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Introduction to the Teacher Research Project


When I think about the most pressing issue of schools today and more importantly my classroom, assessments are always at the forefront. Although this is my second year teaching an End-of Course exam, creating authentic assessments has constantly been a struggle for me. I want to understand alternative and authentic assessments deeply in relation to student performance. In the past two years I have watched students work feverishly through the semester but on the day of the North Carolina End-of-Course exam for Civics and Economics they fall short. It is very frustrating to see students that have the ability to do well on these exams but are lacking the critical reading skills. So, here in lies my problem with standardized assessments, they are not authentic and diverse. The North Carolina End-of-Course test is a 100 multiple- choice question test that evaluates concepts, which include the United States political system, economic system, and legal system. I believe this test is not authentic and diverse because it does not meet every student’s abilities instead it forces the students to be standardized just like the test. Kevin Lavey (2000) in Student Slayer: The Imposed Curriculum argues that, “If students have not mastered how to be good receivers of the imposed curriculum, then they are to various degrees failures, punished in their non-mastery by low grades” (p. 1). Lavey’s quote sets the foundation for the purpose of my research. 
As an educator I see assessments as a tool to encourage both students and teachers, not a way to discourage both parties. Unfortunately, I have become discouraged along with my students. Therefore, I am completing this research to see if students will perform differently if their test has a format different. The intent of this research is to evaluate alternative forms of assessments, not to criticize multiple-choice tests. Multiple-choice tests have a place in the educational environment, in that they are convenient when scoring and easily understood by most test-takers (Smith 1982, p. 211).  Also, according to Smith (1982), “The format does have some drawbacks: it is somewhat limiting in the type of mental behaviors which can be elicited, it is subject to guessing, and it interacts with characteristics of test takers” (p. 211). 

Lastly, multiple-choice tests rest on the ability of the student to possess “test wiseness.” This in many ways could be the answer to my frustration with the North Carolina End-of-Course Test but I will save that for another research topic. But for the sake of this research, “test wiseness” is the ability of a student to be sensitive to the explanatory or narrative frameworks underlying each question (Reich 2009, p. 339). Therefore, the ability of a student to know how to take the multiple-choice test is an integral factor in passing the test.  Some may think, the best approach is to just teach students how to take the test. But as educators we should question whether this is the most effective solution to the lack of diversity in standardized testing? Reich (2009) also provides, “That multiple-choice history questions often contain implicit explanatory frameworks and the students who were able to identify the one that the test writer had in mind were able to answer more questions than one might expect given their command of the factual material (p. 339). So I often view these tests as games. Unfortunately, not all students can play the game. Therefore, alternative assessments should be an option. 

My immediate solution has been to change the format of the test. However, throughout my research, I have decided to look less at my personal matters with multiple-choice- test and more at the performance and attitudes of my students. Overall, this research includes an experiment and reflection using a test with short response questions, an oral section, and free response section. This research in many ways will lead me to the answer of whether the performance and/or attitudes of students differ when the format of formative assessments vary?
Methodology 

One of the most daunting tasks of my research is choosing which group of students to use for the data collection. This task was somewhat difficult because I wanted to make sure that I included a diverse background of students and ensure that all levels of students participated and had a voice. I decided to use my second period because most of them have very high Lexile reading levels, but many of them have different skill abilities. More importantly they are an active class specifically when it comes to learning or any type of discussion about their education. My second period class has 33 students where more than half are males. This class does not include any “repeaters” so everyone is taking Civics and Economics for the first time. Therefore, no one has taken the EOC in C&E before. At the same time everyone is familiar with multiple-choice tests and is qualified to express their opinions on various test formats. When I thought about which class to use this class was most appropriate because of the invested interests they have expressed in looking at the purpose of tests. 
To begin the data collection process, I kept a journal to track my research experience. I wanted to make sure I wrote down what my students were saying, my ideas, and any reactions from my students. My students became familiar with me writing in this log. I used the research log at first on test days to gauge their attitudes and performance. I would note the number of students present and any questions they asked about the test before passing it out. After the end of the test I would ask my students about their thoughts on the test. 

