all three schools wasehattically
aligned, blocked, or mapped curricula had caused a shift away from students as
individual learners in need of a dynamic curriculum toward an AIMS-drivert stati
curriculum focused on prescriptive benchmarks for grade-level appropriategeand
assessment. This does not imply that these teachers cared about thetis stuyglésss.
Throughout the interviews and in my classroom observations, | could see that all of these

teachers truly cared for their students and were concerned about theis sncu®Ol
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and general well-being. | do believe, though, that the systems of education thksestea
were describing in their schools, and the frustrations they expressecateckih
Chapter IV, were indicative of a shift from student-centered education tonsgsteered
education.

While many educators espouse system-centered education as an equaliging forc
in education necessary for a meritocratic education system (an ideatabhe teacher at
High School A touched on regarding her Native American students “accomplisheng”
same things as “other” students across the state), there are many sdubatsee the
possible disconnect between standards-based education systems and educating individual
children as a cause for concern. The implication here is that we inveshigamatter
specifically. Is the system-centered education at these three schealsiyEin Arizona,
and if so, is it causing any kind of detrimental loss of focus on individual students and
educating the whole child? In addition, regarding the Navajo Reservatiors, system-
centered education really in the best interest of Native American students?

The primary cause of concern | have arising out of this study is the idehehat t
participating teachers in this study are genuinely concerned about tideints—they
really do care about them and want them to learn and be successful—but the AIMS
seems to be dictating an important shift in the philosophy which shapes thezeracti
The question guiding their teaching is no longer, “What do my students need to know to
be successful in life, and what does this student in particular need from maeisea te
today?” Rather, the guiding question seems to be, “What do my students need to know to

be successful on the AIMS, and what does the curriculum map tell me | need to teach
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them this year or this month to make that happen?” | think this is why some of the
teachers expressed confusion and frustration as they discussed thes@&h&sues.
believed they were being good teachers by finding creative ways to prepastutients
for the AIMS and to pass the high-stakes exam. Yet, they seemed confused about whethe
this is really what they wanted to be doing. They seemed frustrated by thiesitueh
as that in which the system had placed them. They seemed to be asking, “Amthdoing
right thing here?” The frustrating thing for me as an educator and resesrahy
response has to be, based on the paucity of data, “We don’t know, but smile, hopefully,
you're doing the right thing.” Perhaps the future research question coming outef the
two themes is, “Does preparing a student for the AIMS in a verticafjgedi, blocked
and mapped curriculum system meet the needs of individual students and properly
prepare them for life?”

Considering these concerns in light of the epistemological underpinnings of this
study, we might consider other questions based on the theoretical framework of this
research. Would Dewey or any experienced educator claim that preparatboe fest
(or even several) meets the needs of individual students? Is the only knowledge that
counts, knowledge that is grounded in data and assessed in standardized forms? Would
these teachers in this study, who seemed to repeatedly return to the ideallvekead
and mapped curriculum caused them to feel a pressure to move on or to teach only a
narrow thread of knowledge, say that they feel this is the best way to prepare individua
students for life and society? An accumulating body of literature, from philosolites

Dewey to contemporary educational philosophers and practitioners, plus a growyng bod
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of qualitative studies, all seems to provide credible reasons to pause and cbasider t
propriety of standardized approaches to education when taken to the extreme and so
focused on high-stakes exams.

The important implication rising out of the section “reviewing or cramming for
the test” is summed up in this phrase from Teacher 5b: “Graded by the statendapar
In many ways, this might be the grand implication arising out of this entitlg.s
Schools, teachers, and students are all being “graded by the state defyjaaimiethese
teachers seemed to be trying to make sense of this reality. In the worldiof publ
education, the state departments of education are typically distant and somewhat
mysterious to the average school administrator and classroom teachergeded in
Chapter | and the brief history of standardized testing, state departmedtscation
have been handed a great deal of power.

One of the more interesting documents | collected in my research wer®His A
School Report Cards for each of the three schools in this study. Each yeasobosty
in Arizona receives a report card that notifies the public how that school is doihgt “W
is on that report card?” you might ask. First, prominently headlining the reporsdhsd |
school principal’s full name and personal school email adjacent to the school'ssaddres
and contact information. The school’s mission and goals follow this information along
with the number of students served and grade levels. Next, the AZ Learns prdfile f
school tells the public whether the state feels the school is Performing or needs
improvement of some kind. There is also a line designating the Federal School

Improvement Status. These are followed by the AYP Status (met or not met).
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Prominently centered on the report card, and the focus of the entire report, Bestthe
Results for the AIMS and state TerraNova exams. Scores are indicatkd past 3
years based on percentage of students passing in the three testing sectlgns: Mat
Reading, and Writing. At the bottom of the page are a variety of reported statistics
campus incidents, number of ELL students, attendance rates, promotion rates, drop out
rates, four-year graduation rates, and 5-year graduation rates.

