The Questions Make No Difference


Over the years there have been many different debates and discussions about the best way to prepare students for State reading exams.  Some of them have included strategies to make the testing genre more accessible, others have involved analyzing trends and questions types over the years in an effort to give students a "more than even" chance of predicting ahead of time.

In 2010, New York State testing took a vicious turn, with scoring corrections made on all grade levels based on data from NAEP and PISA.  These organizations basically proved that the NYS tests were not grade level appropriate, and the text that they used to assess students reading was not of a grade complex nature.  NYS themselves acknowledged that the tests had become too predictable and as a consequence a number of changes have occurred.

The fine print of all of this posturing has been this.  The tests in 2012 will be longer, more rigorous, assess more standards, and ask students to access text higher in complexity. As a result, past practices such as; skill of the week, constant teacher assistance with tough text, packets of question types, and strategies that do not encourage students to think as they read, are not only of no value, but basically negligent. 
If a student can't understand the text- 
then all the questions are the same.

Following are recommendations for effective whole school practice to assist test readiness for all students.  It is, by no means, exhaustive, or innovative.  It is based on best practice, latest research, and has evolved through analysis of effective teaching and learning strategies by schools and teachers.  

-Brian Green

Creative School Services
READING PASSAGES

2012 TEST DEMANDS

	more passages for each grade
	passages of at least four different genres

	longer reading passages 
	less predictable text



GENRES

The ELA test in grades 3-8 will contain a mixture of texts from the following genres:

*folktales   *reports   *letters   *stories   *poems   *informative pieces   *literary pieces   *interviews   *how to pieces   *classical works   *plays
ACTIVITIES TO ENCOURAGE TEXT READINESS

· Students should annotate as they read.  Teach them to SLOW DOWN; make 
notes, circle key words, "tell over" in their mind, STOP-THINK-JOT, CSI (Carefully Study Information), basically track AS they read.

Teachers can encourage strategies like these by

· Daily modeling think alouds while they annotate themselves.

· Modeling graphic organizers as they read.

· Have students involved in daily shared reading and annotating,
 creating graphic organizers with the class or small groups

· Partner reading and partner think alouds.

· Reciprocal Teaching practices

· Get students to question every piece of text that they read by answering 
four simple questions.

· What type of text is it?  (STRUCTURE)
· How do you know?  (TEXT FEATURES)
· Who wrote it and why?  (AUTHOR'S PURPOSE)
· What is the main idea/point of the text? (MAIN IDEA)
· Teacher should allow students to be gently uncomfortable with text.  Too much scaffolding by teachers does not allow students to apply their strategies and 
knowledge at a higher level, especially with unknown and non-engaging text.  
Classroom practices that allow for support, only after students have applied all of their comprehension knowledge, after peer assistance, or by attacking the text in a variety of ways, will breed thinking readers. 

· Teachers need to have students read for more time and read more widely.  Independent reading that is not fostering the application of known strategies, that is infrequent, not monitored, not diverse in text, and not assessed is not valuable use of anyone's time.  Our students are going to need reading stamina like never before, with more complex text, that is unlikely to be interest based.



MORE FREQUENT USE OF HIGHER ORDER QUESTION STEMS

	best supports
	best explains
	most likely
	best shows

	best tells
	most likely means
	means almost the same as
	is most like

	is not
	does not
	is unlikely
	best describes

	most useful
	best completes
	author suggests
	least important


ACTIVITIES TO ENCOURAGE MULTIPLE CHOICE COMPETENCE

· Teach students the regular strategies such as process of elimination etc. but make the understanding that this is often not a true science.

· There is no evidence to support or deny that reading the questions before reading the text is an effective strategy.  Research supports that it depends on the competency of the reader.  An effective strategy is to use question reading as a way of activating prior knowledge and to also heighten awareness of the text.  By reading questions first, a strategic reader is often able to determine; plot, characters, text problem, genre, text structure, or featured vocabulary.  E.g.
· Which of these sentences from the passage is least important for understanding how hailstones form?- the text is probably non-fiction about weather or storms.

· What will most likely happen if a newly-planted cornfield is hit by hail the size of green peas?- the text is non-fiction about the effect of weather and hailstones
· Restating the question in their own words, practicing with a partner…"What are we looking for?  Do we agree on what we are looking for?"

· Teachers model the thought process of activating prior knowledge, the way they determine close answers, finding evidence in the text, confirming their answers, and justifying their answers.

· Students can work as teams on questions after reading text to justify answers to each other.

· Timed testing, and discussing unseen strategies in small groups assists deeper understanding.

· Teacher practicing the use of question stems in daily do-nows and for homework 

Question compositions for 2012
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2012 TEST DEMANDS


Big increase in the number of multiple choice questions


More time to complete the questions


More questions for each passage


Deeper questioning and reliance of higher order thinking skills 


Summarizing


Analyzing


Inferring


Interpreting


Predicting


Evaluating
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