The second part of the data collection process was an informal survey with my students. For the informal survey I posted two questions on the white board. These questions were, how do you feel about multiple-choice tests and what format of tests do you prefer, rank the following formats from most preferred to least preferred (Essay, multiple choice, true or false, and short answer questions)? The students were given two small Post-It notes to answer both questions. The informal survey was used to gauge the preferred test format of students. While students answered the two questions, I noted student talk that occurred amongst them.
The third part of the data collection process and essentially where I collected the most imperative data was the actual test along with the pre and post survey. Essentially, I created a test that I named the “EOC” like test. Because the main focus of this research is to create an alternative test to the North Carolina End –of-Course exam, a part of the research was to have the students take a test with a format other than an a multiple-choice test. The day before the assessment each student completed a post survey (See Figure 1). The next day after turning in the test, students completed the same set of questions. I chose to use the same set of questions to compare and contrast the attitudes and perspectives of my students before and after the test. 

In analyzing the data, I re-read the MacLean and Mohr text to use as a guide in analyzing the data for this research. The following statement gave a clear direction for the data analysis. “Teacher-researchers do not collect data for very long without stopping to reflect, analyze, and reset their sights” (p. 57). I chose to look for themes and patterns. With themes I observed the data for a connection between the attitudes and performance of the students when taking a multiple-choice test. With patterns, I observed the data for a change in how the students survey responses changed before and after the “EOC” like test. Specifically in using the data I was looking for a student that stood out against multiple choice testing and their reasoning. At the same time I was looking for students who provided clear reasons for why multiple choice tests are appropriate for standardized assessments. Lastly, I analyzed the test results to see if there was a major difference in test scores using the different forms of test. 
Figure 1.
	Pre and Post Survey

1. How do you feel about tests having only multiple-choice questions?

2. Do you perform better on tests when there are only multiple-choice questions? Circle YES or No and Explain

3.Do you think that more students would perform better on the EOC if the test included more than just multiple- choice questions? (i.e., essay, short answer, free response, matching, or true and false)  Circle YES or No and Explain

4. How would you feel if more of your tests included a combination of the following formats (i.e., essay, short answer, free response, matching, or true and false)?


Findings

After research and data collection on alternative assessments, my findings simply provided that the attitudes of the students do not change but their performance slightly changes. One of the patterns present in this research was the idea that students see multiple-choice tests as a way to perform well on tests. Throughout the data collection process I I was surprised to see that students exhibited some sense of “test wiseness” when considering the advantages and disadvantages of multiple-choice tests. They feel like this form of test is easier therefore feeling motivated and successful. Below are quotes from students on why they prefer multiple choice tests.

“Multiple-choice tests can jog your memory on other questions.”-Briana

“I have a better chance of getting a higher grade even if I don’t know the answer.”-Tiara
“With these tests we can use process of elimination.”-Drew

In conducting this research I was surprised to see that students responded differently from what I expected. In my journal on November 3, 2010 I wrote

“Students felt like a test with writing would be very difficult. Some commented that they would need to be experts in the content to pass a test with more than multiple-choice questions.” All along I felt that students could use writing as way to show what they know whereas they felt as if writing about the content would difficult. I assumed that students who possess great communication skills but lacked “test wiseness” would appreciate and feel comfortable with other forms of assessments. However, midway through my research I realized that students are more comfortable with multiple-choice questions because majority of the standardized tests were multiple-choice. In many instances the form of the test is based on convenience and comfort. 
Another part of my findings included the results from the “EOC” like test. In conducting this research I continued to use the regular testing format with 75 multiple-choice tests. The North Carolina End-of-Course test for C&E is 100 multiple choice questions. To answer the research question I created a test that I think would be more appropriate to test the knowledge of the content. This test included 40 multiple-choice questions, 3 document based questions and a free response question. I used a rubric to score the DBQ’s and free response. Figure 2 shows the comparison of scores when students took the regular and “EOC” like test. The data showed that although students prefer multiple-choice test they scored higher on the “EOC” like test. This answers part of the research question in terms of performance but the part concerning attitude remains unchanged. 
  Figure 2.                       Comparison of tests results

	Regular Test
	“EOC” Like Test

	Class Average
	72
	Class Average
	84

	Median Score
	63
	Median Score
	79


Discussion

The implication of this study is the North Carolina EOC for C&E should include more diverse formats. Although my students performed much better on the “EOC like” test, most of them preferred a multiple choice test. This research has demonstrated that there is a need for research in all classes. This research is important in terms of disseminating the information to other teachers. The idea behind this research can be reached to the state and national level of government. More importantly, this research can be used to reform my lessons on a daily basis. Lastly, the implications of this research is to reach the needs of students and measure what they need to be successful. 
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