As noted, the AIMS scores are the focus of the report and play the central role in
determining a school’s status with the state and federal governments. Tlseaseore
presented in color-coded bar graphs and show the school’s rise and fall yesar ito
percentage of students passing the AIMS. Reading these report cards yittssess
why these teachers had come to define their profession, their classroorereogas
teachers, by student success on test scores.

The ADE, quite literally, as evidenced by their annual School Report Cards,
makes the statement “graded by the state department” a powerful truismcifyadri
whose name is printed across the top of that report card with a personal emay is like
going to read those grades with a purposeful eye. Teachers are likelyela be
accountable for those grades, and the students of these teachers will indeed be held
accountable—no passing AIMS score means at least some kind of remediation and, at
worst, no graduation. No matter how you look at it, being “graded by the state
department” is going to affect a school and its teachers. Hence, much aichbals,
teachers, and students do is “for the test.” The implication arising out of thyssthdt

this grading effect is potent and needs further inquiry as to its outcomes and thei
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connections to students.

In the section “narrowing, expanding, and altering the curriculum,” an integesti
fear rose to the surface of the discussions. In education, “narrowing” @auaksost
immediate reaction among teachers when discussing their curriculum. Most of the
teachers immediately became defensive when | broached the subject usingdthe w
“narrowing.” As data in the other sections or themes shows, various types ofingrrow
was taking place at all three schools in multiple classrooms. | sensékethadrd
“narrowing” had become negatively associated with AIMS or high-stakesgesti
general, and that these teachers were reluctant to admit to any kindnehgioiown of
the curriculum, even if it might be a positive trim as some teachers sutygestesing
on what is important can be a good thing, after all.

In retrospect, | wish | had pushed this further, perhaps by revisiting the topic
while talking to teachers in the comfort of their own classrooms. | wonder edrat f
teachers have as they face the shifts in their practice due to AIMS. | divestigate
this idea. It would make an interesting research study. Finding out how thesaffect
teachers would stimulate the general discussion on high-stakes testingachierse
motivated? Depressed? What good arises out of these fears? What bad® tefeeal
and necessary aspect of teaching in a high-stakes environment? Expandinghemijs t
and perhaps more important than investigating teachers’ fears, | would kkew what
fears students have in such a testing environment and how this might affect them for
good or bad.

After reviewing the data under the theme “cultural challenges andih®,Athe
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first question that comes to my mind for future research is: Do the unique setafidgn
(teacher and administrative turnover, frequent shifts in student population, lack of
stability within a school, poverty, crime rates, language barriers, and so faytg pl
significant role in affecting AIMS results, and if so, should the state acknowdexde
address this issue specifically among Native American student populatibeAifMS is
required for graduation from high school? These teachers suggested that there we
unique challenges facing their students, and they were concerned wittbilitgit@help
students meet those challenges regarding passing the AIMS test. Relhtedaioc
along the same lines as a question posed earlier, researchers should probdigstaves
the following question: Is the AIMS causing teachers to focus less on the unique
knowledge and needs of Native American children sitting in front of them and focusing
instead on producing test scores that meet state and federal requiremeesstheD
cultural mismatch between the AIMS tests and the Native American students
background knowledge from lived experiences create an unfair barrier toetheyalr
difficult-to-achieve standardized expectations of these tests?

After analyzing the data and offering these interpretations and atiphes for
future research, we come to an important conclusion: we need more research. We need to
know if these effects arising out of this study are widespread, and if so, are the
best interest of the students. My sense is, based on the interpreted datasfsiodihi
and my own experiential understanding, that the shifts taking place are not intthe bes
interest of our students. The shifts seem philosophically opposed to assertionsajyrounde

in Dewey’s democratic progressivism and many current learning thelmsitesspouse a



123
focus on the individual student as a child living life. | worry that our classrooms are
drifting from the concept of helping children to reach their full potential as humiagshei
and instead are focusing on helping our children reach their full potential to ssboaw
a high-stakes exam.

