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Writing tests bleak but better
Scores on state exam show less than half of area kids passed
PERCENT PROFICIENT
	
	4th Grade
	7th Grade
	10th Grade

	New Hanover County
	52
	52
	53

	Brunswick County
	45
	45
	45

	Pender County
	49
	47
	62




Less than half of area children passed a statewide writing test, according to recently released results. And that’s a good year for the controversial tests.

Area school districts generally saw scores rise on the annual essays by fourth-, seventh- and 10th-graders. For the second year in a row, New Hanover County Schools improved.

But despite improvements from the previous year, less than a third of black fourth-graders in Brunswick, Pender and New Hanover received passing marks. In Pender, only one in five black seventh-graders passed, down from nearly 40 percent the year before.

And girls were far superior to boys. In Brunswick County, 32 percent of 10th-grade boys passed the test, compared to 56 percent of girls. 

Local educators seemed wary of making too much of the results, which mirror statewide numbers. Writing tests have been used in the state for two decades. During the past five years, the test has been changed several times to deal with concerns about subjective grading and swings in scores.

The current format has been in use for three years, primarily as a performance evaluation tool for teachers and administrators. 

However, that’s changing. This year, 10th-grade results will be used as part of the calculation for No Child Left Behind goals. And next year, all levels will be used in measuring school performance for the statewide accountability system.

“Compared to other tests, it does not have a good reputation,” said Rick Holliday, the director of instructional services for New Hanover County Schools. “You can’t tell me that in the state of North Carolina, one out of two kids can write proficiently. I don’t know if it’s a problem in scoring or we really have issues in writing.”

He was, however, troubled by the continued disparity between white and black students, though he was stumped to explain it and similar gaps on other standardized tests.

“It’s a hard question to answer,” Dr. Holliday said. “Clearly there is an issue.”

He also was unsure about the statewide disparity between the sexes, saying it may be that boys and girls still are encouraged to pursue different fields. 

With 62 percent of 10th-graders passing the test, Pender County led the region for high school scores. But Superintendent Ted Kaniuka said he thought there was still too much subjectivity in the scoring. He had a higher degree of confidence in the multiple-choice tests used for reading and math tests.

Dr. Kaniuka said he had not examined the numbers closely enough to offer an explanation for the big drop among the county’s black seventh-graders.

The continued racial gap does not surprise Andrew Hayes, a professor at the Watson School of Education at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. It will continue as long as there is a corresponding socioeconomic gap between the races, he said. And the 10th-grade prompt would challenge many adults he knows, he said.

The prompt reads: “Write an article for a school newspaper about the meaning of individuality as it relates to being a member of group.” It was followed by the definition of individuality and quotes from Voltaire, Janis Joplin and Confucius. Students had 100 minutes.

“It takes a hellacious language ability just to attack this thing,” he said.

The level of proficiency on the writing test is markedly less than on both reading and math tests. Nearly 90 percent of New Hanover County seventh-graders passed those tests last year, compared with 52 percent on this year’s writing test.

It’s a common misconception that a child who does well on math and reading automatically does well on writing, said Lou Fabrizio, accountability director for the N.C. Department of Public Instruction. The tests show students are less proficient in on-demand writing than they are in other subjects, he said.

But Dr. Hayes downplayed the significance. Proficiency is an arbitrary thing, he said. If testers want to draw the line to reflect the ability of the typical student, 50 percent proficiency would be the statewide score by definition, he said.

On the Web The report can be seen at www.ncpublicschools.org.
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