DATE: Saturday, May 19, 2001

EDITION: ALL 

SECTION: GENERAL NEWS

PAGE: A1

ILLUSTRATION: Chart Graphic 

CHANGE INFLATES TESTING RESULTS

SOME LOCAL SCHOOLS REPORT 100 PERCENT OF FIFTH-GRADERS PASSED THE STATE-MANDATED MATH EXAM. 

   Major changes in the state fifth-grade math test have led to artificially high scores, including whopping increases at some area schools, which could help thousands of North Carolina students get promoted to sixth grade.

   State testing officials say the new version of the end-of-grade math test was graded too leniently and will need changing before it is given again next year.

   New state accountability standards, called the Gateways, require fifth-graders to pass end-of-grade math and reading tests to be promoted, but so far, virtually no one has failed the math exam. While local educators are celebrating, the test scores are drastically out of line with fifth-grade results from previous years - or even with math scores posted by the same students last year in fourth grade.

   ``Based on what we're hearing, we know we'll have to go back to the board (on the math test),'' said Lou Fabrizio, accountability director for the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction.

   However, those changes won't affect students who took the test this year.

   The Gateways were designed to catch students who are struggling and make sure they are on grade level before promoting them to sixth grade. But Fabrizio said because the test was scored too leniently, some students who need that extra math help will move on to sixth grade without getting it.

   The problem, Fabrizio said, isn't that the questions were too easy; in fact, they are harder this year. But because of that, students weren't required to get as many questions right as last year, he said.

   Fabrizio said students this year had to answer roughly one in four math questions correctly to pass. Last year, students had to answer 45 percent correctly to pass.

   He said preliminary reports from across the state showing near-perfect test performance indicate testing officials likely didn't set the bar high enough. However, Fabrizio said he would rather make passing the test too easy and adjust later than set the scale too high and have thousands flunk fifth grade.

   Only one Guilford County elementary or middle school - Brooks Global Elementary in 1999 - has ever posted a 100 percent passing rate at any grade level in eight previous years of end-of-grade testing.

   But this week, principals of Peeler, Kirkman Park and Alamance elementary schools all reported that 100 percent of their fifth-graders passed the math test, according to preliminary results. At Archer Elementary School, 97 percent of fifth-graders passed math.

   Those scores are well ahead of what the same students did last year in fourth grade. At Peeler, for instance, 57 percent of fourth-graders passed the math test last year.

   Kirkman Park principal Cheryl Spaulding said her schools' scores far exceeded her most optimistic projections. She feared as many as 50 percent might fail because a number of struggling students transferred into her school this year.

   ``We were afraid an assistance team (for low-performing schools) might have to come in in the fall,'' she said.

   A handful of students missed the test and are taking makeup exams. However, principals surveyed said no more than one or two students per grade level missed the test, which wouldn't be a large enough number to drastically change the preliminary scores.

   None of the aforementioned schools had any input into the makeup of the test nor were they responsible for grading the answer sheets.

   The test is written by state experts and given to all North Carolina fifth-graders, while the answers are scored by school administrators in the district's Franklin Boulevard office.

   The apparent math score inflation isn't limited to Guilford County.

   More than 99 percent of Randolph County fifth-graders passed this year's math test.

   ``We anticipated 25 percent of students wouldn't pass,'' said Vicki Moss, Randolph County Schools' director of accountability. She based these projections on student performance in fourth grade and results from pilot Gateway programs across the state.

   More than 98 percent of Davidson County Schools' fifth-graders passed math, according to Gary Edge, the system's testing director.

   Despite the test score inflation, the hard work put in by students and teachers can't be discounted.

   Area schools saw sizable increases on fifth-grade reading scores, although not to the same degree as math. The fifth-grade reading test wasn't changed this year, meaning any gains are due to better student performance.

   Ninety percent of Peeler fifth-graders passed this year's reading test. Only 60 percent of those same students passed the fourth-grade reading test last year.

   Fifth-graders must pass both the reading and math tests to be promoted. Those who fail will get extra help, including summer school, and several chances to retake the test. However, they ultimately must pass both to reach sixth grade, unless their principal finds a compelling reason to overrule the tests.

   About 82 percent of Archer students passed fifth-grade reading, after 51 percent passed in fourth grade last year.

   Eighty-seven percent of Alamance fifth-graders passed reading; 81 percent of those students passed as fourth-graders. Kirkman Park posted a 72 percent fifth-grade passing rate this year. Just 53 percent passed last year in fourth grade.

   ``This staff pulled together as a team this year,'' Spaulding, the Kirkman Park principal, said.