The classroom observations, the documents collected, and the ideas expressed by
the teachers in the interviews develop an introductory picture of the cultustiog e
AIMS seems to be influencing in these schools. As the philosophy of education in these
schools becomes centered on a testing system rather than the students, the pedagogy
seems to be reflecting the shift. While some might argue that this stofbdsfgr the
students, it requires an investigation into the definitions such cultures of tgistnig
words and phrases like “challenging students to achieve more,” “best gAcSceCcess
in school,” “sound pedagogy,” and the purposes of schooling. Educators need to evaluate
their schools, determine if a culture of testing has developed, and have meaningful
conversations with all stakeholders about the consequences and meaning of allowing
such a culture to develop and exist within a district or a school.

| believe that schools and districts can focus curriculum and instruction on
principles of child centeredness as part of Dewey’s vision of democratic @ieges
Critical inquiry, higher-level thinking, and experience-based education cantraldo
the day-to-day instruction in our classrooms as part of a school’s effort to improve
student learning. Arguably, this can even have a positive effect on test gdests are
sound and make direct connections with important aspects of child-centered learning

Future studies might sharpen our understanding by investigating systems ¢ibaduca
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which are student centered rather than system centered or by finding afmaigstud
teachers within test-centric environments who successfully adhere to msofpl
Dewey’s democratic progressivism even within a system that does nstdnc¢he child.

It is my belief that cultures of testing exist in schools and distritteut
investing time and resources in properly determining the consequences of sisabnshif
students and teachers. | believe the curriculum and instruction begins to chamays i
that contrast sharply with Dewey’s vision of democratic progressivismhasd thanges
often go undetected because districts are busy analyzing test scordgiatidgapractice
to influence scores. Districts embracing cultures of testing may umglttallow the
definitions of student success and student achievement to be defined by test scores
without determining the consequences of such definitions on pedagogy and student
experiences in school, .What is the likelihood of nurturing Dewey’s ideal o€clum
which focuses on experience based on an individual child’s needs, tying together both
what she knows with what she needs to know to be part of a larger society in such a test-
centric environment? | believe meaningful conversations should take placebetwe
stakeholders, beginning with school administrators and teachers doing aslbhave
here, using Eisner’s educational criticism, to describe, interpret, and evialdiaidual
schools and classrooms. With such data in hand, these stakeholders can then make
important decisions about what is best for their students based on a cleareandotgyst
of the consequences of embracing a culture of testing. Armed with carefosiywcted
rationale for their decisions, they can communicate with policy makers fiecavely,

working strategically for what they believe to be in their students’ besests.
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Conclusion

Eisner (1998a) made the following statement about the relationship between

researcher and teacher.
The relationship between researcher and teacher...is one of mutual inquiry and
negotiation. Their generalizing qualities are not so much located in Truth, as in
their ability to refine perception and to deepen conversation.... Such a
conception of generalization lightens the burden. This lightened burden is not to
be regarded as an invitation to irresponsible description, interpretation, or
evaluation, but rather as a reflection of the recognition that genexaiiz atie
tools with which we work and are to be shaped in context. They are part of the
substantive exchange between professionals with their own expertise, not
prescriptions from the doctor. (p. 205)
Approaching this study as an educational critic in the mold of Eisner, | wataide
that the curriculum is being narrowed by standardized testing and that the tyreativi
artistry of teaching is being lost in these schools. Dewey once wrote, ‘titoiucas a
process of living and not a preparation for future living” (Bruner, 1966, p. 211). In this
light, our American public education system is focusing less on education as a ppart of t
life of a child in the midst of living, and drifted into a view of the child as a part of the
manufacturing system guided and monitored by high-stakes testingetsign
successfully pass percentages of students to the next level. This study hasdismn
to develop a clearer understanding of what is actually happening to curriculum and
instruction in several public school classrooms as a result of one state’sakigh-axam.
It was an opportunity to listen to professionals whose voices are too often mageginal
and in so doing, refine perceptions, and provide a picture that will deepen the national

and state conversations about high-stakes testing effects.

At the end of this study, | have three main conclusions, three primary ideas that
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emerge out of my consideration of what these teachers had to say, what lamas abl
observe, and what | learned through the analysis of relevant documents. FirfitJghe A
is having tremendous influence on the curriculum and instruction in these teachers’
classrooms, particularly because of school-wide, and even district-widieutum
reform efforts to create standardized programs of instruction centered ont&ifarsls,
vertical alignment, and principles of curriculum blocking and curriculum mapping that
move students programmatically toward the culminating AIMS exam. Secomdeldsa
great deal of conflict within these teachers as they listened to their ovas woithe
discussions and, perhaps, heard their own ideas for the first time in such a fatingal se
Many of them seemed torn between supporting their school’s curriculum pragcathe
excitement that can come with seeing percentages of students improving on a
standardized test, and their frustration with the significant effect it wasdhan the
transformation of their profession. Teacher 4a expressed this internattcahiin |
asked if the pleasure of teaching had shifted one way or another since the AIMS.

Mine is both. You know like the days when you're just like, God! | gotta meet
those standards! Gosh, | gotta get these students prepared you know. Then, you're
just like, | hate teaching! | hate teaching! Get me a beer! Sorryahnyeu know,

you just get tired of it. You get fed up with it. I'm not data driven. | hate looking

at data, but | have to for me to be able to be a good teacher. It's just some people
have the eye, and | just don’t. And then there’s just days when my kid can write a
poem [and | say], Oh my gosh, you wrote this? This is beautiful, you know. I've
met some standards; then | feel happy. | feel that pleasure. | lovmits When |

want to come back the next day. And then there’s days when | just want to shoot
myself.

My third conclusion is best expressed in this line from the above quote: “I hate

looking at data, but | have to for me to be able to be a good teacher.” This philosophy

seemed pervasive at the three high schools. Part of the internal conflict | sensed i
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teachers was their reaction to the realization that this philosophy hadcdefae their

school and in some ways their classrooms. Repeatedly, | heard teacheng deitcess

in the classroom and pleasure in teaching according to helping students improve on the

AIMS test. Two teachers at High School A made two lengthy comments about the

pleasure and “rush” they felt in increasing test scores and helping stpdsstthe

AIMS.

Teacher 2a: This data, | mean, we don’t have to look at as a whole; we can look at
individual students as well because we see some students who come into our
classroom their math scores are so low. | mean just individual students. Then at
the end of the year, it's way up here. | mean just that individual student—the fact
that he or she learned so much. It really makes you happy. For exampfeathis

| had a student who came into my classroom. He was so negative. He didn’t want
to learn. He told me himself, I'm just here because I'm here. I'm not hesaro |
anything. It's what he said himself. And at the end of the year, he found that he
passed his AIMS. And then he gave me hugs and said, oh you did so much for
me. | mean these are the types of things that really make me want to continue
teaching, just even if one student says that to me, that’s a big thing to me. But as a
whole, yeah our scores yeah they may increase slightly, but still those intividua
students, those are the ones that really make a difference in my teawhingad

| feel about my teaching.

Teacher 3a responded to this comment and took the idea of AIMS defining happiness

even further.

And | think the very first year that you teach—you’re AIMS driven—the AIMS

think causes more misery than pleasure. Because you don’'t have any results from
any of the students to see what you were able to help them accomplish. But once
you get those results and you see the impact of what you did, and as tgachers
look at your students results and you can say, oh not only did they pass or not, but
you know my students overall, did very well in this area. It's an affirmation that
drives you, you know what | mean, to continue doing what you do and feeling
good about it the following year. Does that make sense? And also, it is getting to
those individual students looking at the individual student’s scores. You know
we're supposed to care about the big picture, because it's AYP, but the big picture
isn’'t what excites me. It's not what makes me shout and it's not what makes me
cry. When | see those scores, it’'s that child that has worked so hard and just didn’t
make it. | want to sit and cry because | know they are sitting and cryiag they
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get it. But then the ones that went from Falls Far Below to Exceeds, even though
they have always fallen far below, that last time they're to Meets, you,know
where they finally pass. You're not supposed to jump two categories in one test
taking, but the kids who do, oh it's a rush! And although you don'’t get the data
every day, that affects you every day, but on the low days, that's something you
can mentally revisit is you know students are able to accomplish something
because of experiences | can provide in my classroom. Does that make s&nse? It
kind of the warm - you know you’re supposed to have a rainy day notebook that
you go back through and it’s all the warm fuzzy notes that you read when you're
really feeling down. Like it's those individual students and what they
accomplished on the AIMS that is my mental rainy day notebook.
Among these English and math teachers, it seemed that a large part ofishencexas
teachers had come to be defined by the AIMS test. Each school was so fully invested i
curriculum programs centered on mapped standards that moved students toward the
AIMS that some teachers had even come to define their satisfaction in teacd@dgha
test scores.

These three conclusions correlate with some of my own preconceptions about the
effects AIMS might be having on the curriculum and instruction in these schools.
However, my personal conclusion is not, “Aha! | found what | was looking for!” Rather
| feel that a number of questions have arisen out of this study that require furthe
investigation and discussion. First, how pervasive in Arizona is this curriculonmref
that centers on vertically aligned, blocked, and mapped curriculum? Secondyweldoe
find this type of curriculum, is it really what is best for our children? Third, tosgsype
of curriculum ignore the unique challenges facing nonstandard students plugged into a
standardized curriculum program, particularly Native American students™Foovi

widespread are the conflicted feelings expressed by the teachessstuthi? Fifth,

what type of influence is this type of curriculum having on the practiceaohteg and
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teachers’ feelings towards their profession? Finally, do the systesdsicédtion
described by the teachers at High School A and High School B best meet the rikeds of
Native American students these schools seek to serve? | believe these questidtos ne
be examined in the state of Arizona. The AIMS appears to be having a dramatic, and |
believe a negative, effect on the three high schools in this study, and opening future
studies up to a more comprehensive evaluation of the topic might provide additional
compelling data for a deeper discussion of the issues raised here that danteaatr

increasingly defensible approaches to reform in our public schools.
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Diné College, Ganado AZ; August 2000 to May 2002; August 2007 to December 2007

High School English and History Teacher; History Department Chair
Ganado High School, Ganado AZ; August 2000 to May 2002

Middle School History and English Teacher
Southridge Middle School, Fontana CA; Sept 1999 to August 2000
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Education-Related Duties

Director/Principal, Moab Charter School

Responsibility for all school programs, staffing, evaluations, school budgeng, discipline,
and the special education program. Charged with carrying out the diraaftibesgoverning
board and establishing and maintaining cooperative relationships wittablState Office of
Education departments and programs.

Dean of Instruction, Window Rock High School

Responsibility for English Language Learner program, all state antidissting, teacher
evaluations, all tutoring programs, summer school development, textbook andlaorr
material ordering, as well as assisting with parent meetings, ldhiscigsues, and other general
school administration issues.

Snow College Concurrent Enrollment Instructor, Juab High School
Taught an English 1010 class for college credit through a local commungge&olihe class was
taught at the high school.

District Curriculum Blocking Project Participant, Juab School Distric

Served as a two-year participant on a team which blocked the enticailcum for the high
school English Department. In addition, | designed the end-of-quarter congivehexams for
all sophomore English classes. | also formatted the tests using computarsddr internet
delivery and analysis of the exams for all sophomore and junior English courses

School Newspaper Advisor, Juab High School
Taught the journalism class and supervised the school newspaper. V¢aguiblimonthly
edition of 12 pages with contributions from over 30 student staff members.

Literary Magazine Advisor, Juab High School
For three years, | served as the literary magazine advisor. Along snthlastudent staff, we
printed, bound, and sold student essays, poems, and short stories on an annual basis.

Adult Evening School Instructor, Juab High School
| taught an adult English class for students working toward passing the G.Ed2korg high
school credit. | designed and delivered the course.

After-School Clinic Instructor, Hesperia Junior High
For one year, | taught standardized remedial courses to eighth grade suidehtl failed to
meet benchmark requirements on English exams.

Designed courses and taught at Diné College

Over a two-year period, | designed and taught 8 courses in English, Southwdstetaiid,
World History, and Reading for Native American college students andngeaikults on the
Navajo Reservation in Arizona. In addition, | designed and taught coursed|tbhe2887 in
reading and composition.

History Department Chair, Ganado High School
At the request of my colleagues, | served as the History Department|€adiing our
department through an important textbook and curriculum acquisition year.
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School Site Council Member, Ganado High School

For one year, | served as the School Site Council member representing ¢ing Begtartment at
Ganado High. This administrative team met regularly to discuss all s&jopl decisions with
votes and recommendations governing administrator and department action.

At Risk-Retention Intervention Instructor, Southridge Middle Saol
For one year, | taught remedial courses for struggling English students. Thescaere semi-
structured with much of the lesson planning left to the teachers.

Alternative to Suspension Coordinator, Southridge Middle School

For one year, | served as the Alternative to Suspension Coordinator feschiited detention.
These students had broken school rules and were required to servethieviébha certain
number of after-school hours rather than missing school time due to suspension.

Professional Presentations

Utah Coalition for Educational Technology Conference, March 2007, Presente
“Using PowerPoints as Assessments”
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